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The Story So Far

Framed and expelled from the Academy of Magic, Gabriel Grimm joined the Adventurer’s Guild. Desperate to keep a roof over his head, he joined up with 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 a series of 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.
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.
Peace reigned for almost a month, allowing Gabriel, Merideva, and Sthuza to expand the Core’s control across most of the upper five floors. A series of escalating undead incursions shattered the comfortable lull, forcing them into action.
While saving a pair of inutari twins from a band of undead, Gabriel was drawn back into the city. In addition to the comforting welcome of Mrs. Spaulding’s inn, he and his bonded found themselves honored guests of Baroness Lostbarrow and her old friend, Leryane.
The baroness proved eager to work with Gabriel and the others to revitalize the city and its adventurer population. She went so far as to recover and return the remains of Reyna’s dead sister, Raeya.
Still unsure if the feisty lycan in his head is the real Reyna, Gabriel pledged to save the other Keenclaw, though not until after he deals with the undead threat.
The Swarm presence, which had haunted Gabriel ever since he became Dungeon Master, revealed herself at last. Queen Vesrah ranted and raved about how he was her destined mate. Reyna disapproved of that proposed fate even more strongly than he did.
During a Guild survey of the first five floors, a major undead assault reinforced the need to deal with the Mistress.
When Merideva asked him to formally accept Matriarch Wannaga and her minotaur Herd, he led his bonded down to claim the sixth floor.
The discomfort he felt from his unpleasant first encounter with one of the muscular bovine monsters faded as the cultured, respectful minotaurs welcomed him as Dungeon Master to the Crystalline Lady.
But an unexpected invasion marred the boisterous celebration after Merideva’s presence reactivated long-dormant portals.
Five alien warriors in massive, nigh-impervious armor proved more than any minotaurs could stop.
Even with Brynja, Cindra, and Sthuza fighting at their best—the gorgon shifting into her massive naga form—they couldn’t defeat the relentless intruders.
Brynja tanked scores of strikes that would fell most mortals before succumbing to injuries. So overpowering were the intruders—the s’kraith—that Cindra’s foe managed to burn the hellhound before dropping her low.
Gabriel opened himself to Vesrah, drawing on her corrupted power to slay the s’kraith before they could kill his bonded. The nightmarish abomination he unleashed slew four and left the final intruder comatose. It also destroyed most of their gear and left him drained, physically and mentally.
While Gabriel wanted to rest with his bonded, they had agreed to meet with the baroness. He sought Callie and Claire, the cheerful inutari twins, to deliver a message, but ended up meeting with Leryane.
The elven adventurer accepted his message and passed on one of her own, warning of an annoying noble in town.
After a too-brief rest, Brynja, Cindra, and Gabriel headed into the city to meet with Elaine. Arrogant guards tried to block their path... And were brutally put down after hurling insults.
Gabriel’s meeting with Sir Triscol Blakemore went about as poorly as Elaine and Leryane feared, with the Dungeon Master accepting the Mithril-ranked mage’s challenge in Elaine’s place.
Using the powerful arcane conduit he looted from the s’kraith, Gabriel defeated Triscol, only for the dead noble’s second-in-command to trigger a coup.
Scores of civilians died, along with over a hundred mercenaries, as Cindra and Brynja defended the baroness and cut down the attackers. In town to meet with Elaine, Sir Darren assisted with crushing the coup while Gabriel faced off in melee with a brutal warrior.
After managing the immediate aftermath of the battle, Elaine invited the others back to her study...




Chapter One

Gabriel let Sir Darren and Baroness Lostbarrow carry the conversation. He needed several minutes to recover from the intensity of Vesrah’s dark, insidious rant. His bonded remained quiet, Cindra savoring her elven icefire while Brynja sat alert on his other side.
The older man was keen for any details the baroness could provide on the Guild’s view of the dungeon’s increased floor space and the surge of adventurers, especially the beastkin he had sent.
Once the discussion quieted down, Molly knocked and brought in two trays filled with delicious-smelling hors d’oeuvres.
“Oh, Cindra likes tasty tiny bites,” Cindra said, reaching for an assortment of artfully folded thin slices of meat.
The black-furred inutari shot Darren a smug look, drawing a petulant huff, before retreating in total silence.
Leryane and Elaine shared an amused look, then glanced at Darren.
“Your… maid is quite a competent and forceful presence, isn’t she?” The baroness teased.
He grinned, looking almost bashful. “So, we’re in agreement on continuing to prioritize expanding the numbers of lower-ranked adventurers?” he asked, changing the topic. His gaze flickered between Elaine and Gabriel.
The baroness gave a tired smile. “I believe it is the wisest course of action, at least for the foreseeable future. I expect that in time, Gabriel here will… discover more of the forgotten stretches of the dungeon?” She turned the statement into a question, and Gabriel nodded.
“Yeah… yeah, we’re working to clear some of the blocked tunnels and explore them. But I think it’s best to play it conservatively and focus on the first five or six floors until we can be sure what’s deeper in the dungeon.”
Darren shot Gabriel a strange glance, then looked over at Elaine, who gave a slight headshake. The older man shifted the topic to training and guard schedules, so Gabriel let his thoughts return to his Prime’s words about what they’d accomplished.
He jerked back to the present when Cindra spoke up.
“Ooo! Cindra loves Beef People. Old Pack used to hunt them.” The seruuberc hellhound licked her lips, glowing eyes darting over to gaze at Gabriel.
Leryane nodded, joining in. “Yeah. After you’ve had aged minotaur steaks, cow and oross just won’t cut it.”
“It’s a shame Harkon didn’t take the time to butcher the two he faced,” Darren said. The white-haired adventurer sighed, then took another sip of his elvish whiskey.
Slouching in her chair beside the baroness, Leryane bumped her elbow against the human woman in her well-fitted adventurer garb. “How long do you reckon till some locals start farming the furry bastards again?”
The elf made a show of licking her lips, mirrored by Cindra. Elaine shook her head before speaking, but Gabriel missed her words, his focus shifting back to his Prime in Merideva’s Core Room.
‘Adventurer’s “farm” minotaurs for meat?’
‘Of course, Master. Why would they not… Ah, I see. Until now, none of Lady Merideva’s monsters have been worth hunting for anything other than their Magic Stones. You are aware that adventurers butcher and process many dungeon monsters for the raw materials their bodies provide, yes?’
Gabriel suppressed his instinct to nod, leaning into it and sipping at his frosty tumbler of gelid whiskey. The slightest focus of his weary mind broadcast a mental nod. ‘I knew they did that with monstrous animals, but… I never considered where the line would be drawn.’
Sthuza’s amused snort washed across their bond. ‘The line is drawn in chalk and washed away by the tide, Master. While there is some nuance as to which humanoid monsters are harvested and which are not, it mostly comes down to how profitable the trade in their parts is. I assure you, if there was a market for goblin hides, there would be wily adventurers seeking to skin them more efficiently.’
Gabriel finished his drink, washing away the disturbing imagery of skinned goblins and grubby humans strip-mining Merideva’s monsters for more wealth.
‘If you would like, Master, we could deliver some ready-to-cook meat. I already sent Torrik up, but having Lady Merideva arrange enough for a feast would not take long.’
‘Wait, what? How would she manage that? I’m not an expert, but I’m pretty sure you need to bleed and age meat, at least a little. Besides, while adventurers will kill her monsters, I’m uncomfortable with us doing it.’
‘There is no reason to kill any of Lady Merideva’s minotaurs for meat, Master.’
‘Then how?’
‘Now that she has a properly established Domain, Lady Merideva can conjure anything her monsters produce. If she had some arachne, we could procure as much of their silk as needed.’
‘Even aging the meat?’
‘Of course, Master. However, anything more than the basics of a butcher processing the carcass would increase the Dungeon Essence cost. That said, if you ask, I am confident you will find Lady Merideva eager to produce enough steaks.’
Gabriel thanked his Prime, then checked in with the Dungeon Core, verifying she was willing to conjure the meat before he spoke up.
“—There’s not much more we can do about the dungeon today,” Darren said. He rolled his broad shoulders and tilted his head side-to-side, the audible popping sounding loud in the quiet study.
Elaine smiled. “I agree, Aren. Besides, it has been an eventful day, and I’m sure we could all benefit from dinner and relaxation. We’ll meet again tomorrow afternoon once Olphelia finishes interviewing Harkon and his crew.”
“Ooo, Pack and Packfriends could go have tasty treats at Happy Cook’s lair.”
Leryane and Brynja both spoke up, but Elaine and Darren rose to their feet, looking eager.
Gabriel sighed at Cindra’s energetic outburst. “Guess we’ll need to let her know to cook the minotaur tonight.”
“Darlene has minotaur in her larder?” Leryane asked in disbelief.
Gabriel shook his head. “Not yet, but Sthuza arranged to deliver some to her. It might take an hour or two, but I’m sure Mrs. Spaulding can whip something up. If you’re still interested.”
Leryane and Elaine looked almost as eager as Cindra. Even Darren’s blue eyes brightened.
“Sounds like an excellent plan.” The Mithril-ranked knight grinned at the beaming hellhound. “And after I left Molly waiting here for so long, maybe an enjoyable meal will keep me out of the doghouse.”
Leryane snorted. “I’m sure you’ll find another way to antagonize her at the Queen. Darlene has some incredible ales, and you still don’t know your limits.”
The powerfully built man Gabriel had watched scythe through a dozen or more veteran mercenaries put on a well-practiced look of affronted innocence, which caused every woman except Brynja to laugh.
“Tail Watcher can drink with Birdsister, then. She has trouble with alcohol, too.”
Brynja huffed. “I-I do not have a drinking problem.”
“Nah, don’t worry,” Leryane said. “It’s not you; it’s just your companions could drink a dwarven elder under the table.”
Moving over to her enormous desk, Elaine pressed a button. “I’ll need to arrange an escort.” She flashed an impish grin. “Sylvia won’t be happy to hear about our plans.”
Leryane snorted. “Yeah, you can say that again. She’s sweet-tempered, and I love how serious she is about your security, but… yeah, she’s gonna freak.”
A sharp knock sounded at the door.
“Excuse me, My Lady,” Captain Albright said, his voice muffled by the thick oak door. “Do you need assistance?”
Cindra leapt up, releasing Gabriel’s arm, and darted over to open the door, a broad smile on her face.
In his battered vanguard plate, Garlyn Albright filled the doorway. The otherwise imposing warrior flinched, his face paling at the sight of Cindra. He swallowed and stood firm, glancing at Elaine.
A mischievous look flashed over the weary brunette’s face as she met Sylvia’s gaze.
The Gold-ranked mage still wore her gleaming mithril breastplate, though she had changed out the gambeson beneath. She frowned. “What are you planning now that has you looking so… youthful?”
“Gabriel invited Aren and I to dinner at the Careless Queen,” Elaine said, sounding far too excited.
Cindra bobbed her head with extreme enthusiasm as Leryane and Darren all laughed at how Sylvia deflated, the brightness of her green eyes vanishing.
“Of course, you want to dine at an inn the night of a failed coup.” The armored mage sighed loudly before glancing over at Gabriel. She pinned him with a withering glare for a moment. “You and your party will be there, I trust?”
Chuckling, he nodded.
Sylvia sighed. “Very well. We will arrange a security detail.”
‘Why’s she giving you the stink eye now, Alpha?’
‘The countess sent Sylvia here to protect Elaine, right?’
‘Yeah?’
‘That attack I used to blast through Triscol’s Spell Mantle is a tremendous threat to a noble. Effectively, she’s supposed to shield Elaine against that, which she has to suspect won’t work.’
‘Ha, you’re just making loads of new friends, aren’t ya?’




Chapter Two

It took almost an hour for Sylvia and Garlyn to organize enough guards so the group could leave.
Cindra clung to Gabriel’s side as they headed out. Opposite his canine bonded, Brynja walked along, looking almost as weary as he felt.
Garlyn and Sylvia kept on the alert for any sign of danger, but Elaine and Leryane strolled out onto the street without a care in the world.
Darren’s maid, Molly, accompanied the well-built noble, her back straight and her elaborate black and white dress sharp and spotless. Her immaculately groomed tail remained rigid, unlike Cindra’s rapid wagging.
‘It’s kinda hard to reconcile how that monster butchered all those mercs during the battle with him, all but begging his maid to have dinner with him.’
Gabriel grinned at Reyna’s comment. ‘Yeah, I know what you mean. She makes Sthuza and Brynja look as casual and silly as you and Cindra.’
The dead werebadger snorted. ‘As if. More like Cuix. Have you seen the way those little green bastards live? Hells, compared to that black-furred ice queen, even your rigid-ass focus seems sloppy. Think she was ever an adventurer?’
Reyna’s question surprised Gabriel.
‘Well, that answers that.’
‘Huh?’
‘I wasn’t sure if you see everything I do. Turns out you don’t. Which makes me wonder if you can notice things I don’t.’
‘The hells are you talking about now, Fucker?’
Snorting, and drawing more of Cindra’s attention, Gabriel patted the hellhound’s hand as they continued toward the Guild Quarter.
‘Molly has a Gold tag hidden beneath that lacy collar.’
‘Oh… shit. So that means even his damn maid could kick my scrawny ass.’
‘Maybe. Doesn’t matter, though. I will restore you, so forget about how you compare to who. Besides, she’s older than she looks and definitely could earn a serious living without being a maid. Given some of Leryane’s comments, there’s got to be more to their relationship.’
Reyna snorted, but her presence across their bond relaxed.
With a dozen armored guards parting the crowd ahead of them, the trip to the Careless Queen was quick and uneventful. Myriad people spoke in hushed tones of Gabriel’s duel and the bloody battle afterward.
Many of those whispering voices quavered with fear as they mentioned Gabriel’s magic.
‘Can’t really blame the limp-dicked bastards, ya know. If I was still alive, I know I’d have fucking nightmares about that soul-raping shit you did to that second mage. Somehow, his screaming was even worse than when that stuck-up bitch blasted you with that rod.’
Gabriel shuddered, recalling the exquisite agony of the Necromantic magic attempting to shred the very fabric of his soul. The only reason he had survived the lethal attack was Vesrah’s intervention.
And that wasn’t even the first time she saved me.
‘Hey! None of that, Fucker. Sure, I’m glad that Cockroach Skank saved your muscly ass, but don’t start thinking she’s not a gods-damned, soul-sucking monster. You remember what Snakes said about her type, right?’
‘I won’t forget.’
Cindra huffed, drawing his attention back to their surroundings. Mrs. Spaulding’s inn stood before them.
Thanks to the number of guards escorting Elaine, their group was rather large, and Gabriel doubted there would be enough room in the Careless Queen for so many.
“Look, it’ll be fine, Sylvia,” Elaine said with a hint of pleading. “I’ll have Aren, Leryane, and Gabriel’s party with me. Who could possibly threaten me while we’re dining?”
Leryane snorted. “There’s nothing to worry about. Anyone strong and cocky enough to even try could just sack the castle and take her in her bed.”
Captain Albright trembled in his vanguard plate, gray eyes locking on Gabriel.
Still pressed in tight, Cindra turned a fang-filled grin at the baroness and her guards. “If someone tries to hurt Sad Eyes, Cindra will protect Packfriend.”
Albright gulped, pointedly avoiding eye contact with the energetic hellhound.
“No one’s going to hurt anyone, Cindra. Now, let’s go inside and claim our table. We need to let Mrs. Spaulding know we’re bringing a larger party than normal.”
Cindra’s dark-gray face lit up. She pinned his arm between her breasts, then started for the door.
Several guards gaped as the wooden stairs bowed and creaked, but Brynja followed behind the pair, fluttering her wings to cut off their staring.
Stepping inside, Gabriel was unsurprised to find Darlene dashing across the crowded tavern, a huge serving tray balanced on her shoulder.
“Find yourselves a table, and I’ll be with you when I can,” she said, glancing toward the entrance. She turned away, then back again, her brown eyes brightening.
“Gabriel Grimm, I cannot believe what I saw earlier. Are you all right?” As she spoke, she surged forward and distributed large tankards without looking at her customers.
Gabriel chuckled. “I’m fine, Mrs. Spaulding. I promise. Mind if we claim our usual spot?”
“Ooo! And the other one for Packfriends,” Cindra added.
A trio of armored men seated at the table Cindra had stolen the other night leapt to their feet, sloshing ale as they rushed away from the otherwise unoccupied corner.
“Ah, excellent. It appears there are plenty of unoccupied chairs for Elaine and the others,” Brynja said in such a casual, polite manner Gabriel almost tripped.
Cindra’s head bobbed. “Yep.” Her glowing blue eyes brightened. “Has Snakey sent tasty meat yet?”
A booming laugh rang out from the kitchen as Torrik stepped through the doorway. The dark-haired dwarf wore a misfitted steel breastplate, and a brutal-looking dwarven shortsword hung from his belt. He held a stylish leather satchel in one hand, a full tankard in the other. “I thought that mighta been ya and the lasses, Lad.”
“Nice Shorty brought meat?”
“Aye, Lass. She just put the last one in the oven. And I’ve got something for the rest of ya as well.” Torrik headed for their table, reaching it just as Cindra dragged Gabriel over to his usual chair.
“Sthuza mentioned she was sending you up, but what do you have for us?” Gabriel asked.
Torrik raked his piercing amber eyes over the crowd of dining adventurers, pausing to scare a few into looking away before he unclasped the satchel. “She said you three got in a right mess up here. So she had me bring these.”
He opened the leather bag, revealing a huge red arcanite orb, a pair of rings, and a few lesser pieces Gabriel had charged over the past month.
Several sets of eyes stared at the priceless treasures stuffed inside.
Pulling the skull-sized crystal out took both hands, and Gabriel cradled it in his left. The smooth, hard arcanite was cold but made his skin tingle. He focused his mind inward, tapping the potent store of mana.
‘Thanks, Sthuza. I should have thought to use some earlier.’
‘You are welcome, Master. Truthfully, I should have insisted you reclaim your mana earlier. But at the time, we anticipated neither the duel nor that frantic battle afterward.’
Filling arcanite with mana was a simple and quick process every mage learned. Given the value of mana, Gabriel also had plenty of practice with charging the Academy mana vault.
But drawing the stored energy back out was more challenging. The standard process was to prepare a spell construct, using at least a sliver of one’s pool before tapping into the arcanite to power the magic.
Now, Gabriel wanted to draw the energy back to refill his mana pool. It took a few tries before he got a feel for the process, but once he did, a faint trickle of mana flowed across his internal leylines.
Mana 3%
The general rule is it takes two weeks to refill an empty pool, but I’ve been recovering twice as fast when we sleep near Meri’s Core Room. Still, even a week is too long with all the threats we face now.
A cool sensation soothed the discomfort caused by depleting his pool but did little to alleviate the soul-deep weariness that clung to him since the s’kraith battle.
‘Do you think Cindra and Brynja can handle tapping the smaller pieces, Sthuza? It’s a bit more challenging than I expected.’
‘I am sure they can manage, Master. Here, your magical training is a disadvantage. Just as I am currently doing, they can simply siphon power from the arcanite to restore their mana pools without conscious thought.’
‘So you’ll be able to shift back sooner?’
‘Ah, technically, yes, Master. But given our recent troubles… I am uncomfortable expending so much mana at the moment. My plan was to get my pool back over halfway to ensure I can perform adequately if that foul undead despoiler rears her rotten head.’
‘Right… Okay, I’ll pass the arcanite jewelry to Brynja and Cindra, then focus on draining this orb. I wish you could join us for dinner tonight.’
‘Thank you, Master, but do not worry about me. Let tonight be a celebration of your victory and the strengthening of Lady Merideva’s position in Lostbarrow.’
Pulling his thoughts away from his Prime, Gabriel glanced up to find Darlene standing before him with a tray of drinks. She had a brittle smile on her round face as she watched him. “How did you get mixed up in that awful mess, dearie?” Her brown eyes darted over to Leryane and Elaine.
“Don’t go blaming them, Mrs. Spaulding. I let that arrogant blowhard’s words get to me. One thing led to another, and I wound up accepting his challenge,” Gabriel replied.
Cindra and Brynja nodded. “Yep. Dumb Noble said mean things about Pack, so Packmaster taught him better manners. Then Stupid Mercs tried to murder Sad Eyes.”
Brynja continued to nod in support of her battle sister. “Those villainous ne’er-do-wells proved themselves without a shred of honor.”
“Well, I’m glad you lot got through that horrible mess safe and sound. Though…” Darlene trailed off, her brows furrowing as she stared at Gabriel. “What’s this I heard about you getting in a bloody tussle with that big, brutish adventurer?”
Reaching over to snag a tankard, Darren let out a booming laugh. “Don’t worry about that little dustup. Gabe cut it a touch close, but he got the better of Javier before it was done.”
“Javier Rudge?” Torrik asked, stretching up to grab a tankard for himself. His amber eyes locked on Gabriel. “You beat him?”
“Hah, arrogant prick barely kept his head attached after Gabe was done with him,” Leryane said. The elven woman stretched across the table, claiming two more drinks.
“Speaking of which,” Darren said. He paused for a sip of ale as his left hand dropped below the table. “I saw how badly you mangled that rondel before you punched through Javier’s gorget. Figure this blade will be a lot more useful for you than for me.”
With that, the imposing, Mithril-ranked adventurer raised the sheathed dagger he had looted.
“Ooo! That knife’s like a cute little sister to Cindra’s sword.”
Brynja gave an appreciative whistle at the sight of the hexagonal adamantite disks forming the pommel and guard of the foot-long dagger. “That was the poisoned blade that reprehensible blackguard attempted to assassinate you with?”
“Yeah. Since Gabe’s timely intervention let me avoid taking it straight through the spine, he should claim it as a replacement for that busted one.”
Darren tipped his ale back for another drink, then froze, his piercing blue eyes flaring wide.
“Sir Darren, you neglected to mention having been wounded. Is that why you were wearing a fresh shirt when you returned from the battle?” Molly asked in a sinister tone that caused several people to shiver.
The raven-haired inutari seemed to loom larger than the powerfully built man as she stared at him without blinking.
Gabriel grinned at the look of boyish embarrassment on Darren’s face. Gone was the veteran adventurer, hardened killer, and minor noble. Despite his terrifying presence on the battlefield, he seemed to wilt beneath his maid’s intense glare.
“Don’t worry, Stern Mom, Tail Watcher only got cut a little. Then he helped Pack punish evil idiots.”
Molly blinked several times, turning an odd stare on Cindra. The disguised hellhound beamed at her before tipping her tankard back and chugging the large drink in a single go.
Darlene’s eyes widened before she gave a decisive nod and started passing out the remaining tankards of ale. “Well, I’m glad you weren’t seriously injured. And that you were there to help. Only proper that a bunch of thugs like them get punished for such a brazen attack. But what’ll come of it in the future?”
After handing the last two drinks to Sylvia and Garlyn, she gazed at Elaine. “Do Gabriel and his ladies need to worry about that cowardly noble coming after ’em again?”
The baroness shared a look with Darren and Leryane before smiling and shaking her head. “While I cannot view the future, I’ve already put Triscol Blakemore and his crew solidly in the ‘dealt with’ category. I’m sure his father will be unhappy with both Gabriel and myself. Still, after that brazen coup attempt, plus the violation of a Guild-sanctioned duel, he’ll probably want to place Triscol under house arrest for a few decades once he’s resurrected.”
Elaine snickered. “Given how mangled Triscol’s corpse is, combined with the fact he’s tied up in about a hundred pounds of Guild red tape at this point, I expect Viktorin to have him resurrected without his remains.”
Several pairs of eyes tracked to Torrik. Staring at the short-bearded dwarf, Darlene asked, “But he will be back, right? Will it take long?”
“Whether they anchor yer soul back to yer body or not, don’t really affect the time involved.”
The veteran adventurers and Molly nodded.
“Yeah. Having to create a new body mostly makes the process more expensive,” Darren said. “Long as he has a Divine Favor, that won’t be an issue given how rich his daddy is.”
Elaine sighed, then focused on Darlene. “To answer your question, Triscol will be months recovering from the grueling process. And even once he has, I doubt his father will consider letting him come anywhere near Gabriel or me. The risk is too great to chance for petty revenge.”
Darlene sighed, sagging as tension fled her rosy face. “That’s a relief.” She brushed her mussy brown hair back, then flashed a broad smile. “Now, look at me here, gabbing away when there’s more cooking to do. I’ll be back in a jiff with some more drinks.”
“Yay!” Cindra cheered.
“I got started soon as Torrik here dropped off that bundle of meat, but it’ll be an hour or so before everything’s finished.”
Elaine stared at the dwarf, causing him to sit up straighter. “Something wrong, M’lady?”
She shook her head, a conflicted smile creeping across her face. “No. I was merely thinking. Since you have returned and seem to be friendly with young Gabriel, I will have your gear returned to you.”
Torrik gulped. “Ah, thank ya, M’lady.”
Leryane snickered, and the baroness shot a fierce scowl at her friend before turning back. “While here, I would prefer to be ‘Elaine the adventurer,’ not Baroness Lostbarrow.”
Bushy eyebrows climbing, Torrik grinned. “Fair enough then, Lass. And thank ya for seeing to me arms and armor. Been kinda hard to find anything that fits proper.”
As calm settled over the group, Gabriel glanced around at his unusual dinner companions. While Garlyn and Sylvia sat at the far end of the borrowed table, pointedly ignoring him and his bonded, everyone else looked eager to relax.
The statuesque inutari leaned in to whisper with Darren. From how the older man shrank in, Gabriel imagined it was a tongue-lashing.
‘I don’t know about that maid. Kinda hard to imagine her ever putting her hair down,’
‘Yeah. Molly seems like the stern and serious type. Kind of reminds me of Mom. She was never what you’d call “emotive.”’
‘You don’t talk, or think, of your mother often. What was she like?’
Gabriel sighed before taking another drink of his favorite gnomish ale as he considered Reyna’s question.
‘Well, she was a Gold-ranked adventurer known as the “Grim Lady.” And for good reason…’
◆◆◆
 
After finishing his chat with Reyna, Gabriel held one of the sapphire arcanite rings out to Cindra. The hellhound’s glowing eyes locked onto the sparkling gem set in a mithril band.
“Ooo! Cindra remembers this from Birdsister’s story. Giving rings to mate is special.” Her entire face lit up, and she thrust her left hand at Gabriel, ring finger extended. “Packmaster should put it on Cindra.”
Several people gasped at her words, but Gabriel’s full attention was on the intense joy and pride radiating from their bond.
Wasn’t supposed to be a big deal… but I don’t want to disappoint her now.
‘Yeah, just imagine how heartbroken and pitiful she’d look. Bet Boobs would start a brawl in here with those damn puppy dog eyes. Still, given everything that’s come already, there’s no harm in playing along.’
Grinning, Gabriel clasped Cindra’s hand, then slid the mithril ring onto her finger. It enlarged the instant it passed her pointed black claw, morphing to fit flush.
“Okay, now just focus on drawing mana from the arcanite and let it refresh you,” Gabriel said once everyone quieted down again.
“Don’t worry, Packmaster. Snakey already taught Cindra how to drink from fancy crystals.”
“She did? When?”
“While traveling back with loot from Stupid Elf and Big Green Chew Toys.”
Stupid Elf?
‘Ha! She’s talking about that bastard that killed me. Remember all that jewelry Duyaris and his people wore? Betcha Snakes explained how it works while they were traveling. Hells, she probably needed the distraction.’
Gabriel nodded. “Well then, just tap into it and let it replenish you.”
Still beaming, Cindra bobbed her head, all attention on the ring. She rotated it around her finger, drawing amused chuckles from the others at their table.
A hint of worry trickled across Gabriel’s bond with Brynja, and he turned, grinning as he withdrew an identical ring from the pack Torrik had brought.
“Do you know how to tap arcanite as well?”
The valkyrie’s face heated. “Yes, m—Gabriel.”
“Good, then hold out your hand, please.”
Brynja complied. Her face burned, but excitement filled her eyes as he slipped the ring on her finger.
“Is this just a precaution, or were you three mana fatigued before the duel?” Darren asked.
Gabriel snorted. “Yeah. That unexpected development I mentioned earlier? It took a lot out of us.”
Shuddering, Leryane took another noisy gulp of ale, burped, then said, “Damn. If you can do that to pompous assholes like Triscol while mana fatigued, not sure I want to see you bring your A-game.”
Elaine nodded. As did Garlyn and Sylvia, both with far more enthusiasm.
Molly and Darren studied the Dungeon Master with sharp eyes. After a moment, the maid gave a slight nod. “Well, I am grateful you were there and able to protect Aren’s back.” Picking up her tankard, she let out a weary sigh. “Even if you are tough, you’re not invincible.”
Gabriel picked up the red arcanite orb again, restoring his tap on the potent mana battery.
A dozen adventurers stared at the priceless arcanite on display with envious eyes. None showed even a hint of hostility.




Chapter Three

A piquant fragrance wafted out from the kitchen, and several stomachs rumbled at the rich, heady scent of grilled meat, fresh bread, and rosemary.
Glancing over, Gabriel spotted Darlene approaching, a loaded serving tray on one shoulder. “Thanks for waiting so patiently. Now, be careful. Some of these are fresh out of the oven.”
The smiling innkeeper grunted as she adjusted her burden, reaching for the first plate.
“Ooo, let Cindra help.” The hellhound leapt to her feet and effortlessly took the heavy tray from the older woman.
“Thank you, dearie. Now, let’s get everyone fed, shall we?” she asked, brown eyes twinkling.
Cindra’s head bobbed, thick gray mane flopping about.
The gurgling of a stomach was audible over the din. Gabriel glanced at his bonded, only to notice Molly sitting up straight, red-faced, as Darren laughed.
Two young nyatari women exited the kitchen and joined Cindra and Darlene, each carrying another less-burdened serving tray.
“Ah, thanks, Katelynn, Cheryl,” Darlene said.
Cindra bared her fangs in a broad grin, causing the two newcomers to flinch, though they smiled back.
“I hope you two are fairing well of late,” Brynja said. “You have taken up employment with Mrs. Spaulding?”
The older of the two beastkin gave a hesitant nod. “Yes. It’s only been a few days, but she’s also letting us stay in a spare room.” The two teenagers glanced around the table before their gazes returned to Cindra and Brynja. “Thank you again for intervening that time.”
“Birdsister wanted to help, so Cindra helped.” Wicked amusement flickered in the hellhound’s glowing eyes. “Snakey wound up punishing bad men.”
Brynja nodded. “As was just and proper.”
Elaine sighed. “Let me guess, six of them? All brutish-looking thugs?”
Gabriel’s bonded nodded, and the baroness sighed again.
Leryane cackled.
“Am I missing something?” Gabriel asked, glancing at the varied expressions displayed by the women.
Brynja shook her head, but Cindra nodded. When the hellhound noticed their inconsistency, she grinned again, copying the valkyrie.
“It’s nothing to worry about, Gabriel,” Elaine said. “The guard found some Steel-ranked career criminals dead in a back alley a few weeks ago.” The exhausted-looking brunette glanced at her guards. “Now we know what happened.”
Gabriel started to message his Prime, but Darlene stepped closer, placing an iron and wood platter with a beautiful standing roast on the table before him.
A crispy bark of salt and pepper with bits of rosemary coated the perfectly browned minotaur roast. A rich brown sauce, glistening with oil, filled the cast iron pan’s recessed rim.
“That looks delicious, Darlene,” Leryane said, licking her lips.
“I hope you lot enjoy. It’s been a long time since I’ve cooked any minotaur, but those cuts Torrik brought are even finer than I remember,” Darlene replied as she transferred another platter with a second roast onto the combined table.
“How many did you cook?” Darren asked. The retired adventurer stared at a third roast still on Cheryl’s tray.
“That sweet Sthuza sent eight roasts like these besides a whole heap of assorted cuts.” Darlene grabbed a deeper serving dish and placed it beside the first roast. “I know some of you have quite a hefty appetite, so I cooked five.” She paused and glanced at Cindra. “Should I have done all eight?”
The hellhound tilted her head to the left, licking her lips before grinning. “Cindra’s sure Happy Cook made plenty. And it all smells so good!” She emphasized her words by inhaling loudly, letting out a pleased rumble.
“I must concur. Those pan-fried potatoes look exquisite,” Brynja said, stretching out, fork in hand, for the platter Darlene just placed.
Leryane and Elaine said something, but Gabriel ignored the back and forth, taking in the stunning feast arrayed before them.
Another massive cast iron tray of disk-cut golden-brown potatoes sat between two other roasts. Tiny bits of browned garlic and rosemary decorated the crispy vegetables, topped with a sprinkle of coarse ground salt.
“Would you pass me that basket of rolls, dearie?” Darlene asked, drawing his attention.
“Mmph,” Cindra mumbled before swallowing a fluffy, fist-sized roll. “Ooo! This small bread is even tastier than big ones.”
Darlene smiled as she accepted a large basket, then set it on the table. “Glad to hear it. But be careful not to choke.”
Cindra nodded, her tail wagging behind her as she sniffed at the remaining dishes on the tray.
‘Ha! Pretty sure Boobs doesn’t have a damn gag reflex. Given how she handles your gigantic cock, bet she could swallow one of those roasts whole.’
‘Please don’t tempt her.’
Reyna’s laughter rang in Gabriel’s head as Darlene finished distributing their meal.
Two smaller bowls of whipped, golden butter sat near the baskets of plump yeast rolls. Katelynn went around the table, passing out ramekins of a thick, textured white and brown sauce with a wonderful tang.
Gabriel had been momentarily concerned when Darlene passed out three large knives to carve the roasts. But all he had to do was copy Darren and Leryane as they sliced them.
All five minotaur rib roasts were perfectly cooked. A crunchy, spice-laden outer bark concealed well-marbled, evenly dark-pink meat.
As the carvers passed around thick slices of delectable tender roast, Gabriel watched Cindra.
To his surprise, the hellhound did not inhale the entire steak when he shifted it to her plate. Even more unexpected was when she picked up her fork and knife, mirroring Brynja.
Perhaps sensing his attention, Cindra glanced up, grinning at him. “Packmaster should wait till after dinner to mount Cindra.”
Leryane snorted, and Darren chuckled but cut off when Molly smacked his shoulder.
“I’m just a little surprised you’re using utensils this time,” Gabriel said before placing a massive slab of prime rib on his own plate.
Cindra’s head bobbed. “Yep. Snakey said when Pack has special meals, Cindra has to practice etiqu-equit—social grace.”
“Sthuza was quite correct, and you are doing an admirable job,” Brynja said from Gabriel’s other side.
There were a few friendly chuckles around the table, then Darren spoke up.
“I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ve worked up an appetite after that bloodbath earlier. And this looks even better than what Molly cooks.”
The black-haired inutari huffed, slapping his broad shoulder again. “It does look incredible.” She smiled up at Darlene. “Thank you for this wonderful meal.”
“I’m happy to serve. Things have really livened up around here over the past month or so.” The rotund innkeeper glanced across everyone, her gaze coming to rest on Gabriel. “I hope you lot enjoy, now please excuse me. I’ve got plenty more cooking to do.”
◆◆◆
 
Everyone complimented Darlene on the excellent minotaur roast. The rosy-cheeked innkeeper beamed as she bustled about, managing the packed tavern.
The two nyatari waitresses kept the drinks flowing, and Gabriel watched Brynja with mounting concern.
‘Don’t be such a worrywart, Alpha. Even if she gets a little drunk, she’s not gonna start blabbing about Meri or the dungeon.’ Reyna chortled. ‘Birdbrain’s way too dutiful for that. If you want to stress out, maybe pay attention to how that elf keeps trying to poke around about what happened the other day. Hells, I half expected you to attack Mr. Moneybags by now. He keeps shooting weird looks at her.’
Gabriel sighed, then tilted his tankard back and drained the creamy stout.
‘Aren’s not looking at her like that. He’s studying her damaged armor and wings. Trying to figure out how we got so beat up. And why Sthuza’s absent, no doubt.’
The older man tossed his mug back, draining it, then wiped his white silk sleeve over his mouth, drawing a harsh scowl from Molly.
He hunched down, flashing a boyish grin before turning back to face Brynja. “I caught a bit of your fight against Triscol’s thugs. You each demolished a Mithril-ranked veteran like they were raw recruits. Your skill and speed with that spear was… impressive.”
Face flushing brighter, Brynja smiled, wings fluttering behind her. “Thank you, Sir Darren. He was a capable warrior, but their group lacked the close bonds and rapport I share with my battle sister.”
“First off, please call me Aren. This is a relaxing celebration among friends, not a formal court.”
Brynja ducked her head in a sloppy acknowledgment.
Aren’s blue eyes narrowed as he stared at the gouges marring her mithril breastplate. “But after seeing you fight again, I can’t figure out what you faced in the dungeon that could have done so much damage to your armor. Especially given your Reinforcement talent. If there’s someone dangerous enough at large in the region, we’ll need to see about hunting them down. I’ve still got a couple of old friends I could call in to help. The last thing we need right now is someone slaughtering weaker adventurers.”
Elaine and Leryane flinched, glancing at each other with worried expressions. The elf gulped.
Cindra shifted, pressing against Gabriel. To his surprise, the hellhound remained silent, instead reaching for the lone remaining roll. Her fluffy tail stroked his back.
Setting his tankard down, Gabriel glanced around the table. Sylvia and Garlyn held a quiet chat at the far end of the conjoined tables. Molly met Gabriel’s gaze, then pointedly shifted away from Aren, joining the two guards’ discussion.
“We’ve been… exploring the sixth floor lately,” Gabriel said, drawing Leryane and the nobles’ attention.
“Really? And monsters powerful enough to injure your companions spawn there?” Darren asked. Excitement flared in his wise eyes.
Leryane’s pointed ears twitched, and she perked up. “Did you fight the boss? Last time I delved that deep, the chamber was empty.”
Gabriel shook his head, then paused and reached out to his Prime and Merideva.
‘You did promise to help Lady Merideva establish her first Floor Boss, Master. Perhaps you should confirm having spotted the boss?’
‘Maybe. Is that what you’d prefer, Meri?’
‘Um, yeah? I-I trust you and your Prime, Gabriel. But… we are gonna perform the ritual, right? I can’t do it without you.’
Gabriel focused his support across their bond, dampening the worry flowing from the Dungeon Core.
‘Yes, Meri. We’ll work on that first thing tomorrow.’
‘Thanks, Gabriel!’
Shifting his attention back to his surroundings, he found the other adventurers focused on something Cindra had just said.
“You defeated an entire party of Mithril-ranked adventurers who stormed through a portal?” Elaine asked, gnawing at her bottom lip as she turned to stare at Gabriel.
He glanced over at the hellhound, who flashed a wide grin and nodded. Suppressing a sigh, he faced the worried baroness. “Yes. As I mentioned, we were exploring the sixth floor when I… accidentally activated a portal.”
Aren and Leryane sucked in noisy breaths while Elaine scowled. “Where does it lead?”
“Do not fear, Lo—Gabriel deactivated the portal after those brutal soldiers came through,” Brynja said.
Aren arched a white eyebrow, leaning in toward the valkyrie. “Soldiers?”
Brynja’s face remained serene, but her wings fluttered.
“We’re honestly not sure who they were,” Gabriel said, jumping in. “They wore armor that made yours look light and carried weapons that reminded me of dwarven thunder rifles.”
Molly’s black-furred ears twitched, angling to better listen in. Sylvia and Garlyn stared straight at Gabriel, their eyes wide with fear.
Leryane furrowed her eyebrows. Her tongue darted out, wetting her lips before she glanced at Aren, then back to Gabriel. “Heavier armor than Arrie’s? He’s quite the brute, so that’s mildly terrifying.” She glanced at Cindra, then her huge adamantite sword propped against the table beside her. “You were able to cut through something like that?”
Cindra’s bright grin vanished, and she shook her head, frowning. “No, Cindra failed. Packmaster had to kill Scaly Intruders.” Her left hand brushed across her muscular abdomen, reminding Gabriel of the vicious gut wound the hellhound had suffered.
This time, everyone stared at him, agape. “You personally killed six Mithril-ranked soldiers in oversized vanguard gear?” Darren asked, his voice hollow and emotionless.
Gabriel gave a hesitant nod while Brynja shook her head, wings flapping.
“Only five of the intruders bore Mithril tags,” she declared. Pressing her shoulders back and sitting as proud as she could, the valkyrie beamed at Gabriel. “I faced off against their leader but was unable to best him, and Lord Gabriel was forced to slay him as well.”
The two Mithril-ranked adventurers blinked several times, then Leryane’s purple eyes flared wide. “Fucking rootrot. That Carminium tag?”
Her head turned in a jerky, uncoordinated motion to stare at the proud valkyrie, who nodded.
“Indeed. Their leader was an incredibly skilled swordsman as well as a spellcaster of some nature I could not identify. His pistol and sword inflicted most of these marks.” Brynja gestured at the gouges where Sizzik’s glowing sword had carved deep furrows into her breastplate and pauldrons.
Aren and Leryane stared at Gabriel, their experienced gazes boring into him.
Elaine glanced down at her hands on the age-worn table. Her fingers traced random nonsense across the wood, and she muttered incoherent gibberish, eyes glazing over.
‘Uh… is Sad Eyes casting some kind of magic? Shouldn’t you… you know, do something?’
Gabriel blinked, not expecting Reyna’s words.
‘She’s not casting magic. I… I think she’s struggling to hold herself together. Not sure why, though. And what’s with “Sad Eyes”?’
‘Eh, after hearing Boobs call her that, I noticed it kinda fits. Better than Elaine, anyway. Knew this skank-ass cunt with the same name down in Wildeport.’ Reyna huffed. ‘And if she’s having a mental breakdown, it’s probably cause of you, Fucker. If I was in her shoes, I’d be pissing myself at the idea of pissing you off.’
Gabriel spent a moment considering Reyna’s point.
“Don’t worry; Packmaster killed them and sealed portal. Well, Heat Girl survived, and Packmaster used chains to bind her up.”
“That’s why you needed those restraints?” Leryane asked.
Gabriel leaned back in his chair and stared at the soot-stained wood ceiling. “Yeah.”
“What did you do with their armor?” Darren asked. “I’d love to see this super-heavy plate. If you’re looking to sell any, I’m sure we could arrange something.”
Molly let out a long-suffering sigh, drawing commiserative murmurs from Sylvia and Garlyn.
“Packmaster and Snakey broke all their weapons and armor except Heat Girl’s.” Cindra pouted her lips and shot a remorseful look at the white-haired nobleman. “Snakey said Cindra can’t use flamer because it’s out of fuel.”
“Flamer?” Leryane asked.
“Like a fancy gnomish flamethrower,” Gabriel said. “It shoots an… intense flame but seems to run on an exotic fuel.”
Darren humphed, turning away and sulking like a little boy. The stark difference from his usual persona left Gabriel and Brynja staring while Leryane laughed.
A soft giggle escaped Elaine as the baroness seemed to recover. “Ah, well… at least you and your companions were safe. And you are certain other adventurers will not be running into any more of these ‘scaly intruders’?”
Darren bumped against Molly, causing the prim inutari to sigh.
“Definitely. We haven’t explored every inch of the sixth floor yet. It’s rather larger than the ones above.” Gabriel smirked, thinking back to just how massive the floor was. “But I was able to lock the portal down. Best I can tell, it’s impossible to open from the other side. It was just a mistake on my part.”
Molly scooted closer to Gabriel’s table, wrapping an arm around Darren and comforting the large man who looked like someone had turned his entire world upside down. “Come now, Aren, I’m sure you can find a similar suit of armor if you try. Perhaps Helga or Symvore could help.”
Darren sniffled, then took a deep breath and shook himself.
Leryane covered her mouth, giggling uncontrollably.
Elaine leaned toward Gabriel, her brown eyes intent and sharp. “Is there any possibility of another adventurer making a ‘mistake’ that reopens the portal?”
“No, none.” He met her gaze without flinching.
After several seconds, she nodded, relaxing. “That is what’s most important. But if the sixth floor is active, perhaps things will advance even faster than we thought.”
Darren cleared his throat. “Agreed. I’ll probably want to delve down there myself at some point. It’s been what… fifty-something years since I explored this dungeon?”
Leryane looked pensive for a second, then nodded, her black braids bouncing. “Something like that. Unless you came back slumming it for some sexy tail.”
Molly scowled at the elf while Darren let out a booming laugh. “Nah, doubt I did much tail-chasing around here. Much as Alberik and I weren’t friends, gods rest his soul, I really didn’t get along with his old man.”
Molly’s scowl darkened, her gray eyes darting to Elaine.
The baroness’ gaze turned distant, her lips turning down. Leryane noticed and leaned close, whispering in her ear.
“Anyway,” Darren said, “why don’t you regale us with your experiences on the sixth floor, son? The investigation team didn’t delve that deep, but I’d love to hear what you found. If there are enough minotaurs in that old labyrinth, I know some Silver-ranked crews south of Stillcrest who’d love to operate here.”
Embracing the subject change, Gabriel wove them a story of the giant maze that drew excited looks and several toasts.
‘It kinda feels like you're cheating, ya know?’
‘What do you mean, my darling bonded?’
‘Ha, Fucker. But are Dungeon Masters supposed to plot out how adventurers delve their dungeons? Just seems… unfair.’
‘Maybe? I’m pretty much making everything up as we go. Sthuza’s been a godsend with her knowledge, but there’s so much Iylara kept secret from her.’
‘And your pet rock’s about as helpful as a werewolf’s knot.’
‘What the—’ Gabriel shook his head. ‘Don’t even start. I am not going there.’
Reyna’s howling laughter echoed in his head as he accepted another round. A spike of fear from Merideva caused him to slosh his stout, the thick brew splashing across his brigandine.
‘Master… We may have a situation.’




Chapter Four

‘What’s wrong?’ Gabriel sent to his Prime and Merideva.
‘That undead witch sent multiple bands intruding into Lady Merideva’s Domain.’
Gabriel’s heart raced. ‘Meri, are you in danger? Do you need us back to help defend?’
‘No, no. I think I’m safe. But there are three big groups of those stinky undead stomping their filthy feet all over my clean floors, Gabriel.’
Gabriel exhaled, forcing his tense body to relax.
“You all right, Gabe?” Leryane asked. Her purple eyes bored into him, her lips tightening.
Cindra and Brynja looked at each other, then at him, concern visible.
“Ah, did your… remote companion message you again?” Elaine asked leadingly.
Molly, Darren, and the guards at the far end glanced between Gabriel and the baroness.
He closed his eyes but nodded. “Yeah. Nothing major, just a minor question.” Sensing his bondeds’ curiosity, Gabriel looped them in, catching the pair up on what little Merideva and Sthuza mentioned.
‘We should return at once, my lord.’
‘Master, I was loath to contact you. I had hoped to resolve the situation myself. Unfortunately, a second sizable undead force breached the fourth floor while I am on the sixth, helping Wannaga’s Herd deal with the two bands of intruders here.’
‘It’ll take us at least twenty minutes to get there, even if we force through the bunker,’ Gabriel replied.
‘Actually, Master, while the aboveground portion is still unfinished, Lady Merideva has completed a tunnel up into the rear-abutting building. I recently convinced Darlene to let us help expand the Careless Queen. My hope was to surprise you with it once we finished the renovations.’
Gabriel snorted. ‘Consider me surprised. Adding a hidden entrance within the city was an inspired idea. Gods know, we must look sketchy slipping through the gate so frequently. I’ll head straight down.’
‘Um,’ Merideva sent, sounding hesitant. ‘I ordered Rade to intercept the second group, Gabriel. He took a bunch of my elite shock troops, along with Cuix.’
Gabriel covered his face with a hand, sighing as the Dungeon Core worked toward the inevitable favor.
‘Maybe you could just do some magic through your Minion?’ Merideva’s mind-voice quavered. ‘It was super effective last time, and Rade’s got way better troops, so it should be really easy.’
‘Yeah. If that’s what you need, just give me a minute to slip away from the others.’
Gabriel stood, rolling his shoulders against a bone-deep weariness.
Mana 12%
Could be worse. The arcanite helps, but it’s much slower pulling mana out than pushing it in.
‘Think that’ll be enough to handle a bunch of undead, Alpha?’
Gabriel shrugged. ‘Probably. Though, I’d prefer to rely on Cuix’s pool rather than mine. Have to see what we’ve got to work with first.’
“Are you leaving, Gabriel?” Elaine asked.
Studying the others at the table, he frowned. Everyone outside of his bonded and Torrik looked… concerned.
He shook his head. “No, just want to—”
Cindra leapt to her feet and grabbed Gabriel’s arm. “Packmaster owes Cindra scritches.”
“Scritches?” Darren asked, chuckling.
The hellhound nodded. “Scritches. Cindra and Birdsister helped punish bad men, so Packmaster has to pamper us.” She turned to Brynja, grin widening into a leer. “Packsister should come too.”
The valkyrie’s elegant brows climbed toward her hairline as she stared up at the towering monster girl. “Um… I do not think tha—”
“Birdsister needs to watch Packmaster closely. Come.” With that, Cindra tugged, pulling Gabriel off his feet, and tossed him over her shoulder.
Gasping at the unexpected impact against his gut, Gabriel didn’t have time to react before she started toward the tavern’s rear staircase.
Brynja rose with fluid grace and bowed low toward the others at the table. “Please excuse us for a few minutes. We will be back as swiftly as we can.”
Darren and Leryane laughed, drawing frowns from Molly and Elaine. Though, the inutari maid seemed torn between affront at Cindra’s outlandish behavior and jealousy at the repeated mention of scritches.
Molly elbowed Darren, drawing a surprised grunt from the large man. Her sharp gray eyes bore into Gabriel as his bonded carried him away.
Leryane snickered. “We’ll be here when you three finish.”
Torrik threw a carefree wave, rumbling with laughter. “Don’t worry, Lad. I’ll ask Darlene for a pitcher of water.”
“Better make it two,” Darren said, drawing another sharp elbow from his maid.
Gabriel gave a hapless shrug, abandoning any thoughts of escape.
‘Boobs might be outrageous, but she’s given you the excuse to shift back and kick some undead ass. So hop to.’
The last thing Gabriel noticed before transferring his consciousness back to the dungeon was a flicker of unreadable emotion on Elaine’s face.
No idea what she’s thinking. But Reyna’s right, focus on defending Meri’s Domain.
◆◆◆
 
While riding along inside Cuix was Gabriel’s least favorite activity, locating her and anchoring his mental avatar to the goblin war leader took just seconds.
The faintest hint of whatever foul creepy-crawly she had last eaten made him gag, but he shut off taste and smell before his vision had time to settle.
‘Oh, hey, Big Boss Guy. Gem Boss said you’s gonna stuff your huge, throbbing presence in me, then we’s killing them rotters my boys spotted.’
Reyna’s unrestrained cackle confirmed his lycan bonded could hear Cuix’s mind-voice.
Gabriel sighed, resisting the urge to snap at the goblin.
‘Ha. Fat lot of good that’d do. Thirsty little bitch has a way of twisting anything you say. Now, where are these walking shitsacks you’ve got to paste?’
Splitting his focus, Gabriel took over Cuix’s body, searching around while he shifted the rest of his mind to Dungeon Sense.
Cuix wore a different set of hodgepodge armor scraped together from fallen adventurers but still carried his old arcane conduit.
A dozen goblins loitered ahead of her, looking like small children compared to the muscular orcs bringing up the rear.
Rade stood at the head of his band, the powerful orc leader still bare-chested. Many of the others wore suits of crude, flowing leather armor. Six of them, though, had added mail hauberks over their traditional armor.
All but a handful in the back carried unpolished maces, hammers, or spears.
Good. Looks like Torrik’s already made some progress.
“You in the mouthy little runt, Knyaz?” Rade asked, smirking.
Gabriel nodded Cuix’s head. “Yeah. You know where the intruders are?” He resisted the temptation to wince as he spoke using her voice.
Rade pointed past the goblins. “Gem Boss said we’re almost there. I halted the group until you could join us. We’ll appreciate any magic you can spare.”
“Sure. Just let me check what we’re facing first.”
Directing Dungeon Sense forward, Gabriel scanned down the worked-stone tunnel, through an open doorway, and out into one of the few large constructed rooms on the fourth floor.
At least twenty zombies shuffled about in the forty-foot-long chamber. Soft wailing moans echoed about the dimly lit area, but Gabriel ignored them, searching for more dangerous undead.
We’re pretty far from where the adventurers explore, so it should be fine. But why did they launch a multi-prong attack only to stop in the middle of nowhere?
‘Could it be a trap, Alpha? Maybe that undead skank wanted to draw you and Snakes away so she could pounce on your gem?’
Rage and panic flooded Gabriel’s mind at the thought of a surprise attack on Merideva.
‘Oh wows, you’s is so… bloodthirsty, Boss Guy,’ Cuix purred. ‘I’s gonna get wet if you’s is so forceful with me.’
That blasted away the haze of panicked rage, scouring Gabriel’s mind clear. Pushing the horny goblin from his thoughts, he studied the undead.
Several figures near the back wore heavier armor, two equipped with ancient vanguard plate. But from their posture and sluggish movement, Gabriel guessed they were also zombies.
Shifting his Dungeon Sense out past the crowded hall, he scanned two other tunnels. One, also made of worked stone, was empty. Thick dust covering the ground showed that no one had passed through recently.
At first, he found nothing more in the second passage, a broad, winding cave tunnel. But just before he withdrew, a shadow shifted, drawing his attention.
Recentering his view, Gabriel watched a ghoul shift about behind a broad, glistening stalagmite.
Another dozen or so ghouls crouched in shadowy cover. Their almost nude figures combined with feral expressions mirrored across hideous faces, leaving him confident they were only ghouls.
‘Think there’s a leader hiding somewhere nearby?’ Reyna asked, mirroring his thoughts.
‘Yeah. I don’t think we’ve encountered many ghouls without at least a single ghast accompanying them. Given how they’re hiding back here, I assume they plan to let us get stuck in with the zombies, then use the ghouls to flank. But they’re not smart enough to handle that on their own. At least, I don’t think they are.’
‘Maybe they’re using magic? Or hiding further back?’
‘Maybe.’
Since the undead remained in place, Gabriel took the time to search further out. His stomach roiled at the sight of distended intestines, putrefied flesh, and jagged, filthy claws.
The stench of those bastards must be horrible.
‘Yeah. Those misshapen ghouls make the zombies look almost healthy by comparison.’
Gabriel forced down any squeamishness, focusing on cataloging the threats and studying the uneven terrain for more hidden monsters.
Rade stepped up beside Cuix, frowning down at the female goblin. “You all right, Knyaz?”
“Yeah. I’m looking for their leader. Spotted a score or more of zombies, a few in heavy armor, along with a band of ghouls hiding further back.”
The orc frowned, glancing toward the tunnel leading to the undead. “Bogdán, you didn’t mention any ghouls,” he snapped.
A painfully thin orc male wearing tight leathers flinched. “Sorry, Chief. Only saw them shamblers. Well, and them in the fancy-man armor. They’s shamblers too?”
Gabriel nodded Cuix’s head. “Yeah. They’ll be annoying to destroy but less dangerous than those ghouls.” He paused, turning to stare up at Rade. “You know what ghouls are, right?”
Intelligent blue eyes gazed down. “Aye, Knyaz. Faster and stronger than shamblers. They’re feral as a quillback and smell worse than a troll’s taint. We’re gonna lose at least a couple to ’em. No way around it.”
Gabriel sighed, Cuix copying his instinctual reaction. “Yeah.”
The muscular orc turned back to his troops, flashing a cocky grin. “When they stop fighting and start feasting on the fallen, end ’em rightly.”
Every orc in the room roared, shaking weapons overhead. Their riotous battle cry echoed down the tunnel, and Gabriel spotted movement among the undead.
“They know we’re here, but they’re sitting tight.”
A flicker of… something rushed past Gabriel’s Dungeon Sense presence.
Focusing, he stretched his secondary mental avatar, trying to locate the source of the faint disturbance.
‘Maybe you’re imagining things? Or it could be that cock-hungry goblin you’re sensing.’
‘No… No, there’s another undead here. You were right about there being a leader. Ghouls are slaves to their hunger. No way they’d hang back like this with so much fresh meat only a few hundred feet away. Not without someone holding their leashes.’
The hunched ghouls growled, gnashing blackened fangs and broken teeth. But they remained crouched behind the stalagmites.
Gabriel started to contact Merideva, then remembered Detect Undead. Shifting complete focus back to Cuix, he spun up a simple spell construct, weaving the Divination magic, and released it.
Intentioned mana poured out from the goblin’s arcane conduit, and he reactivated Dungeon Sense.
An eerie, red glow emanated from each zombie in the cave beyond. The ghouls radiated a darker crimson, marking them as different from the less dangerous undead.
Maybe that could help spot ghasts hiding among ghouls. Have to test that.
Focusing, Gabriel shifted his gaze around. With each hostile monster illuminated, he did not take long to spot another figure hidden near the rear of the long cavern.
Found you!
Gabriel’s perspective blurred as he moved past the horde of shambling zombies. Other than the deep red glow, the figure was invisible.
‘Is it another ghast mage?’ Reyna asked.
‘No, it feels different. Colder,’ Gabriel muttered after a second of study. Without withdrawing from Dungeon Sense, he reached back for Cuix and started casting again.
“Get ready for battle,” he said, using his goblin Minion.
Rade issued orders, and Merideva’s gathered monsters burst into action, forming small groups and readying weapons.
Gabriel took his time weaving glyphs, anchoring each into a single spell circle as he watched the glowing intruder without blinking.
‘Can you hit them from here, Alpha?’
‘I’m trying to identify what the leader is. Well, assuming this one is their leader. Given I can use Detect Undead through Dungeon Sense, why not Enhanced Vision?’
Rade led the best-armored orcs toward the doorway just as Gabriel sealed off his spell and released it.
His vision flared brightly. Reyna cursed, but Gabriel focused on the hidden figure.
“Ah, it seems the time for stealth has ended,” a quiet, chilly voice said.
The brilliant flare faded, revealing a human-sized armored figure cloaked in ancient blackened garb. A rusty hauberk of heavy mail rested on a ratty, moth-eaten gambeson.
Dim, glowing blue pits filled its eye sockets. Shriveled, leathery flesh clung to a humanlike skull. Sharp pale ears jutting out between stark white hair suggested the undead abomination was of Elvish blood.
The monster stared directly at Gabriel’s mental avatar, its fiery blue gaze radiating a promise of unconquerable death.
‘Shit! Is that another death knight?’ Reyna asked.
Gabriel shook Cuix’s head. ‘No. I’m not sure, but it might be a wight. Still dangerous, but hopefully weaker than Dougraine.’
The wight’s lips spread in a tight smile, straining at its mummified skin. “Greetings, Dungeon Master. I am Luymaris.”
The tall creature bowed in the formal and somewhat archaic fashion of elves. Its smile brightened, a hint of ravenous hunger flaring for a second. “My Mistress sends her regards. Now that you are here, shall I presume festivities can commence?”
Gabriel ignored Luymaris, shifting most of his focus back to Cuix. “Rade, looks like their leader is an armored wight.”
The orc tilted his head, staring intently at Gabriel’s goblin Minion. “Wight? Is that a spellcaster or just a tougher undead thug?”
Gabriel snorted—or rather—Cuix snorted. “Looks closer to a fighter than a mage, but be careful. I’ll give you guys Haste, then I want you to charge in. This shouldn’t be too challenging as long as your troops watch their flanks and stick together.”
“Sounds good, Knyaz.” The orc turned to the largest formation, eight orcs wearing a mismatched collection of plate and mail armor. “You hobnockers heard the boss; we’ve got some corpses to thrash.”
The orcs let out more energetic war cries while Cuix’s goblins and a pair of kobolds entering the room appeared less eager for battle.
Gabriel ignored them all, retaking complete control of Cuix and diving into a powerful Haste spell.
‘You recovered enough to buff all these brutes?’ Reyna asked.
‘I’m lower than I’d like, but I haven’t even finished draining that arcanite orb yet, so there should be enough for recouping whatever I spend here. More to the point, I intend to tap Cuix for as much of the spell as possible.’
‘I’s got plenty of strength for Big Boss. Maybe once this is over, we’s can check out that fancy bath Stony Death and Fanged Death was talking about?’
Gabriel gritted Cuix’s sharp teeth as he focused on his magic, pointedly ignoring Reyna’s mirthful laughter.
Anchoring his spell to the dozen orcs upfront, he signaled Rade to charge. As he released it, he felt a flicker of magic from the cavern beyond.
Merideva’s monsters roared in excitement and mounting bloodlust. The front rank of orcs broke into a fast jog, racing through the worked stone doorway and out into the natural cavern beyond. Gabriel let Rade and most of the orcs pass first, then started forward, though Cuix gave a halfhearted attempt at stalling.
‘Come on, Big Boss Guy, why’s we need to be in the same room with all those icky undead? You’s can do your magic from in here, right?’
‘Line of sight is a major factor in deciding what will work best, and there’s no point in wasting resources to scry on the battle when I can have you stand there and watch for me.’
The goblin muttered and moaned, but Gabriel split his attention between following the orcs and reaching out to his Prime through Dungeon Sense.
‘Ah, Master. Lady Merideva says you have engaged in battle with the other band of undead. Is everything all right?’
‘Yeah. It looks like zombies backed up by a dozen ghouls and what I think is a wight. What are you facing?’
‘We have more ghouls here, Master. Though we also have more of Wannaga’s minotaurs, so I am not too worried. You are facing a wight?’
Gabriel focused on stabilizing his Dungeon Sense to view his Prime. He kept enough attention on Cuix to keep the goblin from retreating so he could spectate both battles.
The massive four-armed greater gorgon brandished two poleaxes, looking the very definition of lethal as she loomed over the dismembered corpses of at least a dozen zombies.
Gabriel surveyed the large room where she and over twenty minotaurs faced off with a horde of the shambling undead and maybe thirty ghouls. Wannaga, the wise and loyal matriarch, stood among the second rank, assisting the front line. Her ancient, enchanted armor still marred from when she helped fight the s’kraith.
He recognized one of the massive open arena-style chambers that dotted the labyrinth of the sixth floor. It was much like the long hall where he and his bonded had faced off against the s’kraith intruders. Fortunately, these lesser undead were nothing compared to those devastating armored snakemen.
A squad of disciplined minotaurs in massive bronze and leather armor, skirts hanging down to their hooves, formed a shield wall holding back most of the ravenous undead. They thrust long spears, stabbing and tearing at the rotten corpses opposing them.
Once assured that Sthuza had her battle under control, Gabriel returned to puppeteering Cuix.
Rade and his orcs clashed with the closest of shambling zombies.
Better armed, armored, and far quicker thanks to Haste, the front rank of orcs slaughtered twice their number in seconds.
Gabriel wasn’t worried about the sluggish undead. Still, he could not help but wince when a ghoul leapt at a lighter-armored orc, dragging the warrior down. Two more joined in, feasting on the still-living orc.
Before Gabriel could send a command, Rade charged forward, swinging a vicious-looking ax.
He split the first ghoul’s skull and beheaded his fallen ally with a single blow. “Focus on the feasters.”
Nearby orcs attacked the remaining two, crippling both as they ignored everything but the fresh meat before them.
‘Gods damn. Rade doesn’t fuck around, does he, Alpha?’
‘No, but killing that orc was a mercy. That throat bite was fatal, and coming back as a ghoul sounds like a fate well worth avoiding.’
More zombies fell to orcish axes, but that made room for additional ghouls to join the fray.
Orcs cried out in pain, and ghouls bayed with ravenous hunger, their voices merging with the ringing of steel to form an ear-torturing symphony.
Even with Cuix’s senses suppressed, Gabriel could almost taste the coppery tang of blood and acrid fear. He tuned out the frantic clash of the front lines, seeking the wight from earlier.
The fetid air was still, yet a chill breeze swept in. Orcs shivered, several slowing. Ghouls tackled three armored warriors to the ground, snarling and biting.
Rade shook himself like a dog. “The hells happened? It’s so cold.”
Luymaris stalked forward, flanked by the two vanguard-armored zombies. “Feast later. Cut them all down first.”
“Uh, Big Boss Guy? I’s gonna pee myself now.”
A wet warmth spreading across his groin proved Cuix’s announcement true.
Gabriel clamped down on his Minion with his full might, locking her out of her body as he dove into casting.
“Ah, is that you, Dungeon Master? I had hoped to face you directly. Or at least one of your beautiful bonded.” The wight licked his pale lips, sending a shudder of revulsion up Gabriel’s spine.
“You’re lucky I showed up at all. You interrupted dinner.”
While he had aimed for condescending, Cuix’s froggish voice undercut his effort.
Luymaris snickered. “Ah, my apologies. Unfortunately, the Mistress felt this was the proper time to strike. Do not fret, though. I will make this quick.”
He pointed at a trio of armored orcs holding their own against the ghouls. Both vanguard zombies lurched forward, speeding up and hefting gleaming halberds.
“Lemme guess, Boss. I get to play with big, blue, and creepy?” Rade sighed before starting toward the wight.
“Yeah. Just keep him busy.”
Luymaris snorted.
Rade gestured, and two orcs rushed to join him. The trio slashed out at lesser undead as they headed for Luymaris.
All three seemed to slow, goosebumps covering their exposed skin.
The wight drew a long-handled elven hanger sword and beckoned.
Rade moved with caution, but his allies bellowed and charged, axes raised high to crush the lone undead.
Luymaris danced aside as gracefully as Leryane might. He dodged one strike, then caught the second and redirected it at the other orc.
Blood sprayed as sharp steel punched through leather and tore into the orc’s biceps.
‘Damn, they’re not very skilled, are they?’
Gabriel didn’t answer, focusing instead on pumping more mana through Cuix and into an Aetheric Missile spell. He tapped her for most of the power, ignoring the uncomfortable feedback as he flooded her inner leylines.
Rade slashed but didn’t overcommit. The wight slid to the side again, but the veteran orc grinned and snapped out a quick, powerful kick.
The blow drew an angry grunt from Luymaris. Yielding to the impact, he spun away, then reset as the wounded orc fell back.
Rade and his remaining ally spread out, trying to flank Luymaris.
Gabriel finished his casting and targeted the spell through the Weave of Creation. Brushing against the wight’s necrotic presence sent a shudder of revulsion through him, almost forcing him from Cuix’s body.
Once he got past the unsettling sensation and incredible chill, Gabriel found it easy enough to anchor the magic.
He released the spell. A dozen purple-pink projectiles manifested before Cuix’s outstretched conduit.
Streaking through the air, they arced around Rade, all homing in on Luymaris. The Aetheric Missiles detonated in a ripple of minor explosions across the wight’s body.
“Nice one, Boss.”
“He’s not done yet, Rade. Watch out,” Gabriel warned, speaking through Cuix.
The brilliant flare of magical energy vanished, and the cloud of dust and gore sank.
Luymaris stood, one hand holding in his blasted guts. Several gory wounds oozed blue-black blood, which evaporated into wisps of fog.
A missile had blown a chuck from his right leg, exposing bone, but he still stood. Another had shattered half his face, tearing off his right ear and destroying the eye.
“That hurt,” Luymaris growled in a cold, hateful voice.
Rade’s armored ally gave a spirited shout, his ax arcing down at the back of the wight’s head.
Luymaris spun, ducking inside the orc’s reach. His bloody left hand shot up, and he grasped the wide-eyed monster’s jaw. Vibrant green flesh turned bluish black, then sloughed off as the wight spun away.
Rade flinched as the orc let out a blood-curdling screech and collapsed.
“Uh, Boss, you got another spell in ya?”
“Yeah. Just watch yourself,” Gabriel replied, already diving into a second casting.
Peeking at the larger battle, he was relieved to find the other orcs fairing better. All but one ghoul were down, along with both vanguard-plated undead.
Four more orcs had fallen, though two were crawling away from the remaining enemies.
One of the last armored orcs rushed over to support Rade. The pair focused on defense, striving to avoid both Luymaris’ blade and his frosty grip.
Gabriel released his spell the instant it was ready. Another dozen Aetheric Missiles shot at the wight.
Luymaris screamed, cutting off as they slammed into him, blasting fist-sized holes through his already ravaged corpse.
Rade stomped over to loom above the wight, scowling. He rocked his ax up, then brought it down on the monster’s neck.
Luymaris’ mangled head shot across the hall, and several orcs cheered.
“Looks like that did it, boys.” Rade shook his ax clean, turning to face Cuix. “Thanks for all the magic, Boss. You can go on back to your ‘dinner’ if ya like. Me and the boys can handle clean up.”
“Yeah, sounds good. Make sure to keep Meri in the loop.” Gabriel released his hold on Cuix, switching to Dungeon Sense alone.
“Aww, Big Boss Guy could stay a little longer, right? I’s has spare panties—”
Gabriel jerked his awareness away from the orcs and goblin as Reyna howled with laughter.
A quick check with Merideva and Sthuza confirmed they had eliminated the remaining undead, so he shifted his awareness back to his body.
Warm, almost hot, flesh against his bare skin confirmed Cindra had stripped him at some point. Silky soft, fur-covered arms wrapped around his chest.
Cindra’s erect nipples pressed into Gabriel’s back, and he chuckled. “Guess we’re not going to see Elaine off tonight, are we?”
Cindra ducked her head down, her hot breath tickling across his ear. “Birdsister took care of ‘social responsibilities,’ Now, Packmaster will take care of mating responsibilities?”




Chapter Five

After two sweaty but fun rounds with Cindra, Gabriel and his bonded tore down several planks of the rear wall, revealing an unfinished expansion for their suite. A massive wardrobe along one wall slid aside, and Sthuza surged out from the hidden tunnel.
The greater gorgon slithered over, wrapping him in a crushing, four-armed hug as he took in the well-crafted spiral staircase and soft magical lighting.
Despite his protests, Sthuza insisted on carrying him back to Merideva’s Core Room, then to their private lounge. Where, after saying goodnight to Brynja, she and Cindra demanded his full attention.
When Gabriel woke, he was surprised to find Sthuza gone. Cindra cuddled against him, her body heat almost roasting him. A quick check on his Prime confirmed the gorgon was busy with Wannaga and the minotaurs on the sixth floor.
While he had zero regrets about last night’s intimacy, his body protested, and his mind was sluggish as he settled in their lounge, intending to spend most of the day studying magic. But first, he wanted to customize the arcane conduit he had looted from the s’kraith.
‘Are you sure about swapping out that purifying spell? Didn’t you want to wait and record them all first?’
‘I’d like to, yes. But given the threats we still face, the speed advantage applied to spells loaded in the scepter is too great to ignore. Besides, Purify Sustenance seems pointless, given Meri can conjure food. And Sthuza has over a dozen dimensional storage containers in the rare event we need to leave. For regular adventurers or soldiers, though, I could see the value.’
‘Ha, you got so fucking lucky meeting Snakes. She’s basically your Sugar Momma, isn’t she?’
Gabriel scowled, which only increased Reyna’s howling laughter.
‘What? She’s way older than you, and she threw tons of magical loot at your muscly ass from day one, right?’
‘Anyway… I don’t think losing the one spell will hurt. Plus, it’ll be a good chance to test how much of an improvement scepter casting provides.’
‘Yeah, shame it only holds nine.’ Reyna fell silent momentarily, then continued, ‘Speaking of which, when are you gonna try those last two?’
‘I’ve tested both in the Astral Realm, but they’re far more complex. Empress’ Embrace is a potent buff, but it takes almost a minute to cast and seems to drain a ton of mana. Monomolecular Lash is equally hard to manage, with the added danger of lopping off my own limbs.’
‘The fuck? Seriously? You’re not going to risk casting that shit for real, right?’
‘Not planning to, no. Lash is a bit safer if fixed in place, but that makes it largely useless. Once we’ve dealt with the Mistress, I’ll see about getting the supplies and setting aside time to copy all eight spells. Then I can install my most commonly used ones, which should be a major power boost.’
‘Fuck yeah!’
While stripping Purify Sustenance out was simple, installing Aetheric Lance in the open slot took over an hour. The process was a new and intimidating experience but proved reasonably straightforward in the end.
Once satisfied, Gabriel withdrew his mind from the potent artifact, resettling into his body. Seated on his favorite leather sofa, he raised his left arm to eye level and watched the light reflect off the mithril-and-adamantite scepter. Cindra leaned back against his right side. Her presence left his arm tingling, but she rested enough weight against the well-built sofa’s back to keep from toppling him.
Cindra turned her head and ducked in closer, her eyes glowing. “Packmaster done adding magic to fancy bracelet?”
“For the moment,” he said, restoring the scepter to bracer form. Reaching up as the artifact slithered away, he brushed his fingers through Cindra’s thick hair.
She rumbled in pleasure, smile widening.
The door to Merideva’s Core Room opened, and a soft pink glow brightened the lounge. “Um, Gabriel?”
“What’s up, Meri?”
“I was wondering what you wanted to do with that s’kraith you captured.”
A spike of white-hot rage sputtered. Gabriel jerked upright, causing Cindra to topple back onto the sofa. She huffed, tossing her mussed gray hair about, then leapt to her feet.
Standing, he reached overhead, stretching. A mild yawn escaped before he relaxed and refocused on Merideva.
The scraping and rustling of scales rang out as Sthuza stirred. She had returned a few hours earlier and, after a passionate kiss or three, had coiled up on herself to nap.
Now, she performed a series of sinuous stretches with all four arms as she rose to her full height. “Greetings, Lady Merideva.”
“Sorry, Sthuza. Did I disturb your sleep?”
The greater gorgon shook her head, smiling. “No, it is past time I woke.” She turned to glare at Cindra. “Someone was supposed to wake me earlier.”
Cindra walked toward the larger monster girl, grinning. “Snakey needed extra rest. You’ve been doing lots of work while Packmaster was busy.”
Sthuza slithered over, moving her two-ton bulk with impossible grace and the lightest whisper of sound. Looming over Cindra, she crossed a set of arms under her breasts, the other pair resting on her hips.
Unhappy to see his bonded in conflict, Gabriel started to intervene, but a feathery wing fluttered out, brushing against him.
“Do not worry, Gabriel.” Brynja flashed a soft smile and inclined her head toward her fellow bonded. “They are fine.”
Sthuza glared down at Cindra for a few more seconds, then huffed, her stern expression melting away. Several head-snakes snickered, one turning to wink at Gabriel and Brynja.
Crisis averted, Gabriel refocused on Merideva. “Sorry, Meri. What was that about our prisoner?”
“She finally woke up a little while ago, and I was wondering if you had plans for her.” Merideva’s glow flickered, a hint of darker pink coloring her orb. “Are you gonna claim her as a bonded?”
Cindra glanced back at Gabriel, a thoughtful look on her face. Her head tilted one way, then the other, before she grinned.
“No. I’ve got no plans on claiming Sarzykx. Hells, I probably would’ve sawed her head off or burned her alive if not for Sthuza’s suggestion.”
“I sympathize with your desire to punish her for the grievous injuries she inflicted on mine battle sister, Gabriel. But, surely, you do not intend to torture her now that she is at your mercy?”
Meeting the valkyrie’s steely, silver-blue eyes, Gabriel shook his head. “No. I’m not interested in torturing anyone.”
‘Hey, I said I wasn’t proud of that shit in the crystal.’
Gabriel smirked at Reyna’s huffy tone. “I’m not rebuking you, Reyna.”
Sthuza, Brynja, and Merideva glanced at each other, worry visible in both women’s eyes as the Core dimmed.
“Ah, Master—”
Gabriel shook his head more forcefully. “Never mind; back to the point. I don’t have any interest in her, but we should at least ask about where she came from and see if they may pose a threat to us. We closed our portal, but they could have another way to reach us.”
Brynja gave a decisive nod while Sthuza studied him for several seconds without blinking. Her emerald-green eyes bore into his, but Gabriel refused to look away.
After a long pause, the gorgon smiled. “Very well, Master. Given how swiftly you wiped out their second force, I rather doubt they had time to verify this end of the portal, so we should be safe. Still, it is a wise precaution. I suggest you bring all three of us to emphasize her situation.”
“Ooo, if Heat Girl won’t be Packsister, maybe she can help Glowy Lady? Like Nice Shorty?” Cindra pointed in the general direction of the forge that branched off from Merideva’s Core Room.
Instincts calling to reject the suggestion, Gabriel opened his mouth, then paused.
‘That bitch was crazy tough, Alpha. She could be useful, if you can resist going apeshit and ripping her soul out.’
Sthuza shimmied side to side, scales rustling. “Hmm, perhaps that would be a viable alternative. After all, becoming Dungeon Bound would ensure her loyalty to Lady Merideva more thoroughly than even the most tortuously worded Geas.”
Brynja nodded, her pale face radiating approval. “I second this solution, my lord.”
“Oh, heys, we’s thirds Fanged Death’s plan,” Cuix said from behind Merideva.
Peeking over, Gabriel spotted his goblin Minion dragging Kestria to the open door.
Both small monsters looked goofy as they wore mismatched gear looted from adventurers. Though, with multiple layers and a set of oversized spaulders, Cuix made the kobold’s outfit look normal.
Kestria dropped into a low bow when Gabriel looked their way. Half wrapped around the sleek shadowstalker, Cuix tumbled.
Cindra laughed while Sthuza sighed, frowning. A tiny twitch of her lips was Brynja’s only response.
The goblin cleared her throat noisily, clambering to her feet, bits and bobs of her hodgepodge armor clattering.
Shaking her head once upright, Cuix flashed a huge grin. “If Gem Boss wants, I’s could guide big lizard chick in proper dungeon ways. Make sure she’s up to Big Boss Guy’s standards.”
Cindra’s laughter grew, as did Brynja’s suppressed grin.
Sthuza caught Gabriel’s gaze and rolled her eyes.
Shaking his head, Gabriel opened himself to his bonds. Not just with his three—four—bonded, but also with Merideva.
Despite her best efforts at concealment, their powerful bond thrummed with hope and excitement. A flicker of doubt worried at her enthusiasm, so he reached out toward the Core, smiling.
“Gabriel?” Merideva asked.
He beckoned her forward.
She floated toward him, hesitant at first, then sped up, racing over to smack against his outstretched hand.
“If you want her, Meri, I’m fine with you claiming her,” he said, smiling as the Dungeon Core blazed a brilliant pink. “But…”
Her intense glow dimmed. “Aww, but… but what?”
Chuckling, he shook his head. “But only if it’s safe. If you and Sthuza are certain there’s no danger to you, it’s fine to try recruiting.”
A flicker of concern tickled at the back of Gabriel’s mind. Nailing it down took a few seconds, and he missed Merideva’s and Cindra’s replies.
Reyna and Brynja are worried?
He reached out to the dead lycan, then the stoic valkyrie.
Ah… fear of forcing Sarzykx to join.
Gabriel shook his head, glancing at Brynja and opening his mind to Reyna. “And assuming Sarzykx volunteers. If she’s not interested, we’ll have to see about long-term arrangements… or killing her. But no one gets forced to join. If they don’t willingly support Meri, I don’t want them with us.”
All of his bonded nodded, and Merideva’s glow resurged. The connection he shared with Brynja blazed with pride and gratitude.
‘Thanks, Alpha.’
‘While protecting Meri and defeating Vesrah remain my primary goal, that doesn’t mean we have to descend to the abusive tactics assholes like Alberik use.’
“Thank you, Gabriel!” Merideva chirped. She vibrated in his hand.
“While we’re talking about Sarzykx, what did you do with her equipment?”
“Huh? Oh, right. I stuffed all their gear in the Inventory after Torrik inspected it using Sthuza’s enchanted monocle.” Merideva huffed. “Your icky magic kind of ruined most of it. He can repair Sarzykx’s armor, but the ‘mythrium power coil’ is ‘wasted.’”
Expression darkening as he recalled Vesrah’s influence, Gabriel frowned. “At the time, I was more worried about stopping them.”
Sthuza cleared her throat. “Her ‘flamer’ remains intact, Master. But, with less than a quarter tank of promethium remaining. I fear conjuring more may prove too costly.”
Taking a second to check the Interface, Gabriel confirmed Sthuza’s words. “Yeah. Given that it’s over a hundred thousand DE per canister, I don’t think we’ll be refilling it anytime soon. Looks like the ammo for Sizzik’s pistol is almost as pricey.”
“Lady Merideva may be unable to afford them at the moment, Master. But with Aren and Elaine’s help, her Essence income will continue to grow rapidly.”
“Fair.” Gabriel sighed. “Well, let’s get this over with.”
“Ooo, now Pack talks to Heat Girl?” Cindra asked. The hellhound tilted her head again, her wide grin returning. “Think she can teach Cindra to make super-hot fire?”
Reyna laughed. ‘Of course, Boobs wants hotter fire. Would think she’d be at least a little shy after how badly that scaly bitch scorched her. Even with Snakes’ fancy salves, that looked unbearable.’
Reminded of the horrific extent of Cindra’s burns, Gabriel growled, a dark cluster of twisted emotions demanding he go rip the s’kraith’s soul out.
Right now.
‘Hey! Calm the fuck down, Alpha. My bad. Just look at how happy Boobs is now. She’s fine. A little hard to believe, but Snakes and those cow ladies fixed her up, right as rain.’
“Master, we are all safe and sound. There is no need to get worked up over what happened.” Sthuza’s calming voice carried hints of worry. She slithered side to side, lowering her face until their eyes were level.
After a quick exhale, Gabriel leaned forward, capturing her firm lips in a chaste kiss.
The gorgon gasped, head-snakes hissing. Four hands gripped his shoulders, and she asserted herself, a slender tongue slipping between his lips.
Gabriel kissed his Prime back with mounting arousal. A firm hand stroked his manhood.
It only took a second to confirm all four of Sthuza’s hands still clutched his shoulders. Smirking, he pulled back and glanced down.
Cindra knelt between the pair, gazing up at Gabriel with mischievous, glowing eyes. “Packmaster wants to mate before meeting Heat Girl?”
Gabriel laughed while Sthuza let out a frustrated hiss and released him.
“Let him go, Furball.”
“Aww, fine.”
Reaching down, Gabriel offered the canine monster girl a hand. A sliver of doubt flickered through her eyes before she took it, and he tugged, helping her rise.
‘Damn. Unless Boobs is even more athletic than I thought, you’ve gotten stronger.’
Gabriel shrugged, pulling his bonded into a hug. Cindra’s powerful arms clamped around him, blasting the air from his lungs.
Reyna chortled, echoing in Gabriel’s head as he slipped free, and they started toward the impromptu prison.
◆◆◆
 
Brynja insisted on taking point as Gabriel, his bonded, and Merideva exited the wolf drake forest and took the hidden tunnel, bypassing the Crawlspace of Doom.
‘Couldn’t intruders slip through here?’ Reyna asked.
‘Not likely. Meri only needs the one accessible passage to her Core Room. Sthuza guided her in constructing the doors here so they’re impassable without her unlocking them. See how they recess into the walls? And even Cindra couldn’t carve through enchanted steel that thick.’
‘Fair. And it definitely beats having to crawl through that fucking deathtrap.’
Gabriel nodded.
After passing through the unlit, foreboding tunnel of dungeon-crafted stone, they exited out into a large hall.
A gaping hole dominated the center of the long room, with twenty minotaurs and orcs spread throughout.
Sthuza flowed past Gabriel, joining Brynja as the winged woman sped up to reach the dimensional pit trap ahead of the others.
“Syrkirus?” Sthuza said.
“Down here, Prime,” the minotaur replied from deep inside the smooth-walled pit.
Sthuza tensed, coiling her massive bulk.
“Nothing to worry about, Boss Lady,” Rade said from a cluster of orcs. The well-built male strolled toward them, a wicked ax resting against his bare shoulder. “Gem Boss mentioned an interest in recruiting the prisoner.”
“Gabriel said it’s okay!” Merideva chirped, her pink glow overpowering the suffused white light overhead.
She darted ahead, and a niggle of worry wormed into Gabriel’s mind. He chased after her, mood darkening as he recalled just how powerful the s’kraith warriors were.
A surge of magic flared, and Gabriel drew his sword, reaching out to pull the vulnerable Core behind him.
“Wha—Gabriel?” Merideva whined after he caught her in his left hand and shoved her back from the dimensional trap.
The thirty-foot-deep pit vanished in a brilliant flash. He forced bleary eyes open to find Syrkirus sitting cross-legged on the floor before him.
Sarzykx gasped in surprise, collapsing a few feet from the large minotaur. Her face struck the stone floor, and she huddled in on herself, shivering.
Her black bodysuit clung to her full curves, setting off turquoise, black, and white scales. A circular patch of scaleless blue-gray flesh stood out where Gabriel had blasted a Swarm-enhanced Aetheric Lance through her upper back.
“What’s going on?” Gabriel asked. His mind raced off in two directions at once.
The only fear he felt across his bonds came from Merideva, but it was directed at him. Surprise spiked along Sthuza’s but was replaced with understanding, then amusement.
He stepped toward the s’kraith, sword raised.
As strong as they were, she could do serious damage before anyone—
‘Calm the fuck down, Alpha!’
“Master, I believe that was Lady Merideva’s doing.”
Both bonded speaking up at once gave Gabriel pause, and he inhaled, glancing at the surrounding people.
A smile lit Cindra’s face while a worried frown from Brynja bolstered his hesitation.
“Yep, that was me,” Merideva said from behind, sounding muffled. “Um, G-Gabriel, could you please let go of me?”
Releasing her, he shook his head, fighting down the unsettling spike of adrenaline.
“Don’t blame ya, Knyaz,” Rade said with a chuckle. “That magic hole’s creepy as a virbolg eating.”
Sthuza huffed, her head-snakes hissing and shimmying in amusement. “I do think a brief warning before you reset the trap would have been appropriate, Lady Merideva.”
The pink glow dimmed, hints of blue appearing as the Dungeon Core floated past Gabriel. “Oops. I’m sorry. I’m just so excited. Syrky got her to agree already.” Merideva’s words sped up, and the blue splotches submerged within the pink again.
“Heat Girl will join Glowy Lady’s Pack? Like Nice Shorty?”
Merideva bobbed in midair. “Yep! I was hoping Gabriel would agree. Oh! Thanks for suggesting it, Cindra. Gabriel always spoils you so much more than he does me.”
“Hey, that’s not true.”
Sthuza giggled. “You do have a hard time turning the Furball down.”
Brynja gave a solemn nod. “I must agree with my battle sister on this issue.”
‘Yeah, you have a real hard time telling Boobs no.’
“Cindra likes being spoiled by Packmaster,” the hellhound said, grinning at him. “But it’s important to spoil all Packsisters, too. And especially Glowy Lady.”
Merideva bobbed in agreement.
Emphatically.
Sighing, Gabriel sheathed his sword, then focused on the s’kraith woman. She remained prostrate, shivering, and… whimpering?
‘Can ya blame her? You blew a hole bigger than my fist through her fucking chest! And that crazy-ass armor she was wearing. That breastplate was like six inches thick.’
‘I’m pretty sure some of that was padding.’
Reyna scoffed. ‘You blasted right through the back side too! And that’s not even counting that unholy blasphemy you created afterward.’
Gabriel frowned. Reyna’s words brought to mind the terror he had felt as his bonded fell to the s’kraith warriors.
His fists clenched, and he ground his teeth. A dark, vengeful growl rumbled, an almost physical sensation.
Sarzykx shifted, her well-muscled form trembling. A glint of light drew Gabriel’s attention to the short, vicious talons capping her fingers.
The soft pads on the underside were the bright blue-green of her more decorative scales, stark against white, but his gaze focused on how firm and muscular her arms appeared.
Brilliant energy claws appeared in his vision, superimposed over the muscular arm.
‘Remember how she harmed our beloved hellhound? She tried to take them from you. Slay her… Now.’
“Ah, Master, I believe you are…”
“G-Gabriel, why are you so mad? I-if you don’t want me to keep her, I-I won’t.” Merideva’s brilliant pink glow dimmed, large swathes of deep blue spreading across her orb.
‘Calm the fuck down, Alpha! Seriously. Boobs is fine, and so is Birdbrain. What’s with you? Look at them instead of that shivering snake bitch.’
Gabriel forced his gaze away from Sarzykx to Cindra. She flashed a goofy grin and waggled her eyebrows. “Cindra is ready if Packmaster wants to mate.”
Sucking in a ragged breath, Gabriel snorted. His body thrummed with power, but his leylines felt haggard and drained.
He swallowed a lump in his throat but focused on his bonded. Not content merely to look at her, he opened himself to her bond, feeling Cindra’s contentment and joy.
And lust.
‘Probably not the best move, Fucker.’ Reyna snickered. ‘Though horny’s better than that bloodlust.’
Gabriel turned back to where Sthuza coiled near Sarzykx. The gorgon had her arms crossed as she studied the kneeling woman.
After several seconds, Sthuza shifted her gaze to Gabriel. Her lips quirked to one side, and her vibrant green eyes narrowed.
“Is something wrong, Sthuza?”
The tip of her slender tongue peeked out between her lips. Head-snakes undulated, hissing at each other. “Perhaps you should relax, Master? You have her rather terrified.”
“Is that why she’s prostrating herself? Because that’s not necessary.”
Sthuza’s gaze flickered to Brynja, and she rolled her eyes.
“What?”
Reyna howled with laughter in his head.
“My lord, I believe Sthuza is referring to your aura.”
Gabriel started to reply, then paused. He glanced around at Merideva’s many monsters, all gazing back with respectful expressions.
“How can my aura affect her but nobody else? Hells, how could I even intimidate someone who’s Mithril-ranked?”
Sthuza rolled her eyes again. “Master, you have grown dramatically in power over the past month. And that is not even considering how much SE you gained in the last few days.”
Brynja nodded. “You bested three Mithril-ranked scoundrels just yesterday. Perhaps your Spiritual Presence has grown enough for others to sense?”
“Yep! Especially since Packmaster killed bad snakes and saved Pack. His scent’s stronger, too,” Cindra said, grinning.
Gabriel sighed, forcing himself to relax. Visualizing drawing his spiritual presence inward, he focused for several seconds.
“Ah, that was… more noticeable than I had expected,” Sthuza said.
Brynja nodded, her wings fluttering. “I would not wish to be the hostile focus of such ominous intent.”
Opening his eyes, Gabriel glanced down at the s’kraith warrior.
While her posture remained submissive, she no longer trembled.
Merideva floated closer. “Um… so, are you going to—”
“Relax, Meri. She’s all yours if she agrees,” Gabriel said, cutting the hesitant Core off.
“Yay!” Merideva chirped. Her glow recovered, shifting to pink, and she streaked toward the prostrate s’kraith.
“You still want to serve me, right? You do, don’t you?”
Sarzykx twitched, her spine straightening, though she kept her head down. The folds of her hood remained tight against her neck, creating an odd thickness.
“Yes, glorious Dungeon Core,” the s’kraith said with ritual solemnness.
“Excellent.” Merideva let out a strange laugh that grated at Gabriel’s nerves.
Frowning, he glanced over at the Core, sighing.
‘Damn glowing rock’s got a whole megalomania thing going, doesn’t she?’ Reyna asked, snickering.
Gabriel didn’t reply. Instead, he focused on Sarzykx. The s’kraith warrior remained face pressed against the stone floor, and he could only imagine how uncomfortable the position was.
“It’s fine for you to sit up,” he said, causing her to flinch.
“As you command, Dungeon Master,” Sarzykx intoned. Keeping her back straight, she sat up, exposing her snout, vibrant throat, and intelligent cyan eyes with vertical pupils.
Gabriel smiled at the kneeling woman. A tiny spark of anger flickered to life, but Reyna growled, helping distract him.
Sarzykx’s eyes widened, her muscular throat working as she gulped.
“Relax, if you’re sincere about joining Meri, there’s nothing to worry about, Sarzykx.” Gabriel paused, brows furrowing at the look of surprise so discernable despite her alien features.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“You know my name?” she muttered. “Is this the power of a Dungeon Master?”
‘Nah, pretty sure that’s related to the extra-dimensional horror you’ve got piggybacking in your soul. Speaking of which, ya really need to find some way to expunge that bug bitch.’
‘Noted.’
“We’ve recently discovered I have some degree of psionic talent,” Gabriel said.
Sarzykx’s eyes widened, her pupils transforming into paper-thin slits. “So it’s true? You hacked our PsiComms?”
Gabriel glanced at Sthuza.
“This is an area completely out of my league, Master.”
Shrugging, he turned back to Sarzykx. “Seems like it. Wasn’t intentional. But I heard Sizzik giving orders. I thought that was your name.”
She nodded. “Yes, Dungeon Master. I am Sergeant Fourth-Talon, Sarzykx.”
Brynja frowned, stepping closer to the s’kraith. “Do you not have a family name?”
Sarzykx glanced over to the statuesque armored valkyrie and shook her head. “No. My people are hatched in crèches without knowing our parents.”
Her gaze traced up Brynja’s priceless, dented armor, a look of admiration glowing in her eyes. “You tanked all that fire from Sraksas, then squared off with the LT… and yet only suffered a few burned feathers?” Sarzykx shook her head, fanged mouth hanging open in awe.
Brynja blushed bright red, wings fluttering behind her. “Not exactly. Your commander was far beyond me in swordsmanship. And almost as swift as Lord Gabriel. He shot me in the head, and I lost consciousness at the end.”
“You are the first person I have ever known to survive a clash with Lieutenant Sizzik, noble valkyrie. As a Champion, he far outstripped the rest of us. You are a most impressive warrior. Perhaps we could spar at some point if I am to be spared?”
Brynja smiled, her tense stance softening at the respect in the s’kraith woman’s voice. “Thank you. If my lord approves, I would heartily welcome a friendly match with you.”
“What is a Champion?” Gabriel asked, recalling how Sizzik had called him one during the battle.
Sarzykx frowned. “Supposedly, deities choose them as representatives and imbue them with greater talent and abilities. Beyond that, I know little more than urban legends. Lieutenant Sizzik claimed to have been transferred from another Mortal Realm entirely. His tales were of a most strange, magicless world. But again, I have no concrete knowledge about such stories.”
Gabriel glanced over to Sthuza, who shook her head.
“While Mistress Iylara mentioned Champions in relation to some of the more capable adventurers, she did not detail their nature.” The gorgon glanced down, frowning. “At the time, I did not consider it important.”
“Another thing to research later, then. For now, we should move on.”
“Maybe Packmaster should make introductions?” Cindra said, grinning at Gabriel, then glancing at her Packsisters.
A dark-green blush washed over Sthuza’s sleek face, mirrored by the reddish tint coloring Brynja’s cheekbones.
Merideva bobbed. “Yep. Come on, Gabriel. You have to introduce me to my new Handmaiden.”
Gabriel made it halfway through pointing out his bonded to the kneeling s’kraith before Merideva’s words sank in.
“H-Handmaiden?”
“Are you sure you wish to appoint one now, Lady Merideva?” Sthuza asked, her tone serious and respectful.
The Dungeon Core wiggled back and forth, then bobbed in approval. “Ye-yes. I mean… unless you don’t think I should?”
Given how she rotated, and the nervousness blazing across their bond, Gabriel suspected she was asking him.
‘What makes a “Handmaiden” special? And is there any danger to Merideva?’
’Simply put, Handmaidens are a Dungeon Core’s version of Bonded. And there should not be any danger… I just had not considered the possibility. You should participate in the bonding ritual, Master, just to be safe.’
Gabriel refocused on Sarzykx, studying the intelligent eyes as she struggled to meet his gaze.
‘Ignore that bug bitch’s influence and go with your gut, Alpha. Remember how you practically read that foppish mage’s mind during the duel? See if you can’t get a real feel for her.’
Sarzykx shuddered, her head dropping to stare at the stone floor between them.
Straining at the concept of “reading” the alien woman’s mind, Gabriel gritted his teeth. A dull throbbing began in his head, growing into a sharper spike behind his left eye, but a flicker of foreign emotions flashed before him just before he gave up.
Abject terror at the mere sight of him dominated the strange, tinted feelings he sensed. But interwoven with it came hope and desire, a longing to belong. A biological imperative to serve.
She’s almost desperate to submit to Meri. Though her fear seems a bit much.
Nervous tension built within Merideva’s bond for several seconds before Gabriel nodded. “If that’s what you want, Meri. I approve.”
“Oh, thank you, Gabriel!”
“Yay!” Cindra cheered. She darted over and grabbed the s’kraith’s muscular shoulders, pulling the woman to her feet and wrapping her in a crushing hug.
Sarzykx gasped as Cindra blasted the air from her lungs. Her clawed hands pressed against her own thighs as though scared any reaction might be viewed as hostile.
Another spike of fathomless rage demanded Gabriel slay the woman, but it was easier to ignore this time.
‘That’s right, Alpha. That creepy bug bitch can fuck right the hells off.’
Merideva bobbed and weaved through the air, her brilliant pink glow leaving faint contrails of flickering light as she danced. “I’m getting a Handmaiden. Oh, I’m getting a Handmaiden!”
‘Sthuza. What about her other one? Sylia?’
‘I would suggest not bringing the topic up now, Master. Lady Merideva seems to have pushed that loss out of mind, at least temporarily. Perhaps it is best to let her enjoy this accomplishment without remembering how poorly things went before she chose you?’
Gabriel considered his Prime’s words, then nodded.
‘Yeah. Meri’s so damn happy. I’d hate to rain on her parade now.’
Sarzykx glanced at Gabriel with a mixture of terror and pleading desperation that seemed so at odds with the lethal warrior he had first encountered.
‘Ha, even that big scaly bitch can’t handle Boobs. She’s like a cheerful force of nature. Only option is to batten down the hatches and ride the storm out.’
Chuckling, Gabriel shook his head. “Come on, Cindra. Let her go. It seems we’ve got a ritual to perform, and I expect it’d be best to return to the Core Room for it.”
“Yes, Master. Just as with Wannaga’s acceptance.”
Rade, Syrkirus, and a trio of minotaurs joined them as they started back for Merideva’s sanctum. Then Gabriel remembered his original plan.
“Sarzykx, is there any danger of your people returning for revenge? I killed the soldiers guarding the portal, wounded a greater naga, and then closed the portal itself. Well, all the portals, actually.”
The s’kraith’s eyes widened, her pupils almost vanishing again. “N-no… I don’t…”
“He used your large ‘flamer’ to break their ranks. The naga leapt back through the portal before Lady Merideva resealed it.”
Sarzykx nodded slowly, nibbling at her lip. “Ah, I see. I-if you do not reopen that portal, I cannot imagine any forces from the Naga Supremacy could reach you here. Commander Zsak had no knowledge of where that portal led. He assigned us to go through first and scout the initial beachhead. Without a Sage coming through to help triangulate the location, there’s no way they could dispatch a fleet for a planetary invasion.”
Gabriel stumbled at her final words. “Fleet? Planetary invasion?”
Sarzykx’s hood flared out, giving her a sinister look as she nodded. “Yes. If the vicereine knew the location of this world, she could dispatch an expeditionary fleet to pacify the entire planet. But according to our briefing, such data was absent.”
Gabriel glanced at his Prime.
Sthuza nodded. “Yes, Master. I believe we have discussed such a topic in brief. But we should be safe if Sarzykx is correct about the lack of other portals to Evora. Mistress Iylara mentioned Evora being cut off from other worlds, except for portals connecting dungeons.”
‘That’s a relief. Though, I’m kinda terrified at the thought of a “fleet” that could pacify a fucking planet. The hells kind of ships is that snake talking about?’
“Packmaster helped Glowy Lady close portals. Now Pack just needs to beat undead and Rotten Soul.”
Gabriel let the confidence radiating from Cindra suffuse him as they traveled back to the Core Room.
Yeah. Cindra’s right. We beat Sizzik’s party, sealed the portal, and everyone’s recovering. This undead Mistress and Vesrah are more than enough to worry about. Focus on what’s in front of us.
‘Don’t forget about needing to deal with the adventurers and nobles. There’s no way you’ve heard the last of that douchebag mage. His dad’s a duke, right? He’ll definitely come looking for revenge.’
Gabriel sighed.
‘Thanks for the reminder, Reyna.’
‘‘Ha, you’re welcome, Fucker.’




Chapter Six

Gabriel sighed, sitting back against the green leather sofa. Four hours of studying more of the spellbooks he had looted from Kelith and Estrial were well spent, but there was a nervous energy building in the luxurious lounge.
He glanced around. Cindra and Gwenaelle rolled about on the plush rug along one side of the massive room. His hellhound bonded was in her canine form, tussling with the wolf drake over a large, obsidian-black femur.
‘What do ya think it means that neither of us even batted an eyelash at Snakes tossing those s’kraith bones to the furry duo? That’s not normal, right? I mean, they were invading assholes, but they could talk and shit.’
Gabriel chuckled. ‘Yeah. Seems like I’m finally acclimating to life as a Dungeon Master. And after how many orcs and goblins I’ve seen Cindra eat, not sure I could even get worked up over her gnawing on human bones.’
‘Fair point, Fucker. And there were those beautiful minotaur roasts last night.’ Reyna let out a hungry rumble. ‘Gods damn it! Why’d you have to remind me of that feast? I’d kill for another of Darlene’s meals.’
Shaking his head, Gabriel rose from the sofa. He turned from the canines growling and nipping at each other and checked on Brynja.
The valkyrie reclined in her custom chair with its I-shaped back. From her intense stare, she seemed deeply immersed in her book. While the cover was similar to the previous one Gabriel had noticed, the male protagonist had dark hair this time and two corseted beauties clinging to him.
‘Ha, Birdbrain’s really burning through those cheesy books, ain’t she?’
‘If she enjoys reading them, what’s the harm? While I never had the money to buy any, I used to read every monster girl comic anyone left lying around at the Academy.’
‘Yeah, and now you’re fucking surrounded by gorgeous bitches at every turn. Not much point in reading them anymore, is there?’
Cindra let out a rumbling growl before tackling Gwenaelle, sending the sleek wolf drake crashing across the floor. Grasping her prize in her fangs, she glanced over, then grinned.
“Enjoy your victory, Cindra. I’m going to check in with Meri. Hopefully, Sarzykx is fitting in as her handmaiden.”
“Okay, Packmaster. When Snakey gets back, will there be time for mating?”
Shaking his head, Gabriel waved a vague response, ignoring Reyna’s frustrated grumbling. “We’ll see.”
He stepped out into Merideva’s Core Room and took in the occupants. Syrkirus stood outside, his brown fur just visible along one side of the open door to the wolf drake forest.
Cuix and a trio of goblins squatted in one corner, messing with something Gabriel refused to notice.
Several more minotaurs and a few orcs congregated around Rade, Merideva’s senior orc. Given how they were oiling blades and sorting arrows, Gabriel assumed Torrik had delivered more weapons to distribute.
Sarzykx sat closer to Merideva’s plinth, her thick tail brushing against the dark stone. When he entered, the s’kraith glanced up from where she fiddled with a mail hauberk and undyed gambeson, eyes widening in fear before she relaxed and bowed her head.
“Oh, good timing, Gabriel. I was getting ready to send my Handmaiden after you,” Merideva said. Her crystalline orb glowed an intense swirl of yellow and pink as she rose from the cushion atop her black marble plinth.
“Something wrong?” Gabriel asked.
The Dungeon Core streaked toward him, bobbing in midair. “Yep. Well… I think so. There’s this group of adventurers that attacked a weaker group.”
A spike of rage flashed through Gabriel’s mind. Given two of his bondeds’ feelings on betrayal and his own firsthand experience, he couldn’t identify the source.
Merideva must have sensed his anger as her glow dimmed, and she stalled her advance before reaching him. “Um, I thought you’d want to know about it.”
“Where?”
“Third floor… ah, let me show you,” Merideva replied, opening their bond.
Despite having only shared visual senses with the Core a few times, Gabriel had no trouble accepting her invitation. His mind cried out at the violent transition, but then he stared down at eleven adventurers in a remote cave tunnel on the third floor.
Six human males—four in rugged, serviceable armor, while two wore quilted robes—squared off against a motley-looking assortment of beastkin.
Two female nyatari brandished spears and shields, trying to protect their partners. Their feline tails were rigid, and they hissed at the human men. A pair of women with fox ears and two tails apiece crowded the lone male of their group.
Nearby, a wolfen with rich brown-and-gray fur lay in a pool of blood that continued to spread despite the pair’s frantic efforts to stymie his bleeding.
“Why are you doing this?” the leftmost catgirl asked. The brunette held her spear and shield steady despite the quiver in her voice.
“Yeah, The Guildmaster and baroness are going to crucify you for this,” her partner said.
Several of the men laughed. The rearmost robed one, an ugly brute with an acid-scarred face, snorted. “Not likely. You five are gonna be yet another group lost within the dungeon. And no one’ll care about a few more missing mongrels.”
One of the foxgirls replied, but Gabriel shifted his attention back to Merideva’s Core Room.
“Um, so… do… do you want to kill them?” Merideva asked.
Gabriel sighed, shaking his head as he spun and darted back for the lounge. “We want to minimize adventurer deaths in the dungeon. So I’ll have to go slap those assholes down personally.”
‘Think Snakes will approve?’
‘Sthuza will understand.’
“Ooo, Packmaster hunting bad guys? Cindra and Packsisters will help.”
“There’s no time to get dressed, and you can’t go out in public naked,” Gabriel replied.
‘Bad as Boobs already draws attention, you’d have to kill everyone who saw her.’
‘Yes.’
Cindra shifted to her human form before Gabriel’s eyes, leaping twenty feet across the room to grab her greatsword and a thick white sheet and black cord. “No worries, Packmaster. Snakey gave Cindra new panties, and Glowy Lady made quick clothes.”
Contrary to Gabriel’s expectations, she already wore a pair of skintight black boyshorts and a strapless black sleeve concealing her bountiful breasts.
Reyna snickered. ‘Damn. That’s a hells of an enchantment to keep those deadly knockers from springing free like that.’
“Time is of the essence, my lord?” Brynja asked, drawing Gabriel’s attention from the underwear-clad hellhound racing back across the lounge.
“Uh, yeah. There’s a fight between adventurers up on the third floor.”
“Then let us make haste.” With that, the valkyrie kicked her feet up, going heels over head as she leapt from the erinyes’ chair, her book landing on the wooden table nearby.
She flapped her feathery wings, sending paper and silk clothes flying before streaking toward the exit. As she joined Cindra, the hellhound tossed the white sheet overhead, slipped her head through a simple hole, then tied the black cord around her waist, forming a simple surcoat.
‘Damn, they’re both fucking quick. Better hurry, or they’re gonna leave your ass in the dust.’
Gwenaelle let out a lazy trill, then loped after the sprinting women.
Gabriel huffed at Reyna’s teasing, then walked over to where his swordbelt and ornate scepter rested before the sofa. Strapping his belt on, he signaled the enchanted spell conduit to coil around his left forearm, then focused inward.
‘Uh, I thought time was of the essence and whatnot?’
Reyna groaned at Gabriel’s cocky smirk as he used Dungeon Translocation to reach the stairs leading up to the fourth floor.
While waiting for his bonded, he checked on the two adventurer groups again. A quick scan of visible tags confirmed the humans were the aggressors.
Five Silver tags and one Dwarven Steel vs four Iron and one Bronze. Yeah, these assholes started it. But why?
‘It looks like they dropped the lone male with a sneak attack, but they’re not being as rough with the women, right?’ Reyna asked, and Gabriel’s scowl darkened as he picked up her meaning.
‘Master? What is wrong?’ Sthuza sent.
‘Looks like an adventurer party’s decided to rape and murder another one.’
‘That is… unfortunate, but not unheard of in dungeons, Master. Mistress Iylara mentioned some dungeons set up “safe zones” where they do not attack adventurers. She vehemently opposed the practice for just this reason. I suppose the rapists are much stronger than both their victims and the monsters who normally patrol the floor?’
Gabriel passed on what he had gleaned, drawing another flash of raw fury from his Prime.
‘Given the Guild has not had the chance to report on the investigation yet, the presence of such relatively high-level adventurers here bodes ill. Master, you must not engage them on your own. I do not wish those beastkin harm, but you are still fatigued from all the recent combat.’
Gabriel sighed. ‘I know. Brynja and Cindra are headed for them. I’ll wait for them to get there before teleporting in to strike.’
‘And I assume you want to take these miscreants alive?’
‘I’d prefer to leave them to Cuix’s gentle ministrations, but the last thing we need right now is more dead adventurers skewing the statistics against us.’
‘Yes… At least Elaine and Olphelia seem the sort to properly punish such scum.’
‘Yeah. I’m heading off; I’ll let you know when it’s over.’
‘Be safe, Master.’




Chapter Seven

Gabriel directed his bonded to one of the hidden staircases Sthuza and Merideva had tracked down. Once confident they understood the path, he triggered Translocation.
His senses protested, but the disorientation faded quicker, and he glanced over at the concealed entrance Cindra and Brynja would exit from.
‘Oh, your fluffy adventurer friends just found those bad guys attacking the other furry adventurers,’ Merideva said.
Even as Gabriel’s mind sorted the Core’s words, he shifted his awareness back into Dungeon Sense.
“Janna, Mali!” Claire shouted, charging into the fray. Several heads turned at her voice, with one of the armored humans moving to cut off her advance.
Yalaen blurred past him in a streak of wispy shadows. The slender pantheran solidified again behind one of the Silver-ranked mages.
The older man screamed, blood spraying as the purple-and-gray-furred beastkin ripped glowing claws from his victim’s kidney.
“You fucking bitch!” the other mage snarled. He drew a gold spell token and triggered it.
Gabriel felt the magic activate through Dungeon Sense but had no way to warn the beastkin shadow dancer.
Brilliant rays of golden light blazed across the battlefield. A half dozen caught Yalaen, impaling him, the rest doing little more than scorching Merideva’s walls.
Callie rushed around the corner just in time to see him crash to his knees, coughing blood. “Yala!”
“That bitch shanked Mika pretty bad, but it looks like the furry beast brought us some more toys,” the mage said before drawing an opal-capped silver wand.
“Uh, Callie, I don’t think that was such a good idea,” Claire muttered as she blocked a vicious slash.
Her twin didn’t reply. Instead, the inutari spellcaster drew a mithril spell token and triggered it.
Gabriel blinked, then stared as glowing spellshields manifested around the white-haired twins.
‘Is shielding them both such a big deal?’ Reyna asked.
‘Not especially. Just means whoever empowered that token prepped it to form two shields. But that was a lot more expensive than I’d expected either of them to have. Hells, it felt far more powerful than the token that asshole used.’
‘Which is weird, given they’re just Bronze-ranked?’
‘Very.’
One attacker shield-bashed his opponent, causing the fox-eared kitsune to stagger. He dropped low and spun with a forceful kick, tripping her.
Gasping in surprise, her back striking the cave floor, she flinched, then went limp as he followed up with a punch to her left temple.
The man leapt upright before rushing to join his partner against Claire.
‘Oh shit, Fucker! Can you save them without compromising yourself?’
‘Hopefully.’
Gabriel punctuated the word with another Translocation, teleporting just around the corner opposite where the twins had come from. His stomach protested the rapid relocation.
The tunnel past was a dead-end, but it let him approach unseen and allowed for flanking the hostile adventurers.
He spent a precious second reinforcing the correct path for Brynja and Cindra, urging them to catch up.
Then he focused on his enchanted scepter and triggered Umbral Leap.
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While Gabriel wanted to conserve his pool, he had already demonstrated the spell in public and figured it was the best excuse for his miraculous appearance.
The rough cave tunnel tilted around him, his inner ear screaming in protest. The heavy scent of blood filled the air, along with an undercurrent of acrid fear.
‘Probably should have let your stomach settle from the first shift,’ Reyna said, snickering. Despite her snark, pride and satisfaction radiated across their bond.
Along with enough bloodlust for an orc army.
“What? Where the hells did you come from?” the sole Steel-ranked human asked. Despite the surprise, he caught his foe’s strike, deflecting it away with his shield.
“Gabe?” Callie gasped. The inutari mage blinked several times, then a huge grin spread across her face.
“What? Where…” Claire said, trailing off when she glimpsed him. Her expression brightened, but she had to dance aside as a Silver-ranked fighter lunged at her.
She avoided his powerful thrust, but his partner swept in from her side, his longsword crashing against her blue spellshield, carving a furrow in the glowing barrier.
“Gabe, please help!” As Callie spoke, she dug out a bronze wand, pointed it at the closest human and fired.
A Firebolt shot forth, the burning shard catching the unsuspecting man in the back. It set his brown gambeson aflame but failed to distract him.
He slashed and sliced at one of the black-haired nyatari. She grunted with every parry, struggling to hold him back.
Gabriel saw what was to come but couldn’t reach her in time. Instead, he triggered his force buckler and helm, drew his mithril sword, and charged the wand-wielding mage.
The man took aim at Callie, activating his opal-capped wand a second before Gabriel reached him.
A bolt of golden lightning arced through the air, accompanied by a trumpeting horn.
Callie let out a strangled gasp as Gabriel slashed at the man’s outstretched arm.
The mage cried out, dropping the wand and diving away from Gabriel. Blood sprayed from a bone-deep gash in his right arm.
‘What the hells, Fucker? Why didn’t you take that raping bastard’s unprotected head?’
‘Because I want to minimize adventurer deaths in the dungeon.’
‘But they were gonna—’
‘Do you seriously think Elaine and Leryane will let these assholes get off lightly? After everything that’s happened?’
‘Ah, right. Sorry.’
‘Fine. Now, I need to focus. Sthuza will start worrying even more if I let one of these guys hit me.’
‘Ha, yeah. Snakes’ll notice if you take a single scratch.’
The human mage ripped a damp cloth from his belt pouch, wrapping it around his mangled arm. “Why’d you attack me?” he asked through clenched teeth.
Gabriel paused, staring for a second.
“Gabe, you gotta he—” The shattering of glass cut through Claire’s impassioned words, and he glanced at the armored twin.
Two Silver-ranked fighters stood before her as the shield Callie had erected unraveled, split by multiple gashes.
She blocked high, catching one man’s sword, and drove in low and close, stabbing at his groin.
Blood sprayed as she caught him, but his ally’s blade slashed at her exposed backside.
Claire screamed, her pained voice forming a haunting harmony with the man who fell before her.
The adventurer who had cut her hamstring stomped her sword hand for good measure as he spun to face Gabriel and the two remaining beastkin from the first group.
“Don’t know how you got back there,” the man said, sneering, “but you picked the wrong side.”
Watching the cocky man stalk forward, Gabriel matched him step for step, creeping toward the two women still upright.
Callie had fallen face-first, the white-robed inutari still protected by a faint blue spellshield.
‘Oh gods, he killed her!’
‘Relax, Reyna. I think that was a Sleep spell or similar.’
‘You sure?’
‘No, but they often use opal for mental magics, and the flash of gold felt right. Plus, it’s an excellent tactic against a basic spellshield.’
The mage Gabriel had cut continued to focus on the gash in his arm. Yalaen’s victim climbed to his knees, face pale and sweaty as he tipped a second crystal vial to his mouth.
Chugging the healing potion, he shuddered, grit his teeth, then rose. Glaring death at the wounded pantheran.
One of the men facing Claire glanced over at Gabriel. “Who the fuck are you?”
“I don’t care who he is. Dipstick better make himself scarce quick, or he can join these feral bitches,” the twitchy mage growled. He staggered forward, then kicked Yalaen, drawing a pitiful whimper.
“My lord,” Brynja said, racing around the far corner, her bandaged white wings spread wide. With her mithril vanguard plate deployed, the valkyrie looked every inch the feminine personification of battle.
“Oh fuck me,” the black-haired man in the breastplate muttered. “We picked this spot because it was vacant.”
“Silence, you vile blackguards,” Brynja said, her voice chilling. She deployed her large round shield and lance, turning her helmeted head toward Gabriel. “Would you have me thresh them, Lord?”
“Your armor’s impressive, bitch, but you’re outta your mind if you think the two of you can take us all on,” the mage Gabriel had wounded said. He tossed a clay potion vial aside, reaching for another wand in his belt.
“Ooo! Stupid Mage wants to suffer,” Cindra said, her mirthful laughter echoing off the tunnel walls.
One man shifted from Claire over to cover Brynja and the yet-to-arrive hellhound. “How many of you are there?”
“My lord only summoned two of us,” Brynja replied, causing several Silver-ranked adventurers to sigh in relief.
“‘Lord’ is it?” the other mage said, turning to face Gabriel. “Look, I’m sure the three of you could hurt us, but you can’t win. Why get involved?”
Cindra darted around the corner as the man studied Gabriel, drawing her greatsword.
“Holy succubus teats!” a swordsman shouted. “Is that thing adamantite?”
Cindra’s head bobbed rapidly. “Yep! Cindra’s sword was gift from Snakey. Birdsister’s been giving fancy fighting lessons.”
Brynja gave a decisive nod. “And you have proven an apt pupil, my battle sister. But at this moment, we must focus on properly punishing these vile ne’er-do-wells for their most egregious assault upon these younger adventurers.”
Most of the still-alert spectators blinked or stared in confusion at the armored valkyrie.
“Um, you’re here to help us?” the nyatari from earlier asked.
“Yeah, we are,” Gabriel growled, his expression hardening as he noticed the calculating look in the fast-talking mage’s blue eyes.
“Look, we can be reasonable about this,” the most talkative swordsman said, cutting in. He took several steps toward Gabriel before Cindra let out a deep, warning growl.
The rest of the human adventurers shifted closer together.
‘Why’re you letting them regroup, Fucker? They’re gonna be tougher if they work together.’
‘They’re moving farther from Yalaen and the others. That’s the most important factor.’ Gabriel let out a dark, amused chuckle. ‘It’s not like these pissants are any threat to Cindra or Brynja.’
‘Ah… right. Still, what about you? You’re fucking exhausted from all that magic and fighting yesterday, right?’
‘Neither mage has a sufficient barrier up. I can Umbral Leap right behind them and end that threat. If a fighter rushes me, I’ll Leap away and let Cindra go to town on them.’
‘Oh gods, if they attack you, she’ll fucking eat them.’
Three of the humans stood straighter, the concern etched across their faces lightening as Gabriel and his bonded made no move to attack.
‘Bet the shitheads think you’re afraid of them when they should be terrified Boobs is gonna eat them alive.’
‘The whole reason for intervening is to minimize the number of deaths in the dungeon.’
‘Maybe just let Boobs put the fear of you and Meri into ’em first? People can survive some fucked-up shit.’
Gabriel snorted. ‘We’ll see.’
“Given your companions, I don’t see you being interested in claiming any of these subhuman bitches for yourself,” the lead fighter said. Anger smoldered in his dark-blue eyes, but he kept his face neutral. “Still, I’m sure we can come to an arrangement.”
“If you’re here for those three idiots that jumped us… just take ’em,” the first mage said. He glared down at Yalaen as the pantheran youth writhed and whimpered. “Good riddance to the fucking idiots.”
His companions nodded, and their leader studied Gabriel’s face. “Beldon’s right. Take them. Normally, I’d demand satisfaction, or at least file a report with the Guild.” He shifted his gaze to Claire, who stood protectively between the humans and her party mates.
Turning back to focus on Gabriel, he smirked. “But we’re not looking for trouble. Our groups clashing is bad all around.” His eyes darted over at Cindra, who continued to edge closer to the twins, her massive adamantite sword at the ready.
The talkative mage nodded. “Yeah. Just take your friends and get lost. We’ve got some unfinished business with these four disrespectful little shits.” He glared down at the wounded beastkin group.
Three of them were prone, with the last fox-eared woman down on one knee, a bloody rag pressed against a wicked gash along her right shoulder.
“Disrespectful?” Cindra asked. She glanced at Brynja, then each of the twins, before focusing on Gabriel. “Does Packmaster think weak adventurer pups are disrespectful? Cindra is unsure about their scents.” She snuffled, scrunching her nose cutely. “Theirs is better than cocky men, though.”
Several human adventurers shifted, three glaring at Cindra with cruel expressions that infuriated Gabriel.
A bassy warning growl echoed through the uneven stone tunnel, and he blinked as all eyes locked on him.
What the…
‘Ha, seriously, Fucker? That was even scarier than when Boobs is in giant puppy mode. Wait, could you sound that aggressive and sinister in Fuck Space? You know, while masquerading as a huge-ass hellhound brute railing my ass?’
Gabriel blocked out Reyna’s increasingly aroused-sounding mind-voice and focused on the hostile adventurers before him.
If she’s not real, I’ve got serious issues.
He pinned the group’s leader with a pointed glare. “Explain why you attacked them.”
The man blinked several times before responding. “How do you know we attacked them?”
“Doesn’t matter. But given the disparity in Guild rank and party size, I’m sure about who attacked who.”
Bent over and panting as she bandaged her bloody hamstring, Claire nodded. “Yeah. I doubt any locals outside of your party, other than Leryane maybe, would dare face these arrogant pricks.”
“If you don’t want me to come over there and slice your tongue out, you’d better keep it to yourself, you halfbreed mutt,” the Steel-ranked adventurer said.
Claire flinched back, then her gray eyes tracked over to Gabriel, and a cocky grin spread across her expressive face. “I’d love to see you try.”
Before anyone could act, the lead swordsman sheathed his blade, raised his hands, and stepped forward. “Let’s calm down, everyone. All right?”
He turned to glare at his companion until the man wilted, then shifted to Claire for a second before returning to Gabriel.
“Look. This is all a huge misunderstanding. Maybe we let ourselves get a bit heated, but those four feral shits disrespected us last night.” Beldon snorted. “They also spread several vicious rumors about some of my party members over at the Guild today.”
“We didn’t start any rumors!” the kneeling fox-woman snapped.
Both groups started shouting. To Gabriel’s surprise, he caught more of their heated argument than he had any right to expect.
But the effort needed to focus both channels of his mind on listening rejuvenated the headache that had plagued him since depleting his pool.
“Shut up!” he growled.
His voice reverberated off the cave walls as everyone else went silent.
Gabriel dismissed his Force Helm, closed his eyes, and rubbed his temple. “Better.” He looked over the multitude of wounds among the beastkin, plus the human mages, then sighed. “First, let’s tend to the wounded.”
The mage he had cut shook his head. “We can take care of ourselves. And those foul-mouthed bitches. Just take these three and get lost.”
“Yeah… not happening. Now, you six, keep your hands to yourselves.” Gabriel turned to the armored valkyrie. “Brynja, would you please help Claire with Callie and Yalaen?”
“Of course, Lord Grimm,” she said, her beautiful voice filled with… satisfaction?
‘Birdbrain just loves serving ya. Bet she’d pass out orgasming if ya ordered her to her knees and told to suck your monster cock.’
‘As usual, your insight and eloquence are incredible.’
‘Ha, yeah, I am pretty fucking amazing, ain’t I? But if I’m just a figment of your twisted mind, that makes you pretty fucking crazy, doesn’t it?’
Gabriel closed his eyes again, blowing a weary sigh as he ran through a centering routine.
“Now look here,” the swordsman said, his tone darkening. “We’re trying to be civil, but if you insist on meddling in our business with those loud-mouthed bitches, we’re gonna have a problem.”
Despite Gabriel’s effort at blocking out Reyna, her mirthful cackling filled his mind. Cindra’s booming laughter echoed in the cave, causing the hostile adventurers to tense.
Gabriel stared at the man trying to appear intimidating. Studying the dark-haired, athletic swordsman, he paused, uncertain.
I would never’ve dared stand up to a rich, “powerful” adventurer like this guy before. Now? My worry is losing my temper and starting a bloodbath.
Reyna’s only response was more raucous cackling.
“What kind of disrespect are we talking about?” Gabriel asked, more to distract the men from Brynja as the valkyrie stowed her shield and lance than from any genuine interest.
‘Maybe they hit on one of those kitsune and got shot down? Lots of guys go in for that whole “vixen” look.’
“That really isn’t relevant, Mr…?”
“Gabriel. And you are?”
The dark-haired swordsman gave a slight nod. “Calyb Briaryn.”
“That creepy asshole called my sister a whore!” The prone kitsune winced as she shouted, clutching at her stomach.
All of her conscious companions nodded.
Gabriel glanced at the kneeling kitsune, her sister, who nodded again. “It’s true. I didn’t mean to cause a scene, but—”
“He was way out of line,” the only conscious nyatari said, cutting her off. “And it only became a ‘scene’ when they all joined in.”
A vortex of unthinking rage roared within his bond with Reyna. Gabriel sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.
He focused as much consoling empathy as he could muster, trying to drown his fallen bonded in love and support. When the raw fury abated somewhat, he sighed in relief.
“Where did this most unacceptable behavior occur?” Brynja asked. She knelt beside Yalaen, sprinkling an alchemical coagulant from a naquala vial.
“We were staying at the Golden Mare, but one of those bastards convinced that limp-dicked innkeeper to kick us out,” the prone kitsune said.
The nyatari nodded. “Yeah, and he stole what we’d paid.”
“Ooo, weak adventurer pups should stay at Happy Cook’s lair. Packmaster doesn’t let bad people misbehave there.”
Brynja nodded in agreement. “Quite right, Cindra. And Mrs. Spaulding is a force to be reckoned with as well.”
“An inn that welcomes beastkin over powerful assholes?” the kneeling kitsune asked, her pained voice full of doubt.
The human adventurers glared at her, but Claire nodded, chuckling. “Yep. Two of the strongest local groups were harassing poor little Yala, but Gabe wasn’t having any of it.”
“Ooo, right. Packmaster was very polite and explained things. Then rude men bought Pack and Packfriends more drinks.”
Almost everyone who didn’t know Cindra stared at the disguised hellhound, confusion writ large across their faces.
“Anyway,” Gabriel said, drawing all eyes back to him as he pinned the human leader with another forceful glare. “Did you even consider the danger of the dungeon escalating the difficulty, since you had eleven adventurers in the same place?”
Several of the Silver-ranked men snorted. “This dungeon is all but dead,” Beldon said. “Who cares if it spawns more goblins and orcs? Hells, if it did, might make them worth looting.”
‘Those arrogant… stupid heads! I’ll… I’ll conjure a colossal throng of minotaurs and have Syrky lead them up there to stomp their stupid fleshy bodies into goo!’
Merideva’s outrage spiked Gabriel’s mind briefly, but he focused on remaining calm. ‘Relax, Meri. These losers aren’t worth your time or attention.’
‘Are you sure, Gabriel?’
He nodded, knowing the Dungeon Core could see him. ‘Yes, I’m sure. I don’t recognize any of them, and five Silver-ranks together would draw plenty of attention. At the very least, Leryane would have given me a heads-up. So I bet they just arrived. I’ll take them to the Guild guards and have them arrested. Elaine and the Guildmaster will ensure they’re thoroughly punished, for threatening the peace right after that coup attempt, if nothing else.’
‘Oh… okay, as long as you’re sure. Then, I’ll resume talking with Wannaga and Sthuza. They’re helping me schedule more patrols for the fifth floor.’
Gabriel turned his attention back to Calyb. From how the swordsman and his companions glared at Gabriel, he realized he had missed something while chatting with Merideva.
“Look, if you six cooperate, no one has to get hurt. Now, sheath your weapons, and let’s head out. This is a matter for the Guildmaster and Elaine now.”
“Elaine?” Callie asked, now kneeling beside her sister.
Claire turned to her, the twins staring at each other. “I think he means the baroness, Sis.”
The inutari mage nodded. “Oh, right. Leryane’s like her personal agent or something.”
“Yep. Friendly Elf and Sad Eyes are really old friends. Cindra thinks they’re friends with Tail Watcher, too.”
“What the fuck are you bitches talking about?” Mika groused.
Fury at the arrogant man including Cindra in his name-calling spiked within Gabriel, but a focused surge across one of his bonds distracted him, and he took a calming breath.
‘That’s right. Keep your head, Alpha. You want to avoid those stiff-necked Guild dicks looking into the dungeon’s resurgence.’
‘Thanks, Reyna.’
The lead swordsman shook his head. “I’d rather not tangle with you three, but if you’re going to force us, that’s on you.”
“Taking that winged bitch down is going to be rough,” Beldon said, eyeing Brynja. He reached into a belt pouch, pulling out a squat silver vial. “On the bright side, that armor should net us at least a few thousand sovereigns.”
“That is—”
Cindra drowned out Brynja’s reply with barking laughter that made several men flinch. “Packmaster, want Cindra to punish rude idiots?”
Gabriel sighed. “If they insist on being stupid.”
The four swordsmen readied themselves, raising blades and shields. Beldon popped the stopper and tossed back whatever potion was in the unadorned silver vial.
When he went for another wand tucked in his belt, Cindra dashed forward, her massive greatsword slicing through the air.
Several voices cried out as one, and Gabriel ignored them all. Triggering Magesight, he reached into his scepter, then prepped and cast Umbral Leap, aiming behind Mika.
Brynja leapt almost to the stalactite-covered ceiling, flapped her wings, then streaked down at the lead swordsman, her shield flowing out from her gauntlet. The relatively innocuous mace she wielded morphed into a lethal spear a split second before she reached her target.
The dark-haired man gasped, twisting aside in a panicked rush.
Enchanted mithril caught him in the left shoulder, punching straight through his dwarven-steel hauberk and the black gambeson beneath.
Blood erupted as Brynja flicked her wrist. His arm went limp, unbalancing his awkward dodge.
‘Fuck yeah, Birdbrain! Give these raping bastards a taste of their own medicine.’
The other three swordsmen all charged toward Cindra. They fell into an instinctive formation that suggested plenty of experience fighting together.
They had to know their best chance against an unarmored opponent with such a massive, lethal weapon was to close inside her optimal range.
As Silver-ranked fighters, two of them counted as among the best of “mundane” human warriors. Even the least skilled would win one hundred out of a hundred fights against ordinary soldiers.
Against Cindra, they might as well have slit their own throats. She moved with predatory grace, her giant sword arcing in at a sharp diagonal.
“I want them alive,” Gabriel said.
Cindra whined, then grunted as she twisted her blade, narrowly avoiding cleaving her target in twain vertically.
The rightmost human slipped in closer to the hellhound. As she planted her feet, angling for a sweeping, upward slash, he lowered his longsword in a two-handed grip, aligning it for a textbook parry.
The swordsman caught her strike just above the crossguard to ensure maximum leverage and control.
He shouldn’t have bothered.
The training that Brynja had instilled in Cindra, paired with her ludicrous strength, made her blows devastating. Combined with obscenely enchanted adamantite, it pushed her strikes to a level even Mithril-ranked warriors would struggle against her.
His dwarven-steel sword had a faint glow to Magesight. None of that mattered as her blade sheared clean through the nominally heavy weapon, then through his mail skirt.
And both his legs.
His shrill scream rang out over the amalgamated sounds of battle as he fell into a rapidly expanding pool of blood.
“I do not believe he will survive that, battle sister.” Brynja deflected a wild, desperate strike aside, stepped back, then launched a precise thrust at her opponent’s right knee.
From the way his leg gave out, she must have severed something vital. He collapsed, bleeding from the shoulder and knee, face paling as he stared up at the valkyrie with terrified blue eyes.
Gabriel drew his mithril conduit while still recovering from teleporting. Without a word of warning, he slashed at Mika’s elbow.
Where his earlier strike had only surprised and caused a flesh wound, he aligned his blade better this time. Enchanted mithril severed tendons and scored bone.
The mage dropped his wand, grabbing for his crippled arm. Gabriel leapt backward, buying space against any surprise counters, then focused on his bonded.
Brynja had defeated their leader—no surprise—but the man was losing an alarming quantity of blood.
Cindra’s first victim lay motionless in a gruesome blood puddle. The other two men staggered back from the powerful hellhound.
Sighing, Gabriel shook his head. “Brynja, try to save those two pricks. I want to turn them over alive.”
“At once, my lord,” Brynja replied. She spun her spear, sank it point first into the cave floor, then dug through a leather pouch at her waist.
Trusting her to handle things, Gabriel stalked toward Beldon.
The man had discarded his potion and drawn a gleaming shortsword and a gnarled yew rod. While the beginnings of a spell circle floated before him, his gaze was focused on the lead swordsman sobbing over his ruined knee.
Gabriel frowned at the mage, mind already breaching the spell’s encryption. “Are you ready to surrender yet? Or do I need to counter your spellshield before you finish casting?”
Brown eyes flared wide as the mage flinched back. “H-how?”
“You’re way out of your depths. Now, surrender or share his fate.” Gabriel gestured at the legless man bleeding out before Brynja.
“Does Packmaster want Cindra to lop off more bad man legs?” The unarmored hellhound dashed over, blood dripping from her massive greatsword.
‘Damn, bet they’ll surrender now. Boobs is all kinds of terrifying when she’s grinning like that.’




Chapter Eight

After the humans surrendered, Gabriel and the others tended to the wounded.
The kitsune gulped. “A-and you are… Packmaster?”
Callie’s head bobbed before Gabriel could reply. “Yep, Gabe’s awesome. I think his entire party counts as ‘Pack.’”
Claire nodded with the same frenetic energy as her twin. “Yeah. All his companions are super gorgeous like these two. Well… the only other one we’ve actually met was Sthuza, who’s like this incredibly stunning redhead with piercing green eyes. She’s so cool and sophisticated.”
“They had another friend, Reyna, but she died,” Callie said, her cheerfulness dipping.
“But she saved his life, and I bet she was super cute,” Claire added. “I get the feeling Gabe had a real soft spot for her.”
Callie leaned in, pressing her face against her sister’s. “Oh, I know, right? Based on his stories, she had to be so cute and spunky as can be.”
‘Holy fuck, these two need to shut up,’ Reyna groused, causing Gabriel to grin despite his heating cheeks.
‘They mean well.’
‘Yeah, I know, but… fuck, they’re intense.’
“Grouchy Panties was very cute, and Cindra is sure Packmaster will bring her back one day.”
The assorted beastkin flinched, then glanced around at each other, looking curious but hesitant.
Gabriel sighed. “Long story; doesn’t matter. Now, if everyone’s good to travel, let’s get out of here before any more problems crop up.”
“Um,” Kara, the talkative kitsune, said, “what about the dungeon amping up to punish us for grouping together?”
A smug expression flickered across Brynja’s face, but she remained silent. To Gabriel’s surprise, as he turned to Cindra, the hellhound reacted the same way.
‘You know, Fucker, I’m starting to think Boobs is smarter than she lets on. For all her goofy antics, she never lets anything important slip.’
‘Yeah. I’ve given up trying to figure out when she’s just messing around versus being serious.’
Gabriel turned to smile at Kara. “We can handle anything the dungeon might throw at us this high up as we head for the exit, but break the rules, and you’ll find out quickly how dangerous the dungeon can be.”
Cindra gave a single sharp nod. “Yep. Sad Eyes’ mate sent lots of bad men into dungeon. They all died after grouping up.”
Callie and Claire turned somber while the other beastkin party sucked in sudden breaths.
“So it’s true?” Kara asked. “The rumors about how the baron and the old Guildmaster were messing around with the dungeon?”
“Yep,” Callie said. “Fortunately, the baroness has this really great elf friend who’s helping her now. Plus, she goes way back with Guildmaster Olphelia.”
Claire grinned at her sister, eyes bright. “Yeah, I know, right? Leryane is so cool.” She turned to face the two kitsune. “You’ve got to come hang out with us in the Careless Queen. Darlene keeps a way better place than that prick at the Golden Mare.”
Mika scoffed. “That rundown shithole? Don’t make me laugh.”
Cindra stalked over, tilting her head to one side, canine ears perking up. Her fluffy tail lashed behind her, and the conscious fighters she had faced all blanched.
“The broken old bitch running that pla—”
Cindra’s hand snapped out, and Mika choked off as she reached into his mouth, then pulled back, blood spraying across the dark skin of her hand.
“Oh, gods!” Kara cried.
“You fucking—” Calyb started before one of his allies slapped him. Hard.
Cindra frowned at the bloody shreds of tongue clasped between her black claws. “Foul-mouthed man shouldn’t insult Happy Cook.”
Several people spoke up, their voices blending together, but the hellhound ignored them.
‘Shit.’
‘You can say that again, Alpha. But if you don’t want that flaccid cockwaffle dying, I think he’s going to need a serious healing potion.’
As the man gurgled and wailed, Gabriel reached for the dimensional belt pouch Sthuza had insisted he wear.
She had stocked it with several of their best healing, Vigor, and a wide assortment of utility potions.
But Brynja acted with her typical efficient grace. She stepped up beside Cindra and gently shooed the hellhound aside.
Gripping the struggling mage’s head, she pulled the same vial she had used on the legless fighter.
‘Oh, fucking hells! Don’t do that, Birdbrain!’
Beldon lunged, but Cindra intercepted him, clasping his wrist and tossing him over her shoulder.
He landed hard, blasting the air from his lungs. People panicked and started forward, but Gabriel froze, watching the inevitable.
Brynja’s calm, focused expression never wavered as she poured a generous amount of alchemical coagulant into the man’s bloody mouth.
“Oh gods,” Calyb whispered. The rest of his party stared in mute horror at the scene unfolding.
Mika gasped and wailed. He flailed at Brynja’s armored form, but she ignored his protests, working to staunch the bleeding.
“There, that should suffice to keep him alive,” she said a few seconds later. She released her vise-like grip, and he collapsed to the cave floor, whimpering, and vomited viscous, bloody gore.
“Thanks, Birdsister. Sometimes, Cindra forgets how fragile bad men can be.” The hellhound turned her back on the humans and approached the wounded inutari twins.
“I am happy to assist.”
“Assist? You—”
“Shut your fucking mouth. Right. Now.”
Everyone but his bonded flinched back at Gabriel’s dark, iron tone.
He focused down the instinctual rage bubbling up, then looked at each adventurer in turn.
Beldon opened his mouth, his eyes wide and pupils dilated.
“If you want your tongue to remain in your mouth, keep it to yourself,” Gabriel said.
Beldon gulped, then wilted.
“Was there something wrong with my ministrations?” Brynja asked after the others calmed down.
Gabriel shook his head. “No, you made a sound decision.” He flashed a wry grin at Cindra, who preened at the attention.
“After Cindra ripped his filthy tongue out, there weren’t too many options left. That coagulant isn’t ideal for delicate body parts, but it saved his life. A high-class healing potion would have repaired his tongue at least somewhat and made future restoration more viable.”
The two uninjured humans had rushed over to check on the man once Brynja stepped away. The taller turned back to glare at Gabriel. “There’s no way Mika can get this mess healed. His mouth’s fucked.”
“You and those bitches are gonna have a helluva time trying to justify this behavior to the Guild,” Calyb said.
Cindra barked laughter, Callie and Claire joining her.
The hostile men turned to glare at the trio. “What’s so funny?”
Brynja scowled at the man’s sneer, then blinked and nodded. “Ah, yes. You must be unaware of Lord Gabriel’s close relationship with the baroness and her inner circle.”
Three human men blanched at the valkyrie’s words, Beldon turning puce. “You think I’m going to believe this—”
“I said, shut up!” Gabriel growled.
Again, everyone but Cindra and Brynja flinched. The valkyrie stood taller, flexing her wings. Cindra let out a supporting rumble that had the Silver-ranked adventurers edging farther away.
“Listen, I want to turn you over to the Guild alive. If you insist on pissing us off, the odds of that go down.”
Gabriel focused on Calyb, letting his gaze harden as he stared at the wounded swordsman.
Once satisfied that the five conscious humans would not pick another fight, Gabriel turned his attention to the group he had rushed to save.
Both kitsune were on their feet now. Kara held an unguent-soaked bandage against her shoulder, a half-empty healing potion clasped in her weak hand.
Her sister looked groggy, with a trail of crusting blood along one side of her face. Despite her injuries, she fussed over her less-wounded sibling.
The nyatari leaned on each other while the wolfen sat with his back against the cave wall, dabbing at a leaking wound along his left arm.
The male beastkin noticed Gabriel’s attention and glanced up. “Don’t know who you guys are, but thanks for intervening.”
“I’m glad we made it in time,” Gabriel said. After confirming the five strangers were in no immediate danger, he turned to Callie and Claire.
The twins had healing wraps pressed against the six bloody holes blasted in Yalaen’s back. While Luminal Shards had inflicted brutal injuries on the young pantheran, he wasn’t surrounded by a pool of blood.
‘That’s either a good sign… or a terrible one. Given Fluff and Pluff look concerned, not sad, he’s probably still alive.’
‘Fluff and Pluff?’
Reyna snickered. ‘Course. Haven’t you noticed how fluffy and poufy their hair is? Hells, even Boobs calls ’em Fluffy Packfriends.’
Gabriel snickered, shaking his head. He started toward the three adventurers he knew, reaching into his potion pouch again.
As he knelt beside the two white-haired inutari, he got a better look at Yalaen.
The young pantheran’s dark patterned outfit helped disguise his form against the bare dungeon stone. Blood soaked the thin material across his back. When the male beastkin let out a faint whimper, Gabriel realized he was still conscious.
‘Runt’s tougher than he looks, huh? I’ve known plenty of guys that’d wail and moan with much lighter wounds.’
Gabriel nodded, drawing the highest quality potion he had.
“My lord, if you would allow me,” Brynja said.
The twins flinched, glancing first at each other, then to Gabriel before ratcheting around to look up at the valkyrie.
“I’d rather use a high-quality potion on Yalaen,” Gabriel said, suppressing a frown at Brynja’s formal tone.
Cindra nodded. “Little fluffy Packfriend is still Packfriend.”
“Quite correct,” Brynja replied. “But, Sthuza arranged for just such occasions, Lo—Gabriel.”
Still garbed in massive vanguard plate, she dropped to her knees without a sound, pulling a faceted naquala vial filled with a vibrant purple potion.
“This alchemical remedy should be most useful for accelerating natural healing. And Sthuza also provided this salve specifically for treating puncture wounds like these.”
“Wow,” Callie and Claire said in tandem. The strain visible across their faces melted into mirrored looks of stunned surprise.
“You, you’re really gonna let us use this on Yala?” Callie asked.
“Yeah, I mean, are… are you sure? That looks even higher grade than the emergency stash Mother gave us.” Claire reached down to a suspicious bulge in her boot cuff.
The valkyrie gave a decisive nod, then froze, her silver-blue eyes locking on Gabriel.
“Yeah, if Sthuza arranged it, go ahead, Brynja.” Putting action to words, he rocked back onto his heels, then rose, only to find himself caught in Cindra’s embrace.
The powerful hellhound squeezed him tight against her bounteous breasts.
“Cindra and Birdsister did good?” she asked, a huge grin on her face.
Gabriel chuckled before nodding. “Yes, you both were excellent. But you need to let me go. We have matters to deal with. Also, slip around the corner and put your clothes back on.”
“Aww, fine.” The hellhound pouted, squeezing him tighter for a second, then released him.
Freed, Gabriel gave her a quick peck on the cheek, then refocused on the hostile adventurers.
The least wounded were going through their supplies, tending to the injured. The fool who had tried to parry Cindra’s strike was the worst off, but Brynja’s quick action had saved the man’s life, even if she had cost him any real chance at restoring his legs.
‘Can’t healers regrow legs and shit? I know I’ve heard talk like that.’
‘Technically? Sure. But the mana cost is… obscene. The worse the injury, the more healing needed, obviously. But a ton of factors play into the whole equation. Age of the wound, and the type. Then there’s the person’s innate healing factor.’
Reyna snorted. ‘Ha, yeah, for all their power and influence, humans sure suck at healing naturally.’
‘True enough. But even that guy might have saved his legs with a carefully applied magical seal to prevent bleeding out. Then, some basic flesh mending to reverse any necrosis. Once safely with a skilled enough surgeon and healer, just reattach the restored limbs, and he might even walk again.’
‘Oh… Birdbrain basically cauterized his wounds, so there’s no chance of fixing that shit. Like with that horrid bitch in Stillcrest.’
‘Pretty much. It’s still theoretically possible, but the cost would be far beyond a Silver-ranked adventurer. Probably even past Jessandra’s father.’
‘Far as I’m concerned, raping bastards are lucky Boobs didn’t use her firebreath to seal their wounds.’
The human adventurers tended to their own without further complaint. Once they finished bandaging their injuries, a pair worked together to rig a harness to carry the legless fighter.
Brynja declared Yalaen’s treatment a success, and after Cindra returned—properly clothed now—the oversized group started toward the exit. Traveling with so many wounded slowed them, but Gabriel’s presence drove the goblins and kobolds from their path.
“Isn’t it a little strange how they all flee in terror whenever Gabe steps into sight?” Claire asked in a muted whisper he only overheard because of dungeon-enhanced hearing.
Callie’s head bobbed up and down. “It’s super strange, but maybe they can sense his aura better? I mean, remember that night when he saved Yala?”
The male beastkin’s slender shoulders slumped, but all three of them nodded in sync.
Claire chuckled. “Yeah, Gabe was so scary back then. I almost wet myself. Honestly, he reminded me of Dad whenever he’d get mad.”
Callie shivered. “Definitely. Remember that time he caught us with those wolfen brothers?”
The inutari fighter let out a raucous laugh, drawing multiple stares toward the trio. Ducking her head, she flashed a sheepish grin. “Sorry.”
Two humans muttered but kept their voices down, sparing terrified glances toward Gabriel and his bonded.
When they reached the bunker entrance, Gabriel gripped his sword hilt, ready for any last-minute attempt by their prisoners.
“Greetings…” a jovial man started, trailing off as the last battered, bloodied human entered the bunker.
“What the hells?” a female voice called out.
“What happened?” another, more familiar male voice asked. “John, grab that healer’s pack.”
Cindra grinned, her eyes flashing with mischievousness. “Ooo, it’s Sad Eyes’ tin can man.”
“Please try not to terrify the poor fellow any more than he already is,” Brynja said.
“Aww.”
“Who?” Kara asked. Like the rest of her group, she stared in utter confusion at the hellhound.
Callie and Claire nodded in understanding, even Yalaen appearing caught up despite the frosted look of his drugged gaze.
Gabriel shook his head and continued on into the bunker.
As usual, four guards stood watch within. Staryll and Sarylira, the two female elven mages, wore form-fitting gambesons over their robes, both holding polished staves at the ready.
Garlyn Albright stood behind the swordsman carrying his legless comrade, scowling as he inspected the bloody stumps. His ornate vanguard plate was still battered-looking. He tensed up as Gabriel entered. “Ah, greetings, Mr. Grimm.”
“Hey, Captain Albright. You stand watch in the bunker often?”
The captain of the baroness’ guard gave a jerky, hesitant nod. “Y-yes. It’s standard practice for the baron—or baroness—to provide at least one guard member.”
Gabriel nodded in understanding, stepping aside as Callie and Claire led the beastkin adventurers inside.
Four sets of eyes widened at the sight of over a dozen adventurers entering the bunker together.
The first guard to speak—a short, stocky man in a tattered, much repaired black-and-yellow brigandine—froze, a bulky leather satchel in his hands. He blinked owlishly at Gabriel and the others crowding the defensive structure.
“Uh, Captain?”
“Relax, John. This is Gabriel Grimm… the adventurer who beat Sir Triscol Blakemore yesterday,” Albright said.
“I knew that had to be you,” Claire and Callie said together.
Three of their prisoners seized up, Calyb turning to stare at Gabriel, growing dread visible in his blue eyes. “Y-you beat Triscol… in a duel?”
Gabriel nodded.
Ryll, the elven mage he had spoken with last time, let out a throaty chuckle. “Beat? That makes it sound like it was a well-fought match. By the way, congratulations on your recent promotion to Gold, Gabriel.”
Her partner, Sarylira, flashed a warm smile. “Yes, clearly well deserved. Neither of us has the foggiest clue how you pulled that off, but it looked more like an execution than a real duel.”
“Packmaster beat Dumb Noble, then Pack beat stupid bad guys.”
“Mr. Grimm,” Garlyn started. “Would you be willing to explain what’s going on here?”
“Of course,” Gabriel replied before diving into an abbreviated retelling of the encounter.
After he finished, all four guards stared in stunned awe at the six Silver-ranked adventurers.
“You idiots picked a fight with them?” Garlyn asked, pointing at Gabriel. “I mean, what the hells? Even Leryane’s scared of pissing him off. How could you be stupid enough to…”
The captain trailed off, shaking his head in disbelief. Sighing, he faced Gabriel. “On behalf of the baroness and the Guild, thank you for intervening. If you wish, I can take this… filth off your hands and hold them until Leryane gets here to handle their official arrest.”
Two captured adventurers brightened at Garlyn’s words until he mentioned the elven woman.
‘Wonder what kind of rep that knife-ear has that they’re even more depressed now?’
‘Don’t know. While I’d heard her name before, she’s not as famous as Galamore, though… he was an ostentatious mage looking for fame. Eh, doesn’t matter.’
Gabriel smiled. “I’d appreciate that, Captain. I trust Leryane to make sure they face their proper fate.”
Garlyn nodded. “You can count on it. The baroness and the Guildmaster are united in their efforts. I have no doubt they’ll work to ensure something like this doesn’t happen again.”
Five minutes later, Gabriel led his bonded and the beastkin out of the dungeon and into the center of the Guild Quarter.
He had intended to separate from the adventurers, citing their injuries and need to rest while he wanted to “head out of town for a bit.”
Cindra had other ideas.




Chapter Nine

The trip through the city to the Careless Queen went far smoother than Gabriel had expected. Cindra led him by the arm, dragging the others in their wake as she plowed through the midday crowd.
Stepping into the inn, Gabriel was struck by a rush of savory fragrances wafting from the open-doored kitchen behind the bar. Over two dozen adventurers sat in clusters, drinking and chattering despite the time.
Most heads turned to follow Gabriel’s group as Cindra led the way. When someone made a crude remark about the hellhound’s impressive bust, one of his companions slapped the back of the man’s head.
Callie and Claire giggled while Brynja nodded at the slapper. Cindra beelined for “Pack’s table.”
Gabriel dropped into what had become his chair at the corner table, with Cindra claiming the seat on his right while Brynja took the opposite one. The other adventurers settled into open chairs around the combined tables.
Several looked weary, with bloodshot eyes and sallow skin, but everyone seemed to draw strength from Cindra’s energetic presence.
Gabriel let himself settle into the hellhound’s cheerfulness, eager to move past the unpleasantness with Calyb’s group.
‘Unpleasantness? Seriously? That was amazing! And the three of you saved all those low-ranked adventurers. There’s no way that racist asshole and his cumrag pals weren’t going to rape the women, then kill ’em all for the dungeon to absorb.’
‘I know, and I’m glad we were able to help while avoiding any deaths. But I wasn’t planning on so much violence first thing after studying.’
‘Uh, really? Cause you’ve killed a literal buttload of people since we met, Fucker. And with how cranky you get about any fools talking shit about the others, you should probably get used to it.’
Gabriel chuckled. ‘Gee, thanks, Reyna.’
The lycan snickered but went quiet as Darlene Spaulding approached their table.
“I see you’ve made more friends, Gabriel.” Her warm brown eyes tracked over the numerous bandages, many with bloodstains. “Is everyone all right?”
Cindra, Callie, and Claire nodded.
“Do not worry, Mrs. Spaulding,” Brynja said. “Sthuza provided adequate healing supplies, and we were able to tend to the wounded sufficiently.”
“Thanks again,” Kara said, smiling at the valkyrie. “I already feel better, though I’m hungry enough to eat a whole oross.”
Her sister, Nikki, nodded. “Yeah, then we need to find a room and crash. The drain of healing magic’s worse than I expected.”
Darlene’s smile widened. “I wasn’t planning on letting anyone in yet, but thanks to the surge in business, we’re expanding into the adjacent building.” She turned to shoot Gabriel an unreadable look before refacing the newcomers. “Given the company you lot are keeping, I’d be willing to let you move in before we finish the rest, if ya like. The first-floor rooms are small but clean.”
Kara brightened. “Really? Yes, please; that’d be great!”
Several of the other beastkin nodded in agreement. Wedged between Callie and Claire, across from Gabriel, Yalaen looked half asleep.
‘How come you and Boobs never look that tired after using healing potions? And Snakes. Did you see all the wounds she took against those damned s’kraith? She should’ve zonked out for days.’
‘Cindra’s infernal endurance makes that a moot point for her. And Sthuza said I should have gained a portion of that from our bond. As for Sthuza, she’s very… experienced, so I think she’s more acclimated to it. Plus her high Essence levels.’
Reyna snickered in Gabriel’s head. ‘Right, “experienced.” I’ll be sure to tell Snakes you said that if I’m not just a figment of your perverted mind.’
“Well, as long as you all are sure you’re fine,” Darlene said, reclaiming his attention. “I’ve got a pot of oross stew ready to serve, unless you’d prefer something else?”
Cindra had been snuggling against Gabriel, her head resting on his shoulder. But at the mention of stew, she bolted upright, a huge, goofy grin on her expressive face. Viscous drool coated her luminescent blue tongue as it slipped from her mouth.
A rumbling stomach caused several heads to turn her way before another gurgle revealed the source to be the wolfen male at the end of the table.
His facial fur poofed, and he bared his fangs in an embarrassed grin.
“Ha, don’t be shy,” Darlene said, smiling. “I’m glad to see you newcomers brought your appetites with you. Now, what kind of drinks will ya be wanting?”
Gabriel ordered the black dwarven stout she had introduced him to a few nights earlier. Half of the beastkin women and Darrel, the wolfen, copied him.
Thankfully, Brynja requested a weaker Kormyrean larger.
Darlene returned with their drinks a few minutes later. Savoring the rich, oatey taste of the thick, potent dwarven brew, Gabriel relaxed, letting Callie and Claire manage the many questions of the newcomers.
Cindra snuggled in tight, forcing him to drink with his left hand. Brynja sipped at her lager, her wings twitching after each taste. Once the twins had their friends caught up on the Careless Queen, the valkyrie glossed over the previous day’s events.
“You killed the duke’s son?” Kara asked, her voice trembling. Most of her companions stared at Gabriel with wide eyes.
He shrugged. “More or less. Triscol’s his fourth son and aimed to remove the baroness to claim Lostbarrow for himself.”
Brynja huffed, her wings flapping noisily behind her. “His attempt to press her into a spell duel under present circumstances was most distasteful. I am greatly pleased you were able to step in and protect her from his foul scheme.”
“That was mighty dangerous, Gabriel,” Darlene said, waddling over with another tray of drinks. “Nearly gave me a heart attack when Katelynn mentioned you’d gotten tangled up in that horrible mess. Though I wish you’d be more careful, I’m glad you were there to help.”
She distributed the drinks, pausing to frown at Gabriel for a second before setting another large tankard of creamy black stout before him.
“What?” he asked, trying to look as innocent as possible.
‘Ha. Pretty sure you’re a long shot from innocent at this point, Fucker.’
Darlene’s lips twitched to one side, her brown eyes narrowing. “Bringing the baroness and that distinguished gentleman in here with hardly an hour’s warning was a naughty prank, young man.”
“You brought the baroness in here?” Yalaen squeaked. Several women began whispering in a frantic rush.
“Extinguished gentleman?” Cindra said, tilting her head and pouting her full lips. “Cindra likes it best when Packmaster is a little rough, but gentle mating can be fun, too.”
Reyna’s howling laughter echoed in Gabriel’s head as he facepalmed before focusing on a centering meditation.
‘No! Just drop it, Reyna.’
The werebadger continued to snicker but refrained from taunting Gabriel as he did his best to ignore the energetic back and forth among the beastkin women at the table.
Cindra barked laughter, then recaptured his right arm, wedging it between her massive breasts.
‘Good thing that breastwrap Sthuza gave her is enchanted. Otherwise, those puppies would pop out, and then you’d have to murder all the men and half the women in here.’
Gabriel opened his eyes, shaking his head. Several faces smirked at him, led by Callie and Claire, who looked far too smug. Yalaen appeared just as amused as the twins.
Glancing to his left, Gabriel noticed a faint blush coloring Brynja’s pale, refined face.
Thankfully, Darlene had stepped away while he was dutifully ignoring any and all speculation.
Callie and Claire jerked up from slouching, gazes locked over Gabriel’s head. The rest of the adventurers gulped, a couple flinching away.
Gabriel turned to look over his shoulder, then sighed in defeat at the sight of who had replaced the cheerful matron.
Leryane snickered, grinning down at the seated Dungeon Master. “Hey, if you’re still recruiting, I wanna throw my hat in the ring.”
Gabriel rolled his eyes at the rich mirth in the elven adventurer’s voice. Her angular purple eyes flashed, and she smiled wider before patting him on the shoulder.
“Cindra doesn’t think Friendly Elf would fit well in Pack.”
“Relax, girl. I’m only playing,” Leryane said, waving at the larger woman staring up at her.
“Greetings, Leryane. Do you bear another missive for mine lord?” Brynja scooted her chair away from Gabriel, allowing the elf to draw closer.
Leryane shook her head, tight black dreadlocks lashing about. “No—well, actually…” She paused and glanced at the stiff-backed woman beside her.
It took Gabriel a second to place the sharp-featured inutari, but then it clicked.
Aren’s maid.
‘Yeah. Bitch is crazy intense. Look how she’s glaring at the twins and the furry shrimp.’
Reyna’s comment shifted Gabriel’s attention enough for him to notice the mature woman’s icy gray eyes. While he studied her, she never blinked, her unrelenting glare pinning Callie, Claire, and Yalaen in place.
The trio imitated the catgirl statues Sthuza had created on the seventh floor.
Leryane glanced back and forth between the hard-eyed maid and the three frozen beastkin. After a long pause, she shook her head again. “Relax, kids. The pup’s just here to help me carry back our order.”
A dark scowl flashed over the prim inutari’s face for a split second before she smothered it with a blank mask. She glanced around the smoky tavern, studying the adventurers present.
“Other than you, I am likely the oldest person presently in this establishment,” she said, middle finger adjusting her glasses in a well-practiced motion.
Leryane chuckled. “Aww, come on, Molly. Take that stick out of your ass and relax. I meant nothing by it. Hells, to me, everyone in here’s barely an eyeblink from wearing diapers.”
A frown tugged at Molly’s unpainted lips but failed to overcome her steely discipline. Her gray eyes darted over to the trio of still frozen beastkin. “Of course, Leryane. I understand it must be hard for one such as yourself who still recalls how Lostbarrow appeared in its prime.”
That was enough to shake Callie and Claire from their terror. “Oh wow, you’re like ancient,” they said as one.
Leryane winced, but Gabriel focused on the faint smirk teasing at Molly’s neutral smile and the ecstatic mirth flashing in her weighty gaze.
‘Damn, that was vicious. Think Glasses knew they’d say that?’
Gabriel suppressed a chuckle. ‘Looks like it. I’m guessing Molly was an adventurer with Aren back in the day.’
‘Definitely. No fucking way a normal maid would talk back to a knife-eared bitch like that. Remember all those poor sons of bitches Leryane killed the other day?’
Leryane brushed her inky-black dreads behind her, sighed, then smiled at Gabriel.
“Got a message from Elaine?”
“Nah, not this time. We honestly only came to pick up an order. El and the others loved Darlene’s cooking, so she arranged for future meals. But since you’re here,”—Leryane paused again, glancing at Molly—“Some of us were thinking about delving the dungeon. A little deeper than most.”
Brynja sucked in a sharp breath. Gabriel clamped down on his body, suppressing any reaction as he opened his bonds with Merideva and Sthuza. He dedicated half his attention to catching the pair up while listening to the elf.
Leryane flashed a crooked smile, squatting down and leaning over the table. “I think it’s mostly El wanting an excuse to go delving again, but you and Harkon both mentioned minotaurs and got us wondering.”
“Wondering about what?” Gabriel asked, keeping his voice neutral. At the same time, he considered their options.
Leryane squatted on his left, which put her sword on her far side. Molly stood behind to his right, but her maid outfit displayed no weapons.
‘That doesn’t mean much, Alpha. Remember what that pervy master of hers did unarmed? But don’t freak out and start plotting a bunch of murders.’
Gabriel started to protest, but a surge of calm washed across his bond with Sthuza.
‘Relax, Master. Leryane may be referring to the floor boss.’
He sighed, relieved at his Prime’s suggestion.
A mischievous grin washed across Leryane’s sharp face. “It’s been centuries since I delved that deep here, but there used to be this epic maze filled with minotaurs.”
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, we’ve been there a few times. Though its population is sparse.”
“Cindra’s sure there will be plenty of Beef People later.”
Leryane glanced over at the hellhound pressing in across Gabriel, her grin widening. “That’s what we’re hoping for.” She gazed into Gabriel’s eyes. “Have you checked the boss arena?”
He started to shake his head, but even as Sthuza and Merideva protested, a faint memory flickered.
‘You added it to Lady Merideva’s Domain, Master. Given what we know of Elaine, Leryane, and Aren, I suspect they want to face the boss there.’
‘Why would she be bringing this up now?’
‘Because slaying bosses means treasure chests,’ Merideva said, her excited presence bubbling up within Gabriel. ‘And if they send adventurers down to face Wannaga, I’d get tons more DE!’
‘So, do you want me to tell Leryane the boss still spawns there?’
Merideva projected the sensation of nodding so forcefully across their bond that Gabriel’s head bobbed.
Ignoring the sudden, mild ache that caused, he grinned at Leryane. “Yeah. There’s a large octagonal chamber off one path. Though… the maze itself has seen better days.”
Leryane’s eyes widened, her lips spreading into a huge smile. “Outstanding,” she said, glancing at Molly, who seemed somewhat excited at the prospect of a boss battle.
“That’s great news, Gabe.” Leryane nodded several times. “Yeah, El’s going to be thrilled.”
‘Sthuza, could you make a basic map of the maze?’
‘Yes, Master.’
‘Why do you want a map of my maze, Gabriel?’ Merideva asked. ‘You… you’re going to give it to that elf chick? I thought you said you weren’t recruiting any of them. Y-you’re not betraying me, are you?’
Gabriel sent the mental equivalent of rolling his eyes. ‘No, Meri. I’m not betraying you, or recruiting anyone. I’m going to warn her that some paths are hazardous and guide them to the boss room. We don’t need anyone exploring the maze and stumbling into Knossis.’
‘What do you mean?’ the Core asked.
‘That is an excellent point, Master.’
‘What is?’
‘We haven’t repaired the shifting ability for the maze, Meri.’
Gabriel grinned at the flush of embarrassment across Merideva’s bond, followed by her intense gratitude toward him.
Darlene stepped out of the kitchen, carrying two large woven baskets. “I’ve packed your order in these lovely enchanted baskets, dearie.”
Leryane glanced back and nodded. “Thanks. Just wanted to check in with Gabe and his lovely ladies.” She patted his shoulder again, then turned and headed for the bar.
“I’ll catch you later,” she said.
“Cindra hopes Sad Eyes enjoys tasty food,” Cindra said. Her cheerful words caused everyone to relax, and several voices spoke up.
Focusing on his Prime and Dungeon Core, Gabriel left the others to their chatter.
◆◆◆
 
Darlene returned a few minutes later, accompanied by Katelynn, carrying a loaded serving tray that looked heavier than the nyatari.
“Ooo! Happy Cook’s special stew is super tasty,” Cindra said. She grabbed two large bowls of steaming oross stew, placing one before Gabriel, the other on the table in front of her.
“Be careful,” Katelynn said. “These bowls are really… hot?” She stared in confusion as Cindra grabbed a spoon, stuck it in the rich, greasy red stew, then shoveled it into her mouth.
“Mmhm, so good,” the hellhound murmured while readying another spoonful.
Several adventurers at the table sat stunned, watching Cindra devour three more mouthfuls of the steaming hot stew.
Her blue tongue darted out, seeking any droplets that had missed her mouth. She let out a throaty moan, then nudged Gabriel. “Packmaster should eat. It’s the best stew yet.”
Gabriel chuckled. “I’ll let mine cool for a moment.” Grabbing a spoon, he prodded the stew. Succulent chunks of fall-apart-tender oross floated in the vibrant red, slightly oily sauce along with cubed potatoes, carrots, and sweet elven onions.
He leaned closer and inhaled, savoring the rich fragrance of garlic, rosemary, and a hint of calmeri pepper. “This smells delicious, Mrs. Spaulding.”
Her round face brightened, a joyful smile radiating pride in her work. “I’m glad you like it.” She shot a scolding glance at Cindra. “And don’t you trick these newcomers into trying to drink it while it’s hot.”
Cindra grinned, her dark-gray cheeks darkening in a mischievous blush. “Cindra wouldn’t trick Packfriends.”
“Oh, are they Packfriends too already?” Callie asked.
“Am I a Packfriend?” Yalaen whispered.
Cindra nodded, then glanced at Gabriel and tilted her head.
Chuckling, he nodded. “Long as you’re not causing problems for us, Mrs. Spaulding, or Elaine, why not?”
Darlene and Katelynn delivered the rest of the stew. Then the younger woman dashed off and returned with a pair of oval baskets.
“I got the hoecakes,” she said, passing one to Darlene.
“Hoecakes?” Yalaen asked, perking up. The slender pantheran licked his lips, leaning toward the two women.
Darlene smiled and nodded. “I thought we’d try something different. Been serving fresh-baked bread with my stew most days, but there’s something special about a golden-brown hoecake with oross stew.”
She turned to stare at Cindra and grinned. “Besides, I recall you lot having trouble divvying up the bread in an equitable manner.”
Cindra’s blush darkened, but her eyes glowed brighter, and her grin threatened to split her face apart.
Gabriel laughed. “Thanks, Mrs. Spaulding. I’m sure they’ll go great together.”
Yalaen bobbed his head like Cindra was prone to, and he grabbed the basket Katelynn placed on his end of the table.
Snatching an ovaloid disk of fried cornbread before Cindra could demolish the entire basket, Gabriel blew on it once, then took a bite.
Fried to perfection, the hoecake had a crispy crust that gave way to dense, delicious cornbread.
Cindra copied him, grabbing a single cake in her clawed hand. Her glowing eyes studied Gabriel for several seconds, but once he smiled, sighing in satisfaction, she beamed.
She tore her cake in two, licked her dark lips, then tossed one piece into the air.
Most of the beastkin cheered as Cindra’s head snapped forward, and she caught the fried cornbread with her too-long tongue, guiding it into her mouth.
“Ooo! Fried bread is tasty, too!” She spun to face Darlene. “Happy Cook can make more delicious hope cakes?”
The brown-haired matron smiled at Cindra’s intense enthusiasm and nodded. “I’ve got plenty of batter already mixed up, so feel free to eat as many as you like, darling.” She tottered off in a hurry, likely to prepare seconds given the voracious appetites of so many beastkin.
Cindra’s head bobbed quick enough to make Gabriel wince. Then she refocused on the half-eaten bowl of stew before her.
Sthuza had worked to reinforce proper dining etiquette in the hellhound, and Brynja helped where possible. But seeing the brilliant twinkle in her blue-on-black eyes, Gabriel knew what was coming.
Reaching for another hoecake with her free hand, Cindra shoved her remaining piece into the stew, splashing red sauce across the age-worn oak table.
She pulled it free, bits of vegetables and shreds of rich oross dangling from the soggy cornbread. With a massive grin, she shoveled the sloppy mess into her mouth, then moaned in satisfaction.
“Ooo, so good!” She swallowed noisily, dipped her new cake into the stew, then thrust it at Gabriel. “Packmaster has to try.”
He flinched back, not expecting her to shove a handful of stew-soaked cornbread into his face.
Cindra leaned in, overcompensating, and smashed the hot, gooey mess over the lower half of his face.
Thanks to their bond, the steaming stew failed to burn Gabriel’s skin. But it was hot, wet, and uncomfortable. Not to mention embarrassing beneath all the eyes he felt staring at him.
Cindra’s joyful expression wilted, her canine ears drooping, and the brilliant zest for life that blazed in her eyes sputtered.
‘Boobs really ain’t giving ya much of a choice, is she?’
Seeing his bonded freefall toward absolute despair, Gabriel sighed and opened his mouth.
Cindra’s grin flickered back into reality. The change was so stark and instantaneous that even illusion magic would appear sluggish.
She shoved what remained of the stew-soaked hoecake into his mouth, along with a couple of fingers for good measure.
Gabriel narrowed his eyes, then nipped at her digits, prompting her to extract them.
A mischievous glint flashed in her eyes, but he held back and focused on the sloppy mess in his mouth.
The spicy sauce burst with succulent oross. The savory stew paired well with the soaked hoecake.
Gabriel chewed, enjoying the combination of salty, savory meat with slightly sweet cornbread.
While he swallowed, Callie and Claire burst into laughter. Cindra turned to stare at the pair, but they were too busy laughing to notice.
Yalaen grabbed Callie’s shoulder, shaking the inutari mage. “H-hey. You shouldn’t la—”
“Why are you laughing at Cindra and Packmaster?” Cindra asked in an odd, almost… ominous tone, head tilting to the left, then the right. Her ears twitched, but her fluffy tail was stock still, sticking out straight.
‘Oh shit. Boobs is gonna fucking kill them.’
“Dear battle sister, you have made quite a mess on Lord Gabriel’s face. Just look at how much of Mrs. Spaulding’s delicious stew you wasted with your antics.”
Cindra jerked, darting up and forward before freezing. She turned to study Brynja, her expression softening. The valkyrie nodded toward Gabriel, directing the hellhound’s gaze.
Her tail went from motionless to a fluffy gray blur behind her.
Cindra lunged at Gabriel. The wooden chair beneath him creaked when she straddled him. She cupped his head in both hands and stared into his eyes, unblinking.
“Wait, Cindra, d—”
Again, she moved with untraceable speed. Gabriel screwed his eyes shut, wincing against the inevitable impact.
Then she licked his cheek.
Gabriel blinked and tried to flinch away from Cindra’s looming presence, but her powerful hands held his head in place.
“Packmaster should stop squirming so Cindra can clean his face. It’s not good to waste Happy Cook’s tasty stew.” Cindra flashed a beaming grin, then licked his other cheek.
As his bonded settled into licking the savory mess from his face, Gabriel sighed, sagging back against his chair.
Someone snickered—another someone—as Reyna continued to mock him.
“Aww, I think it’s cute,” Callie said.
Her sister nodded. “Yeah, totally. Plus, it’d be criminal to waste any of Darlene’s stew.”
The twins dug into their own meals, each claiming a couple hoecakes from the closest basket.
Janna, the older of the two black-haired nyatari, grinned at Kara, then imitated Cindra. Dipping a thin corn cake into her bowl, she leaned close to Darrel and thrust the dripping food toward his mouth.
He made eye contact with Gabriel, his facial fur puffing out, then stared down at the table as he opened his muzzle.
Janna fed him the stew-soaked cornbread with more restraint than Cindra had shown. But her purring grew loud enough to hear across the table, and her grin was every bit as wide as the ecstatic hellhound’s.
Kara and Nikki tittered, their fluffy, black-tipped tails dancing behind them. The other catgirl pouted, making a show of focusing on her own bowl of stew.
No more messes developed, and Cindra finished grooming Gabriel without incident. She grabbed three more hoecakes, then moved back to reclaim her stew.
A few minutes later, Darlene bustled over, bearing another serving tray loaded with drinks and two more bowls of oross stew.
She passed around the full tankards before setting both bowls of stew beside Cindra’s. “I figured you might want a touch more than these other ladies.”
Instead of turning around, Cindra finished licking her bowl clean, then tilted her head and twisted her neck until she could beam up at the innkeeper. “Thanks, Happy Cook!”
Gabriel used the distraction caused by Darlene to snag another piece of cornbread and munched on the crispy, greasy treat.
Darlene loaded her tray with empty tankards and one pristine-looking bowl, then slipped away.
With her gone, Cindra started in on her second bowl. The hellhound grabbed the basket of hoecakes and dragged it closer, drawing scowls from the twins and a pitiful pout from Yalaen.
Gabriel chuckled. “Should have grabbed more while she wasn’t looking.”
Callie and Claire grinned at Gabriel while Yalaen stared with huge, glistening eyes.
Brynja fluttered her wings while pointing at the svelte pantheran. “You will find little success with such an amateur performance. Mine dear battle sister is a truly masterful practitioner of the ‘sad puppy eyes.’”
‘She really is. It’s fucking unfair how good she is with ’em. Especially when you consider those huge sweater puppies she’s packing.’
Reyna’s comment drew Gabriel’s gaze to Cindra’s bust. The hellhound’s spider-silk shirt strained to contain her bust beneath a cosmetic blue breastplate.
Callie said something, and Gabriel shifted his attention back in time to spot Yalaen blushing through his short lavender and purple fur.
Cindra paused in her effort to shovel an entire bowl of stew into her mouth and glanced up to grin at Yalaen. She stuffed two pieces of cornbread between her lips, then swallowed twice. “Little Fluffy Packfriend can have tasty cakes from next basket. Cindra will save some.”
“Uh, thanks?” Yalaen whispered.
Cindra’s head bobbed. “Pack helps Packfriends.”
Brynja added a nod, and most of the adventurers at the table smiled.
“Thank you again. All six of you,” Nikki said. “When those assholes ambushed us, I knew we were done for.”
Kara chimed in once her sister finished. “Yeah, we were so screwed.” She shot a sad smile at Yalaen. “I’m sorry you got injured so badly trying to help us, but we’re really grateful.”
Callie and Claire joined in, talking up Yalaen’s performance. As they spoke, Gabriel sipped his stout and returned to his stew.
The meal was delicious, and he didn’t protest when Darlene brought out seconds—along with fifths for Cindra.
Brynja was quick to chat, recounting recent events for the lower-ranked adventurers.
Once Cindra polished off her fifth bowl of stew—and third full basket of hoecakes—she snuggled up against Gabriel, drinking.
Having Sthuza with them would make the afternoon meal perfect, but Gabriel let himself relax, enjoying the company and good drinks.
‘Don’t drink too much, Fucker. You can’t be sure those undead cockweasels won’t decide to pop out again.’
‘Yeah, I know.’ He glanced over at Brynja. The valkyrie radiated pride and excitement as she discussed the pros and cons of spears with Kara, Nikki, and Darrel.
‘I know, but we can spare a few hours for socializing… Besides, Sthuza will let me know if there’s anything pressing to deal with. Once everyone’s done here, we’ll head back down to sleep in the dungeon.’
‘Bet ya they both wanna fuck first, Alpha.’




Chapter Ten

‘Harder, Fucker!’
Growling, mind drowning beneath their combined lust, Gabriel pulled back on Reyna’s tangled blonde hair, forcing her back to arch.
Reyna gasped, twisting around to meet his gaze, a huge grin spread across her flushed face. It widened further as he wrapped his left hand around her throat and squeezed.
Gabriel ignored his discomfort at treating the lycan so roughly, focusing on the pleasure radiating from their bond.
Wet squelches and the slapping of skin on skin rang out as he continued to pound away at her, each powerful thrust slamming her toned body down into the mattress.
‘So close, come on. Tighter! Fuck me harder!’
Even knowing the lycan didn’t need to breathe, Gabriel’s mind rebelled. But he complied, his fist tightening around her slender neck.
‘Gods, yes!’
Reyna went stiff beneath him, her strong, petite body locking up. Her velvety inner walls clamped down on his manhood, trying to pin him in place.
Her insides clung to him, pulsing and squeezing. Milking him.
That extra stimulation combined with her tight heat and pushed Gabriel over the edge.
His member throbbed, spraying his seed deep inside her. Grinning down at the orgasming lycan, he focused inward to pull the same trick he had with Sthuza.
Gabriel pumped Reyna full, grin widening as her toned belly swelled.
She writhed beneath him, moans turning huskier. “Oh fuck, Alpha!”
Once spent, he released her throat and crashed down on the bed beside her, panting.
She rolled over with him, then climbed atop, grinning. “That was fucking awesome, Alpha.”
As she straddled him, her belly rested on him, and her lips pursed in a curious frown. She glanced down, her amber eyes flaring wide. “The hells, Fucker? You blew me up bigger than that time you pumped a gallon of cum into Snakes.”
Reyna struggled to maintain a harsh scowl, but her hands rose to stroke her belly, and a smile slipped past her guard as her face softened.
“You certainly seemed to enjoy me filling you up.”
She snorted. “Fair. It was pretty fucking epic. And… it feels… nice. Weird, but nice.”
Letting her wiggle about until she got settled, Gabriel draped an arm around her waist. She reached a hand up to capture his, entangling their fingers in an intimate gesture that would humiliate her in the Mortal Realm.
Chest rising and falling as he recovered, Gabriel savored the firm, sweaty body snuggled against his as they bathed in the afterglow.
Her scent filled the surrounding air, and he breathed in the arousing fragrance.
Minutes passed, with Reyna’s ear pressed against his chest, listening to his heartbeat.
As his member twitched, and Gabriel began considering another round with the wild lycan, Reyna sniffled.
The sadness leaking across their bond put a damper on his arousal, and he tightened his arm around her waist.
“What’s wrong, Reyna?”
Sniffling louder, she buried her face in his chest and shook her head.
She started grinding her hips against him, but the movement felt forced and unnatural compared to her earlier passion.
Gabriel lifted his arm from her waist, drawing a muffled whimper, then a yelp, when he spanked her firm ass.
Reyna bolted up to glare down at him, her breasts swaying delightfully above her round belly. “The hells, Fucker?”
“I’m not letting you distract me with sex. Something’s bothering you, so spill.”
A hint of her typical cocky smirk slipped out, but the lycan couldn’t maintain it. Her lips turned down, and she let out a heavy sigh. “I really enjoyed the sex.”
“Okay, yeah, I sort of assumed that was the case, what with the moaning and screaming and toe curling.”
Reyna scowled, slapping his chest. “Asshole. I mean, I really enjoyed it. Like, it was a transcendental experience. The best I’ve ever had, by far.”
Lips pursing, Gabriel nodded. “Okay, glad to hear it. But… why are you making that sound like a bad thing?”
Her cute face fell. Tears glimmered in her amber eyes, and her puffy, well-kissed lips quivered. “I don’t deserve to be happy. I’m a fucking monster! How the everliving hells can I be getting off to being choked and having my ass pounded into the bed like a sex-crazed slut?”
Gabriel bolted upright and wrapped both arms around the trembling werebadger. “What!? No! What brought this on, Reyna?”
She struggled, trying to squirm free, but even in the Mortal Realm, she would have lacked the strength. Here in the Astral, she never had a chance.
Pressing her face against his chest, Gabriel held her tight, one hand stroking her back.
A single choked sob broke the dam, and Reyna wailed, tears flooding from her eyes as she clung to him with feral intensity.
Gabriel consoled her as best he could, letting her cry herself out. Pain and loss leaked across their bond, but it was a candle to the sun compared to the self-loathing flooding from her.
When she ran down, her chest heaving, he bent and kissed the shaved side of her scalp. “Reyna, talk to me. Please?”
Another sob, then she took a deep breath and exhaled. “I’m a terrible person, Alpha. How can I enjoy the freaky, disgusting sex I do when I know how much Raeya suffered?”
Gabriel sighed, hugging Reyna tighter. “You’re not! You had nothing to do with your sister’s fate, Reyna. It wasn’t your fault.”
“B-but if I hadn’t been so fucking dumb, trying to join the Guild. If I hadn’t mocked Thom—”
“He chose to hurt Raeya. Thomas was just another arrogant bully who enjoyed the suffering of others.”
Reyna sniffled. “I deserve to suffer. I’m a twisted fucking deviant who gets off on being hu—”
“No! Not at all. You’re a spunky, mischievous brat who deserves to be cherished and loved. I’ve seen your past, remember? You and Raeya already experienced too much suffering long before you met Thomas.”
Shifting more of his presence to their bond, Gabriel focused on flooding it with his feelings for her. Acceptance and love mixed with a growing lust that had turned more heated over the past few days.
Reyna squirmed, twisting free enough to stare up at him. A flicker of hesitant hope flashed through her eyes. “Y-you really don’t think I’m a freak?”
“Freak? Maybe a little, but we’re all kind of freaky from the average person’s viewpoint now, aren’t we? But under your prickly, smart-mouthed exterior, there’s a warm, gooey center that deserves every bit of love and attention.”
Bottom lip quivering, Reyna blushed but didn’t look away. “Seriously? D-do you think the others feel the same way?”
Sensing her improving mood, Gabriel smiled. “Yes. All three of them miss you dearly. Even Meri was very thoughtful with conjuring that glass coffin for you, remember?”
More tears shimmered in Reyna’s amber gaze, but happiness bled across their bond. “Y-yeah. Little glowstone did a helluva job prettying my short ass up, too.”
“I like your ‘short ass’ just the way it is, my darling lycan bonded.”
Reyna huffed, pouting her lips. “Don’t start with that beloved bonded shit again, Fucker.”
“But you are loved, Reyna. And you are worthy of being loved.” A smirk spread across his face. “Though you might also deserve a spanking from time to time.”
Snorting, Reyna smacked his shoulder. Then she leaned back, smiling fondly down at her belly again. “Fuck, I look six months pregnant.”
Swirling emotions danced in her eyes, mirroring the confused mess discernable across their bond.
“H-hey, Alpha… i-if you actually can stick my soul back in my short ass…” She fell silent, licking her lips before continuing, “D-do you think maybe… one day?”
Stomach tying itself in knots, Gabriel pulled her back into a tender hug and kissed her scalp. “If it’s something you want, then… one day.”
A soft smile lit up Reyna’s face, and she wiggled on his lap.
After a few minutes, a smirk replaced it. “Too bad the others can’t join us. Bet Boobs would be totally jealous.”
Her words made Gabriel jerk as a thought occurred to him.
Her mirth faded, anxiety creeping across her face. “Wh-what are you scheming?”
“Remember when we all fought to defend Meri against Vesrah’s attack? Back when she used me to attack the Domain Crystal?”
Reyna nodded with a slow, hesitant motion, eyes widening with excited fear. “Yeah, but you tried dozens of times without success.”
“Not since Vesrah forced you out during that weird vision.”
Reyna’s eyes flared wider, white sclera stark against rich amber irises.
“Oh, no, you don’t, Fu—”
“Grouchy Panties!”
“Really, Massster?”
“Oh, my…”
Gabriel glanced over to the nude new arrivals. Brynja’s face was already reddening.
Cindra leapt several feet through the air and threw her arms around Gabriel and Reyna, tackling them to the enormous bed.
Pinning them down, the nude hellhound licked their faces, her fluffy tail wagging in a blur behind her.
“Ack, Boobs! Get off of me.”
“Uh, uh, Cindra is thrilled to see Packsister again.”
Gabriel laughed, not even trying to fend Cindra off. After a good minute of licking, slurping, and kissing them both, she settled down, still clutching them tight against her breasts.
Sthuza sat on the bed near his head, staring down with a questioning look. Several head-snakes stretched out to stare at Reyna. “Well, Master? May I assume you were correct about having a connection to Miss Reyna’s soul and that this is not simply a very perverted fantasy?”
“How the fuck are either of us to know that, Snakes? Powerful as he is, I could totally be a figment, couldn’t I?” Reyna turned to glare at Gabriel, but her expression softened, fear bubbling up within her dark-honey eyes.
Brynja cleared her throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “Ah, I feel rather confident that Reyna is real.”
Gabriel blinked, but Sthuza nodded in understanding.
“Hmm, valkyries of legend were well acknowledged as possessing some form of Soulsight.” Sthuza turned to smile at Reyna. “I am most pleased to see I was mistaken about your condition.”
“Ha, glad to hear it.” Reyna gestured at Cindra with her head. “Mind pulling the oversized hug monster off me? Boobs is gonna crush my soul at this rate.”
Gabriel laughed. Before Sthuza could reply, he focused, stripping Cindra of her incredible strength, then gently spread her arms.
The hellhound pouted for a second, then a goofy grin spread across her face.
“If you ever grow stronger than her in the real world, Boobs ‘ill probably break your damn hips in her excitement.”
Cindra huffed. “Cindra wouldn’t hurt Packmaster.” A sly look flashed in her glowing blue eyes. “Maybe just a little, but Snakey has plenty of potions.”
Reyna snickered, and Gabriel scowled at them both. “I am not using healing potions for friction burns.”
“I believe Lady Sthuza already procured a sizable quantity of alchemical lubricate, my lord. And Vigor as well, though according to the brochure, Mevia Strongblood advises consuming no more than one per day and to discontinue use after a week.”
Gabriel flopped back on the bed, slumping in defeat as his other three bonded spoke over each other.
He slid away from Reyna and sat up, observing the four women interact. Cindra dominated the conversation, dragging Sthuza and Reyna along for the ride, while Brynja seemed more focused on Reyna and Gabriel’s nudity.
Cindra glanced down at Reyna’s swollen belly, and the bright glow of her blue-on-black eyes blazed. “Ooo!”
She tackled the nude werebadger, pinning Reyna on her back.
“Hey! Get off. I’m happy to see you too, but don’t start this shit again, Boobs!”
The hellhound ignored her protesting, manhandling the petite woman and sniffing at her crotch. “Aww, Packsister’s not got puppies.”
“Of course not, Boobbrains. I’m dead, remember. Fucker just filled me up with—”
Reyna’s voice pitched up in a surprised squeal as Cindra tossed the lycan’s legs in the air, slid under her, and licked her glistening slit.
Brynja let out a breathing moan, biting her lip. “Oh… yes.”
Reyna kicked her feet, but Cindra adjusted their position until her knees draped over the hellhound’s shoulders.
As they watched, Cindra slurped at the comical load Gabriel had pumped into Reyna.
“Come on, Fucker, stop her—oh… fuck that’s deep. Gods damn, Boobs. Be gentler.”
Cindra’s ears twitched in time with her wagging tail as her tongue ravaged Reyna’s pink entrance.
“Ah, sh-should we do something?” Brynja asked.
Glancing over at the valkyrie, Gabriel blinked.
She stood, legs crossed and wiggling her hips as she nibbled her lip, eyes locked on the erotic sight before them. The way her proud breasts bounced with each breath, her flushed cheeks and hooded gaze, every aspect of her oozed with sexual energy.
It was a struggle to tear his gaze away. Once Gabriel did, he frowned at the entangled pair. Reyna continued calling for Cindra to stop. But at the same time, she had one hand mauling her breasts and the other tangled in the hellhound’s thick gray hair.
Given Reyna’s legs were clamping Cindra’s head in place, he doubted Cindra could pull back if she wanted.
Which she most assuredly did not.
‘Do not worry, Master. Cindra will not hurt her.’
‘I’m not sure Reyna is into girls, Sthuza. She’s commented on it more than a few times.’
Shifting onto her knees, Sthuza grinned at Gabriel. One of her leftmost head-snakes winked.
‘And how many times did she tell you this in response to your suggesting she lay with a woman?’
‘None. I have no interest in pressuring my bonded into anything sexual.’
‘Precisely. And yet you say she has spoken at length about her absolute and unshakable aversion to female partners?’
Gabriel rolled his eyes as Sthuza’s smirk widened. She turned, wiggling her cute light-green butt, then crawled over to Cindra’s side.
Leaning in close, she whispered something in the hellhound’s ear.
Reyna started squirming harder. “Hey, wh-what the fuck gives?”
“Relax, Miss Reyna. I was just suggesting that Cindra let you lay back in a more comfortable position.”
“Fuck comfort, just lemme go.”
The solemn expression that took over Cindra’s face made Gabriel blink. She made eye contact with Reyna and shook her head. “Nope! Grouchy Panties is stuffed with Packmaster’s delicious cream. It’d be rude to hoard it all.”
The stern mask melted away into a mischievous grin. “Besides, Packmaster can’t fill Packsister up again if she’s still full.”
Mouth agape, Reyna glanced over to Gabriel, wetting her lips.
Then she yelped when Cindra tossed her back on the bed. The hellhound dropped down on her belly, slipped her head up between Reyna’s thighs, and resumed slurping the mess Gabriel had left.
Sthuza crawled closer, teasing him by shimmying her hips, the darker green of her glistening folds making his mouth water.
She paused, looming over Reyna’s head.
“H-hey! Don’t you star—”
Sthuza ducked down and captured the lycan’s lips with her own. Reyna’s small hands shot up, but she grabbed thin air, her fingers clenching and unclenching as Sthuza kissed her.
Reyna bucked her hips.
‘Sthuza, are you sure she’s okay with this?’
The gorgon continued to make out with Reyna but raised a hand in a calming gesture. Several head-snakes turned, hissing laughter.
‘I do not expect Reyna to take on a female lover or anything similar, Master. But she is not as averse to intimacy as she pretends to be. You can feel her bond, yes?’
Gabriel refrained from facepalming as he closed his eyes to focus. The intense lapping sounds of Cindra devouring Reyna combined with the lycan’s whimpered moans muffled by Sthuza’s mouth made it hard to concentrate.
Once he sorted through his bonds, all but one of which oozed sexual tension and arousal, he reached out for Reyna’s.
Love, lust, and an overwhelming sense of belonging almost knocked him on his ass.
Diving deeper into her bond, Gabriel found so many turbulent, even contradictory emotions within that he feared the lycan might drown.
Intense pleasure rocked her body as Cindra put her long, powerful tongue to work, exploring every inch of Reyna’s sex.
Two green hands joined in caressing her body, along with more than a few head-snakes, their tiny tongues causing her to break out in goosebumps as they played down her neck and chest.
A desperate hope and ecstatic joy at the obvious physical signs of affection had Reyna delirious.
The prickly, defensive shell Gabriel had grown used to sensing about her innermost presence was almost molten beneath such intense attention.
When Gabriel tasted a hint of a drug-induced haze, he jerked back, scowling at Sthuza.
“Did you bite her?”
‘Please trust me, Master. I would never do anything to take away her faculties. I merely hope to soften her intense defensiveness. Surely, you can sense how desperate she is for acceptance. To belong.’
Still uncertain but sensing his growing arousal clouding his own mind, Gabriel pulled back from Sthuza and dove again into Reyna’s bond, calling out to her.
‘Reyna. Are you okay with this? I don’t want you to feel you have to do anything you don’t really want to.’
‘Ah… I-I’m f-fine, Alpha. Fuck!’
Eyes snapping open, Gabriel watched, breathless, as an intense orgasm rocked the lycan’s petite, athletic body.
Her hips slammed up against Cindra’s face. Ankles crossing behind the hellhound’s head, she moaned low and husky into Sthuza’s mouth.
He only managed to draw a much-needed breath after Reyna fell limp again.
“That looked like it felt amazing.”
Brynja’s soft whisper had him spinning around to spot the valkyrie.
She stood a few feet behind Cindra, her eyes glued to Reyna’s sweaty figure. An intense blush colored her from her ears to halfway down her chest.
Short, gasping inhales had her breasts jiggling delightfully as she teased herself with one hand. Thumb brushing the triangle of golden-blonde fuzz above her entrance, she slid two fingers along her glistening lips.
Watching the gorgeous valkyrie pleasure herself while leering at his other bonded spiked Gabriel’s arousal through the roof.
A lust-filled haze threatened to drown out his consciousness, and he bit his lip as he turned back to the sensual threesome in front of him.
Sthuza’s cute butt wiggled enticingly before his eyes, and when one head-snake noticed his gaze, it winked, gesturing toward Sthuza’s rear.
Well, it would be rude to ignore such a blatant invitation, wouldn’t it? Besides, it’s so rare to have a chance to taste her.
Gabriel crawled over behind the gorgon, eyes locked on her delectable petals.
Sthuza jerked in surprise when he cupped her firm ass with both hands, kneading those beautiful globes of flawless green.
‘Massster!?’
‘Relax, my love. It wouldn’t be fair to ignore you as you work so diligently to help dear Reyna, now would it?’
‘That is most unnecessary—’
She choked off in a strangled whimper when Gabriel ducked his head in close and licked the length of her slit.
The instant his tongue brushed the glistening, dark-green hood over her sensitive nub, a delightful tingle assaulted his senses. He lapped eagerly, savoring her rich, tart essence and the potent effect of her nectar.
A spike of energy coursed through his body, warming him as the faint tingle of numbness spread across his tongue and lips.
They had been together for weeks before Sthuza finally relented and revealed the nature of both her venom and poison.
The bite of her fangs could inflict a potent, calming relaxant. Or she could dump enough venom in a single second to stop her prey’s heart.
But the slick wetness coating her delicate folds was a neurotoxin that increased arousal and stimulated instead of relaxing. Supposedly, it was addictive, and too much all at once could induce a heart attack.
The fresh-tasting nectar did little more than get Cindra drunk.
Gabriel grinned as he lapped at her vibrant-green sex. Sthuza moaned and squirmed. Head-snakes twisted back to stare as he squeezed her asscheeks and spread her entrance with his thumbs.
He licked and slurped, reveling in her cute wiggles and the increasing sounds escaping her impassioned kiss with Reyna.
When he slipped two fingers inside her tight passage, seeking the sensitive spots hidden within, she broke the kiss with Reyna.
Both women panted, and Sthuza turned to stare over her shoulder at him. “M-Master, this is most—”
His thumb stroking her delicate nub cut her protest off in a higher-pitched moan.
Sthuza’s eyes rolled back as a surprise orgasm rocked her sleek, toned body.
Nonplussed at the unexpected reaction, Gabriel watched as his Prime writhed, her tight tunnel clamping down on his fingers.
“Damn, looks like Snakes was pent up.” Reyna labored for breath, then gasped as Cindra’s tongue pleasured her.
“I-I mossst cccertainly wasss not!” Sthuza protested. She was less than convincing, given the delightful little tremors still spasming across her pliable muscles and tongue-lolling panting.
Gabriel made eye contact with Reyna and smirked. “Maybe she just enjoyed kissing you that much.”
“Oh, fuck you, Alpha.” The sweaty lycan scowled back, but hope flickered through her dilated amber eyes. She winced, biting her lip as her back arched.
Cindra lifted her head from between Reyna’s legs, licking her lips. “Cindra is getting Packsister ready for more mating.”
A whimper escaped Reyna’s throat, and her eyes locked on Gabriel again. Still tangled in Cindra’s mussy mane, her hand tugged, encouraging the hellhound to resume eating her out.
Gabriel didn’t bother hiding his smugness as Reyna’s blush intensified.
“Don’t read too much into it, Fucker. Boobs is just really good with that—fucking hells! W-with that huge fucking tongue.”
Sthuza shifted, rolling over and collapsing in a languid sprawl at Reyna’s side. Head-snakes turned to gaze at the lycan, nodding in vehement agreement.
Gabriel stared down at Sthuza’s flushed, dark-green face. She held his gaze for a second, then rolled her eyes.
When she bent her knees, spreading her legs before him, Gabriel grinned and slipped in between.
Feathering light kisses down her inner thigh, he took his time, hands stroking along the outside. When he reached her hips, he shifted, teasing fingertips across her toned belly, making deceptively strong muscles quiver and twitch.
Gabriel kissed across the crease of her hip, then licked along the outer edge of her sex, up around her mound, then down the other side.
Sthuza sighed, frustrated, as he trailed more chaste kisses down her other leg.
While Gabriel enjoyed teasing the gorgon, he also wanted to see her writhing in pleasure before him. He dove back into her delicious, glistening sex, his thumbs brushing along her slickened petals, laying her bare and ready.
She moaned and squirmed as he lavished her folds with his tongue, his fingers spread to rub against the sides of her inner walls.
Pretty sure human women don’t have such sensitive spots just inside. At least, not two.
Gabriel continued to pleasure his Prime, taking his time to savor both her taste and the sinuous way she squirmed before him.
Head-snakes lashing about in a muddled tangle, Sthuza slid a hand down, reaching toward him.
He caught her hand in his, and she entangled their fingers, her grip firm, almost desperate.
Reyna’s breathy moans blended with the gorgon’s softer, sibilant whimpers, driving Gabriel wild. He redoubled his efforts, focusing on her sensitive nub.
“Massster… I do not need sssuch a thorough warmup.”
Gabriel looked up, smirking. “Pretty sure Cindra’s much more thorough.”
“She really is… fuuuck!” Reyna cried out as the hellhound pushed her past another climax.
The lycan screamed wordlessly, hips arching up against Cindra’s mouth. When she slumped down again, she flailed at the larger woman’s head in a futile attempt to push Cindra off.
“Fuck, Boobs, that’s enough. I need a minute to recover… shit’s tender down there.”
Other than a throaty rumble that made the lycan gasp, Cindra ignored her.
Reyna rolled her head and shot a pleading look Gabriel’s way.
“Come on, Alpha, tell her to stop. She’s gonna suck my fucking womb out.”
Gabriel pulled his mouth from Sthuza’s slit and grinned over at Cindra. “Maybe it’s time to go easy on her?”
Cindra shook her head. “Packsister still has lots of tasty cream.”
“Oh, fuck me,” Reyna moaned, her heels clenching against the back of the hellhound’s head. Panting, she locked eyes with Gabriel again. “Show her… your shapeshifting trick, Alpha. Please?”
Sthuza’s slender legs flexed, her inner walls clenching around Gabriel’s fingers.
The lewd slurping sound cut out as Cindra turned to stare at him, her eyes huge and blazing with fiery heat.
“You can shapeshift here, my lord?”
Gabriel jerked at Brynja’s breathy question. Peeking over at her, he gulped at the titillating spectacle of the masturbating valkyrie.
Frozen as still as Cindra and Sthuza, she had a pink nipple pinched between finger and thumb, with her other hand glistening between her thighs.
Gabriel held eye contact with Brynja for several seconds without daring to draw breath. The intensity of her silver-blue gaze combined with her flushed face to blast away his focus.
A powerful, almost ominous, spiritual weight bore in on him, and he swallowed at the lump in his throat. His head turned with a jerky motion as Reyna snickered.
Cindra stared at him without blinking, her long blue tongue lolling from her mouth. Sthuza had a more speculative expression.
Still panting for air, Reyna flashed him a bratty smirk.
“Yes, I can shapeshift.”
Reyna nodded, wicked smirk widening. “Yeah, it was pretty fucking intense when you went all huge and furry on my ass that first time.”
Sthuza’s jaw dropped, but Gabriel didn’t have time to focus on his Prime’s reaction.
Cindra tackled him to the mattress, slamming him on his back and leaning in, pressing her nose against his. Her drenched sex pressed against him, warming his groin. “Packmaster can be hellhound? And bigger than Cindra?”
The ferocious heat in her blue eyes had Gabriel concerned for his life, even as his manhood twitched in eager anticipation.
In lieu of a verbal response, he sighed and imagined becoming a male hellhound.
His first transformation while trying to satisfy Reyna had been accidental, as he drew upon Cindra’s bond for strength. This time, Gabriel intended to change and shifted in an instant.
An odd discomfort at the base of his spine announced he had a tail now pinned beneath him. He felt cooler, the almost scalding heat of Cindra’s sex only warm.
“Packmaster! Cindra wants puppies!”
The hellhound lifted her wide hips, one clawed hand darting down to grasp his erection.
“Cindra, wai—”
She slammed down on him, impaling herself in one fell swoop. Her insides were sopping wet with her slickness, and she fit him like an enchanted glove.
Eyes blazing, Cindra threw her head back and howled, a throaty, rumbling note that sent shivers down Gabriel’s spine.
His hips bucked up, and she started bouncing above him.
“Ha, yeah, you ride him, Boobs.”
“That isss… quite an interesssting development.” Propping up on her elbows, Sthuza turned to Reyna. “But was that entirely necessary, Miss Reyna?”
The lycan snorted, glancing down and rubbing her somewhat swollen belly. “Totally. Even Boobs’ tongue ain’t long enough to slurp the rest of his stupid cum out of my fucking womb. At least, I hope that’s where he pumped all that jizz. But she wasn’t gonna stop till I’m empty. And you can drop that whole ‘Miss’ shit now, Snakes.”
A sly leer spread across Sthuza’s face. “Oh, is that so, Reyna? Well, perhaps I should assist you with that minor issue before Cindra wears Master out.”
When the gorgon’s slender tongue slid past her lips, stretching a foot out before curling and dancing with impossible agility, Reyna gulped.
“I must agree with our senior bond sister, Reyna.” Brynja nibbled at her lower lip, her heated gaze switching between the two pairs.
Already panting as Cindra bounced atop him, Gabriel smirked at Reyna. “If you think Cindra’s tongue was impressive, wait until you’ve tried Sthuza’s. Enjoy.”




Chapter Eleven

Gabriel woke, then panicked when he couldn’t move. His sleep-addled mind wanted to return to the Astral Realm orgy, but he forced his eyes open.
Sthuza had him and Cindra wrapped tight in her scaly coils. Her arms clutched them both, resisting his attempt to move. Several head-snakes stirred, one peeking over at him and grinning.
“Yeah, yeah. Hilarious.” Gabriel sighed, then reached out through his bonds to wake Sthuza and Cindra. “Come on, it’s time to get up.”
Sthuza yawned, releasing him as she stretched. “Good morning, Master.”
“Ooo! Pack’s special dream was real, right?”
“I do believe so. After Brynja’s assessment, I must confess my initial fears were wrong.” Sthuza slithered off the bed, then rose to smile down at Gabriel. “I am most pleased to have been mistaken about Reyna.”
Gabriel chuckled. “Yeah, me too. Some of Reyna’s commentary had me doubting my sanity.”
‘Ha, me not being a figment of your twisted imagination doesn’t mean you’re not crazy, Alpha. But it was a relief to hear Birdbrain’s so confident I’m real.’
Brynja joined them after dressing, and they enjoyed a quiet breakfast Sthuza prepared.
After they devoured every crumb of food, Gabriel performed his usual inspection of Merideva’s Domain, then settled in the lounge to study magic.
Both Cindra and Sthuza proved clingy this morning, and he suspected their behavior was a reaction to the dream with Reyna.
“Gabriel? D-do you have a moment?”
Merideva’s voice was faint through the door to her Core Room. He felt a flicker of worry, but his mind caught up, and he chuckled, realizing that if there was any serious threat, Merideva would sound far more frantic.
“Yeah, Meri, what’s up? Come on in.”
The door opened on silent hinges, and Gabriel grinned as the dim pink orb floated into the room. A muscular white-scaled arm reached over as Sarzykx closed the door after letting the Dungeon Core in.
Merideva floated toward where Gabriel, Sthuza, and Cindra rested on the plush leather sofa. Her glow dimmed as she paused before him and shimmied side to side. Her soft, dancing radiance drew Brynja’s attention from the well-worn book she was reading.
Gabriel reached out to welcome her closer. “Hey, Meri, is everything okay?”
“What? Yep! Everything’s great, Gabriel. Except… I-I was hoping we could still do the… floor boss promotion?”
Gabriel winced inwardly but kept his expression relaxed as he watched the nervous Dungeon Core flicker and shift as though squirming.
“Lady Merideva, perhaps we should delay for another day or two,” Sthuza suggested.
Gabriel shook his head. “No, it’s important to Meri, as well as Wannaga and her Herd. Between undead raids and the s’kraith attack, they’ve lost a lot of warriors. Having something positive to focus on should help everyone relax.”
Sthuza shifted, her scales rustling as she rose on her coils and studied him with emerald eyes. “Are you sure, Master?”
“Yes. Well, assuming it won’t weaken any of us further.” He turned to Merideva. “All we have to do is support you while you cast the ritual, right?”
Merideva’s orb, already brightening at Gabriel’s agreement, flared to full intensity. She bobbed up and down several times before streaking straight toward him. “Yep! I’ll do all the work, and it won’t make me tired or drain my mana or anything. Not that I really use mana like you. It’ll only take an hour to go down there and promote Wannaga, then I’ll have my first floor boss!”
Gabriel caught the ecstatic Dungeon Core and cradled her, stroking her crystalline orb as she gushed about how much stronger and safer she’d be once she had floor bosses.
“And do you have enough Dungeon Essence to conjure some minotaurs to replace their losses?” Gabriel paused, glancing at his Prime. “Actually, how does that work, anyway?”
“How does what work, Master?”
Gabriel grinned. “How do conjured monsters fit in with… tribes or Herds that have existed without a Dungeon Core for centuries? Would Wannaga be offended if we try to add minotaurs that Meri has conjured?”
Sthuza let out an amused laugh, head-snakes shaking and coiling with laughter. “No, Master, they will have no trouble fitting in and assimilating. I assure you. But you are quite right. Lady Merideva should most definitely conjure several and take them down as an honor guard to present to Matriarch Wannaga. I believe that would help set the proper tone.”
When Merideva lit up even more, her pink swirling to the richest hue Gabriel had seen from the polished orb, he nodded, laughing.
Five minutes later, Gabriel led his bonded out into Merideva’s Core Room, and they watched as the chipper Core wove a score of complex spell circles.
Even casting twenty of the powerful magics, Merideva made it look effortless. Though, Gabriel sensed actual concentration from the excitable, oftentimes silly Dungeon Core as she conjured new life to serve and likely die in her dungeon.
Gabriel glanced over and watched on the Interface as her Dungeon Essence total dwindled precipitously from conjuring twenty of the most powerful monsters available to her.
I know goblins and kobolds are only twenty DE, and orcs cost one hundred. Still, I’m not sure a minotaur is worth five hundred a piece. That’s… Twenty-five kobolds or goblins.
Gabriel shook his musings aside as the Aether suffusing the room trembled beneath the combined draw of twenty multilayered spell circles.
Forms took shape, shifting, growing taller and taller.
Within seconds, twenty large minotaurs stood before them. Thick fur covered each of the well-muscled monsters, in various colors and patterns that made the random nature of Merideva’s conjuration plainly evident.
Twelve of the minotaur were males, with the eight females almost the same size as the males.
Except for one.
As a spike of unbridled joy flooded Gabriel’s bond with Merideva, he stared at the largest minotaur he had ever seen.
“Oh, Boss Guy, that one’s even bigger than that other one. You remember? The one you’s insisted we kill and not mate with?” Cuix croaked from across the room.
Gabriel shuddered. “Yeah… There’s something different about this one.” He chuckled, bringing the Dungeon Interface back up.
Jaras
Species: Minotaur
Subspecies: Paragon
Threat rating: A
Dungeon Bound
Soul Essence: 1742
“Damn, Meri, this one’s way stronger.”
“Indeed, Master.” Sthuza slithered over to circle behind the ten-foot-tall, well-muscled minotaur. “Congratulations on your first Paragon, Lady Merideva.”
Hearing the significance in Sthuza’s voice, Gabriel started to ask what it meant.
Merideva began bobbing up and down, her glow almost strobing, and he had to shield his eyes against the intensity as she screamed and cheered.
Cindra joined in, howling for several seconds, preventing Gabriel from speaking.
Once the pair quieted down, Cindra holding the Dungeon Core in both hands and shaking Merideva overhead, Gabriel asked, “So what exactly is a Paragon? And how did Meri get one from randomly conjuring twenty minotaurs?”
“Well, Master, you recall that since Lady Merideva lacks the more advanced facilities and can only choose the base species without a punitive price increase, everything else is left up to chance?”
“Yeah. Which is why she gets randomized male and female. And the funny colors.”
“That was one time, Gabriel!” Merideva replied.
“Cindra thought purple goblin was cute,” Cindra said, laughing.
“I’m not saying she wasn’t cute, but goblins aren’t supposed to be purple… At least, I’ve never heard of purple goblins before.”
Sthuza snickered, several of her head-snakes shaking with hissing laughter. “Nor have I, Master. But since everything else is randomized, there is always the possibility of a superior monster being conjured rather than a more typical species member. In the case of Rade, Lady Merideva acquired a much older and more capable orc. But fundamentally, he is simply a veteran. This time, she has conjured a Paragon. A Paragon is a being that pushes the very limits of the species’ capabilities. Although…”
Sensing concern within his Prime, Gabriel frowned. “What’s wrong?”
“Well, Master, we planned to promote Wannaga as floor boss.”
“Oh, yeah. Jaras would totally make a great floor boss!” Merideva chirped.
Sthuza nodded.
“But wait, how would his increased Soul Essence affect the resurrection cost when slain?” Gabriel asked. “That seems like the primary advantage to a floor boss, right? Sure, he’s tougher… and larger, but how much would it cost to resurrect him over and over once the dungeon is more heavily delved?”
Sthuza stared at Gabriel for a moment, then blinked, grinning. “Ah, I understand now, Master. The resurrection of dungeon monsters and especially floor bosses, does not operate along the same lines as divine favors. Just as Lady Merideva only spent five hundred DE to conjure this magnificent warrior, so too will it cost no more to restore him as a floor boss than it would Wannaga.”
“Okay, then we need to seriously consider him instead, but I think we should discuss this with Wannaga before you make any final decisions. We have to go down there to perform the ritual anyway, right?”
“Oh, can we go now?!” Merideva asked in a rush.
Gabriel laughed. “How about getting some clothes and gear for your newest monsters before we head down there? I’m not sure how Wannaga would react to us showing up with twenty naked minotaurs.”
The gorgon sputtered. Gabriel chuckled and waved the hellhound’s silly antics aside. “Let’s get Torrik in here and see what kind of equipment he can salvage together for them from the crap we’ve gotten off the adventurers so far.”
They had to drag the dwarf from his workshop after waking him. From how he collapsed over a workbench covered in disassembled leather armor, Gabriel assumed Torrik had worked till exhaustion and passed out.
When they returned to Merideva’s Core Room, she had clothed the minotaurs in simple undyed skirts with leather bands around their lower legs and wrists. The eight females wore simple breastwraps like their kin on the sixth floor.
Gabriel pointed at the clothed monsters. “Hey, where’d she get underwear for them? I know we’ve looted some weird shit, but there’s no way there was anything like that.”
Sthuza laughed. “She conjured them so they will be properly clothed, Master. Surely, you did not expect Torrik to craft undergarments for new monsters.”
“Yep. I remembered when you wanted panties for the goblins, and I figured that would be included in clothing them. W-was I wrong?” Merideva floated over, and Gabriel felt a flicker of worry across their bond.
He laughed, shaking his head. “No, that’s fine. Good even.” Recalling that Merideva could craft a wide range of items, he opened the Interface and scanned through, narrowing down his focus to equipment for minotaurs.
Seconds later, he stared at a list of variations on weapons, armor, and clothing styled and fitted for the large monsters.
“Damn, she can even get dresses and wizard robes for them. I mean, if you’re willing to pay… Wow, that is expensive.”
“What are you looking at, Master?”
Gabriel grinned. “A suit of armor like those s’kraith warriors. It’s listed as Vigilance MKVII power armor, with a price tag of over two hundred million DE.”
Sthuza’s eyes widened, but Merideva just bobbed in the air.
“Yep. That’s because ED made it super expensive to conjure stuff that doesn’t belong in a world. But if you want to, we can totally do it. I mean, you know… once we have tons of DE.”
Gabriel shook his head. “No, I don’t think we’ll be blowing all of your Essence on something like that, though their gear was incredibly powerful.”
“Indeed, Master. I have seen warriors equipped so before, but that was the first time I’ve ever witnessed any in battle. Even if we could acquire more of the gear, I cannot imagine there would be many fights where Lady Merideva would not lose Essence whenever we used it.”
Gabriel glanced down at the stylized cobra bound around his left forearm, making a fist and watching as the hooded head shifted to adjust the angle. “Do you think me using this arcane conduit will have any effect on how Merideva earns DE?”
“No, Master. While it seems quite powerful and has already proven useful to you, it is fundamentally a casting focus and is almost certainly within the capability of some Evorean crafters. Truthfully, I would not be surprised if some dwarven or elven craftsman could actually repair some of the armor we salvaged from the dead s’kraith. Though again, the price and time invested to restore such intricate enchantments is far beyond our resources for the time being.”
“We might want to see about repairing Sarzykx’s eventually. Still…” Gabriel paused when he noticed another section of armor listed under his search for minotaur equipment.
Several suits of polished bronze armor were listed, including ones he had never imagined minotaurs wearing. Some were little more than a partial breastplate, bracers, and strange greaves for their cloven hooves.
Reyna snorted. ‘What the hells? The fuck kind of perv makes chain-mail lingerie?’
Gabriel ignored her, studying the Interface. He spotted all the armor he had seen on Wannaga and her warriors, apparently with enchantment options. Most were limited to a single one, except Wannaga’s ornate and ancient armor with both reinforcement and repair enchantments.
There was one massive suit of stylized minotaur vanguard plate.
A bronze and blackened steel breastplate big enough to serve as a house for kobolds dominated the suit. The cuisses covering the thighs seemed thinner than most vanguard suits but followed the same color scheme. Vertical strips of bronze and steel stitched to thick padding formed rugged tassets.
Decorative bronze scrollwork festooned massive black greaves, protecting the lower legs and knees.
Thick, polished bronze mail guarded the joints and neck, and the helmet shared a theme with the ones he had seen on the other minotaurs. However, it shadowed the wearer’s eyes behind a thin T-shaped opening, lending a far more intimidating appearance.
‘Not like that oversized cowman needs any help there, Alpha. Bastard makes Boobs look fucking petite.’
“Hey Meri, Sthuza, what do you think about conjuring this black and bronze vanguard plate for the Paragon?”
While Merideva had full access to the same information Gabriel did, he had to focus and allow his Prime to access the catalog stored in the Interface.
Hopefully, one of the upgrade options will let Sthuza have access without requiring permission every single time.
“Hmmm, this could be quite excellent, Master.”
Merideva’s glow flared. “Oh yes, please!”
Laughing, Gabriel nodded at the Core’s unbridled excitement. “I know it’s fairly expensive, even unenchanted, but it would set the right tone for a new floor boss, right?”
Sthuza nodded, and Merideva vibrated in the air. “Yep! It’s perfect. Please, please, please!?”
“Assuming the price doesn’t skyrocket when you customize it to fit him, I say go for it. Even allowing for that and…” Gabriel paused to estimate the costs. “Actually, if we went ahead and gave the other nineteen basic breastplates, greaves, vambraces, and shields, you’d still have almost twenty thousand Dungeon Essence left.”
Merideva bobbed in the air. “Yep, I’ve been saving it up like you wanted. I think you and Sthuza were right when you said to keep a nice… What did you call it?”
“Snakey called it a nest egg,” Cindra added, grinning at the gorgon. “Cindra wonders when Snakey will lay first egg in nest?”
Sthuza’s green cheeks darkened, and a hint of embarrassed excitement trickled across her bond. She glared at the hellhound, but the sound of the minotaurs shifting about as they gained full consciousness drew everyone’s attention.
Jaras stomped over to stand before Gabriel, then dropped gracefully to a knee and ducked his massive, horned head. A second later, the other nineteen minotaurs followed suit, slamming a fist against their chests in a salute before bowing low.
“We thank the Dungeon Master and the Crystalline Lady for bestowing upon us life and the arms and armor needed to slay your enemies.”
Gabriel blinked, then blinked again when swirls of magic spiraled around each of the furry monsters.
A power spike blazed out from Merideva, the brilliant flash forcing him to squint. Seconds later, as the light faded, he stared in awe at the imposing ranks of twenty armored minotaurs.
Jaras rose to his hooves and stomped once. The others mirrored him, rising effortlessly. Then, nineteen hooves slammed down on the stone floor in perfect sequence.
“Oh yes, Master. I do believe these will set the perfect tone for your relationship with Wannaga’s Herd.”




Chapter Twelve

It took almost an hour for Merideva to organize her monsters and prepare for the ritual, then they set off with Gabriel and his bonded down to the sixth floor. They left Sarzykx behind, given the recent s’kraith attack.
Sthuza had taken the young Core off to one side and conducted a brief, whispered conversation that left Gabriel curious about what the pair had planned.
When twenty-five lightly armored kobolds carrying slings and bandoliers filled with large clay bullets strapped across their small torsos, he assumed Sthuza was planning an increased presence during their trip down deeper into the dungeon.
After the fiasco with those s’kraith, I see nothing wrong with a bit of caution.
‘Yeah, caution sounds good, Alpha. You’ve got to avoid casting any more of that skank-ass Swarm magic. Shit reeks something fierce.’
Gabriel summoned all of his Minions to accompany them. Gwenaelle trilling and bumping up against him for scritches.
The journey itself was brief and uneventful, and Gabriel was surprised to find the maze leading to Knossis well-patrolled by members of Wannaga’s Herd.
The artificial sun was setting over the picturesque town by the time they arrived. More and more of the inhabitants clambered out from their homes and the surrounding fields to stare in respectful awe at the return of their Dungeon Core and her elite armored force.
Wannaga and her son Arerax greeted them formally in the large central square. He and his mother looked as weary as Gabriel felt. Both powerful minotaurs were up and walking, thanks to Merideva and the healers brought in to attend to them. Though Arerax moved with a limp, his lower left leg replaced by a bronze prosthetic.
At least two hundred minotaurs formed orderly lines and columns in the square. As their matriarch announced that the Crystalline Lady had returned to strengthen the Herd and deliver a new warrior to serve as floor boss, the organized minotaurs stomped their hooves with parade precision, then dropped and bowed before Gabriel and the Dungeon Core.
‘Damn… They’re kinda really impressive, aren’t they, Alpha? So much more disciplined than goblins or orcs.’
Gazing out across the ranks of genuflecting minotaurs, Gabriel could only nod.
Merideva blazed a brilliant pink, soaking up all the pomp and circumstance as Wannaga and her Herd accepted the conjured minotaurs and set right to assimilating them.
‘I guess you arranged this for Meri?’
Resting on her coils so as not to loom over him, Sthuza turned and grinned, nodding. ‘Yes, Master. After the… unpleasantness with those damnable sk’raith, I thought this would help both Lady Merideva and the minotaurs feel more positive about our current circumstances rather than recall the bitter fighting and the losses it entailed.’
Gabriel leaned over, stretching up to kiss the gorgon’s green cheek. He grinned when a slight blush colored her sleek features.
‘Thanks for taking care of them, my love. That was a great idea, and it definitely worked. Meri’s so cheerful and thrilled, I’m almost worried she’ll explode.’
Once Wannaga introduced Jaras, the entire Herd broke out in excited lowing and cheers that did nothing to help Gabriel’s faint, persistent headache.
The fragrant smell of grilled meat and hearty stews began wafting through the air, and Gabriel’s stomach grumbled, the sound quickly dwarfed by Cindra’s far louder rumbles.
“Esteemed Dungeon Master Grimm, would you prefer to oversee the promotion of Jaras before or after we feast?” Wannaga asked.
“Ooo! Could Pack eat before and after?”
Sthuza huffed, head-snakes rocking in laughter, and Gabriel reached over to muss the hellhound’s thick gray hair.
“No, Cindra, I think we better take care of the ritual before eating. Given how things turned out last time and how much booze we all drank, it’ll be better if we take care of work first, then celebrate.”
Wannaga and the minotaurs near her saluted while Merideva squealed in excitement.
“Oh, thank you, Gabriel! I promise it won’t take long. This will be so awesome!”
‘Why do I get this strange sense of foreboding just as she says that?’
Sthuza giggled. ‘Perhaps your Psychic Prowess ability is helping you sense the truth, Master? I believe it will take slightly longer than Lady Merideva has implied, but do not worry. Your role is little more than to serve as anchor and intermediary for Lady Merideva and Jaras. You must be looped into the binding ritual to ensure that you—and I, as your Prime—will have full access and authority to both the new floor boss and those underneath him.’
‘Why do I get the feeling you’re not going with us?’
Sthuza’s green eyes flashed, and she bared a fang-filled grin. ‘Because I intend to help Wannaga and the others prepare the feast, Master. It would hardly do to force her and her Herd to serve their Dungeon Master and Core the more mundane meal they had originally planned for their own supper.’
‘You won’t push them too hard, will you? Because, honestly, I’m perfectly fine with humble food. Remember, some of our best meals have been at the Careless Queen, and Mrs. Spaulding rarely bothers with anything fancy. We’ll be fine with whatever they’re already preparing.’
Sthuza scoffed. ‘Yes, Master, of course. But I brought some essentials I packed up from my lair, which should help drastically accelerate cooking. So please attend to Lady Merideva and the ritual, Master. I will ensure a proper feast is ready by the time you finish.
‘Trust me. Little things like this will set the tone of your and Lady Merideva’s rule among the hearts and minds of her monsters. In this way, we are not so different from the humans and others living in the cities and nations outside.’
Minutes later, Gabriel set off with Merideva, Brynja, Cindra, his minions, and half of the newly conjured minotaurs, including Jaras.
Wannaga and Arerax led their sizable party into the labyrinth. It took them twenty minutes to reach a massive octagonal chamber deep within the maze.
An ancient stone throne sat centered about a third of the way across the enormous room.
Crafted from the same sinister black stone as the altar on which Gabriel had been sacrificed over a month earlier, it seemed to resonate with him. Call to him. Inactive runes surrounded a raised, circular disk of similar stone at the opposite end of the hall.
Powerful magic radiated from deep within the solid stone obelisk forming the chair’s back. Gabriel studied it with Magesight before heaving a sigh of relief at the lack of Swarm corruption or any malicious spells lying in wait.
When Merideva approached, the magic embedded within the structure blazed into activity, and she began casting an elaborate and complex ritual that shamed her earlier work when summoning twenty minotaurs.
Sthuza was correct regarding Gabriel’s role. All he had to do was press his palm against a glowing rune as Jaras did the same.
While Merideva seemed to struggle with explaining all but the simplest of dungeon mechanics in a way that Gabriel could even begin to understand, she had no trouble performing the ritual. She even instructed Gabriel when he needed to speak up, affirming the powerful minotaur Paragon as the boss of the sixth floor.
Sthuza was also correct that it took over an hour for the powerful magic to bind Jaras to the throne.
The newly promoted floor boss thanked the Crystalline Lady and her “noble Dungeon Master.” Then he joined Wannaga and her son, giving Gabriel and his bonded more privacy as they retraced their steps, returning to Knossis.
“Ooo, what does Packmaster think Snakey is gonna cook?” Cindra asked, then continued in a rush that precluded anyone from replying. “Cindra hopes she makes lots of delicious stew. Happy Cook makes great stew, but Cindra bets Snakey’s stew would be even better.”
Gabriel chuckled. Cindra had been going on nonstop about the food ever since her sensitive nose picked up the first hints of whatever Sthuza and the minotaurs were cooking. Now, they were close enough to the village square that Gabriel could pick up the rich fragrance of roasted meats and fragrant herbs.
Lanterns and torches lit the square, and dozens of minotaurs scurried about with heavy loads as they continued to prepare for an unexpected feast.
Whole lambs turned on spits over several open pit fires, and a trio of enormous pots simmered with stew.
Wannaga and her people pulled out all the stops, arranging an even more extraordinary spectacle than their last dinner for Gabriel and his bonded.
Torrik, Rade, and Sarzykx showed up just as the food finished.
Worry filled Gabriel, but Merideva was eager to show off her first Handmaiden to Wannaga and the others. Sthuza assured Gabriel everything would be fine. And once again, the gorgon’s prediction proved true.
Despite Sarzykx having participated in the brutal attack only a few days earlier, Wannaga and her Herd welcomed the s’kraith with the same warmth and jovial spirit as Torrik and Rade.
The meat was succulent and flavorful, with hints of citrus, garlic, and herbs. Stewed and grilled vegetables, along with dense black rye bread, accompanied plentiful roasts, and even Cindra seemed satisfied with the quantities on display.
Gabriel ate his fill, savoring the delicious feast while enjoying the celebratory air of the minotaur Herd around him.
Cindra dominated the party once more, egging others into drinking and eating until they were fit to burst.
Reveling lasted well into the night. As the minotaurs peeled off from the larger party for more intimate celebrations, Gabriel and his bonded said goodnight and headed for the house gifted to them last time.
Merideva pouted when he insisted she return to the safety of her Core Room, escorted by Syrkirus, Rade, Sarzykx, and Torrik.
The instant Brynja stumbled off to her room, Cindra and Sthuza dragged Gabriel to the main bedroom, lustful leers on their faces.
◆◆◆
 
When soft sunlight woke Gabriel, he sighed and stretched. Cindra clung to him, her warm embrace threatening to overheat him.
Coiled around them, Sthuza’s cooler body siphoned off the excess heat, letting him sleep undisturbed once the pair wound down after several passionate rounds.
As the Herd rose and set about their daily routine, Wannaga’s daughter arranged a hearty breakfast for Gabriel and his bonded.
Afterward, he insisted on visiting Jaras and the Matriarch to confirm all was well.
All throughout Knossis, Gabriel found enthusiastic minotaurs bustling about, radiating pride and satisfaction.
Eventually, it was time to return to the fifth floor. Sthuza and Brynja led the way, with Cindra dragging Gabriel by the arm. The hellhound kept up a steady stream of chatter about how wonderful the night of celebration had been.
Gabriel just smiled, appreciating her unbridled gaiety.
‘I gotta say, Alpha. Those cows sure know how to party. And Boobs clearly had a blast, even before she and Snakes wore you out last night. If you can bring me back… c-could we maybe have a similar shindig?’
‘Definitely, Reyna. We’ll have an even bigger party to celebrate your return. Once we’ve dealt with the undead, I will find a way. Just wait a little longer.’




Chapter Thirteen

Intending to spend another day resting and recovering his pool, Gabriel and his bonded settled into the lounge. After an hour of studying spellbooks, he shifted into the Astral Realm to practice with several spells.
Sthuza headed out to rejoin Wannaga after lunch, leaving Brynja and Cindra to watch over Gabriel as he studied.
Sometime later, a flicker of hesitant hope drew his attention back to his body.
Merideva hovered near the door. “Um, Gabriel, would you mind helping me redesign a section of the third floor?” Soft, embarrassed blue dotted her dim pink glow as she floated toward him.
Sitting on his favorite sofa, Gabriel smiled and shook his head. “Of course not, Meri. I’m your DM, right?”
Her crystalline orb bobbed energetically, her pink glow blazing brighter. “That’s right. You’re my super-duper special Dungeon Master.” She streaked across the open lounge, slamming against his chest.
“Ooo! Cuddle puddle!” Cindra yipped. Dressed in only a black breastwrap and baggy pants, the hellhound rushed over and caught Gabriel and Merideva in a crushing hug.
Demonstrating her monstrous strength, Cindra picked him up without slowing her energetic dancing. “Birdsister should join in,” she said, craning her head to look over her shoulder.
Watching from where she reclined back on the unique red-and-black chair, her wings tucked through padded slots, the valkyrie smiled, cheeks reddening. “Ah, that is… most unnecessary, dearest battle sister. Mine book is reaching a most… interesting climax,” she said, trailing off and glancing away. Her beautiful face flushed as she lifted the book, her wings fluttering against the leather seat.
“Aww, okay. Cindra will hug Packmaster and Glowy Lady extra.”
“Please don’t,” Merideva murmured, sounding as though her mouth was smushed between the hellhound’s huge breasts.
Gabriel laughed, hugging his bonded in return. “I love you too, silly pup. But you’ll need to release us if I’m going to help Meri.”
Cindra pressed her nose to Gabriel’s, a huge, goofy grin across her face. “Nuh-uh. When Packmaster’s mind is far away, Cindra must keep his body safe.” Her grin widened, and she nodded to herself. “Snakey would agree.”
‘Not fucking likely. Snakes would be valiantly failing to peel you two apart. Probably with all her hair snakes hissing and laughing the whole time.’
Gabriel chuckled. “Well, at least let me sit down and get comfortable. Then you can keep a close watch on me.”
“Fine. But Packmaster has to lean back and rest head against Cindra’s pillows.”
“Your pillows?” Brynja asked. The valkyrie stared over, eyes wide as she scanned for something unseen.
Cindra’s head bobbed quick enough to make Gabriel queasy. “Yep, Grouchy Panties said Cindra has the biggest pillows ever.”
The hellhound’s infectious grin dipped into a frown. Sadness flickered across four of Gabriel’s bonds.
‘You told her that?’ he asked the dead lycan.
‘In passing. I was just joking about those huge sweater puppies of hers while drinking in Stillcrest. Guess she remembered.’
Gabriel reached up, stroking Cindra’s face, then nodded. “Okay, Cindra, we’ll do it your way.”
The hellhound beamed, then leaned in and licked his face. Cindra dropped onto the sofa, wood creaking under the weight.
Letting her manhandle him into the position she wanted, Gabriel shifted his attention to Dungeon Sense.
“Okay, Meri. Want to guide me to the spot you were talking about?”
“Sure, Gabriel!” she replied, sounding just in front of him.
‘Bet she’s already settled into your lap. Well, assuming Boobs doesn’t fend her off.’
Gabriel chuckled but didn’t respond. Instead, he reached out to Merideva, allowing her bright, energetic presence to direct him toward the third floor.
They flashed from room to room, darting along a series of irregular tunnels before reaching a rough-hewn stone chamber.
‘Okay, Gabriel. This is what I was talking about. Do you think you could improve this section? I keep having big, stupid dummies piling up around these tunnels. I think they’re hunting my cute little kobolds, but they keep crowding in so much. It’s not good for my DE income, plus they seem to get extra cranky and start fighting each other.’
Gabriel nodded, or rather, sent the mental impression of a nod. He zoomed out his perspective until he stared down at almost a dozen medium-sized caves and their connecting tunnels.
Four groups of adventurers moved about within view. One stalked after a trio of green-scaled kobolds. In contrast, the other three milled about, seeming to lack any real purpose or destination.
‘So they’re looking for kobolds, and most of the Spawners we set up are down that winding corridor, right?’
‘Yep. I’ve got tons more space for fighting on this floor, but these dummies keep killing all my sweet little kobolds before they can spread out.’
‘That’s a problem, and it’ll only get worse once the Guild promotes the inspection results. Let’s nip this in the bud before we have any major altercations.’
Just from studying the tense postures of two groups that filled the tunnel closest to the Spawner, Gabriel could tell it would not take much to start a fight between adventurers.
‘The last thing we need is them fighting amongst themselves. And given the lingering hostility between beastkin and humans, the situation could get dicey quicker than I’d like.’
‘Um, do you have a plan, Gabriel?’ Merideva asked, sounding both afraid and hopeful.
‘Maybe. We need to ensure the kobolds can spread out across their territory better. But first, are there any special rules about how we arrange things?’
‘I don’t think so. ED makes tons of “varied and unique encounters to maximize Dungeon Essence generation.” Um, I’m not sure what exactly that means, though.’
Gabriel bit back his initial response, sighing.
Meri’s sweet and means well, even if her lack of attention back when she lived in the Eternal Dungeon keeps cropping up to bite us in the ass.
‘Okay, so we’ll just assume it’s all right to make blatant changes to the dungeon and not worry if the Guild notices.’
‘Ha. Not like those bitches up in the city could’ve missed all the crazy shit you two have already done. It’s pretty clear they at least suspect you’re tied to the Core somehow.’
Gabriel sighed. ‘Yeah. But if Elaine’s willing to go along and play dumb, I want to at least make it possible for her to do so without burying her head in the sand.’
He spent a few more minutes studying the adventurers. Two more parties on the second floor appeared intent on making their way to where the kobolds spawned.
Converting the original goblin Spawners to kobolds cost over a thousand DE, which seemed like a lot then. Now, we could afford to switch more, but I’m hesitant to make that large of a change. What would the Guild think?
‘Plus, your gem buddy seems to enjoy having goblins around. Kinda weird, but hells, I guess we’ve all got our own quirks.’
Refraining from commenting on Reyna’s quirks, Gabriel compared the paths the adventurers took.
Three staircases and a sloping tunnel led from the second floor down to the third, yet both parties were headed for the same staircase.
Two of the groups already on the third floor were close enough to the base of that same section that he suspected they had also taken that route.
‘Meri, do all the adventurers hunting for kobolds use this northmost staircase?’
‘Hmm? I think so. Is there something wrong with it? Oh no, does it need a trap?’
‘A trap?’
‘Yep, like that super-awesome pit trap we put out near the Crawlspace of Doom. My kobolds make lots of cute little traps in their lair, so maybe traps would slow down those greedy adventurers?’
Chuckling, Gabriel shook his head. ‘No, Meri. Well, actually, setting up a few traps near the kobold sections might help set the tone. But I was thinking of adding another way to access their territory so everyone doesn’t cluster together near the lone staircase.’
‘Oh, yeah. We could totally do that. Do… do you think it’d be all right to add it?’
‘I don’t see why not. Does it sound like something that would upset the Eternal Dungeon?’
Merideva paused, thinking for several seconds. ‘No, I’m sure ED would be fine. Some of his floors have thousands of staircases, ramps, teleporters, and even these nifty “elevators” to help people get around quicker.’
While Merideva described mechanical and magical elevators using terminology vague enough that Gabriel only understood due to recalling their descriptions at the Academy, he visualized restructuring the overcrowded floorplan.
Okay, adding another staircase would make it easier for adventurers to access the area, but we need to spread out kobolds across more of the floor. Right now, they’re all stuffed along this one wing.
Focusing on the Interface, Gabriel brought up a faint overlay that displayed the layout of a section of dungeon beneath his view.
‘That’s… disturbing,’ Reyna muttered. ‘Doesn’t staring at the overlapping images make your head hurt?’
Gabriel shrugged. ‘It will if I push too hard or long. But this shouldn’t strain me. We just need to swap this Spawner to kobolds, add a staircase here, and loop the tunnel around.’
It took a few minutes for him to draw his plan out across the Interface.
‘Ah, that looks really cool, Gabriel,’ Merideva sent. It felt like the Dungeon Core was staring over his shoulder, and he chuckled at her little affectations.
‘You see what I’m planning?’
‘Yep! With two staircases leading down to either end of this looping tunnel, the adventurers can reach my lovely kobolds way easier. Plus, it’ll help them run away faster after they get hurt by traps. A bunch of silly fools almost died because they couldn’t reach that staircase fast enough.’
Gabriel frowned.
‘What’s wrong, Alpha?’
‘Just thinking. But if we want to minimize deaths to keep more adventurers eager to delve, maybe we need a quicker route for them all the way back to the first floor.’
‘Do you want me to add another staircase to it, then?’ Merideva asked. A faint pink outline appeared right next to the one Gabriel had proposed.
Gabriel paused, then reached out for his Prime. ‘Sthuza, I’m working with Meri on streamlining the kobold region on the third floor. She mentioned wounded adventurers having trouble escaping the dungeon quick enough, and I’m wondering if we should add a more direct route.’
‘That might be wise, Master. With the addition of the sixth floor and Wannaga’s minotaurs, adventurers will have even more incentive to delve deeper. Higher-ranked ones will only find goblins and the like to be nuisances, so we should also consider how to handle their trips.’
‘How did Iylara and her Core deal with that? I know there are multiple routes on the first that all lead to the exit, but is it all right to add more direct passages up and down?’
Sthuza took a moment to respond, sounding less confident once she did. ‘I believe it is up to you and Lady Merideva, Master. At least, I do not recall Mistress Iylara mentioning any limitations. That annoying Core she managed often rerouted the flow of traffic throughout the entire dungeon, seemingly with little to no consequence.’
‘Okay, thanks,’ Gabriel sent, receiving a brief spike of pleasure from his Prime.
‘Damn, Snakes really likes to be of service, doesn’t she?’
Gabriel ignored Reyna’s teasing, devoting his attention to repositioning the ghostly staircase Merideva had placed.
‘Let’s connect this one straight from the first floor and add another leading to the fourth here. That way, there are three access points to the kobolds, with one being more direct. Hopefully, that’ll help encourage the Steel and up adventurers to bypass the easier floors and focus on more challenging battles. That is our goal, after all, right?’
‘Oh, yeah, that’d be great, Gabriel! Thanks,’ Merideva sent, her mind-voice accompanied by a rush of jubilant excitement. ‘Should I go ahead and make the changes now?’
Gabriel and Reyna chuckled at her enthusiasm. ‘Sure, but do it bit by bit once the adventurers are out of range. There’s no point in wasting DE by changing the area too close to them.’
‘Got it! Thanks again, Gabriel. You’re the best Dungeon Master I’ve ever had!’
Gabriel ignored Reyna’s snarky comeback, focusing instead on embracing his bond with the impetuous Core. He watched her make the first changes, adding the floor-skipping staircase, before withdrawing from Dungeon Sense.
“Ooo, Packmaster’s back!” Cindra barked. Her powerful hands gripped his shoulder, twisting him about to face her.
Staring into the hellhound’s blazing eyes, Gabriel smirked, then leaned in to kiss her.
‘Gods damn it, Fucker! You gotta stop giving in to her. I’m tired of watching you plow her muscular ass.’




Chapter Fourteen

“Gabriel! Oh, Gabriel,” Merideva chirped, drawing him from his study for the second time today.
Closing the ornate spell tome, he blinked his eyes, then turned to spot the Dungeon Core racing across the lounge.
Beyond her, Syrkirus stood in the doorway, amusement glinting in his wise gray eyes.
Gabriel reached out and caught Merideva with one hand, pulling her to rest in his lap. After setting the spellbook aside, he stroked the blazing pink orb, a faint smile tugging at his lips.
“What’s up, Meri?”
“I unlocked a new ability!” Her glow brightened to almost painful levels before a flicker of remorse flashed across their shared bond, and she dimmed to a more manageable light. “Sorry about that. I’m just so excited!”
Gabriel chuckled, stroking the wiggling orb. “That’s great, Meri. What’s this new ability called? How’d you get it?”
“Oh, right.” She gave a silly fake cough, and another wave of unbridled joy radiated across their bond. “After you magnificently assisted me with redesigning my floor, my Dungeon Power Rating broke fifteen hundred. Now I can display a two-dimensional image of any location in my dungeon.”
Gabriel chewed at his lip, pondering her brief explanation. “You mean a visual depiction of Dungeon Sense? Can anyone see it, or just you?”
Merideva huffed. “Anyone I choose to share my glorious ultra-amazing vision with.”
“That sounds awesome. So, want to demonstrate it for me?”
She bobbed beneath his hand, then paused for a second before a distortion rippled through the air before him.
Gabriel flinched back, blinking as he stared up at his own face.
‘Well, that’s as disturbing as a succubus bordello.’ Reyna muttered.
Wincing at the disorienting angle, Gabriel clenched his eyes shut. “Meri, mind adjusting your focus a bit. That’s very confusing. Maybe try displaying your Core Room?”
“Hmm? Okay.”
The lighting changed, and Gabriel snapped his eyes open. His field of view was now dominated by a massive rectangle showing him the rear of Merideva’s Core Room, complete with Syrkirus standing next to the open door.
“That’s just as detailed as Dungeon Sense. It almost looks like I could touch it.” As Gabriel spoke, he reached out, brushing his fingers against the floating image’s edge.
Instead of touching anything, his fingertips passed right through the magical display.
Merideva’s light giggling echoed through the lounge. “You can’t touch it, silly. It’s just a visual magic. But isn’t it amazing? I’m growing way more powerful. I bet my DPR will hit ten thousand any day now.”
‘I don’t know much about this whole dungeon rating thing, but I don’t think she’ll grow that much stronger, even in another month. Let alone days.’
‘She’ll be fine. Besides, she has grown fast. I remember her DPR being five not so long ago.’
‘Seriously? Fucking hells. That was before you hooked her up to that first crystal, though, right?’
Gabriel sighed. ‘Yeah, fair point.’
“Um, Gabriel?” Merideva asked in a small voice. “Did I do something wrong?”
He shook his head. “No, no, you did nothing wrong, Meri. Reyna distracted me. Now, how about you put this new ability through its paces?”
“Sure!” she chirped. The image before them rippled like throwing a rock into a still pond.
Entire floors of the dungeon whooshed past as Merideva transitioned quicker and quicker. Each room or connecting tunnel had yet to settle into visibility when the glowing Core would shift again.
“Woah, let’s go a little slower, Meri. Please?”
“Aww, fine,” Merideva drawled. The visions slowed, each image having time to stabilize, allowing Gabriel to place them in his mind’s eye of the dungeon before blurring into the next.
‘I guess that’s kind of neat, but can’t you already do the same thing with your “Interface”?’ Reyna asked after Merideva had cycled through most of the dungeon.
‘Yeah, but I can’t share that with the others so easily. Being able to show Sthuza, Brynja, or one of Meri’s monsters the location I’m talking about could be handy.’
Reyna snickered. ‘Ha. I noticed you didn’t mention Boobs. She’d totally want to use it for watching you plowing her ass into the bed. Remember when you two got all horny and forced that freaky close-up of your monster cock plowing her straight into our heads? Speaking of which, how is this different?’
Cheeks heating, Gabriel thought back to when he had first discovered the ability to share his vision with his bonded.
‘First off, that was an accident. As to what makes this different, it can be shared with Meri’s monsters. Plus, it doesn’t require me to connect so fully with my bonded. You remember how horny Cindra gets if I try that?’
‘Eh, Boobs is always horny. I’m not sure you’re saving much by holding back there. Though, you could learn to tell her no from time to time. Gods above, with all the gallons of cum you pump into her, I wouldn’t be surprised if even Morningstar’s Mercy fails.’
‘I don’t think that’s how that remedy works, Reyna. It prevents pregnancies from forming, period. Thankfully, Sthuza took care of that ahead of time. Otherwise, I’m sure Cindra would be pregnant by now.’
“This is spectacular, Meri.”
Merideva bounced in his lap, glow brightening. “Isn’t it? I’m pleased you can recognize how amazing I am.”
Gabriel chuckled, stroking the Core as they surveyed her Domain.
The displayed image shifted to an aged but well-maintained stone home with clean white walls and colorful rugs.
“Oh, look, your Prime’s sitting in Wannaga’s home. Wanna see what they’re up to?” Merideva asked. The magical display’s perspective shifted to give a better look at the trio of monsters.
‘Pretty sure Snakes is coiled. Kinda hard to sit without legs. Or an ass, though.’ Reyna paused, snickering. ‘Hmm, she’s actually thicker like this, isn’t she? And you certainly didn’t seem to mind, did ya? Gods, I’ve had to watch so much sex with you around.’
Given the conflicted emotions washing across his bond with the dead lycan, Gabriel decided to ignore Reyna’s comment, instead focusing on his Prime.
Sthuza’s massive serpentine body draped over multiple pillows, leaving her humanoid half positioned across from a pair of female minotaurs.
“So you have sufficient food and other sundries to support the increased Herd size?” she asked, emerald eyes focused on the older minotaur.
Wannaga gave a slow nod. The matriarch’s black fur looked ruffled, and dark bags crowded her gray eyes. Bandages swathed her, sticky unguent matting patches of fur beneath. A fresh oak cane rested beside her on the vibrant rug. “Yes, we have long since produced far more cereals than the Herd consumed.”
Synphis, her daughter, leaned forward and said, “We are equally well off regarding meat. Mother kept the ranchers focused on sustaining diverse livestock, and my hunters have tracked countless wild oross and quillbacks.”
The younger minotaur smiled, her dark-brown eyes radiant with excitement as she began recounting where they could find different wild game.
‘They hunt wild animals in the dungeon?’
Gabriel smirked. ‘Of course. Sthuza had a fully stocked kitchen down in her lair. I’m assuming the bacon she served was quillback, but I can’t help thinking those steaks were minotaur.’
‘Damn it, Fucker! Now you’ve got me remembering those roasts Darlene served. Fucking hells, Boobs acted like that was the tastiest meal she’d ever had.’
‘Pretty sure that’s usually the case with Cindra. Remember how much she loved the “fried fishies”?’
Reyna’s reply was a wordless hissing howl that made Gabriel laugh.
“I-is something wrong, Gabriel?” Merideva asked.
He shook his head and looked down from the screen to smile at the worried Core. “No, just remembering the other night.”
“Um, okay. But you’re still impressed by my super-cool ability?” The sincerity and hope in Merideva’s voice resonated inside him, and he nodded.
“Definitely.”
Unconstrained pleasure surged across their bond. Letting her enjoy herself, Gabriel looked at the display again and focused on another bond.
‘Sthuza, how’s everything going with Wannaga and the Herd? Do we need to help with their defenses or population?’
The gorgon twitched in the image, her eyes widening for a second before a wide smile spread across her sleek face.
‘Ah, I thought I sensed something earlier, Master. Has Lady Merideva finally stabilized her display ability?’
‘Yeah. She’s showing it off to me, and since we’re watching you three, I figured I’d check in and see what’s happening.’
“Is something wrong, Lady Sthuza?” Synphis asked.
The greater gorgon raised her left hands. “Nothing is wrong,” she said, her voice firmer than before. “Dungeon Master Grimm is checking on us at the moment.”
Both minotaurs sat up straighter, an impressive accomplishment given their already proud posture. A twitch of Wannaga’s left eye was the only sign of discomfort as she shifted.
When the two furry monsters bowed low, Gabriel sighed. ‘Sthuza, tell them I appreciate their genuflection, but it’s unnecessary.’
Sthuza’s dark lips quirked to one side, and she crossed her upper arms. Several head-snakes shifted to gaze at Gabriel’s perspective, then shook their tiny forms.
“Is there anything you wish me to relay to Master or Lady Merideva?” Sthuza asked in that same authoritative tone.
The minotaurs flinched, both shaking their heads, horns brushing the rug before them. “Only our eternal gratitude to have our Herd back in its proper place, serving the Crystalline Lady,” Wannaga said. “We will fulfill our duties without hesitation.”
Gabriel sighed.
‘And there you have it, Master. Wannaga is a capable leader, but your victory against the s’kraith has elevated you and Lady Merideva to even higher levels with the Herd. Perhaps you should withdraw for now and check on my sister bonded? I will report about the minotaurs later today, if that is acceptable?’
‘Yeah. Yeah, that’s fine. Thanks, my love.’
The spike of arousal, pride, and relief that flowed across Gabriel’s bond with Sthuza confirmed his use of the pet name.
‘It’s still hard to believe Snakes is insecure. Not only is she your “Prime,” but she’s also a gods-damned greater gorgon!’
‘She has her reasons.’
‘Yeah, I know. Just saying it’s wild. The way she freaked out when you tried talking about Iylara the other day was a huge fucking revelation. She always seems so put together.’ Reyna snorted. ‘Well, except when Boobs gets her off course.’
Gabriel grinned, then glanced down at Merideva. “Okay, Meri. Apparently, the minotaurs are a touch awed by our presence, so it might be best to switch away. Want to check on my other bonded?”
The Dungeon Core brightened as she let out a weird, arrogant laugh. “Of course, they’re overawed by my altruistic, super-noble presence. But sure, we can change to Cindra.”
Before she finished speaking, the displayed image flashed. Their viewpoint shifted to Brynja’s room.
A flicker of fear flashed through Gabriel’s mind. But before he could worry about the invasion of privacy, his bonded came into clear focus.
Brynja sat on a large, white velvet divan, her wings spread behind her. She wore an unadorned black bra like Sthuza favored. The figure-hugging fabric compressed her breasts but left her looking well-endowed.
Her long, slender legs were bare beneath a skimpy pair of spider-silk black boyshorts that clung to her hips like a second skin. As Gabriel took in her breathtaking beauty, her toes curled, and her entire body shivered.
“That spot feels good?” Cindra asked from behind her.
Brynja, her golden-blonde hair pulled back in a simple ponytail, nodded. “Yes, Cindra. It feels most wondrous, indeed. But I already told you, this is far too much. I can preen my feathers well enough. You should not waste your relaxation time tending to my needs.”
Cindra laughed. “Nonsense, Birdsister. Cindra loves grooming Packsisters.” As the hellhound spoke, she raised a hand to the upper edge of Brynja’s wing, then slipped her sharp, black claws between white feathers.
Knowing how dexterous Cindra was, Gabriel didn’t panic as she slowly teased out several of those brilliant feathers. They seemed to shimmer, and he noticed a small clay jar sitting in Cindra’s lap.
“Grooming Pack is important,” she said before dipping her claws into the jar and pulling them out, glistening with oil, before returning them to Brynja’s wings. “And Birdsister was struggling to reach all her pretty feathers, so Cindra helps.”
“Ah… i-if you are sure, Cindra,” Brynja almost moaned. “But it… seems most unfair for you to do all the work.”
Cindra continued teasing her claws through more of Brynja’s feathers, eliciting shudders and soft cooing moans. “If Birdsister wants, maybe she could brush Cindra’s coat?”
“Ah, that… that would be most preferable. Do y-you often have your fur brushed?”
Cindra’s head bobbed. “Packmaster brushes Cindra every day; it feels so good. And Packmaster loves seeing well-groomed Cindra. Bet he’ll love fresh-winged Birdsister too.”
Brynja’s cheeks heated, but her silver-blue eyes brightened, and a slight smile graced her lips. “I-is that so?”
“Yep. Maybe tonight Birdsister lets Packmaster claim her?” The hellhound paused her stroking and tilted her head, clearly thinking. Her long blue tongue slipped out to wet her lips before she continued, “Oh, do valkyries need to claim male instead? Cindra’s sure Packmaster wouldn’t mind.”
“Ah—that is… I am not sure… I really should get Mother’s approval before lying with a man.”
“Aww, Birdsister is really missing out. Packmaster is great at mating.” Cindra’s hand froze again, and her glowing eyes snapped wide. “Wait, does that mean Birdsister can play with Snakey and Cindra?”
This time, Brynja’s face threatened to combust. Even with her back to the hellhound, she lowered her gaze to the rug-covered floor as she nibbled at her bottom lip. “Ah… I may have carelessly allowed our oldest battle sister to catch me in a… compromising position and wound up… asking her for a few pointers.”
The valkyrie’s voice was a faint whisper as she finished, but Cindra beamed and lunged forward, wrapping her arms around Brynja’s toned midsection.
“That’s great! Snakey is super knowledgeable about mating and building Pack. Maybe next time, Cindra should let her have night alone with Packmaster while Cindra tests you? Snakey said tests are important.”
“I-is that right?” Brynja asked. “In that case… perhaps we should.”
Cindra gave the valkyrie another squeeze, causing her to gasp, then let go and leaned back to continue preening feathers.
Sorely tempted to stay and watch longer, Gabriel pulled his mind back from the sweet scene of his bonded and returned awareness to his body.
Melancholy seeped across Reyna’s bond, and Gabriel reached out to comfort the lonely lycan.
‘Don’t worry, Reyna. Once I figure out how to restore you, I’m sure you’ll be just as close.’
‘Maybe. Seeing them like this reminds me of when Raeya and I were little. Sometimes, Mom would sit with us on the floor and brush our hair.’ Reyna sniffled, seeming to lean into Gabriel’s mental embrace. ‘It’s been a long time since I’ve felt that safe and loved.’
Shifting more of his mind toward his dead bonded, Gabriel concentrated on wrapping Reyna in a tight hug.
‘I won’t let go, Reyna. You’re my beloved little lycan, and once we’ve conquered this undead “Mistress,” I’m prioritizing saving you and Raeya.’
A surge of love and hope flooded their bond, almost drowning Gabriel’s consciousness as Reyna’s mental presence clung to him with Cindra levels of intensity.
‘Thanks, Alpha,’ she sent, her mind-voice teary. Then she snorted. ‘Even if I am just a figment of your twisted psyche.’
‘Brynja seems confident you’re not, but it doesn’t matter. I’m going to find a way.’
Reyna’s chuckle sounded more like he remembered the feisty lycan, but she held just as tight. ‘I’d really like that, Alpha. But… Raeya is off-limits!’
‘Don’t worry, my darling lycan, I think one Keenclaw is my limit.’
‘Ha. Damn right. If I ever get my body back, I’m gonna show Boobs how to fuck you properly.’
‘Please, no.’
Reyna’s mirthful laughter lightened Gabriel’s weariness from recent struggles, and he relaxed there on the sofa.
Merideva wiggled against his lap, demanding he resume stroking her orb. He was happy to comply, devoting one track of his mind to her as she continued surveying her Domain.
The other half remained wrapped around Reyna, who rumbled softly, cuddling against him.
‘Thanks for accepting me, Alpha.’




Chapter Fifteen

Cindra insisted on lunch in the Careless Queen. She dragged Gabriel and Brynja through the hidden tunnel to the unfinished expansion in pursuit of “tasty stew.”
While they ate, Darlene informed him of a message from Leryane. The veteran elf, Elaine, and Darren intended to delve the dungeon and challenge the minotaur boss.
While Gabriel and his bonded remained calm, Merideva panicked, blasting him with shrill shrieks before he convinced her to relax. Cindra made it clear she thought they should take time for mating since they were already in the inn, but Gabriel led them back home to plan for the higher-tier adventurers’ delve.
He assigned his bonded to lead patrols of minotaurs on the off chance the Mistress tried to stir up trouble again. Sthuza was less than thrilled with his decision until he promised not to leave Merideva’s Core Room until the baroness and her party left the dungeon.
“Oh, I think this is them,” Merideva said.
Gabriel twitched, tearing his focus from Jessandra’s ornate spellbook. He glanced over to the black marble plinth. “Elaine and Leryane?”
Merideva floated up from her silk cushion, rolling in her distinctive nod. “Yep. And a bunch of others. Oh… oh. Um, Gabriel, one of them is super strong.”
Frowning as Merideva’s sudden excitement morphed into worry, Gabriel closed the spellbook, focused inward, and triggered Dungeon Sense.
He flung his mental presence up four floors to the first, seeking the massive bunker that marked the dungeon’s city entrance.
Four guards stood watch in the bunker. The two elven women, along with Captain Albright and a man in Count Fayhallow’s livery.
Dressed in her shadowy skintight spider-silk bodysuit, Leryane strolled past the heavy doors, right hand resting on the hilt of her sleek saber. Her left held an ironwood tonfa in a casual grip that seemed at odds with her sharp, watchful gaze.
Sylvia followed her, the mage glowing with enchanted gear and magical potential beneath Magesight-augmented Dungeon Sense. Her resplendent mithril breastplate and pristine white-and-blue livery painted a stark contrast to the veteran elf’s rugged appearance.
She’s powerful, but less so than Leryane—
A blazing presence closer to the entrance demanded Gabriel’s attention. He stared in awe at the dominating power that radiated from Sir Darren.
Despite wearing a suit of tiger-themed vanguard plate armor only a little smaller than the s’kraith power armor, Darren marched with effortless grace, an enormous ironwood-and-orichalcum spiked club slung over one broad shoulder. The erect ears of his tiger’s head helm reached toward the dirt ceiling. His unlined face was the picture of relaxed, but like Leryane’s, his blue eyes were sharp and focused.
Molly glided along at the well-built, white-haired man’s side, now dressed in thick greaves and plate vambraces, with an overlarge cuirass protecting her torso. While her gear appeared immaculate, the white gambeson underneath pristine, it lacked the parade polish of Sylvia’s.
But while Molly and Darren displayed the same tags as Sylvia and Leryane, there was a vast difference in the Essence Gabriel sensed from the pair.
Molly felt closer to the veteran elf than the Gold-ranked head of the countess’ guards. And Darren’s presence dwarfed all three combined.
Gabriel reached out to his Prime, curious if she had an explanation.
‘Based on what you and Brynja have mentioned, Master, I believe Aren should be ranked Carminium but lacks the requisite votes for promotion. Likely the result of his fondness toward beastkin.’
‘I concur,’ Brynja sent. ‘Both Leryane and Aren have hinted that he has long since surpassed most others at their rank.’
Gabriel’s bonded fell silent as he watched the adventurers enter the dungeon proper.
Three of the Silver-ranked adventurers they had turned over to the Guild earlier lumbered behind Darren and Molly. The mage, Beldon, pleaded for help from the guards, who all sneered at the trio of prisoners. His leader, Calyb, scowled and opened his mouth to speak.
The massive gray-and-brown bear plodding along behind them rumbled in displeasure, and they fell silent, rushing to catch up to Leryane and the others. Trotting at the bear’s side, a dark-furred wolf barked with laughter at the terrified men.
A white-haired gnome strolled alongside Elaine and Kelvin, bringing up the rear, wearing aged, well-fitted drakeskin leathers. A pair of exotic, sickle-like swords hung from his belt, and he used a yew walking staff.
The older priest of Calios wore the same shimmering silk robes he had during Triscol’s failed coup. He looked grumpy while excitement lit up the baroness’ face.
Dressed in her adventuring gear, Elaine carried a gilded silver oak staff. A stuffed wand holster and basket-hilted rapier completed her look.
Studying the gnome, Gabriel felt the faintest hint of familiarity with the short, alien-looking male but couldn’t discern the source.
‘What’s with the animals?’ Reyna asked, distracting him.
‘Probably tamed companions of that gnome. At least, I assume that’s their druidic friend, Wilden, that Leryane mentioned.’
‘Oh, yeah, that makes sense.’ There was an odd undertone to Reyna’s mind-voice.
‘Something wrong?’
‘Nah, the mention of druids and shit reminded me of something Mom said. Supposedly, our dad was some loopy druid she took a liking to.’
Not sure what to say, Gabriel directed love and comfort to the lycan across their bond, focusing on the delving adventurers.
They split into two distinct groups just past the bunker, with Leryane, Elaine, and Sylvia sticking with Darren and Molly while the others hung back.
When one prisoner tried to dart down the first side tunnel they passed, The bear rushed after him. A furry arm swatted, sending him slamming into the hardened-dirt wall.
The lack of blood spray suggested the bear had refrained from using its claws.
“Don’t be tempting Ursa like that, boys,” the gnome said in a clear, easygoing tone. “She’s got a sweet disposition but very little patience.”
Peals of laughter rang out from the other group. “Don’t undersell her, Wil,” Leryane said, snickering. “Ursa’s a gods-damned maneater with no patience. Remember those bugbears up near Lake Soyamyr?”
Ursa gave a pitiful, moaning grumble, shaking her furry head in protest.
The wolf at her side rocked with barking laughter, causing her to turn and unleash a menacing growl. He seemed to find that even funnier.
Wilden shot a lazy glance at the wolf, wagging a finger. “Don’t go teasing Ursa too much again, Greyback.”
Elaine sighed, rolling her eyes. “Despite appearances, I assure you, Wilden and his companions will keep you three in check. So please do behave yourselves.”
Darren snorted. “If they don’t, I’ve got a contact with the Tigers of Lamazur who’s always interested in acquiring humans.”
Elaine and Sylvia frowned, the younger woman giving a slight shudder.
The three unwilling men gulped, their faces paling.
‘The hells did he mean by that?’
‘The Tigers are a group of anti-human extremists. At least, that’s what I’ve heard. Given the human supremacist bias in Ailannor, it’s likely they’re not as bad as they’re made out to be.’
‘But why would they want humans?’
‘They’re rumored to be very into doing unto others before others can do unto beastkin.’
A spike of dark satisfaction flashed across the lycan’s bond.
‘Good.’
Turning his attention back to the two bands of adventurers, Gabriel watched them head straight for the staircase Sthuza had marked on the map they gave Elaine.
They passed through a dozen winding tunnels and multiple caves with only a handful of goblins challenging them.
Sylvia frowned after Leryane dispatched the latest suicidal monster with casual disinterest. “Is it normal for there to be so few monsters? I was given to understand the dungeon is much more active than it has been in centuries.”
Flicking the blood from her saber, Leryane smirked, then nodded toward Darren. “A regular party would likely face two or three times more of the little green cowards. But with that lumbering oaf along for the jaunt, they’re all gonna be running away pissing themselves.”
Molly scowled at the elf’s chuckled comment, but Darren met Sylvia’s surprised gaze and shrugged.
Elaine smiled at the guard mage. “Aren is probably the strongest adventurer to delve Lostbarrow in decades… other than perhaps Gabriel’s party. Regardless, all but the most feral monsters will flee before terrifying enemies. We may see more action when we reach the fourth floor and start encountering orcs.”
Continuing forward, Leryane nodded. “Yeah, dungeons are usually swarming with young orcs, and they’re not exactly the sharpest blade in the drawer. Still, I wouldn’t expect much till we reach those minotaurs Gabe mentioned.” She turned to Elaine, smirking. “Do you have a decent butcher in town? I’d hate to waste the meat, and we both know you can’t dress a kill to save your life.”
The baroness rolled her eyes but nodded. “It was one time! But yes, there’s an older dwarven couple who do excellent work. Now focus, we are in the middle of a delve.”
Leryane chuckled. “Yeah, yeah, I know.”
‘Um, Gabriel?’
‘What’s up, Meri?’
‘Should I send more goblins into their path on the second and third floor? A lot of my brave little warriors ran away so far, but I’m sure I can get some to fight down there. Especially if the adventurers draw near one of their warrens.’
Reyna snickered. ‘Pretty sure they’re not brave if they run fleeing in terror.’
‘Don’t worry about it, Meri. Harkon and his party already rated the first five floors, and I’m sure Elaine wouldn’t want to disparage it. Just make sure you have enough conjured minotaurs for the maze.’
Thinking of the sixth floor, Gabriel reached out to his Prime. ‘Sthuza, you warned Wannaga to keep the members of her Herd back guarding Knossis until Elaine and the others leave?’
‘Yes, Master. She has them gathered and working on the town itself. Jaras is similarly ready, along with the squad of honor guards Lady Merideva conjured with him.’
‘Great, thanks.’
Gabriel watched the adventurers traverse the second floor. Any goblins that crossed paths with them died swift deaths as either Leryane or Molly cut them down.
The inutari maid only armed herself after they descended to the second floor. A six-inch mithril rod strapped to her thigh extended into a slender but rigid staff as tall as the statuesque woman.
When a screeching goblin with wide, bloodshot yellow eyes darted out, Molly shifted from prim and proper to tense and lethal in a split second.
The small green monster screamed himself hoarse, charging straight for her with a hand ax raised overhead, his rusty chain hauberk dragging on the ground.
A ghost of sadistic glee flashed through Molly’s eyes. Her battle staff whistled through the air, magic flaring within the enchanted mithril.
And then it passed through a rain of gore as the goblin’s head vaporized.
‘The fuck kind of maid is that!?’
Swallowing, Gabriel shook his head. ‘Given her Gold tag, I’d wager Molly adventured with Aren before he retired. They seem romantically tangled, and he’s not eager for the formality of everything, so maybe she just enjoys playing dress up?’
‘Ha. Fucking weirdo. Every canine I’ve ever met’s been weird. I knew this one wolfen who loved lubing up a pelori melon, then shoving his cock in and fucking it till he’d get his knot stuck—’
Gabriel threw the full might of his Academy-trained mind into blocking Reyna’s gleeful recounting.
On the third floor, Merideva ushered a patrol of kobolds into the adventurers’ path. The four pint-sized lizardmen lasted longer than any of the goblins but still fell to Leryane and Molly.
Darren chatted with Elaine and Sylvia, keeping a watchful eye on the pair of mages despite his lackadaisical gait. Protecting your party’s spellcasters was one of the cardinal rules of delving, and Gabriel admired the older man’s easygoing alertness.
The second group hung well back from the five leading the way. Whenever any of the press-ganged adventurers even thought about fleeing, one of Wilden’s pets changed their minds with extreme prejudice.
A trio of bare-chested orc males stumbled upon them at the bottom of the ramp as they descended to the fourth floor. The hyperaggressive monsters bellowed Orcish war cries when they spotted Leryane and Molly.
Reyna snickered. ‘They are so boned.’
‘Definitely. Though… maybe we need to throw a little more strength into the scrum next time. Aren hasn’t even lifted that club off his shoulder since they entered.’
While Leryane decapitated two orcs and Molly tenderized the third’s chest, Gabriel reached out to Merideva, asking her to conjure a squad for him to command.
‘Okay, Gabriel. They’re armored and on their way.’
‘Thanks, Meri. You’ll absorb their gear after Elaine and the others leave, right?’
‘Yep! It wasn’t too expensive, anyway. Less than two thousand DE for all of them.’
Seeking the Domain Crystal enshrined on the fourth floor, Gabriel spotted six large orcs hustling down a winding tunnel. They wore traditional rugged leather armor that draped from their broad shoulders, flowing down into thick skirts.
Wielding a collection of spears and axes with wing-shaped shields, they marched with far more precision than many of their brethren did.
‘How come she can make badass bruisers like those, but most of her others look like primitive savages? Don’t they cost the same?’
‘Yeah. But there’s a degree of randomness in anything Meri conjures. As Sthuza explained, she can sort of “bank” some higher-quality versions by intentionally conjuring the lowest quality instead. Then, if she wants some higher-class ones, she can make it happen. Honestly, it didn’t make a lot of sense. And even less after Meri tried to clarify.’
‘Ha, yeah. She’s cute and loveable, but that fancy rock could complicate closing a door.’
Laughing along with the lycan, Gabriel focused on the six armored orcs. He tapped into Merideva’s bond with each of them, then dove in.
“We ready for fight, Knyaz.”
‘Right; thanks.’
Speaking with monsters he was about to throw to their deaths left Gabriel feeling distinctly uncomfortable. Still, it came with the job, and he pushed his feelings aside, guiding them into the adventurers’ path.
He split off two threads of Dungeon Sense and picked out a reasonable-sized stone tunnel for the battle. It was wide enough to let the orcs spread out abreast with a sharp turn that could keep them out of casual sight until ready.
Gabriel’s orcs arrived first, and he directed them to hide just around the corner.
Leryane and Molly entered the hall first. Two sharp gazes drank in every detail, scanning the room for surprises.
The elf frowned, and Molly sniffed. Tail twitching behind her, the inutari pointed toward the far end where the orcs hid.
‘How the hells did they know?’
‘Elven hearing is supposed to be better than a human’s. And don’t most beastkin have good noses? Even conjured orcs have a scent.’
‘Oh, right. Yeah, good point, Alpha.’
Gabriel dove deeper into the orcs’ bonds, assuming direct control over them. He had limited experience commanding larger groups. But with his ability to synchronize their movements, allowing them to cooperate far beyond normal, six should prove sufficient.
Darren led Elaine and Sylvia in, nattering about hosting a dinner party, his club still resting on his shoulder.
As the front rank advanced, Gabriel urged the orcs to charge. They rushed around the corner and spread out, roaring.
Sylvia flinched, drawing her black-hilted hanger with one hand and a garnet-capped wand with the other. “I’ll take the farthest two.”
“Relax, Syl, we’ve got this,” Leryane replied, stalking forward.
The guard captain glanced over at Elaine, who snorted and nodded.
Darren stepped out ahead of the two mages, turning his head to grin at Sylvia. “Don’t worry. They may look more dangerous, but they’re still just orcs.”
Gabriel’s lips spread in a wicked smirk as he split his troops into three groups. Two rushed at Leryane, raising their shields. The second group targeted Molly and did not bother even trying to block the inutari’s devastating staff.
As they engaged, Leryane’s saber and tonfa tearing into thick shields and Molly growling as her foes danced away from her strikes, Gabriel focused on the final two.
Appearing to move with the others, they juked away from the two embattled adventurers and rushed toward Elaine.
‘Are you trying to kill her now?’
‘Hardly. I just want to see how they handle this.’
Focused on Darren’s massive club, Gabriel almost missed the large man’s attack.
Darren leapt over in front of Elaine and backhanded the first orc across the face. A sickening shatter of bone split the air, and the hulking monster slammed into the wall, slumping in a lifeless heap.
Despite the surprise, Gabriel held control of the other. Fear blossomed within the orc’s mind, but he didn’t fight the Dungeon Master’s commands.
Ducking low, he slipped past the powerful human fighter.
Darren snickered and flicked his wrist. “Not so fast.”
Sylvia squeaked.
Gabriel’s connection with the orc vanished. Shifting back to Dungeon Sense, he blinked.
Darren had casually dropped the spiked end of his club on the orc’s back. He lifted it with one hand, pointed it away, and shook the gore from its orichalcum spikes.
‘What the fuck? Did you see that? Damn, look at that mess.’
In complete agreement with Reyna, Gabriel surveyed the crushed orc. His armor was perforated along the entire outline of the large club, blood and viscera oozing out of his flattened middle. Where his head should have been was a garish gore pancake.
Sylvia coughed, turning away.
Elaine smiled at the armored man. “Thank you, Aren.”
“Don’t mention it. Looks like at least some of these guys understand tactics. If we want to keep losses to a minimum, we’ll need to ensure the inexperienced stay up on the first three floors.”
“That should be simple enough. Harkon mentioned the orcs being more capable here, so no real surprise.” Elaine turned to where Leryane and Molly had finished their four. “Everything good?”
Chest rising as she breathed deep, Leryane grinned. “Yeah. Sorry about those two. Didn’t expect ’em to go for a fake out and rush you.”
Molly’s gray eyes went to Darren’s bloody club, and she shook her head. “Was that really necessary?”
He grinned back at her with a boyish mirth that made Reyna and Leryane laugh.
“Come on, let us be on our way,” Elaine said. “While it is nice to be back in a dungeon, even if only briefly, I cannot while away the whole day here.”
They resumed traveling, following the map Sthuza had drawn. Gabriel held back and observed as they fought a few more orcs, then a scattering of minotaurs on the fifth floor. The most intact of the latter were stuffed into oiled sacks and tossed over Ursa’s back.
Beldon tried to make a break for it not long after, assuming the bear would be too slow to catch him.
He was mistaken.
Reyna howled with laughter as Ursa bit his ankle and dragged him, kicking and screaming, back to the group.
The staircase to the sixth floor deposited them inside the labyrinth, but they set off without hesitation.
As they approached the large arena where Jaras waited, Gabriel checked on the rest of the forces Merideva had arranged nearby. Seven tunnels provided access to the cavernous chamber, with monsters lurking in all but one.
Kestria, Sathru, and Kuterug hid together opposite where the adventurers would emerge. The nineteen well-armored minotaurs Merideva conjured before appointing Jaras as the floor boss lurked in three other tunnels.
Rade led a score of orc archers, all armed with massive longbows and the best arrows Merideva could conjure.
‘Uh, Alpha, you don’t think maybe this could be too much for ’em? You don’t ‘actually want to kill them, right?’
‘No. Well, we’re going to kill the three assholes but no one else. As for too much… no, no, I don’t think it will be at all. Jaras may prove challenging, given how stupidly strong and tough he is. And fast. But the rest are just to convince them the dungeon is working as expected.’
‘So, what, they’ll intentionally break the party size rule, and then you scare them shitless, and they run all the way back out?’
‘Basically, yeah. Except, I assume they’ll use the portal.’
‘What portal? I thought you closed all those things.’
‘Dungeons spawn portals back to the first floor whenever you slay a boss. Again, I never pursued it since I had no plan to be an adventurer, but they’re part of what makes serious delving possible. Fighting your way in through a dozen floors, winning a serious battle, and then fighting all the way back out would be too much for most parties.’
‘Fair. I never asked much after the details, either. Was too busy trying to get my foot in the fucking door.’
Reyna’s thoughts grew dark as she recalled her last attempt to join the Guild. Not only had Thomas, the man she’d thought her lover betrayed her, laughing her out of his bed, but he was also the one who orchestrated Raeya’s enslavement.
Gabriel comforted the lycan as best he could while watching the adventurers enter the arena. Leryane paused, pointing to the center where Jaras sat brooding on a large stone throne.
Elaine, Sylvia, and Darren rushed over to join Molly and Leryane. They took a few minutes sorting themselves out, with the two mages casting a series of enhancements as well as spellshields for themselves.
Gabriel focused back on his body in Merideva’s Core Room.
“Meri, is it normal for a boss like Jaras to just sit there while adventurers prepare?”
“Yep! ED said it’s all about showmanship. That the gods wouldn’t enjoy watching a monster slaughter all the adventurers before they’re ready. That’s why that ring of white stone surrounds the center of the room. Um, is that okay? I-if you want, I could tell him to attack now?”
“No, that’s fine, Meri, thanks. It’s not something I heard talked about, but then, I don’t think anyone’s been fighting bosses in Lostbarrow since before I was born.”
“Okay then. So, you want to let them fight Jaras normally, then when they group up, I get to demonstrate my terrible, wondrously delicious power?”
Gabriel laughed. “That sounds great, Meri. I’m going back to be ready, so I’ll leave you to it.”
With that, he shifted into Dungeon Sense, positioning his viewpoint above the central arena.
Jaras remained motionless atop his dark stone throne, an enchanted halberd and a ridiculous dwarven-steel tower shield propped up next to him.
Wilden and Kelvin had the three prisoners grouped along the wall between two tunnel entrances. Ursa and Greyback flanked the trio, ready to stop any escape attempts.
Elaine and Sylvia finished casting, both holding their staves at the ready. A wave of intentioned mana washed over Molly and Leryane a dozen feet ahead of them, empowering the pair with Haste.
Darren waited beside the mages, leaning on his club braced against the floor. “You’re sure you don’t want me helping out?”
“Relax, Arrie. Molly and I can handle a single minotaur without a tank.”
Darren stared at Jaras. “I mean, yeah, it’s just the one, but he is a chonky boy.”
“Just keep El and Syl safe. They’ll drop him fine as long as we give ’em enough time. Besides, if you join in, there’s no way we’ll figure out how dangerous a fight it is.”
With that, Leryane nodded to Molly, whose head bobbed in reply. Then the pair advanced as one.
The second they stepped past the white ring, Jaras snorted. He stood, grabbing the nearby halberd and shield, then stomped down the steps.
Molly and Leryane spread out, moving to flank the minotaur. He marched toward them without hesitation.
As they separated, Jaras focused on Molly. The inutari settled into a balanced stance, staff gripped two-handed, and waited for him to reach her.
Twenty feet from her, he paused, letting out a rumbling bellow and stomping a hoof against the smooth stone floor.
Darren’s face set in a worried grimace as he watched the enormous minotaur paragon charge toward his “maid.”
Jaras opened with a devastating slash. Catching it on the center of her staff, Molly tried to deflect it high and counterattack, but he surged forward, and she had to leap away.
The minotaur snorted derisively, then turned and slashed behind him.
Caught out of position, Leryane gasped. She got her saber up, intercepting his blade near her hilt. But the difference in size and strength sent the waifish elf tumbling away in a groaning roll.
“Ry!”
“I’m fine, just make with the magic. This guy’s a touch better than I expected.”
Molly huffed. “A touch? He’s almost as strong as Aren.”
The tiger-armored man frowned. “Are you sure you don’t need me?”
Snapping a quick scowl at Darren, the inutari spun around to face Jaras.
The minotaur pressed in again, his halberd tearing through the air. She deflected his strikes, making sure not to catch another head-on as Jaras attacked in quick, relentless succession.
It took Leryane several seconds to regain her feet and shake off the worst of her battering tumble before she dashed in behind the hulking, armor-plated minotaur.
‘The hells are they planning, Alpha? As much armor as that muscly brute’s wearing, there’s no way the two of them can beat him.’
‘They’re just keeping him occupied while Elaine and Sylvia cast.’
Three spell circles rotated before the pair of mages. Both women chanted arcane syllables as they traced out precise glyphs.
Unlike with the undead, Gabriel had no difficulty deciphering their spell.
‘Looks like Plasma Lance. At least, I think that’s the case. It’s an advanced attack that’s taught in some of the more combat-oriented classes.’
‘Which you passed on.’
‘Yeah. Really been regretting that decision over the past month or so.’
Gabriel watched Elaine and Sylvia work. Their gestures were smooth. A great deal of mana flowed into the spell construct, but most of it came from Sylvia.
After detecting the disparity, he focused on the baroness, noticing that the mana she channeled into the spell flowed from nine pieces of arcanite jewelry rather than her pool.
Still, her spellcraft was exquisite, and despite being on Merideva’s side, Gabriel looked forward to seeing the completed spell in action.
“Hells yeah!” Leryane cried, drawing his attention back to the fight.
Molly continued to hold Jaras’ focus, weaving between his lethal attacks with the grace of an elven dancer. Blood seeped around the armor protecting the minotaur’s left underarm.
More blood colored Leryane’s saber. She leapt away a hair’s breadth ahead of Jaras slashing halberd.
Molly darted in when he shifted focus to the elf. Her battlestaff crashed against his left pauldron. The minotaur grunted, but the strike left little more than a slight divot on the thick armor plate.
He surged forward, punching out with his huge shield. The mobile steel wall caught Molly by surprise and sent her flying backward.
“Molly!” Darren took a single step before the inutari rolled to her feet.
She shook her armored head. “Calm down, Aren, I’m fine. Didn’t expect that shield bash.” A thin line of blood trickled out from under her open-faced helmet and ran down her cheek.
“He’s faster than he looks,” Leryane said. The elf darted in, movements almost blurring from her natural alacrity augmented with Haste. She tried for Jaras’ underarm again, but the minotaur paragon was ready for her.
Jaras clamped down with his left arm, catching her slender saber between breastplate and the bloody steel mail protecting his armpit.
“Oh shi—”
Leryane was already springing away when his halberd swept in at her. But even fast as she was, the ironwood shaft caught her legs.
Everyone winced at the resounding crack that rang out when it smacked against her shins.
The elf hissed, her agile leap turning into a gut-churning tumble of flailing limbs. Leryane crashed down on her back, gasping.
Jaras stalked toward her, halberd rising with ominous intent.
‘Uh, Alpha, pretty sure he’ll kill her if he hits her like that.’
‘Definitely. Leryane’s armor is probably sufficient for most regular human or orc attacks, but there’s no way she can soak a full-strength strike from Jaras.’
‘Then, shouldn’t you tell him to stop?’
Gabriel shook his head, watching the battle unfold.
Just as Jaras stomped close enough to strike, the swelling of magic spiked. His halberd started down, aimed at Leryane’s slender chest.
She threw herself to the right, evading the earth-shattering blow by inches. “Anytime now,” she muttered, breathless.
Elaine snickered. “Patience is a virtue.”
“Not right now, it isn’t,” Leryane muttered. She rolled farther away, then performed a flawless kip-up, regaining her feet. A howling slash from Jaras sent her into another rolling dive.
Molly dashed back into the fray. The veteran adventurer had bided her time, lining up the perfect shot without panicking at how close Jaras had come to smashing Leryane.
The glowing end-cap of Molly’s battlestaff blasted into the rear of Jaras’ massive helmet.
“Gods damn!” she growled, jumping clear and shaking her hands.
‘The fuck? Alpha, did you see that?’
‘Reyna, you’re literally seeing what I see.’
‘Oh, right. Still, she went full-power upside that beefy boy’s head, and he barely flinch.’
An inch-deep dent in the dense vanguard helmet proved how hard Molly had struck the minotaur. Jaras snorted, then flinched. His head snapped around, and he glared at the two mages.
‘Too late.’
‘Too late for what, Fucker?’
‘Just watch.’
Jaras spun to face Elaine and Sylvia. Sprinting to full speed in a flash, he charged, bellowing a thunderous war cry.
Elaine never blinked. She sealed their spell, the construct blazing with mana.
A brilliant reddish-pink Aetheric Lance manifested before them. Ripples washed across the glowing javelin as her magic reinforced its crystalline structure.
Sylvia stretched both hands out toward the magical projectile. Swirls of purplish clouds filled it, growing denser in the blink of an eye.
Jaras was twenty feet from the pair when a smirk filled with savage glee spread across Elaine’s weary face. She slashed with her gilded silver oak staff. The Aetheric Lance leapt toward Jaras.
The huge minotaur braced behind his shield.
Elaine’s spell blasted a four-inch hole straight through the enchanted dwarven-steel barrier, then punched a matching hole through his inches-thick vanguard breastplate.
Jaras’ charge came to a stumbling halt as the four-foot-long javelin flashed. A split second later, the tip sticking through his armor dematerialized.
Roiling plasma surged out from within the hollow Lance.
His pained bellow cut off beneath a thunderous boom as his armored chest exploded.




Chapter Sixteen

‘Holy hellhound titties! Why doesn’t your magic do shit like that?’
Gabriel snorted. ‘Because that’s a far more complex spell than anything I studied at the Academy.’
‘But aren’t you way stronger than they are?’
‘In raw power terms, sure. But I still have to learn more advanced spells to pull off something like that.’
‘Is it really more complicated than the shit you use from that bracelet?’
‘More or less. Well, Empress’ Embrace and Monomolecular Lash are on a similar level, or higher. But, as a general rule, every distinct action or part of a spell almost doubles the base casting’s complexity.’
‘But that one looked like your normal spell, only filled with molten death.’
‘Aetheric Lance is one of the simplest attack spells. It only requires crystalizing Aether into a basic spear and then hurling it at a target. Theirs required a lot more work, even if they split it up.’
‘Split it?’
‘Elaine handled the Aetheric Lance aspects, which included hollowing it out so Sylvia could fill it with plasma. Then she not only held its structure intact, but she also compressed the entire Lance after impact.’
‘Why bother if it takes so much more effort? Her mana pool’s borked, right?’
‘Yeah, but other than a sliver of her own mana to spin up the construct, she relied on charged arcanite jewelry to power her spell. As to why she bothered, forcing the Lance smaller increased the plasma’s pressure and reinforced the surrounding containment. Without that extra stage, the Lance would have ruptured just after impact, letting much of the plasma escape outside instead of being pumped into Jaras.’
Reyna shuddered. ‘That had to be excruciating. And he’ll still come back?’
‘Meri and Sthuza are confident he will.’
‘What kind of defense will you come up with in case those bitches turn hostile?’
‘Seems unlikely at the moment. But if we have to fight them, all we need to do is avoid an ambush and take out Aren. Once he’s out of the picture, Brynja, Cindra, or Sthuza could handle the rest alone.’
‘Seriously? Fucking hells. With such bad-assed bitches around you, not sure what kind of place I’d have.’
Gabriel shook his head at Reyna’s self-doubt as he kept a careful watch on the adventurers.
One step at a time. I’ll work on helping her feel like she belongs after bringing her back to life.
Leryane and Molly regrouped with the two Gold mages moving closer to the devastated minotaur boss.
“Are you sure that was a wise attack?” Sylvia asked. “It looks like we did a lot of damage to his armor.”
Leryane and Molly stared at the breastplate-wearing mage. Understanding dawned in the elf’s sharp eyes, and she shook her head, whipping black braids about.
“No, you never loot a dungeon boss’ gear,” Darren said, moving over to join the women.
Elaine groaned, turning to Leryane with a slight smirk. “Oh gods, remember when that sniveling little twerp snatched that krynnic’s sword?”
Leryane scrunched her nose and furrowed her already angular brows. She huffed, scowling at the baroness. “How could I forget? That shit-for-brains’ greed got me killed.”
“Huh?” Sylvia asked, glancing between the veteran adventurers.
Darren grinned before dropping to one knee and drawing an unadorned hunting knife. “It’s fine to claim a boss’ Magic Stone or even harvest some body parts, but there’s no reason to loot their equipment. Best case, you carry it out of the dungeon, its enchantments fade, and it degrades into junk within a month or two.”
Leryane nodded as the armored man cut Jaras’ breastplate loose, then plunged the knife in, seeking the huge minotaur’s Magic Stone. “Worst case, the dungeon gets pissy, rocks fall, and everyone dies.”
She glanced over at Elaine, who stared back with a wicked smirk. “Well, almost everyone. Sometimes hanging back and acting aloof can be useful.”
A girlish giggle escaped Elaine. Darren chuckled while carving into Jaras’ torso.
“Anyway, I’d say this was a smashing success. Clearly, the dungeon has recovered even more than we’d dared hope,” Elaine said. “So, how would you two rate the fight?”
Molly adjusted her crystal glasses despite them not being out of place. “He was both stronger and faster than I expected. Still, a well-supported Gold-ranked tank should be able to handle him.”
“We’ll need to mention his armor,” Darren said. “Any parties delving here for their first boss fight might lack the firepower to punch through and kill him. Hells, I can’t believe he stayed conscious after Molly rang his bell.”
“Yeah, I agree. Which just leaves testing the dungeon’s defense mechanism,” Leryane replied, glancing back to where their other group stood, far removed near the massive cave entrance.
Molly shot a doubtful look at Darren as he removed an egg-sized white stone. “Are you certain this is a wise plan?”
“Relax, the portal’s right there. If the dungeon generates a response, we’ll duck out, leaving those three bigots to entertain whatever shows up.”
Reyna made a pithy remark, but a sharp poke from Sthuza demanded Gabriel’s full attention. A background of uneasiness bloomed from his bond with Merideva.
‘Sthuza?’
‘Master, I fear that foul undead witch has found another of the hidden passages. A sizeable force of zombies led by a pair of ghasts is fast marching on Elaine’s party.’
‘Damn it. How many of those secret tunnels are there?’ He reached out through Dungeon Sense, locating his Prime, then searched for the unpleasantness that indicated undead intruding into Merideva’s Domain.
Sthuza’s frustration and embarrassment radiated across their bond. ‘I am beginning to think Mistress Iylara downplayed the sheer number of them, Master. And unless we locate the assigned Domain Crystal, I fear we will never know how many remain.’
Once Gabriel found the first undead, the rest were easy to spot. Dozens of zombies marched out from what seemed to be a dead-end branch of the labyrinth. Zooming closer, Gabriel watched them step through an illusionary wall that appeared solid, even through Dungeon Sense.
‘How the hells is that rotten skank even finding all these places?’ Reyna asked, diverting Gabriel’s attention. ‘They’re fucking hidden, right? At least well enough you and that fancy glowing gem can’t find them.’
Gabriel chewed at his bottom lip as he considered Reyna’s point. ‘You’re right.’
‘I am… right, Master?’
Sighing, Gabriel shook his head. ‘Sorry, Reyna had a good point. It’s a question for later, but how does this Mistress know where so many hidden entrances are?’
‘Hmm, an excellent and most concerning question, Master. Do we have your permission to intercept these foul undead?’
‘Wh—yeah. Of course. Make sure you, Brynja, and Cindra stay safe. Rely on those minotaurs and their armor. That’s why Meri conjured them.’
‘Of course, Master. I believe we can handle the force we have seen thus far.’
‘Good. I’ll need to monitor Leryane and the others until they leave. They’re planning to use the portal after triggering the dungeon’s defensive response. But if the undead turn out stronger than expected, let me know.’
‘We will be fine, Master. Please ensure that Lady Merideva makes a sufficient display to convince them everything is working properly.’
Gabriel shifted his attention to Merideva, assuring her that Sthuza and the others could handle the undead invaders.
It looked like all zombies, other than two ghasts, so there shouldn’t be any real threat to my bonded…
‘Don’t worry so much, Alpha. Snakes and Birdbrain are seriously skilled bitches. And Boobs’ll cut down any of those rotten fucknuggets that approach her.’
Smiling at the dead lycan’s support, Gabriel focused on his physical body. Merideva’s crystalline orb was warm beneath his fingers as he stroked the Dungeon Core, soothing her.
Merideva wiggled in his lap. Her mixed pink and yellow glow flickered before she said, “G-Gabriel, could you add some magic with one of your Minions when they group up?”
“If that’s what you want, sure.” He grinned as bright pink spread across the Core, swallowing up much of the hesitant yellow.
“Thanks!” Merideva chirped. “I’m a little worried since we have nothing stronger than minotaurs to use.”
Gabriel paused, thinking back to his training. “How would a dungeon normally react to adventurers’ grouping up like this?”
“Hmm, I don’t know, exactly. But ED always said it was important to ‘put the fear of me into them.’”
“Right,” Gabriel drawled, suppressing a sigh. “Okay, so what do you plan on doing?”
“Um, would it be okay to respawn Jaras and send in those armored minotaurs hiding nearby?”
“You can bring him back already?”
Merideva bounced against his hand. “Yep. Floor bosses are super awesome! Though, each respawn in rapid succession will be slower than the last for a while.”
Gabriel nodded slowly. “Okay, that sounds as good as anything else we could do. And you want me to move Kestria up?”
“Please? Throwing some fancy spells in will really show them how awesomely dangerous I am.” The Core sent a surge of heated excitement across their bond.
It was obvious Merideva intended for it to be intimidating, but it felt more cute and spunky than terrifying. Reyna snickered in his head, but Gabriel only smiled.
“Let’s do it, Meri.” With that, he dove back into Dungeon Sense, reconnecting to the yawning cave of the boss arena.




Chapter Seventeen

Elaine, Sylvia, and Leryane crowded around a large, iron-banded chest Merideva exposed when they slew Jaras. The rest of their party blocked the trio of lower-ranked adventurers from approaching the glowing oval portal leading to the first floor.
Sylvia finished casting a Divination spell, studied the chest for at least a minute, and then nodded, canceling the magic. “Appears safe.”
A huge smile spread across Leryane’s face. It would have looked more natural on Cindra, the elf’s excitement almost visceral. “Awesome!” The Mithril-ranked adventurer dropped to her knees and slammed the unlocked chest open.
Elaine snickered, shaking her head. “I see you still get just as worked up over random loot.”
“Hey, this is what it’s all about,” Leryane said, leaning over the chest. “Just like a box of gnomish chocolate, never know what you’ll find.”
From his bird’s-eye view, Gabriel watched the trio retrieve several potions, a silver spell token, and two familiar-looking swords.
‘What’s that spell token?’ Gabriel asked, frowning.
‘Huh?’ Merideva replied, sounding distracted. ‘Oh, you mean the super special loot I generously gifted them for valiantly surviving my epic boss?’
Reyna snorted.
‘Yes, Meri. That silver spell token.’
‘I conjured it for the loot, silly.’
Gabriel forced his mind through a calming routine while Reyna’s raucous laughter echoed in his head.
‘I didn’t think you could conjure items like that. At least, not efficiently.’
‘Oh, right. Well, it was a little pricy, and totally too good for them, but… I
got a lot of DE for that battle. Since it was my first boss fight, I wanted to give them something special. It’s just a copy of one you used earlier.’ Merideva went silent, fear leaking across their bond. ‘Um, did I mess up?’
Instead of responding right away, Gabriel brought up the Interface and checked Merideva’s Dungeon Essence.
‘What the hells!? You gained over ten thousand just from that battle?’
‘Yep! And that’s after I conjured their trinkets and those orcs earlier. Though, the swords were from the gigantic pile of junk your bonded collected.’
‘That’s great!’
Merideva’s excitement rushed across their bond, flooding Gabriel with her infectious charm and leaving him feeling incredible.
‘Damn, that gem’s got you wrapped around her finger.’
Gabriel sent the mental image of a rude gesture at Reyna as he luxuriated in the raw joy radiating from the Dungeon Core.
“Is something wrong, El?” Leryane asked, drawing Gabriel’s attention back to the adventurers.
“I believe this sword belonged to one of Alberik’s men.” The baroness held a sheathed arming sword in both hands, a conflicted look in her brown eyes.
Sylvia opened her mouth but shut it again when Leryane gave a quick headshake.
After a brief silence, Elaine blew out a loud breath and turned to where the others waited at the chamber’s far end.
“You ready for us?” Wilden asked.
Leryane stared at her friend for several seconds, then glanced at Darren. Once he nodded, she glanced back to the gnome. “Yeah, go ahead and bring the losers in so we can get this over with.”
Having cleaned up after harvesting Jaras’ large Magic Stone, Darren retrieved his spiked club and strolled over to join the others.
His deadly inutari maid met Wilden halfway across the room and helped escort the trio of Silver-ranked adventurers.
All three scowled at the beastkin woman, who smirked in response. Ursa released a warning rumble, and they sped up, hurrying to group with Elaine and the rest.
Sylvia swallowed, her blue eyes glancing around the room as though expecting a horde of monsters to leap out of thin air. “How exactly does this ‘defense mechanism’ work?”
“Relax, Syl,” Leryane said. “The dungeon shouldn’t care how many of us group until monsters are nearby.”
Darren and Elaine nodded. “Exactly,” the baroness said, grinning. “So, Ryane, if you would…”
The elf tossed her dreads back behind her with a sharp shake, then grinned, her body language shifting in an instant.
Without a word, she slunk off, moving with fluid, predatory grace.
The adventurers-turned-prisoners looked around, their eyes wide. One shivered uncontrollably while his companions shifted and squirmed, rechecking their weapons.
‘I’m still surprised they let the raping shitstains bring their gear.’
‘Elaine may want to be sure they’re counted as adventurers by the dungeon. Plus, it would look bad to blatantly treat them as sacrificial lambs.’
‘True. Besides, doubt the three of ’em combined could muster up the balls to attack Leryane or Mr. Moneybags over there.’
‘Yeah. Especially after seeing how dangerous he is, even without that ridiculous club.’
Gabriel split his view, arranging twin Dungeon Sense windows side-by-side. One followed the swift elf while the other focused on the boss arena.
Leryane glided along the labyrinth halls. The only hint that she was not on a relaxed stroll through nature came from her sharp eyes.
Back in the cavernous arena, Darren stepped away from the others and began stretching. Despite his bulky armor, he flowed through a series of forms. Then he added his massive club, swinging it around in smooth, graceful arcs.
‘He’s at least as strong as Boobs, isn’t he? That spiked tree trunk’s gotta weigh more than me, and the bastard’s whipping it around like it’s made of balsa.’
‘More than likely. Orichalcum’s a little heavier than adamantite, so it could be twice the weight of her greatsword.’
Leryane found a trio of wandering minotaurs and dashed straight for them. Her sword flashed out. Blood sprayed from the first one’s furry chest, and the large brute bellowed.
Wicked grin giving away her excitement, she spun and raced back to the arena.
The minotaurs paused for a second before Merideva ordered them to pursue.
Leryane kept ahead, making frequent glances back to ensure they were still chasing her.
She led them by a dozen feet, bursting into the open chamber, their loud shouts announcing her return.
Then she blurred forward, no longer interested in baiting them onward. She skidded to a stop in front of Elaine and Sylvia.
The baroness quirked an eyebrow. “Only three?”
“Eh, they’ll suffice.” Leryane spun around, flourishing her blade and tonfa before striking a ready stance.
Still cowering between Ursa and Greyback, Calyb shot a pleading glance toward Elaine. “Th-this isn’t right. Please don’t.”
“Please do,” Darren growled. The armored man stalked forward, tilting his head side to side and triggering a series of satisfying pops. “Just think of this as your sentence. Who knows, if you’re lucky, your gods might even let you cash in any Favors you little pricks have.”
Leryane snickered. “If you do get a second chance, I’d strongly advise you to stay far away from Lostbarrow. Gabe and his ladies aren’t likely to show mercy twice.”
As the two groups merged, nine adventurers clustering together, Reyna’s mind-voice caught Gabriel’s attention.
‘What did he mean by if they’re lucky? I thought you get resurrected if you have a Divine Favor.’
‘Fundamentally, yes. But it’s a complicated and inexact practice. You earn them by performing actions or quests that benefit a chosen deity. But no matter how many Favors you stockpile, the gods aren’t forced to resurrect anyone. So I imagine being a blasphemer or just an all-around dick reduces your odds. Also, the nature of your death supposedly plays a role. There are stories of heroes being blessed by a god despite never having earned a single one.’
‘Oh. So… the fact those cowardly little shitstains are gonna die screaming like the limp-dicked cumrags they are makes ’em less likely to come back?’
‘Pretty much. That uncertainty probably keeps Elaine from wondering why Alberik and Kelith never resurrected. At least, I hope she doesn’t realize what actually happened.’
‘Speaking of that fucking cockwaffle, what’d you do with his soul gem?’ A hint of self-loathing colored Reyna’s mind-voice.
Gabriel sighed. ‘I assume it’s still in your pouch. We… I didn’t go through your things, just stored them. You will be coming back, so…’
Reyna remained quiet as the minotaurs advanced on the nine adventurers. The trio of monsters showed no hesitation despite being outnumbered.
Overhead, the defused lighting flashed, and most of the adventurers flinched.
“Welp, looks like we got the dungeon’s attention,” Leryane said.
Darren chuckled. “I’m curious to see what it throws at us. Because even buffed, those walking steaks wouldn’t pose a threat.”
Powerful magic flared around the stone throne, drawing everyone’s attention.
Leryane snickered. “Looks like you’ll get your shot at the boss after all, Arrie.”
Molly stepped away from Darren, moving to stand near the elven woman, spear held ready.
Sylvia and Kelvin stepped in front of Elaine. All three casters edged back closer to the shimmering portal up to the first floor.
Viewing from overhead, Gabriel watched a complex spiral elongate. Jaras’ hulking figure materialized within the glowing spell construct. Despite the horrendous damage earlier, his vanguard plate appeared pristine once more.
The paragon minotaur stood tall seconds later. He slammed his halberd’s butt against the stone floor, then stalked toward the adventurers.
The three spellcasters, plus Beldon, all turned to where a dozen conjuration circles blazed into being.
Jaras slowed, tilting his head, then nodded. He stopped, waiting for Merideva’s reinforcements.
‘Gabriel, could you maybe cast something cool on Jaras? I bet it’d make them so scared if he was all super quick and such.’
Reyna’s snickering echoed in Gabriel’s mind as he agreed, reaching out to Kestria.
As usual, the kobold yielded her very being to his presence. With a thought, he slipped into her sleek body and shook her arms, settling in.
Kestria crouched out of sight near another of the labyrinth entrances to the arena. He stepped out into the vast chamber, frowning at how far away Jaras and the other minotaurs were.
‘You can’t buff ’em from here?’ Reyna asked.
Gabriel shook Kestria’s head. ‘No, I can. Hells, after the growth I’ve experienced since meeting Meri, I could probably do it from the Core Room. But it’d be less efficient.’
‘You’re not planning on teleporting your hunky ass down and hiding behind that stone chair or anything stupid like that, are you?’
‘No, of course—’
Gabriel flashed a delighted kobold smirk as a flicker of possibility struck him.
‘What the hells are you planning, Fucker?’
Chuckling, he focused on Translocation, tracing back at the nebulous idea. He anchored his full awareness in the petite kobold, then triggered the dungeon power.
The world around him flashed. Kestria fell to her knees, but he rose to stand without issue.
“What was that?” Sylvia asked.
“I don’t know,” Elaine replied, “but keep your eyes peeled, Syl. Dungeons can be unpredictable when antagonized.”
Kelvin huffed. “I’m still not sure you should be a part of this.”
“Can your yammering. Just focus on protecting El’s ass. The rest of us can handle this.”
Gabriel stepped out from behind the throne to find the elf and Molly advancing to join Darren. Both of them flinched when they spotted the shadowy kobold.
Gabriel ignored the adventurers’ reactions, focusing on the mammoth minotaur before him.
Jaras made even Cindra look short and petite. Staring up at the vanguard-plated behemoth from Kestria’s perspective was intimidating.
Gabriel pushed all discomfort aside and dove into a potent Haste spell. He didn’t rush but still got the magic off by the time twelve armored minotaurs joined their leader.
The three monsters kited in by Leryane charged toward the elf. She danced back, drawing them in close to the trio of sacrificial adventurers.
Two men shrieked in terror, backpedaling and flailing.
‘The fuck, Alpha? I thought Silver-ranked meant they could handle something like a half-naked minotaur.’
‘One on one? Yeah, but it could go either way. Most adventurers rank up a lot slower than we have.’
Leryane crouched, magic swirling beneath her, then leapt twenty feet away, trapping the three would-be rapists between frenzied minotaurs and Wilden’s pets.
‘Nice setup, girl!’
Gabriel ignored Reyna’s cheering and instead checked his pool.
Mana 63%
Kestria 92%
Damn. That could be useful. And since Meri wants to make a big show of this, let’s not hold back.
Gabriel focused on the kobold. ‘Are you all right?’
‘Kestria is eager to enhance Crystal Chief’s reputation. Tribe stands ready to help.’
Nodding her head, he flashed a wicked kobold grin at the adventurers. He dove into another casting of Haste, this time tapping his own pool to reinforce the magic.
Kestria aided him with anchoring the spell to all twelve armored minotaurs as they rumbled ahead. As an afterthought, he tagged the kobold in as well.
They both shuddered as they released the spell.
Mana 60%
Kestria 73%
‘Not bad. Want to try some offensive magic?’
‘Kestria will follow War Chief’s lead.’
Gabriel considered the battle briefly before deciding to test casting from the scepter through his Minion.
The three Silver-ranked men had survived the first attack, though blood soaked Beldon’s torn robe.
Ursa and Greyback munched on the dead minotaurs, seeming uninterested in the larger battle playing out.
Elaine and Sylvia wove a single-circle spell in tandem. The briefest glance their way revealed the beginnings of Aetheric Lance.
Gabriel left them alone, curious to see their result.
Darren stalked forward, thick tiger’s maw helmet flowing out to conceal his grinning face.
Molly and Leryane advanced on his left, so Gabriel nudged six now-Hasted minotaurs at the duo.
Sinking into a flow with Kestria, he tapped his scepter, drawing out Binding Shades. He struggled with directing the spell circle to form before the kobold for a moment.
Once it blazed into place, it took them only seconds to manifest all the glyphs. Gabriel grinned at the thought of how useful casting scepter spells through Kestria could be.
‘Would War Chief wish Kestria add Creeping Darkness to this magic?’
Creeping Darkness?
‘Kestria had to make up name for War Chief’s most excellent dark magic. The one which so assailed the wild ones’ shamans.’
‘Right. You can cast that?’
She bobbed her head. ‘Yes, War Chief.’
‘Okay then, let’s see what happens.’
With his permission, Kestria began weaving Creeping Darkness while Gabriel held the first spell ready to release.
As the kobold traced glyphs with her jade-capped, golden staff, he watched Jaras.
The armored mountain surged forward in an avalanche of violence. His hoof strikes were like thunder as he charged at Darren.
The older adventurer rushed to meet him, huge club raised and ready.
They clashed in a deafening boom, Jaras catching Darren’s earth-shattering strike on his wall-like shield.
The minotaur held his place, an unflinching bulwark.
Darren bounced back, shaking his helmeted head and testing the heft of his heavy club. “Damn, but you’re a tough bastard, aren’t ya?”
“Still think Plasma Lance was overkill?” Elaine asked.
Sylvia shook her head as the pair sealed off their tandem spell. “No… not at all.”
Jaras huffed, then beckoned Darren in.
“Let’s see just how tough that shield of yours is, then.”
The powerful adventurer whipped his club in sweeping arcs. Every strike produced thunderous crashes as Jaras caught them on his thick shield.
Kestria completed her spell, and Gabriel picked Kelvin as their target.
‘Meri wants them scared, so we shouldn’t play to their tune, should we?’
‘Hells yeah, Alpha. Betcha the guard chick will shriek.’
Grinning, Gabriel and Kestria released their spells at the same time.
A flicker of strain washed across their bond, but he pushed through.
Both shadowy spells manifested, spreading out to surround the three spellcasting adventurers in a dense dome of inky shadows.
Gabriel’s Darkvision pierced the magical gloom, and he watched dozens of flailing tentacles grasp at the three blinded adventurers.
A high-pitched, terrified shriek drowned out the other voices.
‘Told ya.’
He scanned the battlefield, looking for the best way to assist Merideva’s monsters.
Eight armored minotaurs swarmed Molly and Leryane. The two women fought with incredible grace and skill, showing more teamwork than Gabriel expected.
As he watched, they landed multiple grazing hits on the Hasted minotaurs. But these were the elite force Merideva had conjured alongside Jaras.
They lacked his vanguard plate, but goblin grass gambesons covered most of their furry bodies, with thick bronze plates protecting their vitals.
Most carried shields as well, their skillful usage mitigating most of the women’s strikes.
The four wielding glaives focused solely on offense, pushing the pair back with their greater reach and speed.
‘It’s fucking cheating to have Haste and damn polearms.’
Gabriel snickered. ‘I think that’s the point. One of the first rules about delving was that grouping past six means everything changes, and the dungeon seems determined to kill your entire party.’
‘How many do you plan on killing?’ Reyna asked, her tone shifting, doubt seeping into her mind-voice.
‘Just the three little lambs they brought for Meri. The rest we want to intimidate. At least, if we can.’
While Leryane and Molly continued to yield ground, neither had suffered injury. And only seven minotaurs pressed them, one falling behind after the inutari maid shattered his knee.
The three bigots tried for the portal, but Wilden tsked. “Don’t bother. Your only way outta here is slaying all those cute minotaurs.”
The trio ignored the gnome, rushing forward. But when Ursa reared up on her back legs, growling, they blanched.
Reyna laughed as two of them fell, scrambling away on their backsides.
Magic flared around Elaine. A quick glance revealed the noblewoman crawling through the writhing shadow tentacles on her hands and knees.
Several lashed at her, but they crashed against a mesh of glowing hexagons wrapped tight around her.
The impacts jarred her, but she kept scurrying toward the edge.
Reyna sighed. ‘I’d have expected watching her struggle to be more entertaining. It’s not. I almost feel like cheering for her.’
Gabriel stayed silent, allowing the lycan to work through her tangled emotions. He left a sliver of awareness on the baroness so Reyna could satisfy herself.
Switching to where Jaras and Darren stood in the same place, he watched them trade blows.
The veteran adventurer swung at Jaras with his spiked club. Jaras deflected it wide and stepped in, thrusting his spear at Darren’s throat.
A tiger-striped vambrace swept in, batting the lethal strike aside.
Darren slashed with his armor’s claws. They scratched across the dense plate shielding the minotaur’s gut with a shudder-inducing screech.
The pair shoved off each other, resetting their feet, then clashed again.
Seeing the pair of brutes content to almost stand still in the center of the room, Gabriel grinned and released his magic. Jaras’ armor and shield glowed as power washed over thick metal.
Armor Reinforcement was one of the spells drilled into every student at the Academy. While Haste was more potent, casting and maintaining it was far more expensive. As many times as Gabriel had used the spell to strengthen defenses, his bonded’s or monsters’, it was almost second nature at this point.
Seconds later, he triggered Translocation.
Kestria gurgled as the world resettled around them.
‘You okay?’
‘Kestria will endure, War Chief. Do not hold back.’
Nodding her head, he reached out and slapped Jaras’ backplate with a four-fingered hand, anchoring his magic to the enchanted suit of vanguard plate.
“Hey, this is a mano a mano fight. Don’t spoil it!” Darren said, sounding affronted. The powerful adventurer dashed to the side, darting around Jaras, and launched a roundhouse kick at Kestria, riding the momentum of his last swing.
Gabriel taunted the older man with a mischievous grin and finger wave before triggering Translocation.
Bitter bile bubbled up in the back of Kestria’s throat. Before he could worry, she cut off her sense of taste. ‘Kestria will endure. War Chief will make Crystal Chief look good.’
Gabriel responded with a wave of gratitude, hoping to soothe his Minion’s suffering. Her colorful vision swam with nausea, so he switched to Dungeon Sense.
Jaras spun on Darren, catching the distracted man in the leg with a vicious thrust.
Darren grunted, pivoting away on the other. He leapt back, grunting again, then shifted side to side, testing. “Not bad.”
Jaras remained silent, observing the adventurer with unflappable patience. When Darren didn’t advance, Jaras copied the man’s earlier behavior, cracking his neck in a mocking display.
“Aren, stop playing with him,” Molly shouted, sounding both exasperated and prim.
“Come on, Mol. Just let me have a couple minutes. This guy’s tough enough to take a hit and keep coming.”
The inutari huffed.
Leryane laughed, dove past a minotaur, slashing at his leg, then glanced over to the writhing shadow spectacle. “Hey, you okay in there, El?”
“Peachy, Ry. Just… peachy.”
The elf chuckled, shaking her head in amusement as she rolled to her feet. “Let me know if that little kobold gets to be too much for you three.”
Sylvia cursed.
Gabriel studied Darren’s moves, waiting for the right moment, then Translocated again.
Kestria’s stomach protested, but the devoted kobold snuffed its rebellion out with ruthless ferocity.
Her clawed hand slapped against Jaras’ massive, dented shield as Gabriel set the last target for Armor Reinforcement.
He shot Darren another cocky wave and released it.
The spell suffused the minotaur’s inches-thick vanguard plate suit and hundred-pound shield with even more magic than Merideva had imbued them with.
“Hey, that… that’s cheating. You cute little twerp.”
“Aren…”
The huge armored man jerked at Molly’s icy tone. Having glanced toward his maid, he missed Jaras’ next strike.
The paragon minotaur did not miss.
Darren went with the heavy blow, tumbling away.
Leryane cackled. “Are you flirting with a kobold, Arrie?”
“No!” he growled, rolling to his feet. “That’s not funny, you old hag. Mol would have my balls in a vise if I flirt with any monsters.”
Several heads glanced at the scowling inutari. Locks of raven’s-wing hair slipped free of her tight bun as she gave a single, emphatic nod.
Pursed lips twitched to one side, a flicker of mirth leaking through her glower. Then her battlestaff blazed with fire, and she launched an all-or-nothing overhead slash at the closest minotaur.
The empowered staff head carved through his bronze helmet. Half of the monster’s head flew free after she ripped the glowing weapon from his neck.
‘Damn! I like her,’ Reyna sent.
Darren reengaged with Jaras, off-balance as the towering floor boss shifted onto the offensive.
Despite Molly’s brutal kill, the other six armor minotaurs pushed her and Leryane back, the pair joining up with Wilden and the three bigots.
The elf glanced over her shoulder. “Hey, Wil, you wanna lend a hand?”
“Not really, no.”
Leryane swore under her breath.
Elaine escaped from the grasping shadows and stood, dusting herself off. “Too bad. Tell Ursa to drive the scum into action. If we need to fall back, I don’t want them slipping through the portal.”
The gnome huffed, tossing his tangled white hair about. “Fine.”
He waved in the bear’s direction, and she roared.
All three Silver-ranked men glared at the baroness but moved to join Leryane and Molly. Ursa held back, but Greyback rushed in, barking.
The last four minotaurs bellowed in unison and charged toward the growing melee.
‘Gabriel, they’re not taking my super dangerous fight seriously enough. What can I do? If they win, I’m totally going to be a joke!’
Pulling back from Kestria momentarily, Gabriel sent soothing, confident thoughts toward the panicking Core.
‘Don’t worry, Meri. Let’s send in Rade and his archers.’
Merideva perked up in a flash, and Gabriel couldn’t help but chuckle at her excited warmth.
‘Oh yeah!’




Chapter Eighteen

Gabriel settled back into Kestria, pleased that Darren hadn’t targeted her while he was distracted.
But what can I do to escalate tensions without revealing myself?
‘Perhaps War Chief could cast one of Kestria’s spells?’
The kobold’s suggestion surprised him, and he started to decline, then grinned.
She opened her mind to him, inviting Gabriel to peruse her every thought and memory. Reaching in, he brushed across the spells the shaman had experience with.
‘I’ve been meaning to learn Sleep.’
Kestria nodded, diving right into the spell.
Gabriel merged into her casting, reinforcing her magical might and mana with his own.
The version Kestria wove affected everyone in an area, but Gabriel found it effortless to cut out space for each of the armored minotaurs clashing against five adventurers.
As the three men joined in, Leryane and Molly pressed their attackers. The minotaurs were better armored and faster, but the two skilled adventurers landed minor hits with increasing frequency.
Leryane killed one, slitting his throat when he lunged at Molly. Another fell, bleeding out from a jagged gash the inutari’s spear ripped through his inner thigh.
Beldon triggered a wand, firing a streak of Aetheric Missiles that splattered across four minotaurs.
None of the tiny magical blasts claimed a monster. But mounting wounds slowed them despite Haste.
Kestria sealed her spell, Gabriel riding along and feeling like it was his own cast. They released as one.
There was no flashy display, no thunderous noise to announce the magical attack.
A flicker of mana glimmered in the air around the bloody, clamorous melee.
Both Silver-ranked swordsmen collapsed. One died before he hit the ground as a minotaur bashed his skull in.
Stumbling, Beldon went from scared and angry to total exhaustion in mid-step. A wand slipped from his fingers.
Greyback gave a single barked yawn, then slumped, sliding to a stop on the bare stone.
“Greyback!” Wilden howled. Terror poured forth from the wide-eyed gnome.
“Are—”
Leryane spun at Molly’s plaintive cry. Face paling, she blurred into a headfirst slide. She caught the falling inutari in her arms, slipping past a pair of minotaur axes.
Darren swiped at Jaras, then leapt back, turning toward the melee. “Molly!”
“I’ve got her, Arrie. Don’t freak. But playtime’s over. Wil, I could use a damned hand. Now.”
The previously jovial man gave a brutal nod, spinning to face Jaras. A mana surge flared, centered on the tiger-themed figure, and he blurred into action.
Jaras blocked a dozen strikes, but almost as many slipped past his huge shield. Dents sprang up across his armor, and he staggered back.
‘Fuck, that pervert really is a terrifying monster when he gets serious,’ Reyna muttered.
Gabriel resumed controlling Kestria, casting Heroic Confidence. He threw his full attention into the enhancement spell, hoping it would add enough to convince the adventurers that cheating in the dungeon was a serious risk.
‘Gabriel! I want! I want, I want, I want!’
Merideva’s sudden, frantic chanting almost cost him the budding spell.
After securing his progress and handing over part of the magic to Kestria, he focused on the Dungeon Core.
‘What’s wrong, Meri?’
Even as he opened up to her, he scanned the battlefield, then sighed in exasperation.
‘Gabriel! I want that cute, cuddly owlbear. I need him!’
He rolled Kestria’s eyes as Reyna howled with uncontrolled laughter in the back of his mind.
Leryane crouched near Wilden, Molly still limp in her arms. The elf stared over at the gnome, mouth agape. “Seriously, Wil? You brought an untamed owlbear?”
The gnome sulked, struggling to meet her disappointed glare. Despite that, his hands worked at a blazing spell circle. “You said you needed help.”
“Why did you even have a gods-damned untamed owlbear in an S-Crystal?”
Wilden sealed his magic and released it with an angry slash. He hurled a handful of seeds toward the larger battle.
“The mayor in Wildeport was raising a fuss. Poor thing escaped from a mage’s lab. I was going to carry it out west and release it.”
Leryane huffed. “Too late for that now. Grab Greyback, and then we’re out of here.”
Six of Merideva’s armored minotaurs clashed with a stocky, bear-like monster who stood seven feet tall on all fours.
Its avian face, razor-sharp beak, and feathers made the source of its name clear. Rearing back, it slashed with the gleaming claws of a front paw.
A sturdy, armored minotaur went flying. He crashed down over ten feet away, groaning on impact.
Gabriel stared at the immense, glittering, black-and-white beast.
‘Huh, never seen one with crystal feathers,’ Reyna sent, sounding far too casual and relaxed for Gabriel’s comfort.
‘Please capture it for me, Gabriel! It’s so pretty!’
He started to reply but paused, sighing instead. Throwing his full attention back to casting, he rushed Heroic Confidence, selected all the upright minotaurs and a dozen orc archers, then released the spell.
Kestria swayed as they both fueled the potent magical buff.
Swirls of power infused Merideva’s warriors. Rade gave a fierce war cry, soon taken up by the other orcs.
They drew back their devastating longbows and loosed another volley at the three adventurers near the writhing shadow tentacles. Arrows shattered against a light-blue dome.
Sylvia panted. Her dirty blonde hair was a mess, with blood trickling down her forehead. Her hands traced through glyphs, forming another spellshield.
Elaine shot a fierce glare at Darren as she drew a spell token. “Still don’t think the dungeon’s serious?”
“Damn, maybe it is functioning properly.” He swung at Jaras again, but the inspired floor boss batted the powerful blow aside, leaned forward, and let rip a spine-chilling roar.
“Ya think?” Leryane groused. “I’ve got Molly, and Wil’s grabbing the pup. Let’s get before that wild beast finishes with those muscly mancows.”
The slender elf tossed the armored inutari over one shoulder, sheathed her saber, and started for the portal.
‘Th-they’re not gonna steal my baby, are they, Gabriel?’
‘Your “baby”?’
‘Yep, I named him Fluffy. Isn’t he just the cutest?’
Gabriel wasn’t sure what was worse: Merideva’s saccharine murmuring or Reyna’s raucous cackling.
Part of me wants to strangle them both.
‘Heh, too bad, Alpha. You can’t wrap your hands around either of our throats. Though, if you’re…’
Gabriel willed his mind closed, blocking out the aroused lycan and Merideva’s outlandish fantasy.
‘Come on, Kestria. Let’s see if we can’t capture that maneater for Meri.’
‘Kestria has faith in War Chief.’
The seeds Wilden had thrown were now a massive sprawl of grasping, writhing vines. Two minotaurs were caught in their thick, fibrous clutches, struggling as the animated plants coiled and tightened about them.
Several more tangled around the crystal owlbear’s back legs, but the powerful monster didn’t seem interested in staying still.
Hard to blame him. Can’t imagine being stuffed in a tiny magical prison. Now, how do I capture an owlbear?
Slaying and sealing it in a normal S-Crystal would be easy enough. At least, Gabriel assumed killing it would be simple.
But Merideva needed living creatures willing to bond with her, which complicated the issue.
That gnome must be a capable little prick to force a live, untamed monster into a crystal. It’s not something I heard of at the Academy.
The enormous, thrashing monster—or, Fluffy—let out a thunderous roar that was half bassy ursine growl and half brassy honk.
It spun in place, slashing at the vines restraining its rear legs. Gleaming crystal talons sliced through the fibrous magical plants with terrifying ease.
Beldon struggled against a vine that had caught his foot, drawing the beast’s attention.
Fluffy rose on his rear legs, front paws spreading wide, and roared again.
Then he slammed one down on the lethargic mage’s legs.
Beldon screamed, tearing his throat raw.
‘Kestria, do you have any thoughts on capturing it?’
The kobold shook her head.
‘Kestria will help while War Chief finds way.’
Gabriel winced as Fluffy grabbed the struggling man with foot-long talons and tossed him into the air. The owlbear almost doubled in length, leaping up to catch the flailing, whimpering mage in his beak.
Beldon went silent when Fluffy bit him in half, swallowing his upper body in a single gulp.
‘Fuck! I didn’t realize they were so… brutal.’
‘Yeah, there’s a reason the Guild limits their hunting to Gold and up.’
Since the adventurers were retreating, Gabriel cut the tap fueling the writhing tentacles and darkness. Then he triggered Translocation, positioning Kestria closer to the owlbear.
As the few remaining vines struggled to entangle the enraged beast, Gabriel dove into Binding Shades.
Kestria assisted him, pouring all the mana and focus she could muster into a much stronger casting of the shadowy magic.
Motion near the portal drew Gabriel’s attention, and he shifted a sliver of awareness.
Darren stood protectively in front of his comrades. Kelvin and Sylvia stumbled through the shimmering portal, escaping to the first floor. Wilden must have already passed through with Greyback.
Leryane shifted Molly’s position over her shoulder, her slender chest rising and falling as she sucked down air. The slim elf grinned at Darren. “Well, satisfied?”
The older man snorted, then nodded. “Yeah. Seems Lostbarrow’s going to be on the rise again. Get Molly through. I’ll be right behind you.”
The elf snickered. “Don’t do anything stupid. I’ve no interest in getting tongue-lashed by a frantic beastkin if you get yourself killed, Arrie.” Leryane flashed him a wicked smirk. “That seems more to your tastes.”
Gabriel withdrew to his spellcasting as she darted through the portal.
Unleashing Binding Shades the instant he completed the spell, he tapped Kestria’s knowledge again, spinning up a twin-circle construct.
‘You handle the basics of Sleep. I’ll weave in all the focusing and intensity glyph formulae I know.’
‘Yes, War Chief.’
Fluffy roared as thick, inky tendrils wrapped around his legs, snaking up to capture him.
“Uh, should we shoot that thing, Knyaz?” Rade asked.
Sparing a glance at the orc archers, Gabriel shook Kestria’s head.
“You’d just piss it off. Fall back and keep watch. See about getting some heavy ropes or chains,” he said, using Kestria’s voice.
“On it, my Knyaz.”
The surviving minotaurs crawled or hobbled away from the enraged owlbear as it strained against the grasping shadows. Its back flexed, and a spray of crystalline flechettes shot out, cutting down a pair who stood nearby.
‘For fuck’s sake. Did you see that, Alpha? Those glittering feathers cut ’em in fucking half!’
A flash of light drew Gabriel’s attention to the vanishing portal.
‘Did they all make it to the first floor?’ he sent to Merideva.
‘Yep! Thanks for helping make me look super cool. They were totally talking about how scary awesome my dungeon is. And they brought me such a cute present!’
Ignoring her cheerful depiction of the man-eating monster thrashing before him, Gabriel focused on empowering Kestria’s Sleep spell further.
Still tangled within Binding Shades, Fluffy tossed the mage’s lower half into the air, reared back, and swallowed the rest of his gory snack.
As the kobold shaman finished her portion of the magic, Gabriel layered in a last series of glyphs, then sealed the spell and released it.
Fluffy roared, spinning toward the lone kobold. Blood-red eyes glared with pure hatred and suffering as he sized up the tiny morsel.
The monstrous brute surged forward. Shadowy tendrils shredded, others stretched, yielding to Fluffy’s incredible strength.
A visible mana wave washed through the air as the potent enchantment approached the owlbear.
Kestria panted, and Gabriel couldn’t be sure how much of the dull throbbing in his head was feedback from her versus his own body protesting.
Another bloodcurdling roar accompanied Fluffy bursting free of the shadows. He leapt twenty feet forward, crouching to spring again.
The augmented Sleep spell crashed into the crystal-feathered monster, and Gabriel gulped.
Fluffy roared in protest. But his murderous beak widened rather than snapping shut. He started prowling toward Kestria.
Steps slowing, he let out a wimpier, plaintive hooting growl, then slumped to the ground.
Two enormous eyes glared into Gabriel’s soul. Gradually, Fluffy’s eyelids drooped shut.
Gabriel sighed in relief. With the owlbear asleep, he relaxed his iron grip on Kestria.
The shadowstalker kobold sagged to her knees.
‘Sorry about being so forceful.’
“Kestria needs no apologies, War Chief. Tribe has served Crystal Chief well?”
‘Yep! You were amazing, Kestria!’ Merideva gushed.
Gabriel pulled back further, returning to his physical body. “Satisfied now, Meri?”
Merideva’s orb glowed a vibrant, almost painful pink as she wiggled in his lap. “Thanks so much for rescuing Fluffy! Those meanies wanted to steal my loveable cuddle buddy.”
“I-I don’t even know where to begin…”
‘Ha, don’t act tough, Alpha. You love that goofy crystal ball. Otherwise, you wouldn’t’ve bothered trying to capture a fucking owlbear.’ Reyna snickered. ‘Hey, think she can conjure more like she did with Gwen?’
Gabriel gave a long, frustrated sigh as the lycan howled with laughter.
Stroking Merideva’s orb, he checked on his bonded, confirming they had dealt with the undead band and were headed back. The Dungeon Core rambled on about her beloved pet, her voice overflowing with eagerness.
Now I just have to figure out how to tame the damn thing.
◆◆◆
 
Sthuza led Brynja and Cindra into the Core Room. Cindra rushed over and pulled Gabriel into a passionate embrace.
Once the hellhound slaked her need for Packmaster, she handed him over to the serpentine gorgon.
Sthuza held him for a moment, all four arms clutching him close as she claimed a kiss of her own. Releasing him, she smiled, flashing her fangs.
“Greetings, Master. I trust everything went well with the adventurers?”
Gabriel sighed as a pink flare filled the room. “Yeah, though Leryane’s gnome friend brought Meri a pet.”
The gorgon arched an eyebrow while head-snakes rocked with laughter at his obvious annoyance.
“Ooo! Glowy Lady has special little friend?”
“That is excellent news,” Brynja said, stepping forward. Her stunning silver-blue eyes flashed with a swirl of emotions.
Sensing desire and embarrassment across their bond, Gabriel paused, then reached out to grab the statuesque valkyrie.
She gasped, wings fluttering, before a bright smile lit her face.
He pulled her close and hugged her, careful not to pinch her feathered wings. “I’m glad all three of you are safe and sound.”
“Ah, y-yes. We are most pleased to report our victory, my lord.”
Instead of releasing the red-faced woman, Gabriel held her in a firm embrace. A second later, her wings wrapped around him.
Approval washed across his bond with Sthuza, reinforced by the waves of gratitude and serenity radiating from Brynja.
Glancing over the valkyrie’s shoulder, he spotted Cindra’s glowing eyes and wolfish grin.
“Now that they’re back, it’s time to bond Fluffy, right, Gabriel?”
“Fluffy?” Sthuza asked.
“Yep! He’s the sweetest, most adorablest owlbear ever!”
Gabriel met his Prime’s gaze, then rolled his eyes.
‘I take it Lady Merideva may be slightly exaggerating his cuteness?’
‘You could say that.’
“Ooo, where is new Packfriend?”
After one last gentle squeeze, Gabriel released Brynja. A whispered sigh slipped from her as her wings folded tight around her.
The valkyrie shook herself, then nodded. “I, too, would like to meet Lady Merideva’s newest noble ally. But, this… Fluffy is an owlbear?”
Merideva zipped through the air, weaving rapid figure eights. “Yep! He’s got the most glorious crystalline feathers and beautiful carmine eyes.”
Sthuza smirked, head-snakes swaying. Brynja’s lips pursed in disbelief as she struggled against the cognitive dissonance of a beautiful, fluffy owlbear.
Cindra beamed, her own energetic nature feeding into Merideva’s delusional storytelling.
“He’s super sweet. I’m sure you’ll all love him. Oh! Maybe you can take him on walks. Fluffy loves scenic walks through my forest on the sixth floor. Rade’s watching over him near Knossis.”
Gabriel reached out and grabbed the zigzagging Core. “Meri, maybe you’re getting a little ahead of yourself.”
“Cindra enjoys chasing little fuzzys through woods. Maybe Fluffy will like them, too?”
Reyna laughed at the hellhound’s thoughtful expression, but Gabriel blocked her out of his head.
“Meri, focus. Can you force him to submit? Gwen’s the only nonhumanoid we’ve added, and she was very much willing to join me.”
Merideva’s glow took on a harsh red undertone. “What? I’d never force Fluffy to do anything he doesn’t want to!”
Gabriel winced as Merideva’s fierce intensity slammed across their bond.
“Lady Merideva, I believe Master is curious if you can bond with… Fluffy on your own, or if he will need to apply some degree of magical assistance.”
The reddish-pink orb stopped struggling against Gabriel’s grip. “Huh? Oh, yeah…”
“Meri?”
All hints of red vanished beneath softer pink. Swirls of blue bled in, and she wiggled in place. “Um… maybe you could help calm him down? O-only a little. He’s just terrified after being trapped by that wicked gnome.”
Gabriel started to reply, then paused, mouth open. He triggered Dungeon Sense, seeking Rade.
It only took seconds to locate the orc leader, and Gabriel suppressed the urge to sigh.
Rade and a dozen orcs worked with over a score of minotaurs, straining at thick ropes.
Fluffy thrashed and roared, fighting against the crowd restraining him.
“How am I supposed to calm an enraged owlbear? They’re said to be reasonably intelligent, but everything I’ve heard also suggests they’re prone to berserker rages.”
“Aww, please, Gabriel? Maybe you can do some of that fancy mind magic you found in that spellbook I gave you?”
He paused, trying to figure out what Merideva was talking about.
“Wait, Kelith’s?”
The Core bobbed. “Yep. Remember how I helped you sort through all that trash he and his meanies littered in my beautiful dungeon?”
Sthuza’s giggle drew his attention. The gorgon flashed a mischievous smirk before turning serious. “You have been studying the fundamentals of his spellbook, Master. Perhaps this is an opportune moment for you to test such magic on a simpler target. One who is already hostile and restrained.”
After a moment’s thought, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, it’s worth a shot.”
“Oh, thank you, Gabriel!” Merideva gushed, slipping from his fingers to slam against his chest.
‘Think you can do it, Alpha?’ Something about Reyna’s tone struck Gabriel as off, but he couldn’t quite put a finger on it.
‘Won’t know till I try. But, for Meri’s sake, I hope so.’
◆◆◆
 
Two hours later, Gabriel fought down every instinct screaming for him to run away.
Fluffy reared up, tossing another screaming orc into the air. His beak snapped open as he caught the green monster and bit down.
The rest of Merideva’s monsters threw more ropes over the massive owlbear as the orc’s chest and head crashed down in a puddle of blood and viscera.
“Anchor it to that tree,” Sthuza ordered. Her four arms clenched a thick cable of arachne silk that crossed over Fluffy’s broad back, then looped around his neck.
Holding the other end, Cindra and Rade surged toward an ancient oak tree.
‘Holy hellhound tits, did you see the way Fluffy uprooted that last one?’
Reyna’s entertained tone did nothing to calm Gabriel.
He glanced down at Cuix and Kestria, ensuring the pair of casters were ready to assist with his next attempt.
Fluffy roared, drowning out the dying orc’s screams. Another goblin grass rope snapped, and more panicked cries rang out.
“Be careful. You’re gonna hurt Fluffy!”
Gabriel tasted blood when he bit the inside of his lip to avoid shouting at Merideva.
Syrkirus stood watch over the Dungeon Core, plucking her out of midair whenever she started edging too close.
Focusing on his magic, Gabriel channeled mana into a triple-circle construct. Kestria joined in without issue, but he had to dive into Cuix’s bond to guide the inexperienced caster.
The three of them circled, working in unison to complete a single complex magic.
Soothing Waves was the most potent mind-influencing spell Gabriel had studied from Kelith’s spellbook.
If this doesn’t work, we’ll have to kill it before Meri runs out of monsters.
Gabriel devoted himself to casting. His hands traced unfamiliar glyphs with slow, deliberate care.
More shouts and pained cries echoed within the forest clearing. Sthuza’s bond remained calm and steady, so he ignored them.
Minutes passed before the three spellcasters finished. Anchoring the magic to Fluffy took almost no effort.
Gabriel released the spell, dropping to his knees as a sizeable chunk of his mana pool rushed toward the owlbear. A golden haze flickered around Fluffy, faint purple accents giving the magical glow a sinister tint.
“Come on, work.”
The owlbear’s colossal head was pinned to the bloody ground now. Cindra and Rade strained at the silk cable wrapped around a massive oak.
On the opposite side, Sthuza’s thirty-foot-long tail still coiled tight around a stout fir. Corded muscles along the powerful gorgon’s arms stood out like spun mithril. The thick tree she wrapped around cracked, her scaled coils stripping bark and exposing splintered wood.
Fluffy roared again, a quieter sound. He bucked, rear claws throwing up dirt.
The magical haze faded, and Gabriel grinned as the restrained owlbear let out a plaintive whimper.
“Yay, Packmaster!”
“Fool! Do not let go until Massster sssaysss ssso.”
“Oops.”
“G-Gabriel, did it work?” Merideva struggled to escape Syrkirus’ large hand.
“Yeah. Yeah, I think it did.” Gabriel exhaled before forcing his weary body to stand. “Now, you need to bond him before the spell wears off.”
Brynja dropped out of the sky. Her mithril shield had more gouges, but she appeared safe and whole. “Is it safe to approach, my lord?”
“Yeah. I’ll probably have to touch him to help Merideva bond him.”
“Yes, Master. But perhaps a few more lines, just in case.”
Cindra and Rade tied off their end, then rushed over to help a squad of sweat-soaked minotaurs with others.
“Come on, Meri. Let’s get this over with.”
The glowing Core blazed bright as she darted over to join Gabriel.
With Fluffy docile, it only took Merideva a few minutes to accept the enormous beast as another of her loyal monsters.
All the stress washed out of Gabriel’s body the instant Fluffy’s presence manifested within the complex connection he shared with Merideva.
He dropped back onto his butt, uncaring of the bloody mud. “It’s done.”
Sthuza uncoiled from her tree and slithered over. “Congratulations, Lady Merideva.”
“Thanks!” The Core flared brighter, her pink glow almost painful. She zipped through the air, vibrating with excitement. “And thank you so much, Gabriel! Fluffy’s going to be totally magnificent!”
Gabriel chuckled when she slammed into his chest and rubbed against him like Gwenaelle might. “I’m glad we could manage it, Meri.”
Merideva’s pleasure flooded across their bond, and it was all he could do to remain aware. “Okay, job’s done, so let’s head home. I’m thinking of a nice hot bath, then straight to bed.”
Cindra rumbled, rushing over to grab him up in a crushing hug. “Cindra will wash Packmaster, then mating.”
Sthuza rose on her coils and grinned as she met Gabriel’s pleading look. “We were quite busy today, Master, and Cindra performed well. Perhaps a reward is in order?”
Feeling Cindra’s tail thumping behind her, Gabriel huffed but couldn’t fight back a grin.
‘Gods damn it, Fucker. You’ve gotta learn to say no.’




Chapter Nineteen

Another night of rest left Gabriel feeling better. Still, a tinge of bone-deep weariness remained from the stress he had put upon his body and pool fighting the s’kraith and Triscol.
While Merideva played with Fluffy, which mainly comprised the enormous owlbear chasing the glowing Core around while Syrkirus and Sarzykx watched, Gabriel and his bonded spent the day in the Astral Realm.
Gabriel growled in frustration as the spell slipped away from him for the ninth time. Taking a deep breath, he pushed past the failure and glanced across the Astral chamber to where his bonded sparred.
Clad in gleaming vanguard plate, Brynja radiated noble grace and poise. She stood before Reyna and Cindra, a mithril greatsword in her hands as she flowed through a series of sleek, efficient slashes.
“See the difference? You want to keep the blade indexed and moving smoothly through each stance and strike. Even with your most admirable strength, edge alignment is essential to swordplay.”
Reyna snickered. “Especially when you’re swinging that huge hunk of adamantite around.”
Cindra’s head bobbed. “Thanks, Birdsister. Cindra will try again.”
Brynja smiled at the taller hellhound. “Excellent.” She turned to Reyna, who huffed but nodded.
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll behave myself like a good, little target dummy.”
Sthuza stepped over and sat beside Gabriel. “It is good to see Reyna here with us, Master. Perhaps Cindra is correct, and you can restore her to life someday. Brynja’s confidence in her existence is most reassuring.”
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. I don’t even have a clue how to start, but Meri repaired her body. And I have her soul tied to me somehow. It’s just a matter of finding the right magic.”
Head-snakes hissing and squirming, Sthuza leaned against him, her slender body cool even here in the Astral Realm.
Gabriel wrapped an arm around his Prime, and she nuzzled in closer for a moment before sighing.
“You are considering Necromancy?”
He flinched, then sighed. “She’s dead… but her soul is still here. I know almost no necromantic glyphs, but… if we can’t get a god to resurrect her, what other route is there? No amount of healing will change anything.”
“I trust you will find a way, Master. Just please… do not rush in recklessly.”
“I won’t.”
Sthuza turned her head to stare up at him, disbelief painted across her face. “What about that spell you were attempting a moment ago?”
“That’s different.”
The gorgon giggled at his huffy response. “You will not attempt that magic in the real world, will you?”
“No. Monomolecular Lash is far too complicated for me to handle. I can manifest the Aetheric whip, but trying to wield it is… challenging.”
“Yes, I saw you slash your own arm off the last time you tried. And I believe it was your left foot the time before that.”
“Yeah, yeah. I know it’s too dangerous for the moment, but it would be very effective against tougher foes.”
“Please, just be careful, Master. There are far too many tales of mages maiming or killing themselves with magic beyond their ken.”
Gabriel leaned down and kissed Sthuza’s forehead. “I’ll be careful.”
As the gorgon snuggled against him, Gabriel returned his focus to Cindra and Reyna.
The hellhound wore a copy of her damaged leather armor, while Reyna had Yesera’s cuirass atop a form-fitting gray gambeson.
The lycan wielded her twin blades in a flurry of flowing strikes and crossed parries.
Even though Reyna was stronger than she looked, there was no way she could manage Cindra’s strikes if the hellhound used her true strength and enchanted adamantite greatsword.
But Gabriel had long since grown accustomed to modifying the loveable hellhound to more humanlike levels so Brynja could train her skill.
Cindra demonstrated the fruits of that tutelage as she flowed from strike to strike, her greatsword cutting the air and slamming against Reyna’s twin blades.
Watching the pair spar, Gabriel opened his bonds to them. Excitement morphed into joy as they clashed, both relishing the thrill of battle and testing themselves.
After they separated again, Brynja pointed out a handful of mistakes while complimenting both women for their successes. As they charged in for another round, the valkyrie leapt into the air, wings glowing.
Brynja soared over to Gabriel and Sthuza, then swooped down to land beside him.
“How’s it going, Brynja?”
“They are both improving rapidly, my lord.” She glanced back to the pair and smiled. “Reyna’s presence will help Cindra immensely. Both Sthuza and I have very different fighting styles from most opponents we will likely face.”
Sthuza rubbed against him, nodding. “Yes. Speaking of which, would you care for another session?”
Brynja’s face lit up, and her wings flapped. “That would be most enjoyable. Do you wish to continue with the poleaxes?”
“Yes, if you are agreeable.” Sthuza glanced at Gabriel. “Master, could I trouble you to Haste us both again? After three centuries without such enhancement magic, I am still acclimating to the speed difference.”
“Sure.”
Sthuza kissed his cheek, then rose with sinuous grace. Stepping back, she shifted in seconds to her thirty-foot-long, four-armed form.
Standing, Gabriel conjured her poleaxes, then cast Haste on both women. He included himself in the spell to aid with watching them fight.
Brynja beamed the entire time as they prepared. The valkyrie readied her lance while Sthuza limbered up.
Gabriel backed away, giving the pair room.
“Are you ready, Lady Sthuza?”
“Let us have a good match.”
Brynja leapt into the air, her helmet flowing out of her circlet, shielding her head and concealing her face.
A second later, she darted down, lance tip glowing with Reinforcement. Sthuza batted it aside with one poleaxe, the other slashing in at the valkyrie streaking past.
Brynja blocked using her round shield, then turned in the air, charging in again.
Gabriel sat back, spectating the clash. Brynja flew in a blur of gleaming silver blue, attacking Sthuza from every conceivable angle.
The gorgon flowed like water, her scaly bulk ever-shifting, repositioning to parry the next attack. She would coil, tensing up, then leap into the sky, slashing at Brynja.
Even Hasted, Gabriel struggled to keep up with Sthuza’s incredible reflexes and intense movements.
Brynja’s lance morphed into a spear, and battle resumed. They clashed time and again, neither landing a significant hit, as their skills matched well.
Brynja’s Reinforcement talent and flight help counter Sthuza’s greater strength and speed. They’re both incredible, and I’ve got to improve if I want to avoid being the weak link.
The two paused without any signal, Brynja’s faceplate melting away. Their faces blazed with satisfaction as they approached Gabriel.
Brynja glanced up at the taller gorgon. “Would you prefer I stick to the ground next?”
“That might be best, if you do not mind. Airborne fighting forces me to focus more on timing, but most foes will be landbound.”
Gabriel grinned. “You were both amazing, as always.”
“Thank you, Master. How long do you intend to remain here today?”
He chewed at his lip, considering her question. “Maybe another hour or two. Given how battered and drained we all are after the s’kraith attack, I think another day or two of rest is warranted. Since training here doesn’t tax us, I want to focus on progressing more with my studies.”
Both women nodded.
“Then Lady Sthuza and I shall check on Cindra and Reyna before resuming our sparring. I wish you a successful session of magical studies.”
Sthuza smirked but nodded, adding her own encouragement before slithering toward the others.
After a slow, calming exhale, Gabriel dove back into the scepter.
I’m going to master all of these spells. The added versatility will be tremendous. Now, let’s try that Lash again.




Chapter Twenty

After binding Fluffy, Merideva insisted on taking the ferocious, ornery monster for a walk at least once a day.
Gabriel was less than thrilled at the Dungeon Core leaving the greater safety of the fifth floor, so he brought his bonded and Minions along for the trip to the vast meadow outside Knossis.
A large group of kobold slingers and orc archers hung back but stayed close enough to intercept any attack on Merideva.
Sthuza had begged off, cloistering herself and Wannaga away for more tedious management while Gabriel escorted Merideva on her “super fun, totally vital, health walk.”
Despite Merideva’s belief to the contrary, Fluffy failed to show even the faintest interest in exercise, exploring the diverse flora, or chasing down any of the small game nearby.
‘Pretty sure that enormous monster’s a carnivore, and fucking lazy as a bear in winter. Boobs is the only one enjoying this stupid nature hike, Alpha.’
Gabriel snickered. ‘Even if she’s grossly overestimating Fluffy’s joy, at least Meri’s having a lot of fun pointing things out to him. Still not happy about her leaving the Core Room, but maybe she needs the chance to stretch her legs from time to time, so to speak.’
‘That fancy rock’s got you wrapped around her glowy little orb.’
Cindra scampered about, tracking scents and enjoying the wilderness, while Brynja remained alert at his side.
A bassy horn sounded, and Gabriel jerked, his heart rate shooting through the roof.
He glanced at Jaras and Syrkirus, who both straightened up, then sprinted toward the town square.
‘Sthuza, do you know what’s happening?’
It was several seconds before his Prime responded, so Gabriel and his bonded raced after the sprinting minotaurs.
‘Yes, Master, it appears a large horde of undead is headed directly for the village. The guards in the maze wisely fell back and returned to give warning. It sounds like there may be hundreds of the foul abominations.’
‘Dammit, really? That blasted Mistress has really shit timing.’ Gabriel growled in frustration, then shouted out, alerting Syrkirus, Jaras, and his bonded.
“Let’s go set up just outside the entrance to the labyrinth,” Gabriel said.
‘Master, while this is suspicious timing, I think perhaps it would be best if you were to return here with Lady Merideva and allow her monsters and your bonded to handle the fighting.’
Gabriel frowned but held back his initial instinct to refuse. ‘Why do you suggest that?’
‘It is simple, Master. While they are numerous, the vast majority appear to be zombies, skeletons, and ghouls. The guards say many are little larger than goblins. A few prominent figures were spotted, but this would be an excellent opportunity to test out Lady Merideva’s newest warriors and demonstrate your abilities to guide and lead rather than your own personal combat prowess.’
‘Fine, you’ve got a valid point. And, at least if I don’t take part directly, Meri might earn a little DE from this mess.’
Having agreed to Sthuza’s suggestion, Gabriel directed his bonded to join the gorgon. He told Jaras to leave four armored minotaurs to stand guard around Merideva and him. The rest, along with two dozen of the original Herd members, rushed out to face the oncoming undead.
“Oh, what you want me to do, big boss guy?” Cuix asked. She was the only goblin on the floor, and Gabriel knew that without his direction, she was still incapable of using any magic other than wands and tokens.
“How about you and Gwen stay here with these four and watch my back while I direct the fight through Dungeon Sense?” He looked over to where Kestria stood alongside Kuterug and Sathru.
Gwenaelle and the goblin nodded. “You want the tail lickers to stay with us? Because me and the fuzzy lizard can totally watch your back… and maybe get to know tall, dark, and brooding,” Cuix said, trailing off to a whisper at the end as she stared with undisguised lust at a massive black-furred minotaur’s shapely ass.
Ignoring the lecherous goblin’s focus, Gabriel nodded to Kestria. “I want you three to join up with the kobolds Meri brought along. See if you can’t reinforce them and ensure we don’t take any losses we can avoid.”
“Tribe will perform as War Chief commands,” Kestria said.
“Do you think it’ll be all right, Gabriel?” Merideva asked, voice quivering with a hint of fear. “Y-you don’t think they’re here to hurt Fluffy, do you?”
He nodded distractedly as he watched his Prime’s large silhouette slither toward the labyrinth, Cindra and Brynja rushing to keep up with the swift gorgon. “Sthuza has the best info on the attackers and…”
Gabriel let his words trail off as he dropped to sit on one of the blankets spread across the square and dove into Dungeon Sense.
You’re a Dungeon Master, so use your damn abilities.
Gabriel stretched out his awareness in a quick scan of the labyrinth entrance and found undead marching along the halls within seconds.
Unlike most of the recent sorties the undead woman had launched, this was no small band. Dozens of zombies, skeletons, and what he hoped were ghouls filled the long hallway, stretching past several junctions.
Mixed in amongst them were scores of small, pallid red figures, many hunched or deformed. Years of undeath had ravaged their ungainly bodies, but Gabriel recognized the small devilkin by their reddish tint and misshapen faces locked in eternal, agonized grimaces.
Despite being little larger than goblins on average, their wicked claws, fangs, and gnarled horns gave them a far more sinister appearance. The fodder of the Infernal Realms, they were the tormented fate of mortals who angered the gods.
‘Bend over and get fucked by trolls, that’s a lot of damned undead. And what the hells are those little red gremlin fucks?’ Reyna muttered.
‘Wretched. The lowest caste of devilkin. I have no idea where they found so many corpses, though.’ Gabriel opened his mind and reached out to his Prime. ‘Sthuza, I’m looking through Dungeon Sense, and I can see a horde of undead coming. At least half are wretched, with minotaur, orc, and human zombies making up most of the rest. They stretch back into multiple rooms and are following the same route. Best I can guess, they know exactly where they’re going.’
‘Yes, Master. The guards emphasized the abominations were moving with a unified purpose. I believe the Mistress intends a proper battle rather than yet another annoyance.’
‘Yeah, but at least it looks like they’re almost all lower-tier undead. Maybe she’s running out of the self-aware variety. If we’re lucky, there won’t be many more mages.’
‘One can only hope, Master. Regardless, we are in a much better position to defeat them this time. You cursed her timing, but at least all of your bonded can join the fight imminently. If we had been back home, the battle might have ended before we could assist.’
‘True.’
Gabriel split his focus, keeping one aspect on the front ranks of the undead tide and the other surveying his bonded and the minotaurs moving toward the labyrinth’s entrance.
‘They’re going to exit the maze before we can get enough defenders up to try and bottle them in.’
Sthuza sighed. ‘That is… unfortunate. Still, Jaras and his squad alone would likely be sufficient to deal with most of these interlopers.’
‘Yeah, after his fight against Aren and the others, I wouldn’t be surprised if he could hold his own against Dougraine. But just because they should be able to handle it doesn’t mean we’re going to leave anything to chance. I want you, Cindra, and Brynja to watch each other’s backs and avoid taking any unnecessary risks.’
‘Of course, Master. I trust you will watch from near Lady Merideva?’
Gabriel nodded, then realized his Prime couldn’t see and focused on transferring the intent across their bond. ‘Definitely. I’m eager to see how Jaras and his warriors perform against undead. Also, I might as well test out what it’s like to command minotaurs the way I have goblins and kobolds.’
Gabriel’s stomach fluttered, anxiety brewing as he sat in the square with Merideva resting in his lap, watching his bonded race off into another battle.
Relax, this is nothing like those s’kraith. Hells, in her naga form, Sthuza could probably mop the floor with the entire band.
Massive mithril vanguard armor encased Brynja, and Gabriel doubted that anything short of another death knight like Dougraine could seriously threaten the skilled valkyrie. Even if she was tired and injured from the recent battles.
With her armor ruined, Cindra’s more vulnerable, but she’s a natural warrior. And her training with Brynja has shown massive improvements. Besides, Sthuza is at her side, so just relax and have faith in them.




Chapter Twenty-One

Sthuza, Cindra, and Brynja were going to be the first ones to reach the tunnel exit, where the swarm of undead fast approached. Gabriel reached out across their bonds and urged his Prime to slow down so as not to outstrip Jaras and his strike team by too much.
He was tempted to let them rush in, hoping to pin the undead forces inside the ten-foot-wide entryway, but a trio of impressive undead salamanders was moving to the front ranks as he watched. The imposing, armored monsters towered over the short wretched’s irregular, often misshapen forms.
Gabriel recalled how enraged his Prime had become when she had seen one during the inspection.
I think Sthuza was closer to that salamander matriarch than she’s let on. And she almost lost control when she saw one before, ranting about “how dare that undead bitch desecrate the warrior’s corpse,” so I don’t think it’s worth the risk. Even if they get a foothold, between Wannaga’s forces and all the monsters we brought down with us, we can handle this.
Still watching the approaching undead horde, Gabriel reached out through Merideva and located Jaras and the score of armored minotaurs charging behind him.
After a few seconds of experimenting, he found it simpler and more efficient to send commands to the minotaur Paragon, letting Jaras relay them to the warriors behind him.
Feels like they’re keen to prove themselves to me and Meri, and to their new Herd. Seems Sthuza was right; conjured monsters assimilate right into the native groups.
Gabriel alternated his attention between the two primary groups of minotaurs, his bonded, and the large formation of kobolds while maintaining a watchful eye on the enormous band of undead.
The salamanders led the undead out into the massive open cavern. Gabriel couldn’t help but wonder why they had been concealed among the minotaur, orc, and human undead until the last moment.
Was it a part of some kind of plan to enrage Sthuza? If the necromancer was scrying through her troops earlier, maybe she’s noticed how unhinged their presence made Sthuza?
Pushing aside worry that the undead Mistress might be targeting his Prime for special treatment, Gabriel focused on the horde of undead rushing out and forming ranks just inside the starlit cavern.
The vast majority were shambling zombies and hunched ghouls wearing shoddy and mismatched armor. Much of it was rotted as their decaying bodies or rusted and pitted from decades of neglect and battle damage.
Less than half of them wielded functional weapons, but those who did carried blades, maces, spears, or bows that looked well-maintained and plenty lethal.
The teeming swarm of pale-red wretched gnashed fangs, lashed tails, and wiggled clawed fingers without rhyme or reason.
Sthuza led his bonded toward the growing crowd of undead intruders. Jaras and his minotaurs sprinted to catch up. Kestria had the kobolds dashing as fast as their shorter legs could manage, but he would have to start the battle before the smaller monsters were in place. Otherwise, the undead would have finished pouring from the labyrinth passage.
As Gabriel had feared, righteous outrage and blind fury flooded out from Sthuza’s bond when the gorgon spotted the trio of armored salamanders with their pallid gray-and-red skin.
His Prime surged forward, and Gabriel reached out with as much soothing compassion and focus as he could project across their bond while also signaling Brynja and Cindra to join her charge. The instant he felt his bonded comply, Gabriel threw his attention to Jaras, ordering the minotaurs to support the attack.
“Foul dessspoiler! Abominationsss!” Sthuza screeched as she hurled her thirty-foot-long bulk toward the three salamanders. Poleaxes brandished to each side, she crashed down heavily on the central undead male, then took wide swipes at the other two. Thunderclaps boomed as both polearms crashed against the armored warriors’ large, scale-covered shields.
Brynja and Cindra rushed in, each claiming a side to support the gorgon and prevent her from being flanked by the horde of armored zombies and ghouls trying to swarm her.
“For the Crystalline Lady!” Jaras bellowed. He charged in, ducking low and bracing against his massive steel tower shield. Then, he literally bull-rushed over a trio of armored ghouls that had become distracted at the sight of Cindra’s bare flesh.
“Thanks, Tall Horns.” Cindra flowed in graceful, sweeping slashes with her massive greatsword, building momentum and dismembering any undead foolish enough to come in range of the adamantite sword.
The massive minotaur in vanguard plate nodded and gave a snort of acknowledgment. Then he slapped an unarmored skeleton with his large shield hard enough to hurl it back to crash against the stone wall and shatter.
Instead of his imposing halberd, the floor boss wielded an enchanted two-handed ax Sthuza had looted centuries earlier like it was an oversized hatchet.
The other armored minotaurs rushed in behind the hulking warrior, forming a wedge and supporting Jaras as he crushed and chopped his way through the front ranks. Jaras drew attention away from Gabriel’s bonded as he worked to plug the entryway before more undead could flood in and try to surround the defenders.
Gabriel reached out to his Prime, seeking to clamp down on the icy hot passion that seethed from the enraged gorgon.
‘Sthuza, you have to focus. I know the salamanders were your friends, but they’re long dead, and right now, we need to worry about the living. Work with the others so we can destroy all the undead and put their remains to rest.’
Sthuza let out a loud hissing shriek, flailing about with those enchanted poleaxes for several seconds, cutting down eight lesser undead who drew too close.
Then she gave a sharp nod, sighed, and ceased her reckless charge after the salamanders, who were fast yielding ground even as the rest of the undead surged forward.
‘I am sorry, Master.’
‘Forget about it, Sthuza. I just don’t want any of you taking unnecessary risks and getting hurt. Watch your backs and let’s put these unholy corpses in the ground where they belong.’
‘Yes, Master,’ Sthuza replied, her mind-voice calm but filling with an eagerness that warmed Gabriel as he shifted his attention to Brynja.
The armored valkyrie had her spear in its compact but lethal mace form. Paired with her large round shield, she was pummeling a vanguard-plated ghast into a gory, pulpy ruin.
Her flanged mace struck the armored undead in every joint and weak point with unerring accuracy, the powerful blows crumpling armor and impinging the previously fluid horror’s mobility to something more appropriate for a zombie.
Tarry black blood coated the ghast’s armored figure. Brynja shield-bashed the snarling monster’s face, unbalancing him. Then she stepped inside his blackened longsword and crushed his already battered left knee.
Even powerful undead could only ignore so much damage before the body lost structural integrity. The ghast collapsed in an awkward stance, bracing a hand against the dirt and trying to raise his sword to parry.
But Brynja’s mace flew up through a smooth arcing loop and crashed down atop his helmet, glowing with her Reinforcement talent. Magically enhanced force crumpled thick vanguard plate as though made of soft clay rather than hardened steel.
Kestria and the kobolds joined the battle, and Gabriel shifted his attention to directing them while Brynja spun and picked out a new target who tried to slip between her and Sthuza.
Besides Kestria, all the kobolds readied slings, loading large clay grenades filled with alchemical fire or cheap lamp oil.
The Mistress has been sending mages to counter their innate vulnerability to fire, so I guess it’s time to see if she can do that for this many. If she can’t, we’ll turn this into a slaughter.
The kobolds formed a single line, spread out a few dozen yards from the labyrinth entrance. They whipped their slings, building momentum, then unleashed in a rapid volley. Reptilian yips rang out, and twenty clay grenades went soaring over the front ranks of the battle where the minotaurs and Gabriel’s bonded clashed with the undead.
The unliving intruders gave no cry as the grenades shattered, spraying lamp oil across a score or more of the shambling clustered zombies. Less than a second later, the first of the alchemical fire grenades Sthuza had bought a week earlier ruptured, and intense flames exploded outward.
The oil ignited in an instant. Flames engulfed dozens of undead figures stuck in too close to escape. Several raspy, enraged screams revealed that at least a few ghasts were hiding among the group.
The fires grew, burning bright and throwing up acrid black smoke. Gabriel’s anxiety lessened as his hope grew that the battle was already over when a swell of magic drew his attention.
Less than ten seconds after the first lamp oil grenade exploded, a trio of robed figures pulled off a circle-cast fire suppression spell that snuffed out the roaring flames. Even thicker clouds of noxious, stomach-roiling black smoke rose above the fray.
Even circling, a spell that powerful that fast, means they were already working on it. So yeah… she planned for us to use fire. Annoying, but not a huge surprise. Means we do this the hard way.
Gabriel instructed Kestria and the kobolds to abandon the rest of the grenades and switch over to smaller lead bullets Merideva had conjured for them.
Having the Core conjure various shaped lead bullets had been trivial in Dungeon Essence cost. But when Gabriel checked what it would cost to make the same projectiles from silver, the price had skyrocketed to ten Essence apiece, half the cost of a kobold.
The cheaper lead ones will have to suffice. Maybe if Torrik still has any silver left over after making everything else, he can cast some bullets for them. But for now, enough concentrated damage can still cripple or even destroy them.
Gabriel shifted his attention to the kobolds, diving into their bonds with Merideva, and worked to synchronize their attacks.
Despite limited practice at controlling more than a half dozen of the small monsters, he found that even riding along with all twenty slingers proved an achievable task. One that thankfully did not generate the intense headache that often accompanied straining his dungeon abilities.
Is the improvement from practice, or is it from leveling up the other day?
All twenty kobolds spun their slings into motion, and Gabriel picked out their targets. They released their bullets as one. The small ellipsoidal projectiles streaked out toward a pair of lightly armored zombies.
A dozen of the weighty missiles slammed into the leftmost zombie’s tattered gambeson. The goblin-grass textile fabric had been eaten away over centuries, and the ratty jacket exploded in a cloud of fibrous dust as all twelve missiles ripped through, shattering the zombie’s rib cage and sending revolting viscera spraying outward as the monster collapsed in a gory heap.
Gabriel directed the other eight bullets toward the neighboring zombie’s head. Two whizzed past, crashing into a ghoul near the back.
Six nailed the oblivious zombie right in his unarmored face.
Having focused on the target, Gabriel felt his stomach heave as the zombie’s skull exploded outward in a horrific rain of brain matter, bone shards, and putrid black blood that gushed from the monster’s neck stump.
After confirming the kobolds were capable of contributing to the battle, Gabriel pulled back, instructing Kestria to guide their shots, and he shifted his focus back to the larger melee.
At least fifty undead lay strewn across the battlefield already, many of them destroyed so thoroughly that there was no concern of them rising to fight again. Despite the huge initial success, though, Jaras and his warriors were being pushed back now that Sthuza and his bonded were no longer charging headlong into the thick cluster of undead.
It surprised Gabriel to see the minotaurs giving ground before the front ranks of the undead horde. Looking them over, there were more armored ghasts among those zombies, but given Jaras’ powerful presence, there had to be more to the problem.
Zooming his view back into the labyrinth tunnel, Gabriel spotted the trio of mages still circling.
It took several seconds for him to discern what spell the trio were casting as, once again, he had no easy insight into deciphering their glyphs.
Once he unraveled enough to glean the intent, he cursed and reached for his connection with Kestria. He set to work weaving a potent arcane dispelling to counter Indomitable Endurance.
‘Master, what is wrong?’
‘There are three ghast mages back in the tunnel, buffing the undead upfront. I’m going to try countering their magic, but I’ve never gone head-on against circle-cast spells like this.’
‘Ah, they would be why the fires did not work?’
‘Yeah. They had already prepped a fairly powerful fire suppression that I don’t see any point wasting time trying to counter. The Mistress clearly anticipated us using fire again, so I’m sure they put enough power behind it to keep me preoccupied for the entire battle.’
Gabriel continued to work his spell through Kestria, amazed at how intuitive and natural it was to guide the small reptilian shaman’s body. He shifted just enough of his focus back to Dungeon Sense and watched as more and more undead poured out into the wider cavern.
‘Sthuza, if they push any more through, we won’t have enough fighters to hold the line. They’ll swarm around everyone.’
Wannaga had stayed behind near Gabriel and Merideva, but that hadn’t stopped her from rousing every warrior she could. Though most of them stayed well back from where Fluffy lay out flat on his belly.
‘Hey, Alpha. Think that overgrown mutt would fight if the undead push through?’
‘No clue. Since he’s bonded to Meri, he should obey her, but for now, I’ll be satisfied if he just avoids causing problems.’
‘Ha, yeah. At least he’s not eating her monsters anymore.’
More hustling minotaurs joined the battle, but it was all they could do to help stem the tide. There was an inevitability about the push of undead warriors.
‘Your synchronization of the kobolds was impressive, Master. Perhaps now is the best time for you to test it with more powerful monsters?’
Gabriel finished his counterspell, tying it off and releasing it a split-second after the circle of ghasts completed their brutally effective buff.
His magic canceled out Indomitable Endurance, preventing them from turning another dozen zombies into nigh-indestructible meat shields that could absorb even Cindra’s powerful blows.
“Ah, the Dungeon Master finally graces us with his august presence,” a horrid female voice croaked.
Gabriel shifted Dungeon Sense to the trio of ghast mages, identifying the speaker as the centermost mage and only female of their group.
She lifted her head as he shifted his position, and her baleful blue eyes stared right at his intangible, normally undetectable presence.
‘Well, that’s all kinds of fucking creepy,’ Reyna muttered. ‘I thought you were all invisible and shit when you’re playing peeping Dungeon Master? The Hells kind of “Master” can’t even hide when he has no fucking body to be seen?’
Gabriel barked a bitter laugh.
◆◆◆
 
“It really has been quite rude of you to ignore the Mistress the way you have, Dungeon Master,” the ghast said. “Perhaps she was too subtle with her previous invitations, but surely this time she has your full attention, yes?”
Gabriel frowned at the ghast’s words.
‘Ignore the abominations, Master. No doubt they hope to trick us. We will slaughter those here, then Lady Merideva can prepare an army large enough to go down and crush the necromantic bitch and all her thralls.’ Rage filled Sthuza’s mind-voice again, though she held it in check compared to earlier.
Shifting his focus to his Prime, Gabriel spotted the powerful gorgon in her green and white armor as she devastated an undead salamander. Her enchanted poleaxes cleaved through the sleek undead’s thick rusty mail hauberk and dull gray-and-red hide, gouging divots out of the monster’s chest and belly.
Cindra stood at her side. The powerful hellhound swung her greatsword in a beautiful diagonal slash that caught another of the salamanders just below the gorget of their vanguard plate.
With her full might, momentum, and the incredible sharpness of the adamantite blade, Cindra carved clean through the warrior’s desiccated torso and thick plate armor, her strike only stalling near the base of the rib cage.
The devastating blow would’ve slain any mortal opponent. But even having severed the salamander’s spine and nearly cleaving its torso in twain, Cindra had failed to destroy the necromantically powered monster.
Before Gabriel could even fear for his bonded, Brynja darted in from the side, her mithril mace blazing with the energy of her Reinforcement talent as she caught the crippled yet still dangerous undead in the back of the head.
Enchanted steel yielded to mithril with a tortured squeal of crumpled metal as the valkyrie obliterated the monster’s skull and dropped it to its knees.
Cindra braced a foot on the downed salamander’s chest and pried her sword loose. “Thanks, Birdsister!”
Gabriel shifted his attention away from his bonded to Jaras and the minotaurs working to hold back the larger force of undead as Brynja and Cindra turned on more of the trash-tier undead attempting to swarm the powerful defenders.
Zombies and ghouls proved little threat to the powerful minotaur Paragon and the elite strike team Merideva had armed and armored. But they were beginning to break through against Wannaga’s regular warriors, given their almost complete lack of armor.
Shit. They don’t have any silver weapons and few enchanted ones.
A ghoul slipped between two of Wannaga’s minotaurs and turned, tearing its filthy talons into an unsuspecting minotaur’s hamstring, drawing a pained low from the powerful monster and dropping her to her knees.
A single thought directed Kestria. Before the ghoul could lunge for the wounded minotaur, a dozen sling bullets ripped through its rotting, disease-ridden body.
A follow-up volley from the other slingers deterred the trio of zombies trying to advance through the gap in the defenders’ line caused by the hamstrung warrior. Still, Gabriel knew that was a stopgap measure at most.
Think!
He threw his full attention to the ranks of the undead. A hundred or more were down now, but that was less than half of the force invading.
While most were wretched, dozens of human-sized ghouls and zombies pressed forward. A handful of ghasts and other dangerous warriors, like the salamanders, seemed less rotten and more dried.
If not for the lack of fabric wraps, I’d say some of them are mummies… Except that salamander still had all its organs.
Mummification was not practiced in Ailannor, but Gabriel had heard of lands to the east, where it was a common burial practice.
‘Ponder that mystical bullshit and necrophilia later, Fucker. You need to figure out a way to beat these rotten cockweasel’s before they overwhelm Boobs and Snakes.’
Chuckling at Reyna’s vehemence, Gabriel continued to scan the ranks of the undead horde and soon spotted a pattern.
Only a couple dozen armored elites remained, mixed among their more prevalent decaying brethren. But they were scattered across the group, forcing his bonded and Jara’s shock troops to spread out and face the toughest opponents, buying time for the lesser undead to wear down the weaker defenders.
Gabriel messaged his Prime and pointed out the undead tactics, then dove into Merideva’s bonds with the new minotaurs and altered their fighting style.
Commanding twenty minotaurs was more taxing than anything he had tried before, but Gabriel felt less strain than expected as he directed the well-armored minotaurs to fight as a single synchronized unit.
Still not at maximum capacity, he drew as many of Kestria’s kobolds as possible into the same psychically linked battle group.
He growled, gritting his teeth as a sharp spike of pain flared behind his eyes.
‘Hey, watch it, Alpha. You better not knock your sorry ass out and leave the girls to do all the fighting.’
Gabriel scowled but held tight to the mass of Merideva’s monsters that he had connected. He focused their efforts, and it became clear his enhanced coordination was paying off.
He left Jaras fighting head-on against a desiccated hulk in vanguard plate. But whenever his broader view of the battle showed an opportunity, Gabriel guided the Paragon’s ax to cleave into a flanking monster that Jaras couldn’t watch in the heat of battle.
Braying armored minotaurs threw out shield-bashes and brutal chops at undead they were not even looking at. One lowered his head and gored an unsuspecting ghast on his horns. The brazen move pinned the dangerous undead long enough for a quartet of lead bullets to impact the monster’s head, turning it to juicy black pulp.
‘I think it is working, Master. Though I find it somewhat concerning that these undead are reacting to your tactics.’
‘Yeah. Hopefully, the Mistress can’t control all of her undead the way I’m guiding Meri’s monsters. Still, there’s definitely some intelligence guiding them.’
Gabriel continued to direct his troops in coordinated attacks. An odd thrill surged through him each time he guided one of Merideva’s minotaurs to kill an undead that never saw the attack coming. Or when a well-timed bullet disrupted a snarling ghoul an instant before it could sink its fangs into one of the lighter-armored minotaurs.
What had started as a single, sharp spike of pain just behind his eye spread, morphing into a dull throbbing that suffused his entire head.
While the pain was a nuisance, Gabriel kept his mind focused on the psychic network, ensuring any wounded minotaurs received cover as they fell back. He avoided losing too many more to the gnashing fangs and grasping claws of the undead horde.
When he sensed powerful magic building behind the press of mindless undead, Gabriel pulled his attention back and sought the trio of ghast mages.
“I thought that might recapture your attention, Dungeon Master,” the female ghast crooned. “I don’t know what you did to increase the efficiency of your mortal fodder, but it impressed the Mistress.”
Gabriel paid scant attention to the raspy voice, toggling on Magesight to study the complex triple-ring magical construct the three mages were working on.
‘Hey, Alpha… T-the more of those glowy circle bits, the more impressive the spell, right?’
‘Most of the time, yes. More circles allow for exponentially more glyphs. And while I don’t know what the hells they’re casting, it’s going to be big, and it’s very necrotic.’
‘That doesn’t sound good.’
‘No, I don’t think it will be.’ Gabriel reached out and warned his bonded, then dove his full consciousness into Kestria.
The kobold shadowstalker submitted her entirety to him without question, and he spun up the beginnings of a large area buff.
I can’t figure out the combination of glyphs, but it’s not a direct attack… So… maybe some kind of mental or spiritual attack? Professor Reysandoral mentioned a common necromantic spell that saps its victim’s energy, leaving them weakened and vulnerable.
Unsure how to counter the ghast mages’ spell, and doubtful whether he could overcome the sheer amount of power the three spellcasters were harnessing, Gabriel dove into Heroic Confidence.
Mana 58%
He wove the glyphs at a reckless pace. It was one of the basic enchantments required at the Academy by royal decree so that any mages conscripted into the military could prove useful.
Heroic Confidence’s lower intensity and cheap cost make it more useful for large-scale battles than adventurers. Just hope this will be enough.
Scaling the unfamiliar spell to encompass all of Merideva’s monsters—and his bonded, just in case—took longer than Gabriel wanted. He poured mana into the spell construct, wincing at the fiery pain that burned through Kestria’s body as his much greater pool flooded her delicate leylines.
With him distracted from the battle, the remaining elite undead recaptured the momentum, pushing the armored minotaurs back. Three of Jaras’ warriors were down, having dragged themselves or been carried back to the ranks of the kobolds.
A dozen more minotaurs stood watch over them as a pair of shamans worked to attend to the worst wounded. Wannaga stood at the lead of this second rank, protecting the healers and injured.
A ghast who had been masquerading as a ghoul lunged at an unsuspecting minotaur, sinking a wavy-bladed dagger into the warrior’s gut.
Long, bloated purple tongue lolling from its mouth, the ghast cackled and pumped the wicked dagger back and forth into the minotaur’s intestines a half dozen times before ripping the blade out sideways, spilling the guard’s innards.
As the mortally wounded minotaur collapsed, the ghast dashed past and charged at the smaller group guarding the healers and injured.
Several armored skeletons, shields raised high, charged in behind the cunning ghast, knocking two minotaurs aside as they barreled through, more undead lurching to follow.
Gabriel bit back a curse and warned Sthuza of the breach just as the ghast squared off against Wannaga and her unarmored allies.
The dagger-wielding undead soon found itself hopelessly outmatched by the fatigued but still powerful matriarch and her enchanted arms and armor.
While her allies could do little more than knock the wily monster back and forth like a child’s ball, her ancient ax carved deep furrows in the monster’s light armor and decayed flesh.
Before more than a handful of undead could breach the frontline, Sthuza’s thirty-foot-long form soared through the air. She crashed down on a trio of shambling zombies, crushing them and slowing the undead charge.
The greater gorgon spun her tail, generating a thunderous crack as it whipped through two more rotting undead.
‘I will hold the breach, Master. But if you have a plan, I hope you implement it soon.’
Her poleaxes slashed, dismembering and eviscerating the weaker undead trying to pour through. Gabriel returned his entire focus to his spellcast.
Tempted to rush further despite his unfamiliarity with the magic, Gabriel held back his frustration and emphasized each glyph, ensuring the depth and spacing were perfect. Seconds later, he dumped more power into the spell as he completed the last glyph, verified it was connected to all the defenders, then released it.
His vision greyed and wobbled, then faded to black.
Gabriel blinked.
Shit, I think Kestria passed out. Hope she’s okay.
Feeling his own body sag from the strain of the rapid, powerful spellcast, Gabriel winced as the throbbing in his head intensified.
Ignoring the pain, he shifted back into a bird's-eye-view Dungeon Sense and surveyed the battleground and his spell.
All the undead, save for the three mages in the rear and a single cloaked figure farther back in the tunnel behind the trio, had now entered the cavern. Some were four and five ranks deep as they struggled to break through the diminished line of minotaurs.
Well, at least it looks like we’ve destroyed over half of them now. Dammit, we can’t keep letting this bitch get one over on us like this.
As Gabriel watched, Heroic Courage spread across the ranks of minotaurs and the kobold slingers. Despite his lack of experience with the magic and the haste with which he cast, there was little wasted mana. A faint glow suffused Merideva’s monsters, and some of the injured and weary stood taller.
With Sthuza reinforcing the minotaurs, they were holding their own again.
Along the opposite side of the battle, Brynja and Cindra continued to demolish any of the weaker undead that approached, though a pair of vanguard-armored ghasts were pressing the valkyrie, forcing her to fight more and more defensively.
Cindra proved she had taken her lessons in swordplay to heart and fought with incredible skill. Despite wearing almost no armor, she had only a few minor scratches along her arms and legs as she continued to both defend and attack using the massive greatsword. Her sweeping arcs dismembered anything that got too close.
The scores of bisected wretched scattered around her served as testament to her lethality.
Her vast improvement in skill and the prowess she demonstrated as she cut down undead one after another impressed Gabriel. But with Sthuza no longer at their side, the pair were in danger of being overrun.
Mana 50%
With Kestria down and out, Gabriel focused on casting his own spell. Casting magic relied more on the Weave of Creation than physical distance, so he reached out to Cindra and Brynja through the Weave, following the powerful bonds he shared with the pair.
Spinning up a single circle, Gabriel wove Haste and anchored it to his two overwhelmed bonded. Far more familiar with the sequence of glyphs that formed the potent enhancement, Gabriel rushed his work, channeling mana through the mithril sword belted at his hip.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Gabriel finished his spell and released it as the ghast mages completed their own magic.
A faint blue glow suffused Cindra and Brynja as the rushed enhancement washed over them, and they sped up. Two seconds later, a visible wave of dark energy emerged from the hallway leading into the labyrinth.
The foul magic affected both undead and living. The necrotic invaders seemed to surge into action, as though given a second wind.
The effects were more damning to Merideva’s monsters. Several of the most wounded and exhausted minotaurs collapsed lifelessly, overrun and slaughtered in seconds by the frighteningly energetic zombies and ghouls.
Jaras and his elite squad remained on their hooves but gave ground at a faster pace. Brushing their bonds to Merideva showed that even the well-armored warriors were all but terrified, despair filling their minds despite Heroic Confidence.
Worried about how the insidious magic would affect his bonded, Gabriel reached out to all three. Cindra’s unshakable confidence was lessened, but the hellhound had zero intention of yielding. Her faith that Packmaster would save the day remained absolute.
Brynja seemed the least affected, the stoic warrior woman’s mind focused and alert. Gabriel wondered if it was an innate ability or an enchantment on her armor that seemed to have spared her the mind-affecting spell.
Outraged, unbearable fury and spite filled his bond with Sthuza. Shifting Dungeon Sense to the gorgon, Gabriel found her laying waste to any undead that came near.
She lunged and coiled, her massive tail lashing out to create a never-ending spray of putrid flesh and viscera as she annihilated every animated corpse that drew near.
Her fury was so intense, and the power behind her twin poleaxes so destructive, that the few elite undead nearby seemed to panic. They struggled to push back through the thinning crowd and escape toward the ghast mages.
I hate seeing her in a rage like this, but I doubt that’s the result the bastards were looking for.
‘Yeah, I fucking doubt they wanted to turn her into a gods-damned infernal death machine. And here I thought Snakes was already dangerous.’
‘I need to make sure she gets support before getting too deep in their ranks, or they might overwhelm her. But I also have to deal with those mages…’
When Gabriel shifted his view back to the trio of ghasts, he was unsurprised to find them weaving new spells, though each worked independently this time.
The cloaked figure behind the mages strode forward, revealing sleek white sabatons slipping between the long folds of its robe.
The mysterious being radiated the most powerful presence, an even more intimidating aura than Dougraine, and a flicker of worry for his bonded flashed through Gabriel.
Directing Cindra and Brynja to reunite with Sthuza on the opposite side of the collapsing battle line, Gabriel paused long enough to give brief instructions to Wannaga and the other second-line defenders who were about to be swarmed by scores of low-tier undead reinforced by the last handful of more powerful monsters.
I can’t get distracted trying to shield the wounded. That would play into their hands and leave the mages free to whittle down our numbers.
Gabriel confirmed Cindra and Brynja were carving their way through the looser ranks of undead surging toward the retreating minotaurs. Then, he made one last attempt to contact his Prime. Her mind was so overwhelmed with despair and fury that it was pointless.
If Sthuza was aware at the moment, she’d really get on to me over this.
‘Yeah, because it’s fucking crazy. You’re crazy. Hells, as insane as this plan of yours is, I’m probably just a gods-damned figment of your fucked-up imagination. Fine, whatever, Fucker. But you remember the last time you did that crazy teleporting shit, right?’
‘It gets less disorienting every time.’
Rising to his feet, Gabriel drew his elven sword and activated his Spell Mantle, allowing the multilayered enchantment to wash over and fully enclose him. Then he reached out through Dungeon Sense and triggered Translocation.
The instantaneous transition from the village square to the labyrinth tunnel just behind the three ghast mages was less disorienting than his first times using the ability. Still, his stomach heaved, and his vision wobbled.
Whether the undead heard him arrive or sensed powerful magic, he didn’t know, but two of the mages turned to look back.
Gabriel lunged forward, thrusting his enchanted blade through the center of the rightmost ghast’s back, hoping to sever the spine. If lucky, he might also destroy the heart, which should at least slow the monster down.
The male on the left reached for a spiked warhammer hanging from his belt, and Gabriel realized he couldn’t extract his sword and parry in time.
Without conscious thought, he triggered the adamantite bracer, and the coiled cobra slithered around his forearm. It slid into his hand, extending in the blink of an eye and restoring the stylized mace-like scepter form the s’kraith had used.
“The Dungeon Master?!” the male ghast wheezed as Gabriel caught the monster’s warhammer beneath the head with his scepter, shattering the enchanted wood handle.
“What?” The talkative female ghast abandoned her spellcast and turned to face Gabriel. “You have finally deigned to come out in person, Dungeon Master? The Mistress will be pleased.”
Gabriel jerked his sword wide, ripping it from the rightmost ghast’s back before extracting the blade.
With his left hand, he arced the adamantite scepter around, bringing the cobra’s head back up, then down to crash against the warhammer-wielder’s shoulder.
The enchanted scepter flared a brilliant silver as it struck the ghast. Despite his surprise at the sudden brightness, Gabriel followed through with his swing even as the ghast let out an agonized scream.
Using the momentum, he brought the mace down and around, catching the ghast in the face as it fell.
The ear-piercing scream cut off in an explosion of bone shards and putrid brain slush as the monster’s head vaporized under the enchanted weapon’s impact.
A horrific mess splattered across Gabriel’s Mantle, and he gagged at the revolting stench of decay.
Blinking and fighting down the urge to vomit, Gabriel stared at the devastated remains of the leftmost ghast.
“You beast-loving bloodsack, I’m going to rend your flesh. I don’t care what the Mistress wants,” the first male ghast snarled.
Despite the vicious gash carved through his back, he lunged at Gabriel.
Knowing he was out of position, Gabriel wrenched his weapons back, trying to protect himself. But the mangled ghast ducked inside his reach, slamming against his gore-covered Mantle and sweeping him from his feet.
They crashed down on the stone floor. Gabriel gasped as the sudden impact blasted the breath from his lungs.
Sword slipping from nerveless fingers, he tried to smack the wounded ghast from behind with the scepter.
Ignoring the horrific gash carved through its torso, the ghast mage demonstrated what made it so hard to kill undead without specialized weapons and magic. He grabbed Gabriel’s left arm and pinned the mace against the stone, revealing far more strength than the decaying corpse should possess, even in life.
The ghast’s spine was severed, its chest ripped open. A wound that would cripple even the most powerful species seemed only an inconvenience for the enraged undead.
While the mithril blade of Gabriel’s arcane conduit was heavily enchanted, the runework focused on sharpness, durability, and penetration. Just like the ones emblazoned across Cindra’s massive greatsword. Neither weapon was intended to slay undead.
‘Hey, why the fuck did that fancy mace of yours blow that one shitstick’s head into blood pudding and calcified caltrops?’
‘Little busy right now, Reyna,’ Gabriel growled as he fought to throw off the powerful undead’s rotting body.
“Get off him, you fool,” the female ghast rasped. “Oh no, it’s not my fault! Please, Mistress, forgive me.” She let out a tormented wail that cut off amid the collapse of her body a few feet from where Gabriel wrestled with the grievously wounded ghast male.
The undead mage ignored Gabriel’s free hand to focus on punching and clawing at his head, trying to tear through the layers of blue hexagons forming the defensive Mantle. “I’m going to eat your organs and claim all that was yours, you self-righteous human!”
Tarry black blood oozed from the ghast’s gaping chest wound, coating Gabriel in even more noxious gore, making it harder to breathe as he tried to wrestle out from under the enraged undead.
“Get your filthy talons off of him!” a woman screeched. The voice sounded familiar, but addled and overwhelmed as Gabriel was, he couldn’t make heads or tails of it.
The ghast attacking him froze at the raw intensity of the woman’s crazed cry. Gabriel balled his right fist and punched the distracted monster on the point of its chin, slamming its open mouth shut in a shattering of teeth.
Letting out another pained scream, the ghast grabbed at Gabriel’s left arm and wrenched it hard, trying to destroy his joints.
Gabriel rolled with the movement, saving his shoulder, but left himself stretched and turned an awkward angle.
The ghast opened its mangled mouth, baring sinister fangs along with many jagged tips. It spat more foul blood across Gabriel’s Mantle, all but blinding him.
An oppressive blanket of fury flooded the hallway. Gabriel shivered at the sheer malevolence crushing down, promising pain, suffering, and eternal damnation.
“I said get your filthy, unworthy hands off him, Gregori!” The same woman screamed, her voice and tone wrong. Disturbed.
Is that Sthuza? What the hell’s going on?!
Grigori punched Gabriel in the head again. Then the female ghast grabbed the male’s wrist and let out a shrill shriek as she ripped his left arm clean from his body, pulling gory chunks of the chest and rib cage along.
She screamed again, and Gabriel glimpsed the enraged woman’s face and winced. Her jaw was horribly distended. Her mouth opened far too wide, flesh drawing taut and thin—as though made of wax rather than the undead remains of a human.
Still clinging to Gabriel’s left hand, holding the lethal scepter at bay, Grigori twisted about and gazed up at the furious female and her ominous aura. “No, please, Mistress… Have mercy. I didn’t mean to—”
“I said let him go!” She punctuated each word with a brutal swipe of the mangled ghast’s dismembered arm across Grigori’s bloodied face, further mutilating and ruining both parts of his body.
Grigori continued to wail and beg for mercy, but the possessed ghast appeared to have none to share.
Again and again, the furious undead woman beat Grigori, each blow landing with the kind of power Gabriel would expect from Cindra, and the oppressive weight of what had to be the Mistress’ aura grew thicker, threatening to snuff out any life that drew too close.
‘What the fuck, Alpha?’
‘I don’t even…’
Grigori moaned and writhed beneath the enraged female, even as his head turned to pulp, and she abandoned the short stub of meat and bone she had made from his arm.
Tossing aside the grotesque limb she held, she kicked Grigori in the gut. Organs sprayed out, ribs shattered, and he went flying.
She stomped over to where Grigori had landed, pinned him with a foot, and ripped off a leg so that she could continue to beat him with his own limbs.
The sheer volume of negative energy radiating from her overcharged corpse made Gabriel’s stomach heave. And this time, he tasted vomit and bile climbing into his throat, though he choked it back.
Groaning, he shifted into a sitting position and prepared to rise, but the undead female noticed and spun to glare.
Her eyes blazed with an impossible radiance of electric blue, hints of purple-white seeping through. They seemed far larger than he recalled the ghast’s being. A second later, he realized that was because they were expanding.
Gabriel had no clue what sort of possession the Mistress had utilized, but she was overwhelming the body. Her sheer power degraded it, cracks appearing along the corpse’s limbs. And from the glow beneath her robes, they spread across the entire body.
The widening crevices blazed with a lesser intensity of the same purple-white glow spreading within her eye sockets. The Mistress smiled, bearing blackened fangs instead of teeth, cheeks and lips seeming not to fit.
She must have realized something was amiss as she rocked her head in jerking motions, almost in a sick parody of the cute way Cindra would tilt hers. Then, two clawlike hands reached up, stretching her face until she flashed a spine-chilling grin that was far too wide.
‘Holy fuck! That’s seriously disturbing, Alpha.’
Her manic, terrifying smile vanished with a blink of those glowing pits that consumed her eyes. “Oh no, I’m so sorry, my darling Dungeon Master! You must forgive me; I would never have sent Grigori if I had known he would be so disrespectful! I just so look forward to our destined clash.”
‘What the ever-loving fuck is that?!’
‘I’m so confused right now,’ Gabriel replied, unable to keep up with the deranged woman.
The disintegrating ghast’s eyes widened. Before Gabriel could flinch, she blurred into motion, lunging at him.
Having tried to raise his arms to protect himself, he wound up hugging the monstrous undead as she tackled him back to the ground. Her slender but impossibly strong arms crushed at his Mantle as she seemed determined to squeeze the breath from his lungs.
“Oh, my darling Dungeon Master. You leave me so conflicted. I should be furious at how you have led me on for so long, all while eagerly embracing such weak women. When you struck down Dougraine, I felt my soul pulse. I expected you to marshal your forces and march down to face me. Yet, it has been weeks and still you ignore me, even after I ordered Galfrey to remind you. If you refuse to come to me, I will be forced to take drastic measures.”
‘The hells? This huge fucking army doesn’t count as drastic measures?’
Reyna’s words were background noise to Gabriel as he struggled against the undead woman’s impossible strength and soul-crushing Spiritual Presence.
The Mistress squeezed tighter, constricting Gabriel and making him gasp, even through his Mantle, which strained to retain integrity against the incredible pressure.
The way she rubbed her possessed body against him, grinding her crotch against his hip, made him shudder in revulsion, but she only crooned in response.
She pressed her stretched cheek against the Spell Mantle over his face, rubbing aggressively. “My dearest Dungeon Master, lying here wrapped in your arms is so exhilarating. I feel I may burst at any second. Yet, I desperately wish you would dismiss this silly magic so I could feel you for just a moment before this body fails.”
Gabriel tried to wrench the slender rotting figure a way, but she clung to him with frightening strength, giving him no leverage.
“Oh well, I am sure we shall have plenty of time for hugging once I take you as my newest death knight.”
“Only Pack and Packfriends can hug Packmaster!” Cindra said a split second before her adamantite sword whipped in front of Gabriel’s face.
He flinched back, blinking as the female ghast’s head went flying. The foul, noxious black goo that served as the monster’s blood gushed out of her neck stump for a couple seconds before the entire body began twitching and spasming.
Shoving the headless corpse off, Gabriel rolled away just as the disintegrating body exploded in a burst of tainted negative energy.
The dark, life-destroying power washed over his Mantle, further taxing his pool and almost breaching the necrotic barrier woven into the protective spells.
Wiping the worst of the gore from in front of his face, Gabriel looked at his bonded. “Thanks, Cindra.”
Cindra flashed her usual brilliant grin for a second, then frowned. “Packmaster shouldn’t hug strange women. Plus, Snakey and Birdsister need help with cocky man.”
“I wasn’t… Not the time for this. Let’s go.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

Gabriel climbed to his feet and headed back out into the cavern. Triggering Dungeon Sense, he scanned for his other bonded. “What’s going on, Cindra? Why didn’t you stay with Sthuza and Brynja?”
“Cocky undead is too fast for Packsisters to hit. And when Cindra tried, he kept redirecting sword at Snakey.”
More confused after Cindra’s explanation, Gabriel opened his mouth to ask for clarification but then snapped it shut when he spotted the valkyrie and gorgon dueling with a large four-armed figure who moved with such incredible speed that Gabriel struggled to catch a glimpse of the sleek, white-armored intruder.
Clad in a form-fitting black bodysuit augmented with brilliant-white angular plates, the undead warrior stood a head taller than Brynja. A featureless white helmet with cyan eye-slits concealed its face.
Its upper arms were thicker and almost a foot longer than the lower pair. All four hands wielded scimitars with incredible finesse. Slim white boots and greaves shielded digitigrade feet.
Gabriel’s heart climbed into his throat, and he broke out into a full sprint toward his outmatched bonded.
Seconds later, he laid physical eyes on the unbelievable spectacle of three elite warriors clashing in a blinding, deafening maelstrom of blades.
Brynja moved with flawless grace and precision despite her massive mithril armor. Gabriel’s Haste spell sped up the valkyrie’s swift movements to a level no mundane mortal could match.
Compared to the armored figure she fought, her movements were halting and jerky.
And far too slow.
Sthuza wielded her twin poleaxes with less grace but far more fury and strength. The powerful polearms tore through the air, slicing and slashing but always missing the armored figure.
A long, armor-sheathed tail whipping behind it, the undead warrior would twist and dance out of range, only to parry her blades aside with two of its four scimitars.
Even as Gabriel tried to think of some spell to give his bonded an advantage against the impossibly quick monster, he noticed Jaras and the rest of the elite minotaurs scattered about the area around the dueling trio.
Sixteen of Merideva’s elite strike team, including the imposing Paragon minotaur, were down, but interestingly, all of them still lived. They bled from dozens of cuts, many appearing to have been hamstrung.
Kobolds rushed about, dragging more of the wounded from the battle toward where a trio of robed minotaur shamans tended to the injured.
Gabriel’s mouth hung open as he surveyed the area. “What on Evora happened?”
The four-armed assailant facing Brynja and Sthuza was the last remaining hostile intruder. His bonded and Jaras’ squad had torn the rest to pieces.
“How did one of these guys put down so many…”
As Gabriel started to ask, a trio of minotaurs wearing long robe-like hide armors, likely guards who had been patrolling, came charging at the four-armed warrior from behind.
“Uh, uh, uh. I already told you weaklings to stay away. The Mistress sent me here to test the Dungeon Master. Please stop getting in my way. You all stink,” a smooth, confident, masculine voice said.
The undead warrior crouched low, then leapt a dozen feet in the air, somersaulted, and came down behind the closest of the three minotaurs.
His four blades blurred into a mesmerizing web of crisscrossed afterimages.
Gabriel blinked as the armored figure vanished. He shifted his gaze back to where the warrior once again faced Sthuza and Brynja.
The second his armored boots struck the ground in front of Sthuza, the gorgon let out a snarling hiss and swept her massive scaled tail through him so fast there was a crack of displaced air.
The armored figure let out a delighted laugh. Speeding into a blur, he kicked off the ground and rolled across her tail. He regained his feet, then raced around behind the gorgon and slapped the back of each of her powerful arms.
Blood sprayed from multiple wounds across each of the three minotaurs as they only now fell. The blood was yet to even reach the ground as the deadly intruder struck Sthuza, who seemed motionless before his impossible speed.
A raw, soul-chilling screech ripped from Gabriel’s throat. The world flashed purple-black, and he found himself behind the armored foe, scepter and sword raised to strike.
The white-armored figure let out another too-mirthful laugh as he spun, catching both of Gabriel’s weapons between crossed scimitars. “Delightful, the Dungeon Master has arrived. Finally, we may begin the main event.”
“I’m going to fucking kill you!” Gabriel snarled as he snapped a front kick at the armored figure’s knee.
“Uh, uh, uh. That is no way to initiate a proper trial of strength. Please, let us take a moment so you may prepare yourself fully for battle. I must admit I was quite beside myself when the Mistress tapped me for the honor of testing you. These past centuries have been so, so dull. I grow weary of fighting none but the corrupted, and given you defeated Dougraine, I have high hopes that you will prove a formidable foe.”
Gabriel snarled at the armored undead who had just struck Sthuza with such a vicious blow. But then his mind caught up with the intruder’s words, and he frowned, hesitating.
“Really now, Dungeon Master. Why are you so angry before we even begin? It is not like I’ve harmed your bonded, other than perhaps their pride. Though, if you insist on all attacking at once, I will be forced to take this more seriously. The Mistress instructed me not to slay your bonded, but I can always cripple them if you force my hands.”
Even as the intruder spoke, Gabriel’s eyes tracked to Sthuza as the gorgon spun around, all four arms still functional.
She lunged with an enraged hiss, crashing down right where the armored figure had stood a split second earlier.
The black-and-white armored undead tsk-tsked as he ran up the gorgon’s scaled back until his feet reached her waist. Then he somersaulted up over her humanoid half, landing behind Gabriel.
“I would appreciate it if you would call off your pet snake, Dungeon Master. She is beginning to try my patience with her single-minded obsession. Besides, she will never land a strike with those polearms. Her style is all wrong for such weapons.”
Leaping away from the man who appeared at his back, Gabriel spun to face the nimble undead.
Though the figure held his four scimitars ready, he showed no indications of hostility, and Gabriel paused. “Sthuza, hold back for a second.”
The gorgon let out a continuous string of curses so sibilant Gabriel couldn’t even discern the language.
‘Hey, Fucker, did you forget about that whole bit where those rotten mages went and made Snakes go fucking ape shit?’
‘Shit.’
Gabriel reached out through his bond with the gorgon and encountered the same resistance he had felt in the past when she was enraged. But it seemed less impenetrable, so he focused his will, slamming against it like a battering ram until he finally broke through and felt his Prime’s fiery passions firsthand.
Her rage and fear threatened to overwhelm him. But Gabriel grabbed ahold of her through their bond, then calmed his mind using the meditations he had grown so familiar with from two decades of practice at the Academy.
It took long seconds before the magically enhanced emotions pulled back and settled into rational thought. Sthuza’s intense embarrassment flooded their bond.
‘Don’t be ashamed, my love. That was a potent and insidious spell. But I’m fine, and all three of you are safe. Now let’s see how we’re going to deal with this armored asshole.’
After assuring his Prime that all was well, Gabriel focused on the undead, who stood casually while surrounded.
He glared at the armored figure. “So what the hells is your deal?”
The warrior’s blank white helmet melted away, revealing a pale grayish-blue face with glowing blue eyes and an odd, sleek nose beneath a prominent brow ridge. Overlong pointed ears swept back against bone-white hair.
He crossed his forearms in twin X’s and bowed low, then rose in a smooth, dignified fashion. “Allow me to introduce myself, Dungeon Master. I am Ralloderth, a dastet sworn to eternal service with the Mistress as one of her chosen death knights. She has blessed me with the honor of testing you.”
“Testing him?” Brynja asked in a neutral, curious tone. Her wings fluttered. Tarry blood coated her battered mithril armor, but the valkyrie stood proud and defiant, ready to clash again despite having yet to land a single blow on Ralloderth.
The pale death knight nodded, flashing a friendly smile of polished white teeth. “Yes, indeed. Unlike that false pretender, Drayne the Corrupted, the Mistress suspects your Dungeon Master might be of value. And so, it falls to me to determine his prowess in battle.”
“Ignore his useless prattling, Master. Enhance your bonded and allow us to eliminate the last of the undead trash that has dared intrude upon Lady Merideva’s domain.”
Ralloderth gave a sad shake of his head. “I cannot attest to your Prime’s wisdom in normal circumstances, Dungeon Master, but I highly advise you ignore her now. If you do as she suggests, I will be forced to hurt them. And I would much prefer to see how you fight openly and honestly. Man-to-man.”
‘You’re getting challenged to a duel by a soul-sucking death knight? This is so fucked up. You get into the weirdest shit, Alpha.’
‘You’re telling me.’
Gabriel scowled. “And why should I think I have a better chance facing you alone than if we all fight together? I caught enough of your fight to know you can match Sthuza and Brynja. They’re both better warriors than I am.”
‘Master, you cannot trust unholy abominations like this death knight.’
‘Relax, Sthuza. Right now, I’m just trying to get more information. Let’s see if he lets slip anything useful.’
Gabriel did his best to assuage his Prime’s fear as he worked to think of a way they could counter the monster’s insane speed.
Ralloderth grinned. “Of course, a purely martial contest between us would accomplish little other than sour relations. But, if you agree to fight me yourself, I will remove my armor and fight with two hands bound behind my back. Since you only have two arms with which to battle, that seems fair.
“I must say, the Mistress believes you have the psionic talent to overcome my primary advantage. And you may use all of your abilities, not just your blade or mace, though I suggest you focus on your sword. While your scepter is powerful, you broadcast your intentions with it too much. You need to practice more, assuming things go in that direction. Does this sound like an interesting challenge, Dungeon Master?”
Gabriel frowned, considering the undead’s offer. Sthuza hissed in disapproval while Cindra and Brynja stepped closer to each other and began a whispered conversation.
‘You must not, Master. Foul undead like him can never be trusted. Their very existence is a perversion of life.’
‘Any idea why Snakes has such a raging hate boner for undead? I mean, don’t get me wrong. The putrid assflaps are disgusting, but she seems overly offended by their mere existence.’
Gabriel shook his head in reply to Reyna’s question before focusing on Sthuza.
‘Trust me. I’ve got a plan.’
“Okay, Ralloderth. You’ll toss away your armor, put two arms behind your back, and I can use all of my abilities?”
The death knight nodded. “I believe it to be the most equitable scenario the two of us can achieve at present, Dungeon Master. And, as I said, I am most eager for this battle. I do hope you take it seriously.”
Oh, I’m going to take this very seriously.
Gabriel watched the pale undead sheath the smaller scimitars of his lower hands, then blinked when Ralloderth’s armor shifted.
Angular, white armor plates shrank to coin-sized versions of themselves and migrated to his waist, forming an ornate belt of irregular metal shapes.
The black bodysuit beneath the armored plates appeared to have a hexagonal texture. All four sleeves split along their middles, peeling back behind the death knight’s arms, then merged into a single pair before shifting and morphing into the torso of the outfit.
The rest of the bodysuit began rolling from his feet and head until it all congealed into a black belt beneath the polished plates around his waist.
Other than the two swords wielded by his larger upper arms, the only clothing item upon the alien-looking undead figure was a thin white loincloth. Muscles bulged beneath sleek, blue-gray skin. The lack of both nipples and belly button furthered the dastet’s inhuman appearance.
“There, see?” Ralloderth said, using his lower hands to unbuckle the thick belt and toss it, along with two sheathed scimitars, onto the stone floor. Then he clasped his lower wrists behind his back.
Gabriel nodded and canceled his other active spells before tracing the glyphs for a single target Haste. He cut no corners, taking his time and making it obvious so his opponent would recognize it as an enhancement rather than an attack.
‘Master, this is too dangerous. Please let us attack him together.’
‘Trust me, Sthuza. I’m going to cheat, but I want to cover as many bases as possible.’
Finishing his spell, Gabriel released it and shivered as Haste suffused his body, seeming to slow time around him, though he knew it was his perception speeding up.
“Are you done with your preparations, Dungeon Master? I will give you more time if you need. But as I understand, Haste is one of the most expensive enhancements adventurers use.”
The blue-gray death knight saluted again, crossing his larger scimitars before his chest and inclining his head.
Instead of replying, Gabriel reached out to Kestria. The shadowstalker kobold was conscious again, and using her as an anchor, he had no trouble recapturing all the kobold slingers.
Hmm, there are only seventeen now. Eh, worry about that later.
Mithril arcane conduit in hand and ready, Gabriel grinned as he prepared to start the duel while instructing the kobolds to launch a simultaneous attack from behind the honorable seeming but far too dangerous undead.
Gabriel signaled his intentions with the slightest of nods, then threw his full focus into the adamantite scepter, selecting Binding Shades.
His grin widened as he released the spell, and shadowy tendrils erupted from the ground around Ralloderth. They latched onto the almost nude figure’s odd-looking legs.
As everyone else watched the two combatants, the distinctive whirl of seventeen slings spinning cut through the otherwise quiet cavern.
Ralloderth’s sleek face shifted into a lopsided look of profound disappointment. Or maybe amusement.
A volley of lead bullets whistled through the air, all aimed at the death knight’s head or back, thanks to Gabriel’s command abilities.
Once it was too late for anyone to dodge, even with Haste, Ralloderth contorted in an impossible blur of movement that strained Gabriel’s Haste-enhanced perception.
All but one of the fast-flying lead bullets shot past the pale death knight. He caught the last one in the palm of his lower left hand.
“Really, Dungeon Master? That was your best effort at cheating?” The alien-looking undead squeezed his smaller hand until lead squirted out between three long fingers and thumb.
Gabriel fought back the urge to wince, forcing a cavalier grin onto his face. “Hey, can’t blame me for trying. You did say all of my DM abilities, remember?”
Ralloderth’s lips twisted to the side. “I did indeed. But I also said man-to-man. So, while I will not be protesting that disappointing attempt, I must insist that if anyone else disrupts our battle, I will have to punish you.
“The Mistress would prefer I not slay any of your bonded. But it might surprise you how much suffering such powerful mortals could endure. It really would be quite unpleasant if you force me to resort to such… methods of coercion.”
Panic and rage flowed from Sthuza’s bond, and Gabriel had to clamp down on the connection with his Prime to avoid her emotions coloring his own mind.
Enough anger boiled within him already.
Brynja was furious at her inability to stand in for Gabriel, while interestingly, Cindra appeared at complete ease with the situation.
The hellhound seemed eager to watch Packmaster triumph over the death knight.
Yeah, really wish I felt as confident as Cindra does.
‘Uh, Alpha? You got any other bright ideas? Cause that long-armed freak just turned lead into putty, and he’s quicker than a greased-up gnome wrestler.’
Gabriel rolled his shoulders, trying to relieve some of the tension building across his upper back and neck. “Okay, let’s restart this. Just give me a moment for one or two more buffs first. After all, I was hoping to avoid facing you straight up.”
Ralloderth flashed a graceful smile. “But of course, Dungeon Master. Would two minutes be sufficient?”
“That’ll be fine. Just wait till then, and I’ll give you the glorious battle you seem determined to force.”
As soon as he finished speaking, Gabriel canceled Haste, turning his full attention inward to calm his mind and still his turbulent pool.
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Shifting his focus into the serpentine scepter coiled about his left hand and wrist, Gabriel spun up the triple spell circles needed for Empress’ Embrace.
A fresh spike of worry slipped free from his connection with Sthuza as she recognized the challenge and accompanying risk Gabriel was taking with attempting to cast such a powerful and complex spell after only the most cursory study.
Gabriel spared her what attention he could, assuring Sthuza he had everything under control. But it took most of both mental channels to follow the demanding glyph tracing of the ornate and powerful scepter.
He broke out in a cold sweat, and his pulse pounded in his ears as he raced through the most complex spell he had ever seen, tracing the glyphs and completing the multilayer spell construct in less than thirty seconds.
The strain of holding all three spell circles in proper sync with each other as he reached through the Weave of Creation and carefully anchored the incredible spell to his own presence had him tasting blood, but then…
It was finished, and he released the magic.
Pain flared in his knees as they struck the stone floor. Gabriel found it soothing as it pulled his awareness away from the burning surge of mana scorching his internal leylines, powering the spell with more mana than any buff he had ever cast.
A second later, a tidal wave of energy coursed through his body. He let out a primal roar as every inch of him sizzled with power.
Back on his feet without conscious thought, Gabriel licked his upper lip, savoring the taste of blood trickling from his nose.
Despite the metallic tang, he smelled a thousand other scents, even identifying individual people across the cavern.
Everyone seemed to move in slow motion. Even the delicate, nonstop shifting of Sthuza’s head-snakes appeared almost motionless.
“…That is rather more of an enhancement than I had expected.” Ralloderth saluted with his scimitars once more, bowed, then grinned as he slipped into a poised stance.
Gabriel raised his sword and fell into a fighting stance as well. The second he did, Ralloderth lunged forward, moving almost too quick to follow despite the extra enhancements.
With two scimitars bearing down straight at him, Gabriel triggered his Force Buckler, catching one on that glowing shield and parrying the other with his elven blade.
The death knight raised his left foot in a lightning-fast kick that caught Gabriel over the stomach. His Spell Mantle flared into visibility as he stumbled back, struggling to retain his balance after the powerful kick.
Ralloderth followed him in, scimitars flashing as he slashed over and over with fluid movements that spoke of a well-trained kata.
The dastet death knight’s attacks pushed Gabriel to his limits as he interposed his shield and sword between those glowing scimitars and his body.
As powerful as Ralloderth’s attacks were, Gabriel knew that soaking them with his Mantle would be a losing proposition. Especially with the added strain of Empress’ Embrace draining his mana pool.
Mana 29%
That buff’s way too pricey. Have to finish this fast, or I’ll run dry.
Gabriel gave ground before the nonstop assault of perpetually moving, curved blades.
Ralloderth dominated the tempo of their duel, forcing Gabriel to react and denying him any opportunities to strike out at the unarmored undead.
Knowing it was a gamble to try snapcasting any magic atop the drain on his pool combined with the razor’s edge upon which he balanced against the more skilled warrior, Gabriel took the risk, feeling far more confident than usual.
He slipped what attention he could spare into the scepter, then rushed a casting of Binding Shades.
Given the limited mana he could pump into such a quick casting, the magic wouldn’t slow the powerful undead for long. But Gabriel knew what was coming, and he timed his spell to catch Ralloderth just before he moved forward to continue the pressure.
Grinning, Gabriel ducked low and surged forward, raising his force buckler overhead. He batted the dastet’s left sword aside while bringing his own blade across in a strong slash at the sleek, bellybutton-less expanse of pale muscle along Ralloderth’s middle.
Ralloderth reacted faster than Gabriel thought possible, bending backward in a way that made the Dungeon Master wince. Even the death knight’s preternatural movement wasn’t enough to avoid Gabriel’s strike entirely.
Elven-wrought mithril carved a wicked gash across the pale monster’s muscular belly. Luminescent blue blood wept from a too-shallow incision.
Ralloderth leapt backward, landing over a dozen feet away. “Not bad, Dungeon Master. Your movements are somewhat janky and amateurish, but as I understand, you were only trained formally as a spellcaster, which is not entirely unexpected.
“Though I must admit that was some of the swiftest casting I have ever seen. Too fast, in fact, for me to grasp how you did it. No power swelled within your arcane conduit.” The death knight’s glowing eyes focused on Gabriel’s mithril sword.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Gabriel grinned, trying to project far more confidence than he felt at the moment. Ralloderth’s impossible evasion had stunned him and left him feeling mildly sick at how the dastet bent in unnatural ways. “You don’t expect me to reveal all my secrets, do you?”
Ralloderth smirked, flashing a sinister look as his glowing eyes blazed brighter. Then the undead death knight paused, his eyes taking on a distant, unfocused stare. “Hmm?… I see… Yes. Thank you, Mistress.”
When the pale warrior refocused on Gabriel, the Dungeon Master swallowed involuntarily at the monster’s intense aura.
“The Mistress informs me you are using more than one casting focus. A most unusual practice as I understand it, but even with your incredible casting speed, you will need more if you hope to defeat me.”
Ralloderth punctuated his statement with a rapid burst of movement. The pale figure blurred forward.
Gabriel raised his buckler and sword in a flailing attempt to parry a blow he could barely detect.
He caught one scimitar against the glowing force buckler, wincing at the impact along his arm. He missed his parry, the dastet’s curved blade dipping just under his sword, then whipping across above his belt, carving through the first layer of protective hexagons forming his Mantle.
Ralloderth gave him no time to recover, following in as Gabriel yielded ground. Twin scimitars flowed in gleaming blurs as they moved faster than Gabriel could track.
He blocked and parried every strike he could, his entire being focused on defending against the dastet’s whirling blades.
But at least a quarter of the rapid, forceful slashes scored against his Mantle, shattering dozens of hexagons and tearing more and more rents in his complex defensive enchantment.
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If he keeps slicing me up like this, my pool’s gonna run dry in minutes. Or less.
Gabriel reached out to his Prime. ‘Sthuza, do you have any idea how he got so much faster?’
‘No, Master. It is obvious he is Hasted, and with a powerful enchantment. I can discern that much easily. There was a brief flicker of… something right before he accelerated, but I do not know what it means. Perhaps we should all attack now?’
Gabriel winced as Ralloderth’s left scimitar carved through the last layer of physical defenses, the blade scoring his gambeson. Spinning away, he shook his head.
‘No. At least, not until I figure out how to finish him. He’s cocky, but he has reason to be confident. And I don’t want to see him get serious about killing any of you.’
The undead warrior paused and shifted backward, resetting his stance after a lucky block by Gabriel.
Taking the brief second of respite as an opportunity, Gabriel activated the scepter, casting Umbral Leap. He picked a location twenty feet behind the death knight, then beckoned Ralloderth forward.
The pale-faced man smirked. “And what trick do you have for me this time, Dungeon Master?”
“You’ll just have to come find out now, won’t you?”
The dastet licked his lips and let out a disturbing almost-purr before blurring forward again at impossible speed.
Gabriel caught both scimitars against his buckler and swept them out wide, slashing from the opposite side. His sword bloodied the undead along his ribcage.
But again, Ralloderth reacted too fast and twisted away from the cut, minimizing the damage.
Ducking beneath a sharp elbow, Gabriel charged forward and slammed into the taller death knight’s legs.
His buckler crashed against the monster’s knee with a painful-sounding crack, then Gabriel’s shoulder caught Ralloderth dead center of the first cut he had landed.
The death knight grunted at the impact, but before he could retaliate, Gabriel triggered Umbral Leap.
Gabriel stumbled, though the sudden transition through Shadowspace was less disorienting than the last time. His left hand hit the stone floor as his body and inner ear struggled to comprehend not only the change in location but also orientation.
Having known it was coming, Gabriel had dropped low and was ready when the entire world seemed to tilt. Ralloderth was not.
Umbral Leap worked just as Gabriel had hoped. They had rotated the exit point ninety degrees relative to the ground. Ralloderth slammed down hard on his back as Gabriel braced in a three-point stance above the prone undead.
Despite the massive disorientation, Ralloderth reacted with the same impossible quickness. But Gabriel was in too close, and he slashed along the underside of Ralloderth’s upper left arm.
Without checking to confirm the damage, Gabriel split his focus between Binding Shades and diving to his right, away from the death knight.
The shadowy tendrils had only slowed Ralloderth for a few seconds the first time, but Gabriel hoped the awkwardness of the death knight’s position might make the spell more effective this time.
He rushed the casting, flooding it with mana, anchored it to the dastet, then released it before rolling to his feet.
Spinning back to face Ralloderth, Gabriel dove into Ephemeral Ribbons, again pushing his mind to the limits as he raced through the already accelerated casting. His head throbbed, and his stomach protested, but he held his focus.
Ralloderth let out a booming, belly-rumbling laugh that turned into a mighty roar. “Wonderful, Dungeon Master! Simply marvelous. This… this is what I crave!”
Dozens of inch-thick black tendrils crisscrossed the pale figure. But even as Gabriel watched, rushing through the final glyphs of Ephemeral Ribbons, the dastet roared again and lunged upward, ripping apart the shadowy constructs binding him.
Severed tendrils fluttered around Ralloderth, dematerializing. He lifted his upper arms and glanced down to where his left refused to rise as high as the right. “Ah, that was an excellent shot, Dungeon Master. Though, I do hope you have even more delights with which to impress me.”
Gabriel frowned, feeling a little unnerved at the excitement evident on Ralloderth’s alien face.
What the Hells is up with this guy? It’s like he wants me to kill him.
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel had hoped Binding Shades would hold Ralloderth longer. The Ephemeral Shadows spell he had ready at hand blazed with mana, but as he tried to anchor the offensive magic to the death knight through the Weave, Gabriel found his target almost impossible to pin down.
Shit. Even Triscol and Duyaris were more accessible.
Furrowing his brow, Gabriel did his best, then forced a grin as he released the spell.
Dozens of fluttering, chaotic strands of semi-tangible shadow ribbons shot forth, racing toward Ralloderth. They weaved and curved in illogical fashion, but to Gabriel’s surprise, the dastet remained motionless, allowing the shadowy projectiles to home in on him.
While Ephemeral Ribbons wasn’t the most destructive attack spell Gabriel knew, he had come to appreciate how the extra-dimensional magic could punch through defenses.
He grinned when the first finger-thick tendrils drew close to the death knight. They exploded into dozens more as the projectiles splintered into a swarm of blazing-fast shadowy streaks.
Ralloderth frowned at Gabriel but remained motionless. Hundreds of shadowy threads struck the death knight’s exposed flesh. Several caught him in the face, though most hit his long, broad torso.
Even against the stationary foe, with the poor targeting, nearly a quarter of the shadowy threads missed, fading away into nothingness a scant dozen feet behind the death knight.
Ralloderth never so much as flinched, despite hundreds of the slender black ribbons impacting him. His sharp blue eyes pierced Gabriel as he frowned. “Well, I must say that was rather disappointing. Wasn’t it, Dungeon Master?”
Small black splotches discolored the dastet’s smooth, blue-gray skin, but as the four-armed warrior brushed at his face with the back of one upper hand, even those faint marks vanished.
“You are aware that shadow magic tends to be rather less effective against the undead, yes?”
Gabriel sighed. “Yeah. Still, I was expecting something more than just smudging you. Truthfully, it’s a new spell, and I wasn’t sure how it would perform.”
The dastet stared at him for several seconds before flashing a knowing grin. “You have acquired new spells from some foe you have triumphed over? And the reason you keep using shadow magic against me is not your preference but rather… It ties into how swiftly you can cast such spells.” Ralloderth nodded to himself, eyes losing focus.
Gabriel imagined the death knight was communing with the Mistress. He considered launching a sneak attack, or at least beginning a regular cast for Aetheric Missiles. But despite the dastet’s seeming distraction, he doubted Ralloderth would fail to detect his attack.
“Yes, the Mistress believes my hypothesis is correct, Dungeon Master. Still, it is impressive, especially the shadowy teleportation. Cast with that incredible alacrity, such magic could make you a terrifying battle mage. Unfortunately, such spells will be of little use in our duel.”
With no further warning, Ralloderth blurred forward, his twin scimitars slashing in from the outside and forcing Gabriel back on his heels as he struggled to keep up with the death knight’s impossible speed.
Gabriel recognized something of a pattern to the warrior’s overwhelming attack. While suspicious that he was being set up, he drew upon their previous clashes. This time, he was able to block all but a handful of Ralloderth’s strikes.
Ralloderth knocked Gabriel’s sword arm wide, but he got his Force Buckler up in time to deflect the worst of Ralloderth’s follow-up strike. The curved blade glanced off his dinner-plate-sized shield and gouged through Gabriel’s Mantle and gambeson, causing him to wince.
Ralloderth frowned again, and after another halfhearted round of attacks, he danced back, giving a panting Gabriel a chance to recover.
Glancing down at his left arm, Gabriel saw blood welling in the gash through his gambeson. He forced himself to stand upright against the cries of his body as he struggled to catch his breath.
“You should not be tiring yet, Dungeon Master. You fight as though you are mortal. There seems to be nothing wrong with your physical body.
“And for that matter, I hope you take no offense at my question, but why do you persist in using such a small shield? I thought at first you were testing me, or perhaps delivering a veiled insult or such. Now, I am suspicious.”
Gabriel frowned, staring at the almost naked dastet. “I’d figure you know more about these braces than I do, seeing as I took them from that first death knight your mistress sent after us.”
Ralloderth nodded. “But of course. My curiosity lies in why you choose to project the force shield as a buckler rather than a form better suited to complement your chosen weapon and natural tendency to blend spellcraft and swordplay?”
Unbidden, Gabriel glanced down at the foot-wide glowing energy shield projecting from the onyx-bejeweled bracer on his left arm. “It can create different-shaped shields?”
“Indeed. Though as I understand, it can also generate two bucklers. One from each bracer, of course, but any larger shields are limited to only one active at a time. Dougraine tended to manifest a large curved tower shield. Though, I do not see such a shield complementing your fighting style.”
Gabriel kept a half watch on Ralloderth while he focused on the magic bracers, visualizing a sizable round shield similar to Brynja’s.
The small buckler swelled instantly, tripling its diameter as it transformed into a translucent copy of the valkyrie’s round shield.
“So it was a case that you were unaware of the true nature of the enchantment? Interesting…” Ralloderth stared at Gabriel for several seconds. “That is a highly practical shield, though given your elven saber and what I’ve seen of your instincts so far, I think an ikyr’tirkari shield would better suit you.”
Frowning, Gabriel tried to visualize the long, often ornate shields carried by elite elven spellblades, but he had paid little attention to the one he met over a decade ago when his mother introduced him to her friends.
The glowing force shield flickered and wavered during the attempt, so he relaxed, allowing it to re-stabilize as the simpler round shield.
Gabriel’s cheeks heated at the disappointment visible in Ralloderth’s eyes. He glanced over to his bonded, who all remained tense, and thought he saw a similar disappointment in Sthuza’s green orbs.
“My lord, would a visual aid be of use?” Brynja called out when their eyes met. She raised her ornate mithril shield. He had seen Brynja merge the shield into her bracer countless times or use it as a longer heater-style shield.
But this time, he watched the mithril seem to liquefy, shimmering as it morphed, then re-solidified into an incredibly ornate asymmetrical kite shield that protected the valkyrie from knee to neck. Cutouts along the inner side of the shield allowed both for vision while guarding the head as well as bracing spears or swords and locking them into place.
“Exactly. That design is far more suited to your style,” Ralloderth said, his powerful voice filled with cheer.
Gabriel was hesitant to pull his attention away from the preternaturally swift death knight, but given that the undead warrior had had plenty of opportunities already to cut them down, Gabriel took the chance and split his attention between studying Brynja’s shield and copying its form with the enchanted bracer.
It took several seconds, but this time, as the translucent field fluttered, then stretched, it solidified into an elven shield.
An odd clapping sounded, and Gabriel’s head snapped around to stare at Ralloderth. The dastet had remained true to his word, and his smaller, lower hands remained behind his back, clapping.
“Ooo! Yay, Packmaster. Now use fancy shield and magic to spank cocky undead.”
“Yes, come, Dungeon Master. I will give you a few moments to acclimate yourself to using a larger shield.”
“Not that I mind, but why are you helping me fight better? I thought you wanted to best me and force us to submit to your mistress?”
Ralloderth grinned wide. “I have every intention of besting you. But I get so few opportunities to fight against proper opponents where I can feel the same vital rush and thrill of battle that used to drive my life. It was my very purpose for centuries.
“And while I do hope you will grant me the honor of dueling in the future after you become one of my brethren, I believe the Mistress has grand plans. Undoubtedly, there will be endless centuries of war and slaughter against honorless, unworthy foes before we can pause to cross blades again. So please, Dungeon Master, allow me to enjoy our dance a little longer.”
‘Master, we should coordinate an attack on him while he is still underestimating you.’
‘No. It’s too risky, and I don’t want to see what Ralloderth’ll do to one of you if he gets serious. As long as he’s underestimating me, I’ve still got a chance.’
‘But Master, the foul abomination is not wrong. The speed with which you can cast spells from that scepter is mind-blowing, but shadow magic is weak against undead due to the proximity of the Negative Energy Realms with Shadowspace. I fear if you keep using Umbral Leap, you will play into his hands. You surprised and disoriented him the first time, but his undead nature will allow him to adapt to it quicker than you.’
‘I know. But I still have another play or two he won’t see coming. Just trust me. And make sure the three of you are ready when the time comes. This is going to be close.’
Gabriel didn’t catch Sthuza’s response as Ralloderth burst into action again. The dastet warrior moved with smooth motion but lacked the insane speed he showed from time to time.
Though the drain on his mana pool and the intense fighting wore at Gabriel’s mind, he held up far better now. The larger shield and the unusual angle of its inner edge made it almost intuitive for him to block Ralloderth’s flowing attacks.
The death knight worked Gabriel’s sword out of position again and slashed low, gouging the Spell Mantle over his right thigh. Gabriel continued restraining the complex defense of enchantment from replenishing and replacing the damaged hexagons that formed the multilayer barrier.
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Even with all the advice he’s given me and the ikyr’tirkari, my pool won’t hold out if I try to maintain my Mantle. Just have to hope he’ll keep spreading his strikes across what’s left to extend his enjoyment of the battle. There’s definitely a pattern to his attacks. If I can just identify the right moment…
As Gabriel settled into familiarity with the elven shield, he grinned. “Hey, Ralloderth. Would you mind showing that heightened speed of yours again? Preferably just a single kata. I can’t get a proper feel for how the shield works until I try blocking your best strikes.”
The dastet death knight frowned, cocking his head to one side. “While I am not unwilling, why do you persist in holding back yourself?”
“Uh, what?”
“Dungeon Master, you go too far with this pretense. I wish to clash against your full strength. Yet you refuse to utilize your psionic gifts, so why should I demonstrate my own again?”
“Psionic…”
Ralloderth nodded. “Exactly, Dungeon Master. While you are aware that stacking multiple castings of similar enchantments rarely turns out well, Haste is fully compatible with Psionic Acceleration.”
‘Master! That explains how you have moved with such incredible alacrity before.’
‘Is that how you pinned my ass to the wall back in that sex dungeon? That shit was fucking terrifying. You blurred across the hall, and your sexy blue eyes were like two empty pits of eternal damnation. Honestly, it was kinda hot. Maybe we could try that out later?’
Gabriel’s jaw dropped. Triggering Magesight, he confirmed a well-crafted Haste effect enhanced the dastet. From how the enchantment was structured, he was confident it originated from an item. There were no hints of the psionic aspect, but he suspected Ralloderth was triggering it in intermittent spurts.
“You used an enchanted item to cast Haste, then you consciously trigger the psychic version as desired.”
The dastet nodded. “Yes… D-does this mean you were unaware of how you were doing so?”
Gabriel glared as his cheeks heated. “Yeah.”
Instead of ridiculing him, Ralloderth broke out in a huge grin. “Wonderful! Then, by all means, let me assist in drawing out your full potential. The Mistress said you were a powerful psyker, but I was beginning to worry. I hope you are a quick study.”
A flicker of power tickled Gabriel’s awareness before the death knight blurred forward.
Enchanted scimitars slashed in again and again, seeming to come from all angles. The attacks were too quick to track, but Gabriel focused his mind on accelerating.
Psionic abilities were based on intent and willpower. While Gabriel knew little about psyker practices, his two decades of magical training had honed his mind.
Ralloderth’s sleek face was a neutral mask, no emotion leaking out as he pressed Gabriel harder.
Fewer slashes slipped past his larger shield. Nevertheless, he could not find the timing to strike back. As Gabriel focused on matching Ralloderth’s speed, the dastet’s brutal pace seemed to slow.
Halfway through the lengthy assault, Ralloderth grinned wide, giving Gabriel a slight nod. Then his speed increased again, though not as fast as he had been a moment earlier.
“Yay, Packmaster!”
Cindra’s energetic cheering broke through Gabriel’s concentration, and he realized he was now moving at the same incredible speed as the dastet.
When the graceful warrior finished the complex, almost choreographed assault, he danced back in a seemingly instinctive move Gabriel suspected was a response to avoid being trapped by Umbral Leap or Binding Shades again.
Gotcha!
‘How the fuck ya figure that, Alpha? Sure, you’re almost as quick as his slick ass, but he’s still the better fighter.’
‘You’ll see in a minute.’
Ralloderth flashed Gabriel a broad grin. “Excellent work, Dungeon Master. This is good. For the Mistress grows weary of my play, and I feel we must bring this battle to its conclusion. I pray you are prepared. Have no fear; life as a death knight under the Mistress is not so terrible.”
Keeping watch on the death knight across from him, Gabriel ran through a centering routine to calm his mind as best he could, hoping that psionic powers benefited the same as magic from a focused mind.
Digging deep, he visualized moving even faster. When Ralloderth kicked off against the ground this time, the dastet appeared no quicker than Cindra.
Even matching Ralloderth’s speed, it took most of Gabriel’s focus and every iota of training, skill, and luck he possessed to survive thirty seconds of Ralloderth’s unrestrained offensive while diving into his scepter.
Monomolecular Lash, as configured within, was the second most complex spell. But if the caster had no desire to actively control the Lash, instead manifesting it fixed in place, the entire third spell circle and much of the second could be omitted.
Even discarding the control aspects, attempting to weave the potent attack while actively blocking and parrying Ralloderth’s flowing attacks took far longer than Gabriel expected.
Haven’t had the scepter a week, and I’m already spoiled.
Ralloderth frowned as Gabriel wove the spell with the same breakneck pace he had used on everything during their duel. “I was hoping you had a better trick up your sleeve, Dungeon Master. No amount of shadow magic will let you triumph this day.”
The dastet sped up the closing strikes of his kata, and Gabriel realized he wasn’t going to make the final block he needed.
Ignoring the glowing scimitar slashing in low, Gabriel put his entire focus on finalizing Monomolecular Lash and anchoring it where he wanted it.
Cindra howled, and Sthuza let out an earsplitting shriek that turned into a cacophonous fury of hissing as Ralloderth’s scimitar carved through the last layer of Gabriel’s Spell Mantle just over his thigh.
The enchanted blade sliced through his gambeson like it wasn’t there, and Gabriel growled, gritting his teeth as Ralloderth carved deep into his leg.
Arterial blood spraying from the devastating cut as he fell, Gabriel threw a lame swipe with his sword. But he focused all of his will on casting his spell.
“And so it ends, Dungeon Master. I look forward to welcoming you as a broth—”
Ralloderth’s cocky monologue cut off when he performed the same graceful hop backward as after each previous sequence.
He leapt right through the terrifyingly powerful, two-dimensional cord of charged Aether Gabriel had strung across the dastet’s path.
Ralloderth passed through the tangle of glowing blue energy without slowing. Luminescent blood exploded out as his body scattered in a dozen perfectly cut chunks.
Gabriel cried out when he crashed against the stone floor, dropping his arcane conduit and clutching at his mangled leg.
He dismissed his Mantle and severed the feed to Empress’ Embrace. Centuries’ worth of exhaustion flooded his overstressed body.
‘Cut it kind of close there, didn’t ya, Fucker?’
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Cindra rushed over and wrapped powerful arms around Gabriel, crushing him against her chest. “Cindra knew Packmaster would win.”
“Oh, good.” He coughed, wincing at the pain radiating up his leg. After canceling his buff, everything ached. “I’m glad somebody was confident. Now, you need to let go so I can try to heal this…”
“I doubt you have the strength left after that performance, Master. Please allow us to assist.”
Sthuza slithered to his side. She gripped his leg and hip with two of her arms, pressing the wound closed and sending white-hot agony through Gabriel’s leg, causing him to scream again.
“I am sorry, Master, but if we are going to save your leg and prevent you from bleeding out, this will hurt.”
Cindra shifted her position, allowing Gabriel to watch as Sthuza’s lower hands pulled out a procession of naquala vials and a large jar of unguent.
Wannaga and a dozen other minotaurs came charging over toward the trio. Brynja stood nearby, her spear and shield held at the ready as she watched with supreme alertness.
Gabriel’s vision grew dark, his body cold despite the warmth of Cindra pressed against his back.
“Okay, I’m gonna, leave the rest to you, Sthuza… I think it’s time…”




Chapter Twenty-Five

“Hey, um, is Gabriel awake?” Merideva asked, her hesitant voice drawing Gabriel from the blissfulness of sleep.
His entire body ached, his leylines burned, and he groaned in pain.
“Cindra thinks maybe a little. What does Glowy Lady need with Packmaster? Snakey said he’s going to be extra tired still, and there’s to be no mating. Not even spirit sex,” Cindra said, disappointment clear in her voice.
“Ah, that really powerful elf woman is back in my Domain again. Leryane? Anyway, she’s been wandering around all over for the past couple of hours, and I thought she might be looking for Gabriel.”
He flinched, trying to reorient his mind and sit up.
“Ooo, maybe she wants to get more tasty fried fishies and booze.” Cindra turned to call out toward the lounge. “Does Birdsister want to join Cindra and meet Friendly Elf?”
From the bright eagerness coloring Cindra’s now cheerful voice, Gabriel knew the hellhound had forgotten her earlier concerns and was already fantasizing about visiting the Careless Queen and eating more of Darlene’s delicious cooking.
“Cindra, I do not believe this is the best time for us to go off searching for food and drink. Nor do I imagine Leryane is stopping by on a social call.”
The hellhound and valkyrie began to bicker, so Gabriel called out, his throat protesting. “I’m up. Brynja, Cindra, let Meri in.”
Gabriel forced his eyes open in time to see the blue and pink swirled Dungeon Core dart through the open door and come to a rest just above his face.
“Oh no, Gabriel! You look so… tired.” Merideva hovered side to side, and even the dimmed glow of her crystalline orb made him squint dry eyes.
Gabriel let out a weary chuckle. “I can only imagine. Ralloderth damn near severed my leg with that cut. Exhausted as I am, it’s obvious Sthuza spent a fair bit of magical healing saving it. Given how bad it hurts, pretty sure she was successful.”
“Yep, Snakey had sweet-smelling potions, and Cindra helped her pour them down Packmaster’s throat. But she said Packmaster needs lots and lots of bed rest.”
Gabriel tried to clear his scratchy throat, only to wind up with a racking cough that sent fresh waves of agony through his battered, overstressed body. “Yeah, I’m sure she did. But if Leryane’s looking for me, I need to show up. We don’t know what Elaine thinks is really going on here, but she’s already got some powerful suspicions. The last thing we want to do is give her more reason to worry.”
“Well, my—Gabriel, please pardon my words, but I doubt seeing you like this will inspire confidence in… well, most anyone. I believe the combination of exhausting so much of your mana pool combined with the amount of healing your leg required…”
“You look worse than some of those undead,” Merideva chirped.
‘Ha, little gemstone’s got a point, Alpha. You let that cocky battle junky thrash the hells out of you. And those pricey mana potions don’t do shit about that soul-deep fatigue, do they?’
Gabriel chuckled again, then winced as Cindra protested, arguing that Packmaster still smelt like Packmaster and not the foul rot of the walking corpses.
Surprised that his Prime had yet to intervene as Brynja and Cindra devolved into a senseless argument, he reached out through his bond.
‘Ah, you are awake, Master. I assume Cindra has refrained from disturbing you?’
‘No worries, Sthuza, Cindra was keeping Meri away, but Leryane’s in the dungeon, and it sounds like she’s looking for me.’ Gabriel felt his Prime’s disapproval across their bond, the unamused expression on her sleek face flashing through his mind’s eye.
‘Of course, Master. And no doubt you are determined to go out and meet her to keep up appearances.’
‘Pretty much. I hope she has some good news for a change, but even if there is a problem in Lostbarrow, we need to know what’s happening. Having someone like Triscol take over could cause us a lot of trouble. But actually, I was reaching out to see where you are. Is everything okay?’
‘Of course, Master. I am currently down among Wannaga’s Herd. Since they are now the lowermost defenders of Lady Merideva’s Domain, I thought that with you momentarily out of action, it would be best if I stayed close at hand in case more of these foul abominations lay siege to the sixth floor.’
‘Have there been any problems?’
‘No, Master. And to be honest, I find that somewhat concerning. This “Mistress” sent such an enormous force of undead escorted by three mages and that death knight but did not bother utilizing Ralloderth until we had defeated the rest of his forces. Now, it has been over a day with no sign of further incursions.’
Gabriel jerked upright, wincing as his body protested the sudden movement. ‘How long was I asleep?’
‘A little over a day and a half, Master. I know you would have preferred we wake you yesterday morning, or this morning for that matter, but your body was terribly stressed and depleted. While I fed you two more mana potions, they must be losing effectiveness after so many in such quick succession. You pushed yourself far too hard… I… I thought we might lose you.’
Hearing the fear and despair that Sthuza was struggling to hold back, Gabriel reached out, projecting assurance to his powerful bonded that he would not disappear, abandoning her as she felt she had been once before.
‘It’s okay, Sthuza. I know that was a little scary. But we all survived and must have made a huge dent in her forces. I’ll check with Leryane, then see what Torrik’s got in the way of silver weapons for more of Meri’s monsters. I want us to get ready to strike before the Mistress can launch another offensive.’
‘But, Master… What if this foul necromancer has even more forces and is prepared for our offensive? Does it not seem that she may want you to attack?’
‘True, but this time, we’ll be the ones with the inside information. Between Merideva, you, and Cuix, she doesn’t have any way to spy on us, and once I’ve dealt with Leryane, I’ll be testing out my vastly improved Dungeon Sense on her down in her catacomb.’
‘But what if Vesrah tries to draw you deeper again?’ Fear colored Sthuza’s mind-voice.
‘That was a month ago, and I’ve grown a lot stronger since then. I’m also far more practiced with Dungeon Sense at this point. Plus, I only had rank one back then. Now I’m at three.’
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After reassuring his Prime, Gabriel pulled back from their bond and focused on the trio looming over him as he sat on the bed.
Gabriel grinned up at Cindra and Brynja. “Okay. So, first, I need you to help me get dressed, then we’ll see what’s up with Leryane.”
Focusing on Merideva, whose glow was taking on more pink than blue, he flashed a weary smile. “Meri, once I’m done with Leryane, let’s see how Torrik is coming with weapons for your monsters. I want to plan our attack. I’ll scry on her with my upgraded Dungeon Sense, so we’ll know exactly how to hit them.”
Both his bonded and Merideva seemed to relax as Gabriel declared his agenda.
A rather hands-on inspection of his wounded leg by Cindra confirmed it was healed, without even a scar showing beneath unguent-soaked bandages. But a dull pain throbbed deep inside, and he winced with each step.
Brynja and Cindra both got a touch handsy as they helped him into a pair of black drakeskin trousers and a gray silk shirt, then assisted with pulling on the rest of his gear.
After strapping on his sword belt and letting the adamantite scepter coil around his left forearm again, Gabriel felt like he presented a decent figure and headed out.
At least until he saw his reflection in the full-length dragon-themed mirror Sthuza had installed beside the bedroom door.
Merideva had retained his basic features when she created his new dungeon-crafted body, but she had enhanced the lines and bone structure, making him noticeably more attractive and masculine than he recalled looking.
But now his cheeks were hollow and gaunt. His skin was pallid, and the dark bags beneath his eyes were so extreme that he half wondered if someone had drawn them in with eyeshadow.
Reaching up, he traced a finger along the purple-black flesh, stunned at how puffy his face was. No makeup came away on his finger, but he noticed a flicker of something in his eyes.
A hint of the same shadowy purple that colored his spells. One he associated with Vesrah.
Shit. Will I start looking like a Swarm monster if I keep using her power? Well, add that to the list of reasons to turn that bitch down.
‘Fuck yeah, Alpha. You’re broody enough without those dark fucking eyes from the vision that creepy bug bitch showed us.’
“Okay, let’s see what Leryane wants. Hopefully, she’s got something positive for us.”
“Ooo, Cindra hopes she brought some coolfire, or those tasty smoked meats Sad Eyes served.”
Chuckling, Gabriel led his bonded into Merideva’s Core Room. He paused when he noticed what Cindra was wearing. Normally, the hellhound would have long since stripped naked without Sthuza around to admonish her.
But at the moment, the hellhound was dressed in her silky black boy shorts and tight black bra. Sthuza had at least gotten Cindra somewhat accustomed to wearing the sleek underwear. Still, he didn’t recall her having a belt or collar.
Gabriel paused, staring at the gray metal band cinched around the hellhound’s muscular waist. A soft blue glow suggested enchantment and matched the silver and blue gorget around her neck.
Noticing his gaze, Cindra flashed a perky grin. “Does new armor look good on Cindra?”
Gabriel blinked. “New armor…”
Oh… Ralloderth’s.
Before he could respond, the hellhound narrowed her blue-on-black eyes and focused, the tip of her blue tongue sticking out between gray lips. In a reversal of the retraction when Ralloderth removed his armor, a flexible black bodysuit spread out and engulfed the hellhound’s muscular form.
Small metal plates colored a range of blues and grays expanded, swelling into the stylized angular armored plates that had covered Ralloderth’s body. Except, instead of stark white, they matched Cindra’s fur coloration.
In seconds, sleek, intimidating armor completely encased the hellhound. An impossibly tight black bodysuit highlighted her thick curves and well-defined muscles. A flexible sleeve of the clingy material sheathed her fluffy tail, with articulated plates reinforcing the top.
Gabriel’s eyes were drawn to the breastplate. While no larger than when it had been on the barrel-chested dastet, the thick, dark-gray plate now took a more angular form. It didn’t reveal Cindra’s impressive cleavage, but the pronounced bulge marked the stylized wolf armor as blatantly feminine.
Looking up into a detailed wolf mask, Gabriel spotted a hint of Cindra’s fiery eyes behind sapphire crystal lenses.
“What does Packmaster think? Cindra wasn’t sure, but Snakey and Birdsister said… Said I should wear it. That Packmaster would prefer.”
Grinning at the hellhound’s cute hesitancy, Gabriel nodded. “It looks perfect on you, Cindra. And they were right; I much prefer that you have a good suit of armor.”
He sent a quick, heartfelt thank you to his Prime, her satisfaction washing back over their bond as he watched Cindra spin about, demonstrating just how little the well-armored suit impaired her mobility.
Once Cindra finished displaying supernatural agility, flexibility, and raw athleticism, Gabriel noticed the smiling visage on her mask had shifted from a snout mirroring her gleeful grin to a fang-filled snarl as she pretended to fight unseen foes, then back to an eager expression as she waited for his response.
“Damn, that’s a wonderful upgrade for you, Cindra. You definitely have to wear that for any future fights, all right?”
The helmet and mask melted away to reveal a beaming Cindra. “Sure thing, Packmaster. And the best part is…”
Cindra’s eyes narrowed again, and Gabriel glanced down to find the breastplate and crotch of the armor melting away, exposing the hellhound’s skintight spider-silk bra and shorts.
“Of course, that would be your favorite feature, wouldn’t it?” Gabriel muttered, to which Cindra’s grin only widened.
Brynja giggled. “You should’ve seen how long it took Sthuza to convince her she needed to continue wearing her undergarments, Gabriel.”
“I can imagine. Come on, let’s go meet up with Leryane.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

It took a half-hour to meet up with Leryane. More than a few minutes of which had been spent convincing Cindra to restore her armor.
“Hey, looking for someone?” Gabriel called out, putting as much cheer into his voice as he could.
“Finally. Been hoping I’d find you down here, Gabe…” Leryane trailed off as she turned and spotted Gabriel. “What the hells happened to you?!”
“Hi, Friendly Elf! Packmaster beat super-fast death knight in sword fight but got cut. Ooo, did you bring any tasty snacks?”
Leryane’s jaw dropped. Gabriel ducked his head, reaching up and rubbing at the bridge of his nose as he waited for the inevitable response.
“Death knight? You mean there are death knights roaming about down here?”
Sighing, Gabriel looked up and met the elf’s wide-eyed stare. “Maybe a few. But we’re handling it.”
Leryane scowled. “Handling it, like with the band of undead that attacked Callie and Claire?”
Gabriel winced. “It’s… complicated, but the important thing is we killed the death knight.”
“Cindra thinks he was more dangerous than the first one. But Packmaster killed both.”
“Okay, look. Yes, we’ve encountered two death knights. But we destroyed both, so there’s no need to worry.” Gabriel turned to the hellhound, frowning. “And Cindra, this is one of those things we don’t discuss in public, remember?”
She flashed an apologetic wince, ducking her head. “Sorry, Packmaster.”
Leryane let out a loud sigh, then flashed Gabriel a wry grin. “I… I don’t even know what to think is going on. I’m just here to help El, and she’s sure her only chance rests on your shoulders. Can… can you promise me you’re not working to hurt her or Lostbarrow? I mean… Your party did plenty of damage earlier, but then… you dealt with that douchebag, Triscol.”
Gabriel nodded. “I promise, if Elaine wants to revitalize Lostbarrow and, by extension, the dungeon here, we’re on the same side. There are a lot of… details I don’t want to discuss. But I swear, helping your friend remain the baroness is in my best interest.”
Leryane’s purple eyes bore into Gabriel for several seconds. He held still, waiting for her to be satisfied. After a moment, she let out another slow exhale.
“Normally, I’d be tempted to put in some vague, intimidating threat about what’ll happen if you betray her. But after seeing some of the shit you dealt with a while back and who you’ve killed lately, I don’t think you’d find me that intimidating.
“Anyway,” Leryane continued, her voice growing more mellow. “El sent out several inquiries for magic or weapons that would be useful in dealing with undead. Guildmaster Olphelia dug up a spell from their library that temporarily imbues weapons with a touch of radiant energy from the Celestial Realms. She wanted me to get it to you in case you can find a way to use it. And if you’re fucking around with death knights or worse… ha, you probably need it.”
Forgetting his fatigue for a second, Gabriel lit up at the mention of such specialized magic.
The nature of most undead monsters was tied to energy from one of the “Negative Realms.” But, just as necrotic beings drew strength from such a life-hating place, celestial beings drew theirs from the Celestial Realms.
Energy of the opposed type tended to produce spectacular effects when used offensively.
“Damn, that could be amazing.” Gabriel chewed at his lip for a second. “I mean, trying to learn a new spell in time may prove a challenge, but if I can manage, it’d prove a major advantage.”
Leryane stared at Gabriel, her angular eyes wide. “Do you think you’ll be able to pull it off? El has no idea what sort of timetable you’re operating under with these undead.”
“Honestly? I’m not sure. I’ve been making good progress with learning new glyphs and even spells, but it’ll depend on how unfamiliar the formula is. You have it on you?”
Leryane gave a quick nod, pulled a dark leather scroll case from a small pouch at her waist, and then tossed it over. “Here. And I’d appreciate it if you could return it intact after you’re done. Olphelia signed it out to El herself, so it’d be better for all of us if there’s never a question of where it went.”
“That shouldn’t be a problem. One way or the other, I’ll get it back to you in a few days.”
Leryane snorted, shaking her head. “Days? And here we were, thinking you might manage something in a couple weeks. You intend to do… whatever the hells you’re doing with these undead in a matter of days?” The elven adventurer glanced at Cindra and Brynja with a doubtful expression.
“What’s wrong, Friendly Elf?” Cindra asked, preening as Leryane finally seemed to notice her stylized armor.
“Two things. Firstly, that is a ridiculously impressive suit of spare armor. Why weren’t you wearing it during that shitstorm after the duel?”
Gabriel opened his mouth to make an excuse, but Cindra beat him to it. “That super-fast death knight was still wearing it, probably. After Packmaster beat him, Snakey said Cindra should wear it. Isn’t it great? Oh, and watch this.”
From how Leryane’s eyebrows rose, Gabriel didn’t need to look to know that Cindra had demonstrated her ability to expose herself through the armor.
Leryane shot him a playful smirk. “For some reason, I’m not too surprised. Though please don’t go showing something like that to Aren and getting that perverted man any more strange ideas. He’ll be hanging around in Lostbarrow because of the influx of beastkin adventurers, and the last thing I want to see are those inutari maids of his turning naked at random like that.”
Gabriel chuckled and nodded but already had his attention focused on unrolling the enchanted scroll.
“What was second thing?” Cindra asked with an impish grin.
Leryane twitched, then chuckled. “What? Oh, right. When El requested anti-undead magic, Olphelia dug up a few old spell tokens you might find interesting.”
That recaptured Gabriel’s attention, and he accepted a trio of inscribed gold disks. Cindra pouted at the elf’s boring, if useful, second point.
Brynja and Cindra gossiped with the Mithril-ranked adventurer as Gabriel scanned over the tokens before pocketing them, then perused the spell scroll for several minutes. Once he had gone through it, his excitement was overwhelming, and after a quick thank you, he led his bonded back to Merideva’s Core Room.
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel spent most of the day studying the detailed magical text, working to commit the complex, triple-circle enchantment to memory. While casting some spells from a visual or written reference was possible, doing so with combat-oriented magic was out of the question.
From how the scroll described Well of Celestial Endowments, Gabriel thought it might be viable in this case. Still, given he could test magic in the Astral Realm without risk or profligate mana usage, he intended to get in as much practice as feasible.
Three hours spent studying the lengthy formula gave way to another three of practical testing in a consequence-free zone. When Gabriel shifted back into his physical body, exhaustion and achiness washed over him. Peeking at his Interface, he frowned.
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At least I’m back up over forty percent now. Sthuza was right that I needed the rest. But I’ve got to pull this off so we can take the fight to them.
Thanks to his excitement over the spell, Gabriel had forgotten about his intention to check in with Torrik. But Merideva and Brynja met with the hard-working dwarf and arranged distribution for Torrik’s silver-plated weapons. While nowhere near as effective as properly crafted silver weapons, they were still far better than mundane blades.
When Gabriel withdrew from the Astral Realm for what felt like the twelfth time, he blinked his eyes and stretched, suppressing a groan as his body protested, if less aggressively than it had at the start of the day.
“Ah, welcome back, Master.”
There was a rustle of scales across luxurious carpet, then Sthuza’s powerful hands began massaging his shoulders. “How are you feeling now?”
“Um, that feels wonderful. Thanks, Sthuza.” Gabriel turned his head, grinning, as he stared up into the gorgon’s vibrant green eyes. “It’s good to see you. And I’m feeling a lot better.”
Sthuza frowned, her pert nose twitching as she gazed down at him suspiciously.
Gabriel grinned. “No, seriously. I’m feeling better… though still exhausted.” He reached for a half-empty glass of water on the polished end table.
Sthuza held him back, reaching out with her left arms to pour more water, then handed it to him.
“How have your studies progressed, Master?” she asked as he gulped the water.
“A lot better than should be possible. I don’t understand where the ability comes from—mind you, I’m not complaining—but I can already recall each glyph despite having known less than half this morning. I should be ready in a day or two.”
“Really? That is excellent news. Though I am uncertain you will be sufficiently recovered.”
Gabriel shook his head. “Don’t worry, Sthuza. After the last few days, I’ll be more than happy to let you three and Meri’s monsters handle the dragon’s share of the load this time. Between the weapons Torrik’s been plating, the enchanted gear you’ve been passing out like cheap ale, and this spell, I think we’ll be ready to take care of the undead problem. Once and for all.”
Sthuza sighed. “I do wish you would not make such statements, Master. It feels as though you are tempting fate. Still… If you are confident you can handle buffing us, including this celestial weapon enhancement, perhaps the day after tomorrow is not too early.”
Merideva gasped, announcing her presence in the lounge. “Oh, really? So soon? That would be super awesome. I’m so sick and tired of those dirty undead creeping around the edges of my Domain. It’s so icky feeling.”
As Merideva floated closer, Gabriel smiled and stroked her crystalline orb. “Yes, really, Meri. It was probably a mistake to wait as long as we did, but we made some serious progress in expanding your Domain. And now, with Jaras and so many minotaurs, we’re in a much stronger place than we were just a few days ago. The sooner we deal with the undead, the sooner we can expand your Domain further and prepare ourselves for the real conflict.”
Merideva’s glow dimmed, and a dark look washed over Sthuza’s sleek face. “Yes, Master. Vesrah has control of more of the dungeon than Lady Merideva, and given her frequent attempts to dominate or seduce you, I believe we need to focus all our resources on her. This undead abomination has distracted us from the true threat long enough.”
“Yeah, but in a day or two, we’ll strike down the Mistress and expand Merideva’s Domain further.” Gabriel focused on the Dungeon Core. “Don’t worry, Meri. We’re going to claim the entire dungeon as yours. I won’t rest until every floor, every inch of this place, belongs to you.”
A surge of cheerful excitement flooded across the powerful bond Gabriel shared with Merideva. She rocketed forward, slamming against his chest, causing him to grunt. “Oh, thank you, Gabriel. Thank you, thank you!”
Gabriel sat there stroking the ecstatic Dungeon Core as Sthuza continued her firm massage.
◆◆◆
 
Merideva darted off, babbling about her impending dungeon conquest. Not long after, Sthuza’s four-handed massage had turned Gabriel into a relaxed puddle, and she slithered around the sofa to join him.
Hugging her, he smiled, her four arms wrapping around him in return.
“Brynja is growing more interested in you every day, Master.”
Gabriel chuckled. Leaning close to kiss the gorgon’s slender throat, he inhaled her rich, woodsy scent. “I’ve noticed.” He kissed his way up one pointed ear, enjoying his Prime’s visceral reaction.
Sthuza shivered. Several head-snakes drooped low to brush against his face or brush his hair. “Perhaps you should work on boosting your affinity with the young valkyrie? If you hold Brynja at arm’s length much longer, I fear she may struggle. She doubts herself enough as is.”
“I know. Not understanding why her mother effectively exiled her seems to really bother her.”
“That is my thinking as well, Master.” She huffed in irritation when he kept teasing her sensitive ear. “Perhaps we could discuss your plan for Brynja before we continue?”
Gabriel nodded, chuckling. “Fair enough, my love. I know she craves her mother’s approval of our relationship, so I’ve been holding back out of respect for that.”
Sthuza snorted, shifting about and coiling her serpent half.
He pulled her toward him, and she relented with another huff, shimmying close and snuggling against his side.
“She also ‘craves’ a sense of belonging. How can she view herself as mine or Cindra’s equal, ‘battle sisters,’ if you do not treat her with the same relaxed intimacy which we both enjoy?”
“Yeah. The past week or so, I’ve been thinking I should make time for private dates with each of you.”
Head-snakes bobbed. Several of them with an intensity that made Gabriel wonder if they wanted private dates.
‘Ha, yeah. You’re struggling to keep up with just Boobs and Snakes. The hells are you thinking? Last thing you need is more horny babes.’
‘You forgot to include you and Brynja.’
The feisty lycan fell silent, sulking, and Gabriel grinned, reaching down to capture one of Sthuza’s hands in his.
She shifted to gaze into his eyes. “I do not begrudge your time with my bond sisters, Master.”
“I know you don’t. Still, I’d like to show how important you are to me. Each of you is amazing, and I’m eternally grateful to Meri for the chance to meet the four of you. So… I fully intend to arrange at least the occasional special moment with each of you. And since you’re concerned about Brynja, I’d like to start with her.”
Sthuza relaxed, lowering her head to rest on his shoulder. “Do you have anything particular in mind, Master?”
“I’ve been studying Estrial’s notes on flight magic.”
Sthuza jerked upright, then settled back down, head-snakes hissing. “Do you believe they will prove useful?”
Gabriel grinned. “The complex spell will take more time. It’s third tier, but she had a simpler version. I’ve already tested it in the Astral Realm.”
“And when did you do this, Master?”
“Remember how I’d hang back for a bit after transferring you three from our training sessions?”
“Ah… and here I had thought you were simply giving Cindra time to assault you unopposed.” The gorgon snorted. “She is certain you enjoy returning to find her pawing you as she does.”
Gabriel pulled Sthuza’s hand up, pressing it to his lips as he chuckled. “It’s entertaining, but no. I wanted a few minutes to practice flying.”
“And you feel confident enough to try it here?”
“Yes. Well, in conjunction with the Levitation ring. I’m not graceful, but… Do you think Brynja would enjoy a flying date?”
Sthuza laughed, flashing a fang-baring smile. “You could not have chosen a better idea. She will love it. And I am sure she will understand that you have been planning this for some time.”
“That’s a relief. I’d hoped she’d be interested, but I didn’t want to bring it up until I felt more confident.”
Sthuza shook her head, grinning. A dozen tiny serpents mirrored her, others rocking with hissing laughter. “That is a marvelous idea, Master. I presume you intend to hold this private affair down on the sixth floor?”
He nodded.
“Excellent.” Sthuza leapt up. “If you are feeling up to it, tonight would be the perfect opportunity. I must arrange a fitting meal for you two to share. Ah, but what about dessert?”
Gabriel leered at the distracted gorgon, clasping her hand tight. “You aren’t going anywhere right now, my love. Tomorrow night will work just as well.”
Sthuza’s head-snakes curled up, facing each other as they held a sibilant conference. Seconds later, they turned as one, arousal flashing from their tiny emerald eyes.
Passionate heat blazed in Sthuza’s larger, slanted eyes, and her slim tongue peeked out. “You raissse a fair point, Massster.”
Grinning, he pulled at the massive serpentine monster, drawing her back down into a heated kiss.
‘Alpha,’ Reyna whined. ‘It’s bad enough how often Boobs starts shit. Can’t you go a single night without getting laid?’




Chapter Twenty-Seven

After another day of rest and study, Gabriel adjusted his broad-collared white cape, fiddling with the elaborate gold chain tying it shut.
‘Stop playing with that, Alpha. If you didn’t want to wear the damn thing, you should’ve told Snakes to shove off.’
‘I don’t hate it. It’s just… gaudy, isn’t it?’
‘You look great in it, Fucker. I’m not sure Snakes was thinking clearly when she picked it out, though. Boobs will be likely to shred it the second she lays eyes on you.’
Gabriel chuckled, glancing down at the matching double-breasted white vest. The rugged, breathable hyster fabric hung down to mid-thigh. It had more gold buttons than Gabriel thought necessary, but he had to admit he liked the sharp look it gave him.
His black spider-silk shirt and lanataek wool pants were decadently soft and supple, more comfortable than anything he’d ever worn.
‘Yeah, probably more expensive, too. Other than your armor, at least.’
‘Definitely. I know lanataek wool’s pricier than silk.’
A startled shriek rang out. Gabriel glanced toward the closed door yet again, curiosity and worry brewing within him.
Cindra had dragged Brynja off to her room over an hour ago, with Kestria and Sarzykx joining the pair.
His Prime had held a brief meeting with Cindra, Merideva, and his kobold Minions. Then she sequestered herself in the kitchen, her four arms overburdened with cooking supplies.
She’s planning something for my date with Brynja, but I didn’t expect it to be such a big deal. Starting to feel a bit nervous. Cindra was way too excited earlier.
‘The hells did you expect Boobs and Snakes to think, Fucker? They’re both champing at the bit for ya to make that songbird sing. Though, she probably just told Boobs to keep Birdbrain distracted until the right time.’
‘Maybe. Still, now that I’ve decided, the waiting’s killing me.’
‘Hey, isn’t anticipation supposed to be a huge fucking turn-on? Get you all hot and bothered with lots of build-up?’
‘It’s only going to be a private dinner with a leisurely flight. We’re not having sex.’
‘Heh, sure. Whatever you say, Fucker. Anyway, do you think she’ll coo like a dove when she comes? Or will it be more like a goose honking?’
Gabriel sputtered, shaking his head clear.
Brynja chose that moment to step out into the lounge. Drawn by the door closing behind the valkyrie, he spun to face her.
Whatever Gabriel had planned to say caught in his throat. Mouth hanging open, he stared in stunned awe at Brynja’s refined beauty.
Coppery eyeshadow made her already gorgeous mithril-blue eyes pop. Her glistening, intelligent gaze froze him in place. Thick golden-blonde hair flowed behind her, bound in intricate braids with blue silk ribbons and copper rings.
A long-sleeved midnight-blue silk shirt sheathed her from neck to ribs and wrists. Rich copper trim enhanced the form-fitting top. Her sophisticated outfit put her toned midsection on display without detracting from her impressive bust.
Brynja shifted one long leg, drawing his eyes to the sleek black stockings rising to mid-thigh. Inches of flawless skin peeked out between the twin hip-high slits of her ankle-length skirt. More copper accented the deep-blue satin fabric.
Cocking a hip to the side, Brynja nibbled her lower lip. Her eyes seemed to drink in his entire being, and Gabriel’s mouth went dry.
‘Fucking hells! That’s not fair. How the fuck is a bitch supposed to compete with a gods-damned angel?’
Reyna’s huffed protest jarred his mind enough that he could breathe again.
“Wow, Brynja… That dress looks incredible on you.”
Sthuza slithered into the room and coiled behind Gabriel. “Ravishing, Master. She looks ravishing.”
“Ooo, does that mean Snakey and Cindra will share her tonight once Packmaster finishes?”
Sthuza sighed.
Brynja’s pale face flushed, and Gabriel grinned. “In all seriousness, though. You look gorgeous.”
“Snakey said Packsister will have to ‘beat the drooling imbeciles off with a stick.’” The hellhound flashed a wicked grin. “Cindra will carry sword, though, just in case.”
“At least we don’t have to worry about that tonight. Pretty sure none of Wannaga’s minotaurs will cause us any trouble.” Gabriel grinned as the valkyrie furrowed her brow in confusion. “Sthuza didn’t tell you?”
Brynja shook her head. “No, my dear battle sisters simply informed me you wished to engage in a most private and hopefully pleasurable evening with only myself as your company.”
‘Gah, she is such a damn wordy bird. Hot as fuck, though. I’m kinda looking forward to watching you rail her ass.’
‘What the hells, Reyna?’
The lycan snickered. ‘What? You should be grateful I’m not complaining this time. Especially after all the nights you’ve plowed those two and made me watch. And don’t even get me started on your daytime sexcapades. You owe me.’
With no clue where to even begin, Gabriel blocked Reyna from his mind and focused on Brynja. “I thought Sthuza had explained my plans, but apparently, she wanted it to be a surprise.”
Sthuza grinned, head-snakes bobbing. “I only took steps to ensure your bonded would be properly attired and that I could arrange an acceptable dinner. I did not inform Brynja of your thoughtful plans.”
The valkyrie’s face lit up with a radiant smile. “You devised a plan for our ‘date,’ my lord?”
“Sort of. I wanted to spend some time with you. Figured we’ve been together for over a month now, and we should get to know each other better.”
Standing behind Brynja, Cindra waggled her eyebrows suggestively.
Sthuza’s annoyed sigh made everyone else grin.
“I would love to go on this date with you, my—Gabriel.”
“Awesome.” He stepped across the lounge and reached out to claim her hand.
Brynja beamed, then stumbled forward, slamming against him. Gabriel caught her upper arm with his free hand, eyes flaring wide.
In her heels, she was almost as tall as he was, and her soft pink lips pressed against his.
Once the initial panic vanished, he relaxed. Brynja didn’t pull away. Instead, she pressed against him, her firm breasts squishing between them as her lips parted.
Gabriel matched her, slipping his tongue into her waiting mouth. She welcomed him, her free hand sliding around to his back.
Sthuza cleared her throat.
They both jerked back, blushing as head-snakes hissed, and Cindra giggled. When their gazes met, the hellhound winked, grinning with mischievous amusement.
“I believe you had a special surprise for my sister bonded, Master? The entire reason for holding your date on the sixth floor.” Sthuza pinned the hellhound with a harsh glare.
“Right, thanks for the reminder.” He grinned at Brynja. “I was wondering if you would care to accompany me on an evening flight?”
The valkyrie’s eyes glistened, her lips twitching. “Do you mean like we—”
“No, I mean flying. Each of us flying on our own, side by side.”
Brynja’s previous excitement had been only the moon’s soft light next to the sun’s blinding radiance as she shrieked in approval.
Cindra pouted, covering her sensitive ears.
‘It would seem I was correct as to how enthusiastically she would react, Master.’
‘Yeah. Apparently, valkyries can hit higher notes than humans. If she’d been much louder, I’d probably need a healing potion before we leave.’
Sthuza snickered.
‘That was less birdlike than I expected. Still, maybe she’ll chirp like a cockatiel when you try to drown her in your cum?’




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Cindra and Sthuza accompanied Gabriel and Brynja down to the sixth floor. The pair carried an assortment of luxurious leather bags and mithril-trimmed ebonwood boxes.
Besides a brief delay in the Core Room, where Merideva managed to embarrass Gabriel and Brynja, the trip was quick and uneventful.
Gabriel intended to spend the evening alone with his most reserved bonded. But given the increasing frequency of undead intrusions, he’d had Merideva send Rade down with his best archers to reinforce Wannaga’s patrols.
‘I still think it’s fucking creepy that you’re gonna make those cute little lizard girls watch your date.’
‘Who else can I assign to keep an eye out? I refuse to let Cuix anywhere near tonight. And how long do you think Cindra could resist the temptation to join in when the food comes out?’
Reyna chortled. ‘True. Boobs has been eyeing that fancy pie box the whole trip.’
They stopped just shy of Knossis, the quaint minotaur town bustling as the large furry monsters returned from their daily chores.
Two minotaurs pulling a rugged cart loaded down with golden wheat reminded Gabriel of the settlement’s self-sufficiency.
‘Yeah, I’ve never heard of anything like this. Kind of makes me wonder what else exists deeper in the dungeon. Or at least did before that skank-ass bug bitch invaded.’
Gabriel nodded, forcing thoughts of Vesrah from his mind.
Focus on the here and now with Brynja. She’s an amazing woman and deserves your undivided attention.
“We will separate here, Master.” Sthuza flashed a pleased smile, her eyes bright. She slithered over and captured Brynja’s arm, dragging the gorgeous valkyrie aside.
The instant the gorgon turned away to whisper, Cindra dashed over and wrapped Gabriel in a breath-stealing hug. “Packmaster will make Birdsister feel special?”
Hugging the muscular hellhound back, Gabriel nodded, working to catch his breath. “Ye-yeah. I’ve been wanting to spend some private time with each of you—without sex. You and I could take another private stroll through Lostbarrow… Or perhaps a hunting trip outside the city?”
Gabriel knew he had suggested the right idea when Cindra squeezed tighter, blasting the air from his lungs a second time. “Ooo! Packmaster will take Cindra hunting!”
Sthuza huffed. “Really? Could you not even keep your grubby paws off him for one evening?”
Cindra looked one hundred percent unapologetic as she released Gabriel, turning to beam at the other women. “Packmaster promised to take Cindra on special hunting trip outside city!”
Sthuza’s dark-green lips quirked to the right, exasperated amusement flickering in her eyes. A few head-snakes nodded in approval while others shook with hissing laughter.
“That is wondrous news, dear battle sister. I am sure you will enjoy such a delightful trip.”
Cindra’s head bobbed. “Yep, but tonight is Birdsister’s night.” With that, the hellhound slipped behind Gabriel and shoved.
He went stumbling toward Brynja, arms flailing.
An impish grin lit her face, and she reached out to catch him.
Gabriel managed, just, to avoid slamming into her face. Instead, they stood there staring at each other from inches away.
Brynja’s tongue wet her lips, her eyes heating. Her hands tightened around his shoulders.
Bowing to the inevitable and not wanting to risk hurting the valkyrie, Gabriel crossed the final distance and kissed her.
Brynja’s lips were soft and welcoming. The taste of cherries lingered, faint but refreshing. She released a quiet, pleased gasp and pressed in closer, her arms going around him.
Gabriel took cues from the reserved valkyrie, allowing her to lead. His hands slid around her flared hips, fingers teasing up along the toned muscles of her exposed back.
Shivering, Brynja pulled back a few seconds later. Her tongue caressed her lips as she gazed into his eyes with heated desire.
‘Damn, either Birdbrain’s got a hair trigger, or you three have been getting her worked up for weeks without relief. That’s just cruel, Alpha.’
Gabriel smiled at Brynja, brushing his fingers against her blushing cheek.
“If you two wish to take wing now, Master, I will see that the picnic supplies are delivered to the location we discussed.”
“Cindra can carry special date food to—”
Sthuza covered the hellhound’s mouth with her upper left hand, the other three keeping a tight hold of her packages. “You will stay with Wannaga and me until they return, Cindra.”
Seeing Brynja’s wings flutter in excitement, Gabriel smiled over at his other bonded. “That’d be great, Sthuza. Thanks.”
“We will see you two afterward.” The gorgon smiled fondly at each of them before releasing Cindra’s mouth and grabbing her shoulder. “Come, Furball. We will give Brynja and Master some privacy.”
“Okay.” Cindra leered at Gabriel, long blue tongue darting out to lick her lips. “If Packmaster and Birdsister need, Cindra will be happy to help clean up afterward.”
Brynja’s face burned as a discordant symphony of hisses erupted.
The gorgon dragged Cindra off, leaving the pair standing about in awkward silence.
“So… uh, care to show me around the area?” Gabriel winced at his words, but Brynja’s radiant smile returned.
“I would love to, Gabriel.”
“Great. I can’t wait to see your favorite places. I’ll just need a minute or two to prep.”
He rotated the cloudsteel ring on his right hand, forcing a trickle of mana into the efficient enchantment woven within.
“Please, do not rush. Are… are you certain you have enough mana for such… frivolity? While I am most eager to soar through the air with you at my side, I-I would not wish my personal enjoyment to endanger our current stand-off with the undead.”
Mana 61%
“Yes, Brynja, I’ve got more than enough mana to handle everything. Don’t worry. I’ve been practicing in the Astral for weeks to get a feel for the efficiency and safety.”
“Ah… y-you have never flown for real?”
Gabriel laughed. “No. Flight is the kind of magic viewed as strictly the purview of Gold-rank and up. The vast majority of mages never even attempt it. But with everything that’s happened in the past month, I now have the resources to fulfill many landbound people’s dreams.”
He paused, pinning the valkyrie with an intense stare. “I also get to do so alongside one of the most amazing women in the world.”
Brynja’s cheeks burned, but her puffy lips turned up in a joyful smile.
Silence returned, though now with a relaxed, intimate easiness, as Gabriel dove into the scepter coiled around his left arm.
The incredible artifact was a potent arcane conduit, with an affinity on par with his sword. For a spell he would have to hold active, directing his flight with conscious thought, it would be far more convenient than gripping his sword’s hilt.
Taking his time, he wove the intricate spell. He layered multiple new glyphs into the two-circle construct. Estrial’s notes were excellent, and despite never casting Flight in the Mortal Realm, no doubt existed in his mind.
Once Gabriel released the magic, he shivered as a plethora of variables opened up within his focused thoughts.
The other formula for Flight in Estrial’s spellbook would manifest glowing energy wings, but the higher-tier spell was more complex than he needed at the moment.
Would be more useful for long distances. If I ever need to fly in battle, this version’s far quicker.
Gabriel turned his attention back to Brynja. The breathtaking valkyrie stared at him, nibbling her lower lip in a cute look of intense focus.
“Did it work, Lo—Gabriel?”
Grinning, he willed himself up. He shot twenty feet into the air. His swift motion was a far cry from the sluggish, jerky way he moved while levitating.
A visceral thrill rushed through his body, and he relished the liberating sensation of flight. Despite hours spent soaring about in the Astral Realm, it felt new and sensational now.
Brynja crouched, flapped her wings, then rocketed up to join him. Coming to a hover a few feet from him, she beamed, her eyes almost glowing.
As her infectious joy washed over their bond, Gabriel grinned. He leaned to the left and glided through a series of loops and turns, demonstrating his aerial acrobatics while focusing on his active spell.
“I’m still a bit clumsy, but it’s a lot better than Levitation, right?”
She shook her head, elegant golden-blonde braids dancing behind her. Her silver-blue eyes shimmered. “You fly with a forceful, intentional grace. It reminds me of a snow-feathered stryvern. Sleek and lethal, but beautiful to behold.”
Gabriel grinned despite the heat of his cheeks. “Ah… thanks. I’ve been practicing, but it’s a different experience here. Something about the physical world around us. The smell of the air…”
“I am honored you would share this momentous experience with me, Gabriel.”
“There’s no one I’d rather fly with.” He chuckled. “Though, I promised to take Cindra, eventually.”
“Perhaps we could make an event of it? If you took dear Cindra and I carried your Prime, we could fly together.”
‘Ha, you take Boobs flying, and she’s gonna find a way to fuck you in the air. Hey, ya think valkyries have like a special club for those who’ve had sex while flying? Like a Sky High Club or something?’
‘Try not to distract me too much. I don’t want Brynja to realize how much effort is required to keep steady. I’ll be using Levitation to lighten the strain, but I want her focused on enjoying herself, not worrying about my mana.’
‘Don’t worry, Alpha. I won’t spoil your evening. At least, I’ll keep the teasing and bitching to a tasteful minimum. Now go give Birdbrain the flight of her life.’
Gabriel grinned at the valkyrie. “I’m sure they’d love that. But for now, how about you show me around to your favorite sights?”
“With pleasure.”
Wings beating, Brynja inched closer and clasped his hand, then paused. “My wings will not impede your magic, will they?”
Gabriel shook his head. “Not at all.”
The pure joy painted across her breathtaking face was stunning. But it paled compared to the thunderous storm of pride, excitement, and hope that crashed over their bond.
Her fingers tightened around his hand, then she rolled over and gave a mighty flap of her wings.
So close to the flying valkyrie, Gabriel could feel the magic radiating from her wings. They were nowhere near large enough to lift a full-grown valkyrie through mechanical force alone.
He could almost see the intricate network of delicate leylines running through those angelic wings, but he resisted the urge to study her innate magic.
Instead, Gabriel split his focus between his bonded and guiding his spell. Within minutes, controlling his flight felt as natural as breathing, and he watched rolling green hills pass underneath.
Brynja took it easy on him to start with, but as Gabriel kept up with her movements, mirroring her, an impish grin spread across her face.
They pitched up, racing higher and higher. Despite his practice, and the Levitation ring already active, Gabriel’s stomach tied into knots as they climbed. His pulse pounded in his throat.
“B-Brynja, what about the cave ceiling?”
The valkyrie turned to stare into his eyes. “Do you trust me?”
Doubt and hesitation leaked across from her bond, warring with sincere hope and a distinct trace of humor. Gabriel grinned. “With my life.”
Beaming, she gave a decisive nod, then pushed faster. They were hundreds of feet in the air, the whole of the Herd’s “meadow” spread beneath them. Fluffy clouds loomed close overhead.
‘You sure that was a good idea, Alpha? She is kind of… birdbrained. Sometimes.’
‘I trust her. Just like I trust you, Cindra, and Sthuza.’
Waves of warm, gooey love washed across his bond with the lycan, though eddies of self-doubt swirled within.
Reyna fell silent again, leaving a vague emptiness behind as she retreated in on herself.
Three feet from a dense-looking white cloud, the valkyrie cut her upward momentum with a single flap of her majestic wings. A surge of magic spread wide around them, and Gabriel slammed his spell to a grunting stop.
Right hand remaining clasped with his, she reached up with the other. Nebulous white wisps scattered, fleeing her touch.
Gabriel gasped as more of the cloud vanished, revealing solid stone.
He glanced over to see Brynja grinning.
“I found the ceiling during a most meticulous inspection on our second night here.”
Heartbeat slowing, he shook his head, grinning. “And you just had to keep me in suspense?” He snorted in amusement at Brynja’s delighted, almost childlike giggle.
“I-I apologize, Gabriel. It is the sort of prank quite common among my people.”
Laughing, he pulled the valkyrie close, wrapping his arms around her.
“Ah, be careful. Falling from this height could be… terminal.”
“No, the fall would be exhilarating, or terrifying. The sudden stop at the end would be terminal. Besides, I’ve got Jessandra’s ring active as well. So, feel free to relax and rest your wings for a moment if you like.”
A frown marred her joyful expression for a second at his mention of the envious summoner who had betrayed her.
Before he could worry, proud vengeance flashed like lightning in Brynja’s silver-blue eyes.
“In that case, Perhaps we could share another…”
A hint of pink from the excitement of their flight already colored her pale cheeks. But her entire face took on a delightful flush as she ducked her head, only to gaze up at him through fluttering blonde lashes.
Grinning, Gabriel boosted the mana powering Levitation. Then he reached up to cup her cheek with his free hand.
Brynja sighed and closed her eyes, nuzzling into that simple caress. He teased a thumb across her lips. Her eyes snapped open, staring at him with blatant longing.
Gently, Gabriel guided her closer. He leaned in, capturing her supple lips in a languid kiss.
Brynja let out a soft moan, almost a coo, then parted her lips, her hesitant tongue reaching for his mouth.
He complied, letting her take charge, and focused on the pleasure of embracing the charming, athletic woman.
She held tight to his left hand, her fingers stroking his. Brynja’s other arm snaked around his waist, tracing up along his back.
Holding her close, Gabriel savored her firm, toned body against his. He breathed in her crisp, woodsy scent, the blend drawing to mind a picturesque alpine forest.
Brynja grew bolder as they kissed, her slender tongue stalking his, striving to capture him.
Compared to Cindra’s all-encompassing cinnamon flavor or Sthuza’s crispness—and the hint of her venom she often let escape—the valkyrie tasted fresh but neutral.
The lesser intensity of flavors and her humanlike tongue let him focus more on the simple expression of their mutual attraction.
‘Yeah, Boobs always seems like she’s trying to choke you with her tongue. Fucking thing’s almost the size of my arm. Bet she’ll try to slurp your baby batter out of Birdbrain’s womb if ya let her.’
Growling with arousal at the thought, Gabriel shut Reyna out, her raucous laughter echoing as he and Brynja continued to kiss.
Eventually, she pulled back, panting for breath. At some point, Brynja had released his hand, and he slid it up her back, fingertips tracing her defined musculature.
When he stroked along the root of her wing, she shivered, biting her puffy lip as she stared into his eyes.
Enjoying Brynja’s reaction, Gabriel spent a pleasurable moment teasing his fingers along the dense muscles and smooth skin where it transitioned into silky feathers.
Her already flushed panting grew, her breasts quivering as she rocked with heavy breathing.
‘Damn, think you can make her quack just touching her wings?’
‘Reyna…’
The lycan sniggered but sent sincere contrition across their bond as she pulled back again.
Brynja proved her trust in Gabriel, arching her back, wings spread wide but unpowered. Her stretch tilted them over until all that held her in the air was his left hand under the small of her back.
She beamed up at him, her dazzling beauty breathtaking against the backdrop of the vast greenery beneath them.
Holding her there, still stroking her wing with his other hand, he drank in the stunning spectacle, etching it into his memory.
After savoring the moment, Gabriel flipped them up to standing and pulled her close. He leaned in, pressed a chaste kiss to her cheek, then whispered in her ear.
“Thank you, Brynja. I never seriously considered flying before we met. But now, I can’t imagine ever getting enough.”
The valkyrie shivered, her hands clenching his vest at the mention of “getting enough.”
Brynja pulled back so she could gaze into his eyes. “It is my pleasure to fly with you. Our meeting must have been destiny. After… after Mother suddenly exiled me, charging me with an impossible quest, I lacked purpose. Then, that most loathsome and foul witch crippled me, robbing me of the greatest feeling, my first love.
“When you and my nobly bound sisters came upon me with the sudden intensity of a dragon’s quake, I scarcely dared dream you would not only restore me to the skies but prove such a skilled flyer in your own right.”
Brynja’s mouth opened as though she wanted to say more. Then she flashed a bright smile. “Come, Gabriel, you wanted to see my favorite sights here. Let me show you.”
A powerful flap of her wings sent the gorgeous valkyrie darting downward.
Gabriel adjusted his magic and raced after her, trying not to dwell on the tumultuous emotions that had cascaded across their bond as she cut off.
‘You think Snakes picked out those panties for her?’
‘Damn it, Reyna! Read the mood.’




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Brynja soared through the air, laughing gaily. Sometimes, she surged ahead, glancing back with a come-get-me smirk. Her eyes lit up every time he accepted her challenge, racing forward to catch her.
She giggled and shrieked when he’d tackle her in midair, the pair spinning, her wings wrapping tight around them as she let him carry them both.
Their playful meandering turned what would have been a brief excursion around a few scenic locales into hours of intense, adrenaline-infused flying.
Gabriel ignored the dull mental strain of maintaining his magic for far longer than planned. He focused instead on Brynja’s elated antics as they swooped and soared through the artificial sky.
After showing off the beautiful horizon view from the tallest hill and racing low over Knossis, waving to the many minotaurs who lowed and cheered, Brynja led him to what she promised was the most beautiful sight in the area.
The valkyrie startled a moment after a placid lake came into view, her wings pointing straight back, and she started to fall.
Confident about what had surprised her, Gabriel swooped down and slipped under her, catching her in his arms.
Brynja’s silver-blue eyes were locked on the far shore. A cluster of small glowing crystals floated around a dark wood table on a simple white cloth.
He flew straight for the rustic table and its surroundings. They slowed, and he landed, still cradling Brynja.
Head turning, she gazed up, biting her lip. “You planned this? You already knew this was my favorite place?”
Gabriel chuckled. “No, but it looked like the best spot for a picnic. I asked Sthuza to help with the meal, and well…” He surveyed the well-equipped dining site. “She doesn’t do things by halves.”
Brynja giggled, then covered her mouth, blushing. When she started squirming, Gabriel lowered her to her feet.
“This is a most excellent surprise. I wondered why my bond sisters had so many provisions as we set out. It looks lovely.”
“It does; we’ll have to thank Sthuza later.” Gabriel opened the bond with his Prime, drawing her attention.
‘I see you two lovebirds finally made it to dinner. Is everything all right, Master?’
‘It’s great, Sthuza. All of it. Brynja was like a little kid, all smiles and unrestrained laughter as she flew. And she was blown away by what you set up here. Literally, I had to catch her as she fell. Thank you for setting this up. It looks amazing.’
‘I am pleased you are both enjoying your evening together. Brynja is such a sweet girl, but she is rather more restrained than certain other women you have bonded. I worried she might feel out of place.’
‘Yeah. But then, compared to Cindra and Reyna, everyone looks “restrained.”’
Sthuza’s laughter rolled across their bond as Gabriel withdrew to focus on Brynja.
The small square table was low, with two plush green cushions on opposite sides. An assortment of plates and a pair of heavy crystal glasses sat on the table.
Brynja settled onto a cushion, with Gabriel claiming the other.
“Well, let’s see what Sthuza prepared.”
The valkyrie blinked owlishly. “You don’t know what she cooked?”
He grinned. “Nope. She wanted to take care of it, so I let her. It’s not like she’s let us down, has she?”
“Not at all. Since bonding with you, I have eaten most well.”
Gabriel wasn’t sure where to start, so he opened the largest box first. A steamy cloud of fragrant herbs, apples, and roast chicken scent wafted out.
Brynja leaned forward, licking her lips. “Oh, that smells delicious.”
Small potatoes and apple slices surrounded several legs of beautifully roasted chicken. It only took a moment for Gabriel to serve them both, and he turned to the next box. More spices with a hint of bitterness escaped as he pulled out a large bowl filled with browned cabbage.
Brynja’s eager look took on an introspective tone. “Oh, this reminds me of home. Mother often made brown cabbage and roast chicken.”
Not knowing what to say, Gabriel focused on unboxing the rest of their meal. A loaf of dark rye bread joined the table, along with an herby butter.
He poured eltari cider into their glasses. Brynja’s embarrassed grin washed away any residual concern as they prepared to eat.
When Gabriel noticed her hesitation, he paused before digging into his own meal. “Is something wrong, Brynja?”
“Ah… no! I mean, no; it looks amazing. I just… do not want to risk making a mess and spoiling our wonderful date. Or mussing these clothes.” The valkyrie’s voice dimmed as she glanced down at her rich blue outfit.
Gabriel grinned. “You won’t mess our date up, don’t worry. And even if you spill something on your clothes, I can easily clean it with magic.” He chuckled. “I’ve gotten a lot of practice at that, thanks to Cindra.”
Brynja grinned, her eyes crinkling. “I do love my fierce battle sister, but she is an even messier eater than Gevif.”
“Oh? You haven’t mentioned her before.”
“Hmm? Ah, yes. Gevif was one of my closest friends.”
Gabriel smiled as Brynja relaxed, recounting one story only for it to flow into another. They dined as she spoke, reminiscing about her homeland.
The young valkyrie raved about Sthuza’s cooking. He made sure not to laugh when she abandoned her slow, methodical use of fork and knife on the delicious roasted chicken leg and picked it up to gnaw the bone.
They savored the hearty, comforting food, accompanied by laughter as Brynja recalled some of her friends’ more outlandish pranks.
All of the chicken vanished, Brynja blushing after finishing the last of it. The potatoes and cabbage likewise disappeared, along with half the bread.
Gabriel drank more of the cider, enjoying its crisp, sweet flavor. Once they finished, he reached for the slim box Sthuza had ordered from Darlene.
“Ah, there is more?”
He nodded. “Sthuza had Mrs. Spaulding bake a cake of some sort. We don’t have to eat any if you’re full.”
Brynja shook her head, braids whipping behind her. “No, I still fondly recall some delicious sweet rolls she shared with Cindra and me. I wish to partake of this cake…”
After pulling out an unassuming crumble-topped red cake, Gabriel looked up to see why Brynja fell quiet.
“Do you not like, um, whatever this flavor is?”
Brynja stirred, shaking her head. “No. I mean. Yes, I like rhubarb cake. I was just surprised to find it here.”
A powerful surge of rambling, tumultuous emotions washed across their bond.
The cake means something to her, but she’s too embarrassed to say. Doesn’t matter. I trust her, and I trust Sthuza, so let’s just enjoy it.
Brynja was quiet as he sliced and served, but a bright-eyed smile spread across her face when she bit into the cake.
It was good, but the spiritual awakening that flooded from Brynja and the beatific smile on her face were better.
Once the cake disappeared, they sat back, lapsing into a somewhat awkward silence.
Wings fluttering, Brynja fidgeted for a moment. “Thank you for this special evening, Gabriel. I-I have greatly enjoyed all of it. Sthuza captured the taste of the food I grew up with, and flying with you was a wondrous gift I will forever treasure.”
She rose, and Gabriel grinned. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself, but the night’s not quite over.”
Brynja froze. Face heating, she turned toward him and gulped. “Ah… I-I do not mind going f-further, my lord, b-b-but mine mai—”
Gabriel waved his hands, trying to cut her off before she could finish whatever outlandish scenario she had envisioned. “No, I wasn’t talking about sex. First, how about we sit back and watch the sunset?”
Mortified, Brynja ducked, covering her head with her wings.
Gabriel rose and moved their cushions next to each other, then took her hand and pulled her over to join him. “Don’t be embarrassed, Brynja. I am interested in you, but I know you want to return home to get your mother’s blessing first.”
The valkyrie sighed, sidling up against him and draping a wing around his back. “I… I have lied to you, my lord. I can’t go home. Whatever the reason, Mother effectively banished me.”
A quiet sob accompanied a flutter of her wings. She started to lean away, but Gabriel pulled her closer.
“It’s all right, Brynja. If you want to talk, we can talk. If not, we can sit here quietly and watch the sunset.”
Sniffling, she settled back down, resting her head on his shoulder. “Mother had a vision. She would not explain it, not to me, at least. But a few days later, she tasked me with seeking a noble lord ‘the match of any valkyrie.’”
Gabriel nodded along. “Okay, but why does that mean she wanted you exiled?”
“To be the match of any valkyrie would mean all of our aerie. A man who could best the fastest of my sisters in a race through the skies. One who could not only hold his own alongside my battle sister but could defeat all challengers. Even my mother.”
“Okay… so why did that make you think she wanted to banish you?”
Brynja wiggled in place, her wing tightening around him. “Other than how suddenly she made her decree and cast me out? She has to know how impossible such a man would be to find.
“N-not that you are not spectacular, my lord. B-but while flying with you was incredible, you can barely keep up with me. Svedra is much swifter.”
Gabriel nodded, grinning. “And as to the fighting side? Would such a challenge be with or without magic?”
Brynja sniffled, shaking her head. “Only self-enhancement is allowed in a duel. While you have improved with incredible alacrity, I do not think you could hold your own against my mother or her elite warriors. To say nothing of winning. Thus, an impossible challenge as pretext for banishing a disappointing daughter.”
‘Gods damn, Alpha. Tell her to cheer up. Knowing Birdbrain, she’s probably gone and misunderstood the whole thing. Remember how she was back when we first met?’
‘Yes, though I imagine she’s not that far off this time. It felt like there was something off with the memory when we bonded. Like her mother was staring right at me as we watched the past play out.’
‘Okay, that’s weird. You and your soul-molesting magic are both fucking weird. Now stop stalling and cheer her up. Maybe by throwing her heels over your shoulders and really giving it to her?’
Rolling his eyes, Gabriel shoved Reyna’s chortling presence back and focused on Brynja. “So, if I could outrace you by a wide margin, and show vastly improved sword-fighting, then you could go home, head held high?”
Brynja gave a sad nod. “Yes, my lo—”
“Let’s not go back to the whole kowtowing bit, please? I was growing rather fond of hearing you say my name.”
“O-of course, Gabriel. But you cannot do those things, at least not in the near future. So perhaps…”
“Brynja, I could easily double my flight speed.”
She twisted to face him, almost falling over in her rush. “You can what?!”
He laughed at her stupefied expression. “With more time for casting, plus more experience with it in general, I could easily boost the raw power of the spell. Hells, I could do it here. It’s just not mana-efficient. Plus, I thought I was plenty fast enough.”
Brynja nodded without awareness, worrying at her lower lip. “But then… You, do you possess a similar trick for fighting?”
“Remember Ralloderth?”
The valkyrie blinked. “When you matched his incredible speed?”
Gabriel nodded. “I was saving that for after the sunset.”
“Huh?”
“When I tried thinking of interesting activities for us to do together, I couldn’t help but recall how much fun you have sparring. Especially when you and Sthuza would go all out in the Astral.”
“You would be willing to have another duel with me? A proper one, with flight and no ranged magical attacks?”
“Sure. I thought you’d want to test my progress at some point.”
Brynja lunged at him, wrapping him in a crushing hug. She draped her wings around them, nodding frantically. “Yes, yes, yes! I accept!”
‘So… does this mean you’re gonna drill her after spanking her ass in a fight? Cause, not gonna lie, that’d be hot as fuck.’




Chapter Thirty

After the sunset, Gabriel recast Flight, and they headed back to Knossis, leaving the picnic supplies for Merideva to collect.
Brynja’s earlier flying had been playful and bright, an easy smile on her lips. Now she flew with an intense focus, but joy and hope radiated from her bond.
Sthuza was surprised to see them back so soon, but she and Cindra were quick to acquiesce to Brynja’s desire. Not long after, Gabriel pulled the last of his living bonded into the Astral Realm, then summoned Reyna.
Seeing the four of them together, the lycan’s amber eyes mirthful as she teased Brynja, made him smile.
But it’s crucial I perform here. This “impossible quest” really has Brynja doubting herself. Still, her mother seemed to stare right into me during that memory, and she is a seer…
Everyone settled down, with Gabriel’s Minions joining the spectators, and Cindra grabbed her emotional support lycan in a smothering hug.
Gabriel followed along with Brynja’s description of a traditional valkyrie dueling arena, marking off a vast circle of flat ground with a line of felled logs.
Once finished, he double-checked his gear, then knelt at his side of the arena as Brynja stepped out across from him. A quick check of his mana pool revealed he was down to a little over fifty percent before he reset it to full for the astral duel.
The cheers and taunts of his bonded and Minions faded away, his mind finding peace and balance quicker than expected.
I shouldn’t be surprised. Reyna’s over there with the others instead of in my head.
Brynja was a bundle of vibrating nervous energy. Her wings twitched and fluttered as she went through a series of slow stretches before turning to face him. “Gabriel, you will face me with only your true abilities and without magical attacks?”
He nodded.
The valkyrie glanced over to where Sthuza leapt from the spectators and glided to the arena’s edge. Back in her humanoid form, she appeared tiny, but she flashed a fierce smile as she gazed at Gabriel.
“I, Sthuza Slytheria, will witness this duel.”
Brynja bowed low, wings stilling behind her. “Thank you, battle sister.”
Gabriel had every intention of winning, but he also wanted to give his bonded the fair and honorable duel she craved.
So he waited until Sthuza signaled the start before spinning up his first spell construct.
The second she did, he triggered his Spell Mantle, drew his elven-wrought sword, then split his focus between Haste and Flight.
Save out-flying her for another time. Just need mobility for now.
Brynja’s mithril vanguard plate formed around her. The dents and divots blasted into the thick plates were gone, as she intended to make him earn any victory.
The valkyrie cut a sleek, lethal figure despite the size of her armor. Her spear expanded into lance form as she deployed her shield.
Gabriel kept a sliver of attention on her, rushing his magic. Haste finished first, and he released it just as Brynja flapped her wings, shooting forward.
Gasps from the crowd rang out as the valkyrie tried to impale him. Supernatural speed let him dance aside.
Brynja’s armored head turned in slow motion, but her reaction was instinctive. Her round shield punched out toward Gabriel as he dodged.
Half focused on finishing Flight, he triggered his Force Buckler, catching her vicious shield bash on its Aetheric surface.
Brynja streaked past, her wings angling as she banked hard.
Gabriel sealed his spell first, releasing it. Another rush of magic suffused his body.
The valkyrie crouched, then leapt into the air, charging lance-first again.
Waiting until the last second, Gabriel shot up over her, grinning at the excitement and shock flowing from their bond.
“Yay, Packmaster!”
Brynja spun back toward him, her faceplate melting away to reveal her beautiful face, blazing with eagerness. “You are fully prepared now, Gabriel?”
He flashed her the cockiest smile he could muster. Raising his shield hand, he beckoned. “Come find out.”
Her delighted grin spread wide before vanishing beneath thick mithril again.
Another devastating lance charge followed. Its tip glowed with her Reinforcement talent.
Concerned voices rose in panic as Gabriel stayed rooted in place before the unstoppable strike.
Turning inward, he waited. He triggered Psionic Acceleration at the last second, smirking when the valkyrie slowed to a crawl.
Frightened voices stretched out into indecipherable noise.
He danced aside, then slashed at her neck as Brynja passed. His blade glanced off her thick gorget, leaving only a tiny scratch despite the perfect strike.
Time sped up as he relaxed his psychic power.
“What the hells? How the fuck’s he supposed to win when her armor’s that tough?”
“Shh, don’t distract Packmaster.”
Brynja shook her head, spinning to face him. With a slight nod, she lifted her lance. The priceless weapon morphed, melting down into a sleek, razor-edged spear.
They closed again, the valkyrie’s feet gliding across the featureless ground.
Trusting that Brynja was taking this duel seriously, Gabriel activated his Force Helm.
She took full advantage of her longer reach, the gleaming spear darting in with lightning speed.
Using the elven shield Ralloderth had suggested, Gabriel blocked her probing strikes. For long seconds, the only sounds were the clash and ring of metal as they fought.
He boosted Acceleration, and the valkyrie’s swift, sure motions slowed as though she waded through water. Dashing forward, Gabriel deflected her sluggish spear aside, dipped inside her shield, and thrust up into her armpit.
Even slowed to a crawl, Brynja reacted, lowering her arm and reversing.
The sword’s point punched through the fine mesh mail underneath but failed to penetrate her arming coat.
Brynja gasped but didn’t let the hit distract her. She punched with her shield’s edge, so Gabriel rushed forward, slipping beneath her weapon arm.
Spinning in slow motion, the valkyrie swept her spear around, chasing him.
Gabriel let momentum carry him out of range before relaxing again, time speeding up to the typical pace of Haste.
Seeing him back off, Brynja shook her right arm, testing her shoulder. “Impressive, my lord.”
“Thanks. Having fun yet?”
Her thick helmet dipped. “Very much so. My blood sings with joy. Though I fear Reyna may be correct. Even with your greater speed, I am not confident you can best me with that blade. And how long can you handle the stress of both enhancements?”
Gabriel grinned, spinning up another spell.
The valkyrie cocked her head to the side, shook it, then rushed him.
He dove into the scepter, casting Umbral Leap while weaving Eldritch Edge through his sword.
Brynja’s spear whistled through the air inches before him, then he vanished into Shadowspace, reappearing twenty feet behind her.
The valkyrie spun. She leapt at Gabriel again, magic radiating from her wings as she shot forward, moving even faster.
He caught her strike on his shield, sliding under and shoving the spear tip past to his left.
Brynja whipped the spear’s butt around, forcing him to parry in a ringing of mithril.
His hand stung, but he pushed through, holding tight to his nascent spell.
Another sweeping strike, then a fourth. The valkyrie pressed him, her spear flowing through slashes, thrusts, and butt-strikes without pause.
He blocked and dodged what he could, parrying those he couldn’t.
Brynja kept up such an aggressive pace, all he could do was defend.
As his focus began to slip, Gabriel resumed Acceleration, everything slowing around him.
He leapt back, flying thirty feet away before throwing his full attention to his spellwork. Haste made tracing the glyphs more challenging, his muscle memory at odds with the quicker movements.
Brynja raced toward him, her spear morphing back to lance form as he released the spell.
A sinister red shimmer flashed along his sword’s edge, glowing brighter as the magic took hold.
Facing the valkyrie’s sluggish charge, Gabriel set his feet, readying himself. His shield slammed against the tip, ruining her balance as he batted it out of line. Dashing in, he slashed at Brynja’s knee.
The glowing edge sheared through the thinner rim of one mithril plate, then bit deep into her quilted arming pants.
Brynja gasped, pivoting on the opposite leg. Lance shrinking down, she swiped hard, driving him back.
“Hells yeah, Alpha! Get her!”
Releasing his tight hold on his psionic boost, Gabriel shook his arms to settle the shock from the heavy blows.
Brynja’s shield shrank into an enlarged bracer as she reached a hand down to inspect her knee.
Her glove came away wet. She rubbed the blood between her fingers, faceplate melting back again. “You have not shown that spell before.”
He grinned. “It’s not often that I’ve had reason to. I’m not supposed to intentionally dive headfirst into melee, remember? I’m a mage.”
“Yet you frequently wind up doing precisely that, Master. Hence all the training with Brynja.”
Gabriel ignored Cindra and Reyna’s laughter, focusing on his opponent.
The valkyrie’s beautiful face was a radiant font of eager excitement. Without restoring her facemask, she surged forward, wings flaring with power.
Gabriel met her head on, eager to test the fruits of his labors over the past month.
Their weapons came together in a clamor of screeching, ringing metal. Brynja wielded her spear with two hands, employing both ends and even the silvery shaft in brutal, efficient strikes.
Gabriel caught most on his shield, trusting the enchanted bracer to absorb her powerful blows.
Slashing and thrusting, he countered where he could, but the valkyrie flowed from one attack to the next like a whitewater river.
A buttstrike at his knee drew his shield low.
Golden light blazed around her spear as she spun it in a blur, the Reinforced blade sweeping in at his head.
Gabriel jerked back and away, spiking Acceleration in panic. Fearful voices cried out from the sideline.
Wickedly enchanted mithril annihilated a dozen blue hexagons, cutting clean through his Spell Mantle.
The impact knocked Gabriel’s head to the side, and his eyes flared wide as a crack spread through his glowing Force Helm. Breath catching in his throat, he stumbled.
Brynja pursued. She lunged, shoulder-checking him. Off balance and overwhelmed, he fell backward, time speeding up as he crashed down.
Wind blasted from his lungs, Gabriel saw stars when his head slammed back against the hard ground.
More screams rang out, louder now. But his entire awareness homed in on the brilliant gold-white glowing spear blade slashing down at him.
Gabriel twisted, rolling to his left.
Brynja slammed her Reinforced spear down on his back with incredible force. He grunted, unable to breathe but struggling to recover.
The tap feeding his Spell Mantle flared, sucking down massive quantities of mana from his pool. Drawing in a gasping, ragged breath, Gabriel scrambled to his feet and spun.
Brynja launched a vicious slash, forcing him back on his heels. Another glanced off his shield, shattering more hexagons. The drain of his Mantle grew, but he parried her next two, then reactivated Acceleration.
With the added speed, he got his feet under him. Cleaner blocks took the strain off his pool.
Brynja stepped back, resetting just as she had so many times during training. But now, her regal features were set in a look of rapturous joy that filled Gabriel with satisfaction.
Those silver-blue eyes were hard and focused, but her smile was radiant as she attacked again. Her movements seemed slow against his massive speed advantage, yet she flowed so smoothly that he struggled to capitalize on it.
Brynja’s experience shone through each time she struck, then managed to already be parrying his counter before he started.
They went through a series of clashes before he caught her out of position. Gabriel slashed upward, his glowing blade aimed at her already scored underarm mesh.
A flare of yellow-white flashed, and he winced at the solid impact.
Brynja beat her wings, shooting into the air. “Close, my lord.”
Gabriel chuckled, shaking his sword arm. “Not close enough, obviously.”
“If you truly wish to prove yourself a match for valkyrie, you have to defeat me in the air.”
While her voice was firm, almost neutral, unbridled hope and excitement blazed through their bond.
Grinning, Gabriel nodded, crouched low, then leapt into the air.
Since he did not need to conserve mana in the Astral, he didn’t bother with Levitation, focusing his will instead on maximizing aerial agility.
Brynja’s smile was ecstatic as he shot toward her. She darted aside, parrying his thrust, and countered. Her spear crashed against his shield, rocking him back, but he flowed with the impact, sliding around to flank her.
Dancing through the air, moving with a hummingbird’s mesmerizing grace, Brynja launched a series of strikes that pressed him to the limits.
Maintaining Armor Reinforcement, Eldritch Edge, and Haste required almost no effort. But Acceleration and Flight together taxed Gabriel’s focus, impeding his swordsmanship.
The valkyrie’s spear carved through his Spell Mantle a half dozen times. Its Reinforced blade scratched his brigandine in multiple places. One heavier blow he failed to spot denting the mithril plates and cracking at least a few ribs.
Blood flowed from a wicked gash along his left shoulder when she slashed through his gambeson. His shield felt cumbersome in the air, so he shrank it down to a maneuverable targe.
The battle stretched out far longer than any previous clash, whether sparring or lethal. But the longer they fought, the more comfortable Gabriel grew with aerial combat. His blood sang, Brynja’s radiant joy proving contagious as they flitted back and forth through the sky.
They came together in brief furious clashes, then parted, racing through the air before looping back for another engagement.
The strain of sustaining multiple spells and infrequent bouts of Acceleration took its toll. A dull throbbing in Gabriel’s head incentivized ending the battle.
Impressing her is not enough. I want to win, to prove myself what she hopes I can be. She’s still the better fighter, and she’s wearing me down. Time to play to my strengths instead of hers.
He held back on the psychic enhancement, keeping his speed above Brynja’s but hoping to lull her into carelessness.
They clashed twice more, Cindra and Reyna cheering from below. Brynja’s spear tore another cut along his thigh after a poor parry, but he grinned as they separated, falling into an easy pattern.
Gabriel raised his sword as though preparing for a repeat of their previous encounter. Arcing through the air, he watched the valkyrie like a hawk, waiting for her to commit.
Brynja’s wings flared, and she streaked in, spear tip blazing with lethal intent.
Throwing the tap on his pool wide open, Gabriel flooded Flight with far more mana. At the same time, he went all in on Accelerate.
The valkyrie’s racing figure slowed, seeming to float in the air as he streaked toward her. Gabriel ducked beneath her sluggish strike, his own slashing at her neck.
He let go.
Brynja’s eyes widened as the mithril sword slapped uselessly against her helmet.
Gabriel grunted when his shoulder slammed against her sloped breastplate. He ignored the pain, hands scrambling across her armor, seeking joints.
Flapping her wings, Brynja flipped backward, then shook side to side, trying to buck him. Her spear was useless with him clinging to her, so she tossed it after his sword.
While the valkyrie tried to catch one of his arms, Gabriel slipped a hand under the rim of her backplate and squirmed, crawling around her like a monkey.
The spectators’ heated shouts mingled and distorted, but he grinned at their obvious confusion.
I’ve grown a lot stronger over the past month, and her armor’s less of an issue when grappling. Though, they probably expect her to win through technique.
Once he got a leg around behind hers, Gabriel dove into the scepter. Alter Gravity could affect a sizable area, but that would break the rules they had agreed on.
So he anchored the spell to himself.
Brynja punched him in the face, her armored gauntlet brilliant yellow-white as she blasted through his Mantle. “What are you doing?”
“Winning.”
She clenched her right arm, pinning his, and used her free hand to repeatedly pummel his Force Helm.
Cracks spread as the enchanted circlet struggled under her augmented strikes.
Gabriel twisted and jerked, trying to slip around behind her, but she had locked his arm tight, her grip like iron.
“Sorry,” he said, causing Brynja to flinch, blinking her vibrant eyes.
“Wha—”
Gabriel spun them over, putting her below him. Then he triggered Alter Gravity, boosting his effective weight past Cindra’s.
Brynja’s wings folded back as they plummeted toward the astral ground.
Voices screamed; one of them might have been his. A powerful surge of magic burst forth.
A cry cut off as they crashed. The impact blasted the breath from Gabriel’s lungs.
Coughing, he tried to rise, struggling against the exaggerated weight of his body. He cut the feed for all his spells, sagging as the immense pressure vanished.
Gabriel rolled off his bonded, then climbed to his knees, spinning to face her.
Her wings lay limp behind her, one twisted and broken, making him wince in sympathy.
The valkyrie gasped, chest rising, then whimpered. “Oh, merciful gods. What happened?”
“Massster!”
Gabriel spun to find his other bond racing toward the pair.
“Holy fuck monkey, Alpha. The hells did you do to her?”
Gabriel blinked, shaking his head as the short lycan came to a stop, standing well above him. Sthuza rushed past Reyna, grabbing his head and inspecting him.
Glancing around, he belatedly noticed the impact crater centered on the limp, moaning valkyrie.
He stared in disbelief at the two-foot-deep hole blasted into the ground. “I didn’t make myself that heavy. Did I?”
Sthuza’s tense scowl faded as she released him. “You meant to fall?”
Gabriel nodded, then winced as it reminded him he already had a headache before he decided to crash his valkyrie into the ground.
“Packmaster weighed Birdsister down?”
“Yeah, I didn’t want to break the rules, so I used Alter Gravity on myself.”
A weak, wet cough drew everyone’s attention back to Brynja. “That was… most de-deceptive, but not illegal, m-my lord. But you have not won yet.”
Seeing the valkyrie stagger to her feet, blood leaking from beneath her helmet, Gabriel frowned. “I’m pretty sure you took the worst of that.”
Sthuza stepped past Gabriel to stare up into Brynja’s eyes. “Are you willing to go that far?”
The valkyrie’s faceplate melted away. Blood leaked from her nose and lips, coating her neck. But her silver-blue eyes were sharp and unyielding as she nodded.
“Very well.” Sthuza stepped back and turned to Gabriel. “Give her everything you have, Master.”
With that, the gorgon strode past him. “Come, we are interfering with Brynja’s duel.”
“Uh, Snakes, you sure about this? They both look like shit after that crash.”
Several head-snakes turned to hiss at the lycan, who glanced over to Gabriel, shrugged, then followed.
“Cindra has faith in Packmaster.”
Gabriel chuckled as his bonded left him and Brynja alone on the field. “So, you’re not willing to admit defeat yet?”
Brynja coughed, blood spraying out. She turned away, raising her unbroken wing to hide behind as she spat. “N-no. We continue until a participant yields or is rendered unable to fight.”
Sighing, Gabriel stepped back, giving the valkyrie room to climb out of the crater.
He assessed his body, cataloging injuries. From the throbbing pain filling his right hand, he assumed the crash had shattered it.
Doubt her breastplate had much give when she landed on top of my arm. I’m so glad this isn’t real. Now, to finish it.
Brynja swayed on her feet, one wing folded behind her, the other bent and hanging loose. She closed her helmet again and raised her gauntlets. “Come, Gabriel, you haven’t beaten me yet.”
Frowning, he started toward her, raising his own fists. He had dropped all of his active spells when they crashed.
She’s beat to shit and has to be bleeding internally. Come on!
Despite how battered and broken she appeared, the valkyrie’s left fist shot out.
Gabriel blocked with his right forearm, cursing as a spike of pain shot along the entire limb.
Her right fist sailed in at his face, surrounded by golden-white flames.
Oh, look, the crash mangled her gauntlet.
Gabriel gasped as his Force Helm flickered, the cracks spreading wider. Forcing his mind into the fight, he dodged a follow-up, then ducked inside her next hook.
When he charged, Brynja tried to backpedal, but he triggered Accelerate for an instant and slammed shoulder-first against her breastplate.
With the spike of white-hot agony that ripped through his mind as he drew on the psionic power, he didn’t notice the pain in his shoulder.
Brynja brought an elbow down on his back that struck with a thunderclap.
Grunting, Gabriel focused on grappling. It was another skill his mother had taught him as a child that he had failed to maintain.
A situation Gabriel had neglected to rectify. He bent low, wrapping his arms around Brynja’s waist, and lifted the valkyrie off her feet.
Turning, he slammed her down on her back. Or tried to. Brynja squirmed, wrapping a mithril-clad leg around his and twisted.
They crashed down on his left, and she pinned his good arm.
Panic clouded Gabriel’s mind as her legs coiled around his, locking him in place. He bucked hard, not expecting to break free before she resumed beating his face in.
To both their surprise, Gabriel tossed their legs up until only their shoulders touched the ground.
Brynja flapped her good wing, recovering, but Gabriel wormed his left arm free. They both groaned as their feet slammed down.
Brynja crawled aside, but Gabriel spun around and leapt on her back. Wrapping his left arm around her thick helmet, he slipped his fingers under one edge and pulled.
Brynja rolled over, slamming Gabriel on his back and blasting the air from him. His body ached, his head throbbed, and his lungs screamed for breath.
He grinned.
Knowing he would be fine back on Evora, he ignored the pain and flailed about for his dagger.
The adamantite weapon was enchanted and designed for the sole purpose of close-quarter combat against well-armored foes.
He screamed as his mangled right hand clenched tight around the dagger’s hilt. He tore it free as Brynja began bashing his face with one gauntlet.
His Force Helm failed, and her mithril fist crashed down on the left side of his face. Bone surrendered, and all he could see was pain.
He kept grinning.
Dragging the dagger tip along her breastplate, the scritch as it scored mithril sending shivers down his spine, he slid it up past her gorget.
Brynja froze the instant that sharp point of adamantite pressed against the soft armor shielding her throat. Her good wing spasmed, and he heard her gulp.
“I… I yield, Gabriel.”
He grinned and let go at her breathless utterance.
Brynja rolled off him, flopping to his left. Her helmet melted away, then the rest of her thick vanguard plate. She seemed to shrink as the massive mithril armor vanished into expensive jewelry.
Face caked with blood, sweat soaking her black arming suit, the valkyrie looked battered and beaten.
But her eyes were sharp and focused—filled with adulation that dwarfed everything. Turbulent emotions flooded their bond as Brynja gazed at him with increasing heat.
“Fucking hellhound tits, you two look like shit.”
Sthuza snorted. “Indelicately put, but apt enough.” She huffed, her head-snakes shaking in disappointment. “Perhaps you should eliminate your injuries now, Master? The fight is well and truly over.”
Still staring into Gabriel’s eyes, Brynja giggled as he recalled that was an option.
He turned inward, focusing past the pain, and an instant later, nothing hurt.
Exhaling in relief, Gabriel sat up. Brynja did likewise, beaming as she fluttered her pristine white wings.
She stretched, then rose with languid grace. “The ability to fight with our all here and yet suffer no lasting injuries is truly incredible.”
“Yeah, I’ll say. You two beat the everliving daylight out of each other, and now you both look ready for a night on the town.”
Gabriel blinked at Reyna’s words, then glanced down, noticing he and Brynja were now wearing the clothes they had on for their date.
“Oops.”
Sthuza’s lips quirked up. “You did not intend to change outfits so as to continue your date with a certain lovely young valkyrie?”
Seeing Brynja’s face heat, Gabriel grinned but shook his head. “No, but I’d never turn down seeing her in that dress.”
“Cindra thinks Birdsister looks best naked.”
Reyna sniggered. “Boobs, you think everyone looks better naked.”
The hellhound paused, cocking her head for a second, then grinned and nodded.
Gabriel joined in as his bonded laughed. Kestria and his other Minions held back, Gwenaelle and the shadowstalker sitting on Cuix.
Brynja edged closer to Gabriel, her wings twitching each time she moved.
Brushing their bond, he dug through the depths of joy and pride to find more than a hint of arousal.
The next time she inched closer, he stepped toward her, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her against him. Brynja inhaled, then beamed, laying her head on his shoulder, her wings wrapping around him.
“Well, looks like Birdbrain’s about to join the bounce-on-the-walking-fuckstick club.”
The valkyrie’s face blazed red, while Sthuza and her head-snakes shook in disappointed resignation. “Well, if there was any doubt left as to your authenticity, Miss Reyna. Your tongue quite eliminates it. Perhaps you could be just a touch less flavorful?”
“Ooo, is Birdsister going to mate with Packmaster?” The hellhound blinked forward, leaning in at the pair, eyes huge and brimming with eager curiosity.
Gabriel pushed Cindra back with his free hand, tweaking reality to make her moveable. “No, everybody, calm down.”
His effort only encouraged the beastkin woman, her cheerful grin morphing into a lusty leer.
“I-I would not be opposed,” Brynja squeaked.
Her words dawning on him, Gabriel froze mid-protest.
“Ah, th-that is, if you wish to. You… After our battle, I am confident you will fulfill any demands my mother could place upon us.” The valkyrie gulped. “P-perhaps you were right. Perhaps she intended for me to find you.”
Slowly, a wide smile of pure contentment and relief washed over the valkyrie’s beautiful face. “It was never about banishing me…”
Gabriel stood there holding Brynja as Cindra and Sthuza whispered together.
“So, you two are gonna fuck, right? Like, here in Fuck Space or back in the real world?”
“It’s not ‘Fuck Space’!”
Smirking up at him, Reyna nodded toward Cindra. “You sure?”
“Which would Birdsister prefer?”
“Ah… that is…”
“Relax, Brynja. Don’t let any of them pressure you into anything. I’ll send us all back—”
“Wait!” Brynja waved her hands. “I do not mind them being here…”
“Seriously?”
There was an odd tone to Reyna’s question, but Cindra dashed over and drew Gabriel and Brynja into a crushing hug before he could think about it.
“Yay! Cindra can’t wait to share Packmaster.”
“Hey, we’re not doing another fucking orgy!”
Sthuza huffed, but her emerald eyes flashed with heat as she turned to meet Gabriel’s gaze.
This may be rougher than the fight.




Chapter Thirty-One

A single moment of concentration transformed the expansive battlefield into the luxurious bedroom they now used for any “Spirit Sex” encounters.
Though smaller than the titanic room Vesrah drew him into during dreams, the enlarged version of his bedroom in Merideva’s Domain felt huge, even with all four of his bonded sharing it.
Still not sure how I feel about spectators. It was weird enough with Cindra watching us way back at the start. But having my bonded spectate my first time with Brynja seems… odd.
Gabriel had expected Sthuza to shut down Reyna and Cindra’s escalations or for Brynja to ask for privacy. To his surprise, Sthuza suggested they all stay.
Glancing down, he plucked at the waistband of his pants. Cindra had insisted he try the baggy silk garment, and he had to admit the lightweight, breezy material felt nice against his skin and left him with incredible mobility.
At least it’s not crotchless. Wouldn’t put it past Cindra to “acquire” some of those ridiculous prostitute outfits if she ever finds out about them.
Exhaling a slow breath, he glanced again at the only door to the room. For some reason, all of his other bonded had insisted on taking Brynja into another room and clothing her in private rather than letting Gabriel simply will the clothes for her.
The moment he glanced away, the door opened.
Brynja stepped through the doorway, and Gabriel’s breath caught. She inhaled, the movement drawing his eyes to the dark-blue halter top covering her from ribs to neck.
Lacy filigree decorated the see-through silk fabric, leaving the valkyrie’s pink nipples visible.
A matching garter belt concealed her belly button and softened her defined abdomen.
Eyes tracing down, Gabriel could not help but notice the faint wet line along the center of her lacy panties.
Thin blue garters snaked down to hold up the same stockings she wore back on Evora.
It took a moment for him to break free of Brynja’s captivatingly sensual appearance and return his gaze to her face. “Is this what you really want, Brynja?”
The valkyrie nodded, a blush dusting her cheeks, “Yes, Gabriel. But, while I know ‘Spirit Sex’ does not count, perhaps we could continue here, just this time?”
They both grinned as Reyna grumbled. He stepped closer and reached up to cup Brynja’s cheek. “If you’re sure, I’d like nothing better. And just to set the record straight, ‘Spirit Sex’ definitely counts.”
“Cindra loves mating with Packmaster and Packsisters everywhere.”
Reyna snorted. “Pretty sure everybody knows that, Boobs. Hells, you’ve probably told the damn baroness.”
Cindra’s head twisted to the side as she glanced down at the lycan, a speculative grin on her expressive face. “Grouchy Panties thinks Sad Eyes would like to know?”
“Most certainly not, Furball. Now, both of you be quiet, or Master will be forced to cast you out.”
Cindra’s eyes snapped wide, and she darted a panicked look Gabriel’s way.
“Would you like me to send them away, Brynja? If you’d prefer it to be just the two of us tonight…”
Blush heating, Brynja shook her head without pulling her cheek from his hand. “No, my lord… Gabriel. Perhaps having my battle sisters present will prove helpful. After all, I must confess a great deal of inexperience in lying with a man.”
Gabriel stepped closer, smiling at the stunning valkyrie as her head tilted back. He stared into those gorgeous silver-blue eyes. “If that’s what you’d prefer, I’m game.”
Leaning in, he pressed his lips against hers. A hint of cherry teased his senses. Brynja’s pink lips parted, welcoming him.
Gabriel’s hand slid past her cheek, fingers brushing a blonde braid. Tongue slipping into her mouth, he deepened their kiss.
Wings fluttering behind her, Brynja pressed against his chest, her arms snaking around to bring her hands into play. She stroked up and down his back, teasing the muscles around where she had wings.
She might go wild when she sees the more advanced Flight spell.
Their kiss grew more heated, with a scattering of snickers and a particularly loud wolf whistle coming from his other bonded.
Gabriel tried to put the spectators out of his mind. A few months ago, having sex with an audience of any sort would have left him petrified. At this point, he was almost used to it, thanks to Cindra.
Silly pup’s the exact opposite of shy, and she delights in watching me with Sthuza. It’s either adapt, or I’d have to stamp down on her passion… So adapt it is.
Sliding his free hand around to Brynja’s sleek, toned back, Gabriel began copying her gentle stroking of his back.
A soft, higher-pitched moan escaped her throat as his fingertips kneaded the dense band of muscles attaching her wing.
Keeping the firm massage up, he withdrew from their kiss.
Brynja licked her lips, eyes opening languidly. A soft, radiant smile spread across her face.
A hint of uncertainty along their bond drew Gabriel’s attention, and he dove inward, seeking her concern.
She wants to take a bath?
“Brynja, is something wrong?”
The valkyrie gulped but didn’t look away. “Y-your touch along my back reminded me of a practice some of my sisters mentioned.”
“What sort of ‘practice’?”
Her wings flapped once, the powerful muscles beneath his fingers hardening like steel, then softening to his touch. “They discussed, um… a bathing ritual that sounded rather… intimate.”
“Perhaps Master should arrange a change in location, then.”
Glancing over at his Prime and spotting all three watching with wide grins, Gabriel snorted. “Yeah, let’s see…”
The instant he visualized the enormous marble bathroom Merideva had constructed for Gabriel and his bonded, everything around them distorted.
There was a second of nausea as the walls morphed in unnatural swells and explosions of color. Then they all stood before a bank of tiled showers.
“Warn a bitch next time, Alpha. That shit was trippy.”
Sthuza nodded, head-snakes shaking themselves. “I must profess I believe a smoother transition would be preferable.”
“Cindra doesn’t care. But now is Birdsister’s special time, so rest of Pack should go swim!”
Declaration finished, the hellhound grabbed Reyna and Sthuza by the arm and dragged them toward the vast, steaming pool.
When Gabriel had mentioned how enjoyable the bathhouse in Stillcrest had been and suggested they find one in Lostbarrow, Merideva had taken it upon herself to build one instead.
The primary bath was a seamless white marble tub over thirty feet long and half as wide. Sthuza had suggested the layout, with two asymmetrical circles merging together.
Soft illumination came from a dozen glowing orbs spaced around the cavernous chamber. The dome overhead filled with fluffy clouds concealing the stone ceiling.
Eight enchanted shower stalls provided hot and cold running water. When Gabriel had questioned why they needed so many, Sthuza and Merideva turned to each other, shaking in disapproval.
Cindra had said she thought there were enough for the time being.
“Hey, be gentle, Boobs!”
“Cccindra, calm down.”
Reyna and Sthuza shrieked as Cindra wrapped her arms around their waists, then leapt into the deeper end. A wave of hot water sloshed out of the pool, soaking the textured tile floor.
Pushing aside the distracting sight of three beautiful women splashing and jostling about, Gabriel focused on Brynja.
“So, how does this ritual go?”
The valkyrie smiled and gestured toward the nearest shower. “It is not precisely a ritual, Gabriel. More of a tradition between newly mated couples. All we need do is take turns washing each other’s body, then soaking for a short while before um…”
He smiled as Brynja trailed off, her blush flaring back to full intensity. She gestured again with one wing, so he stepped before the polished brass sprayer.
Brynja followed him, placing her hands against his back. “You do not mind, Gabriel?”
He shook his head. “Not all. I’m thrilled to participate, as long as this is what you want. Especially if it’s important to you.”
“Thank you. Ah, would you please allow me to create a few needed items?”
Following her instructions, Gabriel turned on the shower, closing his eyes as he enjoyed the hot water spraying across him.
Brynja stepped away, then returned a few moments later. An invigorating pine and sandalwood fragrance filled the moist air around him as he glanced over his shoulder.
She had a soft cloth in one hand and a round bar of dark brown soap in the other. Wetting them both and lathering the washcloth, she began stroking his back with firm, even motions.
Between the hot water, delicious woodsy scent, and her sensual caresses, Gabriel nodded off into a pleasant haze.
She washed every inch of his upper body, all from behind. As she worked at his chest, she pressed her breasts against his back. His manhood leapt to attention, demanding he turn and claim her, but he fought to stay still as she worked.
Two hardened nubs poked him, and she rocked herself against him as she scrubbed his chest with far more attention than needed.
“You have a truly magnificent body, my lord. Your physique is easily the match of any man I’ve ever seen.”
“That’s thanks to Meri. While I wasn’t a runt before, I was a lot more average.”
‘Perhaps in body, Master. But I recall your soul being rather well above average. And, more importantly, do not transform yourself to look as you once did. At least, not right now. It might negatively affect Cindra. She is still riding high after the other night, and I know you would not wish to cause her concern.’
Not having considered that, Gabriel sighed. ‘Thanks for the reminder, Sthuza. This wouldn’t be the right time for Brynja, either. I want to give her a special memory even if we are only doing this in the Astral.’
Brynja’s lips pressed against his neck, and he shivered as she kissed up toward his ear. Her breath felt cool against the steamy shower, and he shivered again when she nibbled along the rim of his ear.
Her hands continued to stroke his chest, tracing the impressive musculature Merideva had given him. Slowly, they traced down his abdomen, past his navel, then farther.
Gabriel held his breath as slim, strong fingers teased through his trim pubes. Ever since Sthuza had insisted on Cindra being well groomed, with her light-gray thatch currently shaped into a stylized flame, he had taken to grooming his own.
Now, the valkyrie played her fingertips along his skin, combing through the short hair, massaging his groin. She spent longer there, washing him without the cloth, before releasing his earlobe and stepping back.
Gabriel sighed when her breasts fell away from him. Before he turned to face her, Brynja knelt and began soaping his left foot.
He struggled against the urge to turn, imagining the beautiful valkyrie kneeling there with her face just inches from his groin.
Excited murmurs from the trio in the bath reached his ears, but all Gabriel could focus on was Brynja’s breath against his hip and her soft, insistent washing.
She worked her way up his leg, massaging more than scrubbing, and his breathing grew erratic as her touch neared his throbbing erection.
Soft, wet cloth brushed against his sack, then her hands pulled away again.
Shocked, Gabriel pressed a hand against the tile wall, steadying himself.
A mirthful giggle announced Brynja’s amusement. She shifted, her wings fluttering for a moment before she resumed, starting with his right foot.
Gabriel ignored the growing murmur from the others as he fought to stay still.
Brynja seemed to take twice as long this time. Again, she stopped upon reaching his groin, leaving him rock hard and longing for more.
When she pulled away, a growl escaped his throat, and he started to turn.
‘Patience, Master.’
“Ha, Fucker looks ready to pop, and she hasn’t eve—”
A loud splash followed by an affronted sputtering sounded from the pool, drawing his attention.
Sthuza reclined back on a submerged bench and smiled at him. Several head-snakes gestured toward Cindra and Reyna as the petite lycan struggled to escape the hellhound’s clutches.
Cindra glanced over, beaming, and winked before dunking Reyna again.
Chuckling, Gabriel turned back to face the shower wall, then flinched when Brynja pressed against him again.
She ducked in close, kissing his neck and cooing, her hands brushing across his hips.
He sucked in a ragged breath as her soft touch worked toward his groin.
“Does this please you, my lord?” Her voice was a sultry whisper, her breath a teasing caress of his ear.
She wrapped both hands around his shaft, her fingers tracing out the contours, memorizing his member without sight.
“Y-yeah. A bit of a torturous pleasure… but nice.”
Brynja’s joy washed across their bond with a physical presence. His body clenched, and for a second, Gabriel feared he would blow his load then and there.
Her hands continued to explore his length with gentle, inquisitive thoroughness. She resumed kissing and nibbling his ear, the sensations blending into a heated glory as hot water streamed over them both.
Eyes closed, Gabriel leaned forward, resting more weight against the wall as Brynja gripped his shaft and began stroking.
One of her hands slid down to cup his balls, her touch light and tender as she stroked faster.
Gabriel’s hips jerked, and she chirped in surprise. She nipped at his ear one last time, released his swollen sack, and turned off the shower. Then she stepped to his side, her other hand staying wrapped around his manhood.
Eyes opening, he glanced toward her. Brynja flashed an embarrassed smile and silenced his unasked question by pressing a finger against his lips.
“Please close your eyes again, my lord. I-I am suddenly feeling a touch nervous.”
Gulping, Gabriel nodded, doing as asked.
One of her wings brushed along his back, then his side, as she moved in front of him.
Straightening, he waited with bated breath as she knelt, never releasing his throbbing erection.
A puff of warm air tickled his sensitive tip, and he shivered.
Brynja’s free hand grabbed his hip, and she adjusted the one around his shaft, gripping him at the root.
Anticipation built within him as more breath teased him, then soft, wet lips wrapped around his bulbous head.
Brynja’s tongue licked at him. A soft, hesitant caress that soon grew more eager. Forceful.
She moaned and began sucking, the rapid increase in sensation driving him wild, pushing him toward climax.
Bobbing her head, the valkyrie suckled with increasing fervor, taking more of his length inside her mouth. Her tongue lavished his sensitive flesh with agonizing, wonderful attention.
Gabriel’s breathing grew ragged, and he leaned hard against the wall, all his focus drawn to his throbbing, erect member. The pleasure and nervous excitement flooding from his bond with Brynja continued to grow.
But an undercurrent of unfulfilled desire swirled beneath. Reaching out, he sought the source, eager for the slight distraction as he enjoyed her efforts.
Pride and satisfaction oozed from a swirling morass of thoughts about his other bonded, and it took Gabriel several seconds to realize Brynja relished having them watch her pleasure him.
A lot.
Realization dawning, he grinned, eyes opening.
Brynja gazed up at him, her silver-blue eyes wide and unblinking as her head bobbed. The excitement he sensed from her spiked the instant their gazes met.
She worked to take him deeper, his tip brushing against the back of her mouth. She gagged, coughing, but never slowed. Her hand left his hip, dropping down between her legs.
Breathing ragged, Gabriel groaned. “I’m… gonna cum.”
Brynja’s eyes flared wide, and she redoubled her efforts.
Hips bucking as his pleasure reached a crescendo, Gabriel growled. His whole body clenched tight, and a tidal wave of ecstasy crashed over him as he came.
The sudden, unfathomable rush of pleasure and pride almost drowned his mind. His manhood pulsed, and his balls churned, spraying jets of seed into the valkyrie’s mouth.
Brynja moaned, swallowing as he filled her to overflowing. She coughed and sputtered but refused to pull back.
Her intense gaze held him frozen, unable to do anything other than stare into those shimmering pools of silver-blue and experience one of the most intense orgasms of his life.
Semen seeped out around his girth, dribbling down her chin. She swallowed again, her tongue twirling circles around the tender rim of his head as his hips bucked with the final few spurts.
After sucking him dry, Brynja blinked. Gabriel sagged, his strength failing him.
His softening member slipped from her mouth, and she licked her lips as he slumped to his knees.
They knelt there, staring into each other’s eyes for long seconds. Gabriel leaned forward.
Cindra practically knocked him over as she dove at Brynja. “Ooo! Did Birdsister like Packmaster’s cream?”
When Brynja opened her mouth to reply, the hellhound smashed their faces together, thrusting her tongue inside.
As the valkyrie gasped and Cindra sucked her clean of any hint of his seed, Gabriel sat back on the warm tile floor. He glanced over to the pool.
Sthuza met his gaze and shrugged, head-snakes mirroring the motion.
“At least it’s not me for a change. I swear, Boobs could suck a pelori melon through a fucking straw.” Reyna shook her head, tossing her strip of wet white-blonde hair about.
Gabriel sat there, recovering as the three of them watched Cindra molest the valkyrie. While he could will himself back to full strength, it felt right to limit himself to normal here.
At least, most of the time.
A few minutes later, Cindra pulled back, releasing Brynja with a wet slurp. “Okay, Packmaster, Birdsister is all ready for round two.” She flashed a dopey grin, licking her lips and waggling her eyebrows.
Reyna snickered. Sthuza met his questioning gaze and winked.
“Would my returning the favor fit within this ‘ritual’?” Gabriel asked, grinning at Brynja.
She gulped, still breathing hard after Cindra’s intense kiss and her earlier efforts. Shooting him a demure look, Brynja nodded. “I—yes, my lord.”
“Well, stand up and turn around.”
As the valkyrie complied, Gabriel gathered the discarded soap and washcloth before rising and moving behind her.
Tiny tremors raced through Brynja’s wings, belying her poised posture.
Gabriel altered their reality, turning the water on with a thought. She yelped, flapping her wings before calming once she realized the temperature was perfect.
Another surprised squeak escaped when he took hold of her arm and started soaping her up with the same gentle pressure she had used.
Taking his time, he cleaned both arms and her back, avoiding the sensitive skin near her wings. When she flared them out again, he slipped closer and began massaging the roots of both feathered appendages.
“Ah… th-those are s-slightly sensitive.”
Gabriel chuckled. “I noticed. Let yourself relax and enjoy. It’s my turn to treat you now.”
“Y-yes, my lord,” Brynja said with a jerky nod.
He spent longer caressing around her wings, but once satisfied, he dropped into a crouch and started in on her long, toned legs.
Her pale skin was uniformly smooth and flawless, feeling warm and silken beneath his touch.
Brynja shrieked, wings beating a frantic panic when he teased the back of her left knee.
Reyna snorted. “How the hells are you ticklish there?”
“Ooo, Cindra should check all Packsisters for tickle spots!”
“Absssolutely not!”
Chortling as Cindra tackled his other bonded underwater, Gabriel noted Brynja’s most sensitive spots as he continued to clean her. He avoided drawing too near her sex, working his way up and around, then taking a little extra time to enjoy her washboard abs.
Brynja sucked in a noisy breath as he trailed his fingertips up her abdomen, then out across her ribs.
Shifting in closer, he pressed against her back, his hardening member brushing her round butt.
The valkyrie wiggled back against him, trapping his length between firm cheeks.
As she did, Gabriel ducked down to kiss her neck. Brynja shivered, her wingtips flapping as he kept them pinned near the roots.
She tilted her head back and to the side, inviting him to continue. Never considering turning her down, he licked, kissed, and sucked at the tender flesh of her throat as she moaned and ground her ass against his erection.
Reaching up for her breasts at last, Gabriel cupped both proud mounds, drawing an excited inhale from the valkyrie. He teased her hard nipples between finger and thumb, grinning at the increasing tempo of her labored breathing.
Gabriel continued to kiss her throat and left one hand fondling her pert breasts while letting his other drift down toward her sex.
Breathless anticipation rushed across their bond when his fingers brushed through the short blonde triangle above her slit.
Gabriel took his time there, playing with her just as she had him.
“P-please… don’t stop.”
“I won’t, not until I’ve returned the favor.” He kissed up her neck, letting his breath drift across her ear. “With interest.”
Brynja shivered, her legs clenching together for a moment before she spread them again in welcome.
Gabriel slid his left hand farther down, his fingers encountering slick wetness as he located her entrance.
He teased her slit for a moment, her nectar drenching his fingers as he played them along her wet folds. When he sensed her frustration mounting, he grinned and dropped to his knees.
“Turn around for me.”
Brynja gasped, then spun to face him, flaring her wings wide so she could lean back against the wall. “What…” She gulped. “Are you going to do that, my lord?”
“Don’t worry! Packmaster’s really good at it.”
“How the hells would you know, Boobs? Every time you get him riled up, you drop down on your hands and knees, begging to be mounted.”
Cindra laughed.
“Ah, th-this is not necessary—”
A flicker of something trickled across their bond, and Gabriel paused. “We can stop here if you’d prefer, Brynja. I have no interest in pressuring you to do anything.”
Brynja shook her head in a blur, wet blonde hair whipping about. “No! I do not wish to stop. I just…”
Focusing on the valkyrie’s active thoughts, Gabriel grinned the instant he sorted through her concern.
She doesn’t want me kneeling. Standing instead, but…
Before she could react, he reached between her legs, catching her and lifting as he stood.
Brynja yelped in surprise, her wings flapping, but she went still when he raised her sex to his face, legs over his shoulders, and pressed her against the wall.
An intense surge of absolute lust burst across Cindra’s bond, dwarfing the lesser awe and desire flowing from Brynja.
Holding her up like this would have been impossible before Meri upgraded my body. Now, it’s like she’s weightless.
“A-are you sure, Gabriel?”
Grinning and licking his lips, he nodded.
Then he leaned close and drank in her fragrance. Despite the soap and hot water, a crisp, arousing scent filled his nostrils.
Gabriel pressed a kiss against her short blonde triangle, and she gasped, heels digging into his back.
When he started licking his way toward her glistening slit, she tangled the fingers of one hand in his hair. Her other rose to tease her breasts.
She tasted… fresh, a picture of untouched snow concealing a majestic mountain coming to mind.
Gabriel lapped at her nectar, drunk on the tremors and moans that wracked her as he pleasured her. When he tried to bring a hand into play, he realized the awkwardness of her perch but refused to change positions, given how much arousal flooded across his bonds.
Instead, he adjusted her weight to sit more on his shoulders, then slipped a hand up between them and brushed across her wet folds.
He couldn’t see her face, but he felt her arousal and growing anticipation. Spreading her lips with his tongue, he slipped a finger inside her tight passage.
Nothing barred his path, but her inner walls squeezed around his finger like a vise. Her legs clenched as well, but not with orgasm.
‘Do not panic, Master. Nor say anything to embarrass her. Just give her a moment; I am sure she will relax soon enough.’
Happy to oblige, Gabriel continued licking and teasing Brynja, focusing the tonguing near her shrouded bud.
It took a few minutes, but the valkyrie settled into place, sighing with contentment. Her fingers continued to play with his hair as he worked.
He slipped a second digit into Brynja’s tight entrance, and she jerked again before relaxing. When she started rocking her hips, Gabriel increased his efforts, eager to push her over the edge.
Whimpering and panting, her left hand pinching her nipple, she curled her legs tight against his back.
“I’m gonna cum… watch me… please.”
Gabriel’s eyes snapped open at her breathy words. He flicked his tongue across and around her exposed bud.
She bucked hard, throwing them away from the wall, her wings flapping madly as an intense orgasm tore through her.
Cindra and Reyna howled, but it took all of Gabriel’s focus to avoid slipping on the wet tile as he stumbled back. He kept his balance and the valkyrie’s perch.
More of her nectar poured forth, drenching his mouth and chin. Her insides clenched and grasped at his fingers.
Brynja rocked her hips against his face for several seconds before slowing, then sagging in a boneless slump.
Licking his lips, Gabriel lowered her into an easy princess carry, then started toward the pool and his other bonded.
“Cindra thinks Birdsister enjoyed that.”
“Ha, I’d fucking say so. Gods damn, thought she was gonna take flight.” Reyna snickered, then smirked. “Hey, how does she taste? And I swear to goat, if you say ‘chicken,’ I’m gonna come over there and slap the smug off you.”




Chapter Thirty-Two

Upon waking after a lengthy night with his bonded, Gabriel dove straight back into his studies.
Mind bleary as he shifted back from the Astral Realm, he grinned, then rose and stretched his stiff body.
Glancing around the lounge, none of his bonded were nearby, so he reached out to his Prime.
‘Sthuza? Where is everyone?’
‘Perfect timing, Master. The others are just now returning to the dungeon.’
‘Returning? Where’d they go?’
‘Since you expressed complete confidence regarding your ability to master that spell, I thought a slight change in weaponry would better serve us. I asked Cindra, Brynja, and Torrik to head into Lostbarrow and purchase any arrows, javelins, and light spears they could get their hands on. That way, Lady Merideva could spend her DE on conjuring more monsters rather than weapons.’
Gabriel grinned. ‘That’s brilliant. Thanks, Sthuza. Since Well of Celestial Endowment discharges after a single strike, ammunition would be more effective.’
‘Exactly. And while Cindra has not practiced with javelins extensively, I am confident the Furball will still prove effective. More importantly, Wannaga’s minotaurs are well-versed in throwing spears. I could carry quite a few myself if they were able to purchase as many as it appears they did.’
The amusement in Sthuza’s mind-voice gave Gabriel pause, so he reached out through Dungeon Sense to spot Brynja and Cindra escorting Torrik and an overburdened wagon drawn by four furry yaks.
Only seconds after he laid eyes on the wagon as it strained near the breaking point, the barrels, boxes, and bundles of arrows, javelins, and other assorted weapons began vanishing. No doubt, Merideva was drawing them into the Inventory, which would allow her to bring them out wherever she desired in her Domain.
Torrik chuckled. “I’ll say, Miss Meri, that’s a devilishly useful talent you got there. Would’ve made me days back in the clan’s foundries a lot simpler. Getting the raw materials to where we needed ’em and the finished goods distributed out was always a right pain.”
“See? Cindra said wagon would hold up just fine. Glowy Lady is grabbing all the weapons now, so we just leave wagon here until Pack needs more loot from city. Plus, we have emergency food in case Snakey forgets to restock pantry.”
Cindra stroked one of the yaks’ furry heads as she walked past. Oddly enough, the large, muscular animal showed no concern for the predatory hellhound standing beside it.
Sthuza slithered over and greeted her fellow bonded and Torrik. Gabriel released Dungeon Sense and sat back on the sofa, resting until his bonded joined him in the lounge thirty minutes later.
Cindra dashed over and threw herself at Gabriel. “Packmaster!”
Thankfully, the hellhound landed her weight against the well-built sofa and avoided crushing Gabriel. She snuggled in close, beaming as she sniffed at him, then licked his face.
As Cindra made herself comfortable in his lap, Gabriel smiled at his other two bonded. “Given how late it’s getting, I’m thinking we wait and set out after the undead tomorrow morning.”
Sthuza slithered over and coiled her serpentine bulk by his legs, then lowered herself to lean up against his side. “That seems a reasonable plan, Master. The extra sleep should do wonders for your mana pool. And you are certain you can manage the spell for as long as you said?”
“Yeah, it shouldn’t be a problem. Other than the celestial aspect, which is a fairly simple summoning effect when you get right down to it, the well or pool that it generates is right in line with some of the magic I actually studied at the Academy.”
Smirking, Gabriel leaned forward and kissed the gorgon’s forehead, causing several head-snakes to rise and brush against his cheeks.
Face heating, Brynja gave a polite cough. “In that case, Gabriel, I will excuse myself early tonight and allow the three of you an intimate and relaxing evening.”
Gabriel raised an arm and opened his mouth, but Cindra jerked upright and spoke first. “Boo! Birdsister should spend more time bonding with Packsisters and Packmaster.”
Brynja’s cool, silver-blue eyes darted to Gabriel, who nodded, smiling.
“I concur with my furry bond sister, Brynja. It is in times like these, as we prepare ourselves for a momentous battle, that we must come together and ensure that we are all on the same page before we set out.”
A wide, excited smile spread across Brynja’s beautiful face and, white wings fluttering behind her, she started toward the trio seated on the huge sofa.
‘Ha, I just know Birdbrain would drop on her knees and suck off your ridiculous monster meat in the flesh world if you’d only ask, Alpha. How long are you gonna make the poor girl hold out?’




Chapter Thirty-Three

Fingers teased through Gabriel’s hair. The gentle, almost fearful caress drew him from slumber. The touch was intimate and soothing. He breathed in and out slowly, a slight smile on his face.
Cindra’s fiery heat warmed his left side, and he felt the hellhound’s gentle breath against his chest. Sthuza was tucked in tight to his right, back in her humanoid form, head-snakes stretched across his chest and shoulder.
Reyna cuddled between his legs, using one thigh as a pillow. Short black hair along the side of her head prickled his skin when he shifted. A soft sigh, almost the coo of a dove, accompanied the feather-soft touch of Brynja’s wing as the gorgeous valkyrie wiggled in her sleep.
Smile widening, Gabriel contemplated waking his bonded for another round.
The fingers running through his hair brushed along his temples and forehead, continuing to stroke him with slow, casual intimacy.
“Yes, Gabriel Grimm. Rest and relax. Enjoy the fruits of our labor and savor the pleasures your bonded provide.”
Gabriel stirred at the familiar, sensual voice. It belonged to someone… important. He knew something was… wrong.
But everything felt so right.
Proper.
“Why do you resist so fiercely, Gabriel Grimm?” Vesrah asked.
“Resist?” Gabriel croaked, his voice breaking, sounding long disused.
“Yes. You keep struggling so… intensely against our every attempt to aid you. Why do you reject us, our power? Our… Swarm.”
Gabriel tried to open his eyes, but each eyelid felt heavier than Cindra, seeming encrusted with centuries’ worth of rheum. Shifting his attention to his weary, mana-fatigued body, he couldn’t move a muscle.
“Oh, please relax, darling Gabriel Grimm.” Vesrah brushed a silky soft hand down the side of his face, cupping his cheek. “We do not understand you yet, Gabriel Grimm. You reject our every offer… even though we have pledged to make you King. Do you not understand how special that is? We have never known a Swarm Queen who kept their mate, but we would do that for you.”
“Special? I don’t want to be King of a broken, burned husk of the world in a Realm sucked dry by some voracious, soul-consuming parasites.”
The gentle fingers brushing his face turned into razor-sharp talons, digging into his skin, and Gabriel couldn’t even scream as Vesrah scratched bone and gouged away chunks of his face.
“See what you make us do? Why do you wish for pain? We… I would make you more than you could ever dream of if you would just accept us. Our Swarm is incomplete… After all these centuries, it is clear that Mother and her sisters lost their war. And we have long given up on any of our own sisters tracking us down and uniting our Swarm.
“But you, Gabriel Grimm… You will join our Swarm. You and your young Dungeon Core.”
Gabriel gritted his teeth as Vesrah stroked his ravaged face again. His tattered cheek was made whole, though the memory of pain lingered. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t believe you. I saw what you did to Iylara. If all you wanted was a Dungeon Master and their Core, why did you torture her like that?”
Gabriel sensed a spike of outrage quickly washed away by confusion, then worry.
“We… underestimated the previous Dungeon Master. Really, it was her own fault. That defiant little girl rejected us with such fervor. All from belief in her false god’s manipulative words.
“You act as though our Swarm is in the wrong here… Unnatural. But why are the gods allowed to hoard all the Essence for themselves? Our Swarm seeks access to that which we need to survive, Gabriel Grimm. And yet, when we offered to take the bitch Dungeon Master into our Swarm, she lashed out with ferocious magic and unyielding defiance far in excess of what any mortal could muster against the true presence of even our diminished Swarm.”
“Maybe she just didn’t want to be absorbed by you? Maybe Iylara didn’t want to be part of your Swarm and devour the entire Realm like a plague of locusts? I doubt you gave her any reason to trust you.”
“Trust? Trust… Dungeon Master? What is trust?”
Gabriel fought against the absolute paralysis locking down his body as Vesrah continued running her fingers through his hair and stroking his face. His bonded lay around him, but each slept soundly. He could not stir them any more than his own unresponsive body.
“Trust is essential to relationships. And when extra-dimensional cosmic horrors show up and start demanding you become one with their Swarm, you don’t tend to trust them.”
“You trusted the elf… Estrial. Did you not trust those foolish, shortsighted mortals at that ridiculous Academy of yours? What good is trust? What purpose does it serve other than to distract foolish, short-lived, squabbling mortals from the glorious truths that can only be known through our Swarm? You say you do not trust us. Do not trust me? But our darling Gabriel Grimm… If you simply join our Swarm, you will know the truth.”
Gabriel snorted, or tried to. “Yeah, that’s really convenient. All I’ve got to do is trust the ageless, soul-consuming abomination that wants to suck the entire Mortal Realm dry with my very soul. Once I surrender everything and join your Swarm, then I get to know the truth. Yeah, I’m not falling for that.”
Vesrah’s talons sank through Gabriel’s flesh, then the bone of his skull. His concept of the surrounding bedroom shimmered and swayed. Large shadowy rents ripped through the dreamscape.
The world became pain.
As quick as it started, Vesrah withdrew her fingers from inside his head and returned to stroking his hair and face with surprising tenderness, murmuring at him the same way his mother had when he had been young. “No… no. You must cease this pointless, self-destructive resistance you have, Gabriel Grimm. You are destined for our Swarm. What can we… What can I say so you will understand?”
Fighting down the phantom agony still radiating as his mind struggled to discern what was real and what was fake, Gabriel grit his teeth and growled. “There’s nothing you can say to convince me to trust you.”
For a long time, Vesrah remained silent, her fingers stroking his face. She let out a soft sigh. “That is most unfortunate. I know you intend to destroy us and our children. You seem especially affronted by the corrupted. Those we were forced to infest. But as we have told you, Gabriel Grimm, we must do what is necessary to survive. We cannot allow our Swarm to wane.
“We… I… I do not understand these mortal concerns of yours. Nothing Mother taught us explains your intransigence. You continue to reject our glorious truth and join our Swarm. Still, we do not forsake you, Gabriel Grimm. Please, at least let us help you against the undead bitch.”
This time, Gabriel managed to snort, and he cracked his bleary eyes open.
Vesrah appeared just as unearthly beautiful and terrifying as before. Her pale skin was flawless in the shadows about her, despite the hints of black tendrils squirming beneath. Revealing purple robes matched her thick hair and seemed to shimmer and frolic around her buxom figure. Her eyes were calm, with radiant purple irises that seemed to stare straight into his soul.
“No thanks. I’m rather attached to my soul, and you’ve already infested it far more than I’m comfortable with. My bonded and I will deal with the Mistress. And once we have eliminated the undead threat, I will come for you. We will come for you.”
“Hells yeah, we will,” Reyna said.
Cindra set up and growled at the sinister, beautiful Swarm. “Yep. Packmaster will beat all the evil bitches in dungeon and put Glowy Lady in charge.”
“Yes, he will,” Sthuza said as she, too, rose to scowl at Vesrah. “And we will be there supporting Master at every turn. We will show you the power of trust.”
Brynja snapped her wings, and a powerful gust of wind blasted the shadow-cloaked woman from Gabriel’s huge bed. The nude valkyrie knelt at the foot of the mattress, interposing her sleek figure between him and Vesrah.
“No matter how you tempt or threaten my lord, he will never yield. Gabriel’s spirit is as vast and unyielding as the Dragonspine Mountains. I have seen into him in a way you and your corrupt nature are incapable of viewing. I trust him with not just my life or even my soul but with the fate of my people. The fate of all the sapient beings on Evora.”
Vesrah faded away out of view, and Gabriel sighed in relief when the last of the terrifying paralysis left his body.
“You will regret this… Gabriel Grimm. That necrotic bitch is far stronger than you realize. But we will not punish you for your doubt. When the time comes, call our name.… My name… And together, we will destroy the foul, crazed abomination.”
“Cuddle puddle!” Cindra yipped. The naked hellhound tackled Gabriel as he started to rise, pinning him to the massive mattress.
Sthuza pressed in tight to Gabriel’s side, head-snakes stroking and brushing against his bare skin, seeking to rub as much of their slender, scaly lengths against him as possible. “Master, are you all right?”
“I-I think so. Though… that was terrifying.”
“You’re telling me,” Reyna muttered as she sat naked and cross-legged a few feet away. “I definitely think I’m real, because there’s no way I’d be so fucking scared if I was the figment of your gods-damned psycho imagination.”
“Aww, Cindra believes Grouchy Panties is real, too. Now, Packsisters need to join cuddle puddle.”
With that, Cindra grabbed Reyna by the knee and tugged the petite lycan over to crash atop Gabriel and Sthuza.
“… Even myself?” Brynja asked, her face bright red, the blush continuing down to her proud bust.
Sthuza turned to smile at the beautiful valkyrie and shifted about, making room as she opened an arm and beckoned Brynja closer. “Of course, Brynja. You are one of Master’s dear bonded. Never doubt your importance to him or the rest of us.”
Cindra nodded, then spread her arms, working to squeeze everyone into a single, crushing hug.
It was only then, as the hellhound managed the impossible, that Gabriel recalled they were in the Astral Realm rather than truly awake in their bed in Merideva’s Domain.
That was terrifying, but as long as I have my bonded here to help me stay true and anchor who I am, I won’t let Vesrah win.




Chapter Thirty-Four

He woke between Sthuza and Cindra, with the gorgon’s massive tail draped across the pair, and the three of them rose and dressed quickly. Besides his regular gear, Gabriel added a gaudy, arcanite-studded armlet and a delicate silver necklace clasping a massive red arcanite.
‘Do you think you’ll need the extra mana?’
‘Shouldn’t, no. They’re the last I charged before all this started, and arcanite is more efficient when used to cast, so better safe than sorry.’
Cindra stuck close to his side but refrained from pushing for mating—or even a brushing. The beautiful hellhound stayed in her humanoid form, clothed in the bodysuit of her new armor.
Gabriel settled down on his favorite sofa, pulled out the Well of Celestial Endowment scroll, and resumed studying the complex, charge-based support spell.
Like he had assured his Prime, this spell aligned more with what he had focused on at the Academy. While his contract and scribing magic were unlikely to ever benefit them, he looked forward to making the most out of this spell Elaine had found for him.
The delicious fragrance of fresh bacon sizzling on a hot griddle wafted into the lounge at some point, drawing Gabriel out of his study.
Cindra helped Sthuza deliver large trays loaded with pounds of crisp fried bacon, huge multi-colored omelets, and a half dozen loaves of fresh round bread, ranging from deep black to a fluffy white.
Gabriel and his bonded ate in a quiet, reflective atmosphere. His mind was torn between suppressing his fear that Vesrah might be right and holding on to the new glyphs he had memorized for the spell upon which so much of their plan rested.
After a delicious meal, Gabriel and his bonded settled down to plan.
“I am still uncertain about this, Master.”
Gabriel walked over to his Prime and wrapped her larger body in a tight hug. She lowered herself and rested her head on his shoulder as he stroked her back.
“I really think I’ve got this worked out, Sthuza. First, I’ve done two upgrades to Dungeon Sense since Vesrah ambushed me.
“Second, now that I can split my attention even while using Dungeon Sense, I’ll keep half of it focused here in Meri’s Core Room. With only part of my mind outside of her Domain, there should be no way Vesrah can drag me down. If she starts, I’ll just shift my full attention to scry on you three—problem solved.”
Sthuza pulled back from his embrace with obvious reluctance and shifted so her vibrant eyes could stare into his. “Do you promise, Master? You must be careful. I do not understand why that foul demon desires you, but it cannot be good. Please exercise the utmost caution.”
Gabriel smiled, then leaned in and kissed his Prime. Her dark-green lips were a little firmer than those of her humanoid form but just as delightful. After a chaste kiss, he pulled back and stroked her face, several head-snakes brushing tenderly along the back of his hand. “I promise, Sthuza. I’m only going to peek in on the Mistress so we can prepare a sound strategy on how best to deal with her.
“If she’s anything like every necromancer I’ve ever heard of, once we take her out, the rest of them will become mindless, directionless husks we can deal with piecemeal.”
“Yes, Master. Though, if she has more death knights, they will remain in command of themselves and may very well seek to replace her.”
Gabriel shrugged. “Yeah, that’s a possibility, but that would still leave them much weaker than being united under a single lich. Besides”—he flashed a cocky grin—“more than likely, any remaining death knights are going to be protecting her when we attack. So I expect we’ll account for them at the same time.”
“True, Master. Honestly, I still do not understand the purpose of her attacks thus far. If she had sent Ralloderth’s force during the inspection, they would have almost certainly disrupted Harkon’s party. He mentioned being sent to test you… but for what? His stated purpose further confounds the situation.”
Gabriel sighed, recalling the many encounters they’d had with the undead. “True, but if all she wanted was to kill adventurers, she should’ve sent her monsters up out of the dungeon itself. There’s no way we could have stopped hundreds of them, especially with all the mages and that death knight leading them.
“For that matter, if she had sent Ralloderth along with Dougraine, she’d have won back then. We barely managed Dougraine by himself. Two death knights would’ve been impossible—especially at that time.”
Brynja’s wings fluttered. “Gabriel, what if this most foul graverobber has several more death knights waiting for us? And surely, if she commands such powerful forces, how capable must she be herself?” The valkyrie’s mithril-colored eyes stared at him, unblinking. “Are you certain that now is the time to attack?”
Chewing at his lip for a moment, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, we don’t have a lot of choice. We’re stronger now than we could have hoped for, at least in regards to dealing with undead. This spell will be a game-changer. Even more so when added to so many silver-plated weapons. And I’ll stay in the rear to provide support magic and counterspells as needed.
“It seems we’ve managed to cut off her scrying, thanks to Meri, Sthuza, and, of course, Cuix and her boys. So she should have no idea about our recent upgrades.” Gabriel glanced at where the goblin war leader huddled with another female goblin and several males in Merideva’s Core Room. The small band looked for all appearances to be deeply immersed in their own war council.
‘Ha, yeah right. They’re probably debating the finer points of how much minotaur cock they can take without dying.’
Gabriel chuckled, shaking his head as he turned back to study his bonded. “And while Sthuza and Meri tracked down most of the secret passages the undead were using to slip inside Merideva’s Domain, we almost certainly missed a few. If she sends out another band of undead and ambushes adventurers, that could draw attention we do not need.”
Cindra rose from where she had finished off the last of the fried bacon and fresh-baked bread. “Does Packmaster think Silly Undead won’t send more testing forces? Maybe Pack could keep whittling rotting ones down until no alphas are left? Then pack goes on warpath and slays Silly Undead?”
“That’s the part that concerns me the most. Unless she’s actually insane or has some goal that we can’t begin to fathom, why has she been pissing away her strength by attacking us piecemeal? I wouldn’t be surprised if Ralloderth was more powerful than Dougraine, so sending him the first time would’ve probably been sufficient. Though, that also makes me wonder how she interacts with the Swarm.”
Sthuza scowled, head-snakes rustling and hissing. “That is a valid point, Master. You said Vesrah has tried all manner of cajoling and seducing you into using her power to fight the undead, correct?”
“Yeah, Vesrah definitely hates the Mistress and wants me to destroy her. Which begs the question, why?”
Cindra flashed a big goofy grin and shrugged her muscular shoulders. “Maybe Packmaster can ask Silly Undead once Pack runs her down in lair?”
Gabriel chuckled. “Maybe, but I imagine she may not be too interested in talking by the time we meet face-to-face. This enchantment’s going to make our weapons do a lot of damage, so she’ll have lost a ton of undead before we reach her. Still, it would be interesting to know what the hells is up with her and Vesrah.”
“Personally, Master, I am eager to put this grave-robbing abomination behind us. Once we have dealt with her, I would like to arrange a more proper sendoff for her victims.”
Realizing his Prime was referring to the salamanders she had been friends with long ago, Gabriel nodded. “No problem, Sthuza. Once we’ve beaten the Mistress and cleared out her undead, I’ll have to claim her land for Meri. Then we’ll let things settle as we organize the new floors. But for now, it’s time for me to test scrying again.”
After a quick hug and kiss from Sthuza and Cindra—the latter groping his ass as they made out—Gabriel returned to the large leather sofa, sat back, and relaxed his mind. He ran through several minutes of centering before activating Dungeon Sense.
Mana 69%
Splitting his focus to leave one part locked on the spacious lounge where he and his bonded sat, he shifted the other half outward, covering Merideva’s Core Room.
“Oh, is it time for you to spy on that Domain-wrecking, undead hussy’s creepy crypt?” Merideva asked, sensing Gabriel’s attention.
He chuckled and responded mentally before shifting a portion of his presence from her Core Room toward the stairs to the fifth floor.
Rather than jump directly to the seventh floor, Gabriel shifted his focus room by room, taking the same route that they would soon lead Merideva’s army of minotaurs and orcs down.
Stopping on the sixth floor, he gave Knossis a quick inspection, confirming there were no intruders. Shifting down the path to the seventh floor, Gabriel felt the difference when he left Merideva’s Domain.
A vague, unsettling sense—as though straining to hear an unexpected, far-off whisper—discomforted him, but it was manageable.
He paused, ready to withdraw his mind at the first sign of Swarm influence. After several long seconds, he relaxed and explored the floor where he had initially met Sthuza.
The floor’s layout seemed unusual, with the section Sthuza had patrolled next to not one but two other distinct regions.
Primitive orcs occupied one but stayed far from the other two. Debris and animal bones littered their territory. Given their small numbers and crude yurts, he doubted they were worth recruiting.
The halls and tunnels Sthuza used to patrol were barren stone with few decorations other than dozens of catgirl statuary she had created. The third section was all worked stone like Sthuza’s but held a gloomier feel along its forlorn passages.
Within minutes, Gabriel spotted a trio of shambling zombies. Dozens more were spread across the floor as he explored. But with the silver-plated weapons and radiant enhancements, he was confident Merideva’s monsters could slaughter hundreds if not thousands of the low-tier, unarmored undead.
Ghouls and armored skeletons would pose more of a threat, but it’s really just ghasts, wights, and death knights that I need to watch out for.
Gabriel lost track of time while exploring the expansive seventh floor. He spotted an assortment of undead, but none wore the ostentatious robes of the previous ghast mages or impressive armor like Dougraine and Ralloderth.
Undead congregated in clumps, most remaining motionless, though a cluster of ghouls squatted around a large furry corpse, their faces coated in blood as they dined.
A trio of skeletons in ancient breastplates and nasal helmets sat in a small workshop. Their bony hands worked with a steady rhythm as they sharpened blades. Having seen adventurers and craftsmen performing the same task, Gabriel found their silent, monotonous work disconcerting.
Eventually, he spotted the Mistress’ dark-blue hair. The snow-white beauty sat, morose-looking, on a nightmarish skull throne.
An armored figure draped in a billowing black cloak stood at attention to her left. A pair of enormous flesh homunculi stood back from the raised dais of her throne. The duo were a gruesome sight, with their mismatched parts stitched together and on full display as they wore little more than loincloths over their grotesque bodies.
Gabriel stared at the eerily beautiful undead woman as she shifted on the throne, legs tucked beneath her.
After a moment, she shifted again, lips spreading in a slight smile. “Ah, is that you, Dungeon Master?”
“Mistress?” a throaty female voice asked, emanating from the shadowy armored figure.
“It is our young Dungeon Master, Anthraxa. I do believe he is scrying on us.” The pale undead stared up into Gabriel’s gaze.
Her glowing blue eyes, a much lighter and brighter shade than Cindra’s, seem to bore into him. A hint of another color flickered in the depths of those orbs. Despite the unsettling nature of her intense, unblinking gaze, Gabriel refused to flinch back or shift his point of view.
The Mistress licked her lips in a slow, unconscious fashion. And after several seconds of silence, she let out a disappointed sigh. “Either the Dungeon Master is not yet interested enough to speak with us, or he is so young he lacks the ability to project his voice outside his Core’s Domain.”
Anthraxa shifted, tilting her armored head and turning to stare up at the same spot. “Mistress, I sense a presence, but are you certain it is this new Dungeon Master you discovered?” The female death knight’s rich, throaty voice seemed at odds with Gabriel’s expectation of an undead.
The blue-haired woman on the throne nodded, never breaking her unflinching eye contact. “Yes. It seems Ralloderth got the young man’s attention for me as I hoped he would.”
“I still have a little trouble believing that battle maniac was bested in single combat. Even if Ralloderth did handicap himself. You truly witnessed the duel? His powerful bonded did not violate the agreement and slay Ralloderth?”
The death knight’s question drew the Mistress’ gaze away from Gabriel. In the blink of an eye, she spun toward the tall, imposing armored figure, a look of absolute outrage and untamable fury twisting her regal face.
A flare of purple-white lit her eyes, and she flashed a spiteful snarl.
But only for a second.
She put on a production of inhaling a deep breath, then let out a calming sigh. “Yes, Anthraxa, this young Dungeon Master gave your friend the challenge he craved. Though admittedly, he won using surprise, arranging a trap to catch Ralloderth unawares with a very dangerous spell.”
The Mistress returned her gaze to Gabriel. “And I do hope you maintain the utmost caution if you attempt that spell again, Dungeon Master. Careless use of such a deadly enchantment could result in the loss of your own appendages just as easily as you dismembered Ralloderth.”
“Do you think the Dungeon Master will visit soon, Mistress?”
One side of the pale woman’s mouth turned up in a slight smile, a mischievous glint flashing through her less intense eyes. “Yes… I believe I have captured your attention by now, have I not? So, my young Dungeon Master, your Core controls the upper six floors of the dungeon. If you wish to expand her Domain further, you must come face me. I will await you here. Though I hope you do not take too long.”
Something in the Mistress’ eyes and eager tone worried Gabriel. He shook his mental avatar, fighting down the disquieting feeling growing within and shifted his attention away from the dignified undead and studied the large sepulcher around her.
The female death knight was the only other so-called intelligent undead Gabriel saw in the large, gloomy chamber. A dozen armored skeletons in bronze and black scale armor with large shields and short brutal falcatas stood at rigid attention near the largest doorway opposite the massive stone throne.
On one side sat a scarred, pitted alchemy table. A plethora of small jars were stacked haphazardly across its uneven, well-used surface.
Dark tapestries hung from ancient posts lining the long walls of the tomb-like receiving hall. But either they were covered or reversed, as Gabriel saw no coherent images across the faded fabrics.
Shifting his attention past a door hidden behind the raised dais and throne, he found a smaller three-story room packed to the ceiling with thousands of books.
Leather-bound tomes sat on ancient wooden shelves beside more exotic works bound in dragon hide, mithril, or gold. An entire corner was dedicated to massive stone tablets covered in sigils that made Gabriel’s head throb when he tried to peruse them.
The sole open area in the room was a small space before a massive sarcophagus against the wall. It was constructed of the same sinister black stone as the altar Estrial had sacrificed Gabriel on and the ornate plinth in Merideva’s Core Room.
The priceless treasure trove of ancient tomes and scattered scroll cases reminded Gabriel of how Sthuza’s lair had appeared when he met her.
Is the Mistress as big a packrat as Sthuza? Or… was this already a library before she set up shop?
Shifting back into the receiving hall, Gabriel saw the Mistress sitting on the throne, tapping her fingers against the armrest in what he took as an act of patience for his benefit.
Anthraxa’s head shifted closer to the throne as she engaged in a whispered conversation that, try as he might, Gabriel couldn’t spy on.
Two side doors led out of the large sepulcher. Gabriel checked both directions only to find storage rooms and what he assumed were ancient barracks, the beds now nothing but dust, moth-eaten cloth, and splintered wood.
Moving out through the large double doors, Gabriel found a series of tunnels and more standard dungeon chambers. Several had doors boarded up or blocked by piles of broken furniture.
When Gabriel tried to scry into the walled-off rooms, he found most registered as blacked out, and he sensed nothing inside or even the actual space itself.
It feels a little different from trying to look through a solid dungeon wall, but… Maybe those rooms have collapsed or been cut off? That might block Dungeon Sense. If that’s the case, those aren’t valid dungeon rooms anymore. Hopefully, she’s not keeping any undead in them.
He picked up speed as he continued to shift Dungeon Sense around the seventh floor. Each time he looked, cataloging the undead present proved a little easier.
Dungeon Sense allowed Gabriel to identify adventurers or monsters anywhere in Merideva’s Domain almost at will. Outside of her Domain, it functioned differently, but with Detect Undead active, by the time he finished with the floor, he was able to peek into a room and spot any undead, even those skeletons which were packed in closets and cupboards.
‘Gods damn,’ Reina muttered as he counted the undead stuffed into what was centuries ago a large kitchen fit for preparing hundreds of meals. ‘This place’d be a fucking horror show for any adventurers unlucky enough to go stumbling in here looking for some loot. For fuck’s sake, how did she even get all those skeletons and zombies into that cabinet?’
Gabriel snorted as he imagined the absolute mayhem and terror that a party of unsuspecting adventurers would experience if they entered the deceptively empty kitchen, only to watch as over fifty skeletons and zombies, all naked, came exploding out of the pantry and cabinets.
And for any arachnophobic adventurers foolish enough to delve a dungeon, the shudder-inducing collection of thousands of undead spiders stuffed into the cabinets overhead might be sufficient to kill them on sight.
Gabriel made a mental note to rely on alchemical fire to deal with the kitchen. It wasn’t the first room where his instinctive response was “kill it with fire.”
‘You know, Alpha. I’m thinking that room… that might be a place to use the last of that Flamer. The way that thing cooked those fucking lizards, it’d probably help in case any of these undead have magic protecting them.’
‘Agreed. It’s a shame the fuel for that thing is so expensive. Though it makes me wonder if we should see about getting some gnomish flamethrowers.’
‘Why not? Boobs already suggested you ask your bosom buddy, noble bitch to buy some of those gnomish bows for the kobolds. I’m sure giving a bunch of pint-sized, psychopathic lizards some flamethrowers won’t cause any problems.’
Gabriel snickered at Reyna’s words but didn’t reply as he totaled up the undead he had located. ‘I only counted a hundred and twenty-four here. Maybe Ralloderth’s band was her last hurrah,’ he sent to his Prime.
‘That is less than four hundred total then, Master, primarily zombies. I hope you are right, but it does make her… strategy even harder to grasp. And you said she only has one death knight in her throne room?’
‘Right, Anthraxa. There’s something… worrying about her, but I couldn’t see past her cowl and cloak, other than that she was wearing vanguard plate.’
‘Well, Master, I hope she is the weakest of this foul abomination’s death knights, but we should prepare for the worst and assume she saved the best for last.’
‘Agreed. I’m going to check the floor below to see if she has any more hidden there. But ideally, once we start the attack, we can churn through her forces too quickly for anything she’s got further down to pose a threat before we reach her.’
‘Yes, Master. And you are confident you can handle the spell and still have enough mana to face whatever mages she has remaining?’
‘Yeah. I’m back up over two-thirds. As long as I maximize efficiency, I should be able to cast Well of Celestial Endowment twice and still have plenty for the battle and counterspells. Assuming, of course, I can decipher their glyphs fast enough.’
‘Then I shall assist Lady Merideva in readying an army.’




Chapter Thirty-Five

It was an hour later by the time Merideva had her monsters readied, and Gabriel, accompanied by his bonded and Minions, gathered in the square of Knossis.
The open area was well suited for organizing the largest force Gabriel had ever commanded. Merideva and Sthuza had been busy while he rested and studied.
He sat on a plush rug, pulling out the scroll case Leryane had given him. Before attempting the powerful enchantment, he double-checked his Interface.
Gabriel’s Soul Essence total continued to increase at the same rapid pace it had since he killed the s’kraith. Given the similar circumstance to his growth boost after using Swarm-corrupted magic on several people while pursuing the Domain Crystal, he was confident it was related to tapping Vesrah’s power.
The boost increases my ability to handle the undead, but I can’t risk relying on it. Sthuza and Meri both warned me about angering the gods by tampering with souls.
In addition to his own growth, Merideva had earned several thousand Dungeon Essence from the battle with Ralloderth, boosting her total well past thirty thousand. Even after conjuring more monsters. She and Sthuza attributed the fortuitous windfall to the death knight’s substantial capabilities and the fact their duel was a close-fought battle.
Still seems a little weird that Meri gets extra resources because we put on a more entertaining show, but it allows her to conjure a lot more minotaurs. So we really are better off now than before the s’kraith attack.
Gabriel set aside the detailed scroll, stored safely inside its durable case after one last read-through, then settled down and worked to still his mana pool.
Ever since he had discovered just how massive his pool had become thanks to Merideva and his bonded, Gabriel had been less concerned with efficiency. However, he still wanted to ensure mana did not become the cause of their defeat.
He tuned out the others as Sthuza and Brynja worked with Jaras and Wannaga to organize a force of sixty armored minotaurs accompanied by a hundred orcs under Rade. Afterward, Jaras and Rade would head to Merideva’s Core Room to reinforce her guards against any last-minute surprises.
Kestria commanded the dozens of kobolds who would serve as the second line, armed with slings and spears. Fifteen of her fellow shamans would provide potent magical support.
Gabriel took his time running through the meditations he had studied since he was six until he felt his pool was as placid as possible.
Exhaling and opening his eyes, he rose, studying his bonded, who stood before the organized ranks of Merideva’s powerful monsters.
“I’m casting Well of Celestial Endowment. Once I finish, Sthuza will signal your squads to come forth and dip your weapons into the glowing pool as I focus on maintaining the connection.” He glanced at his Prime. “I assume you prioritized the weapons to ensure we get the best ones imbued first?”
The towering gorgon nodded. She held two poleaxes and had six large quivers filled with javelins strapped along her lengthy scaled-back. “Yes, Master. We also took the time to bundle all the projectiles we could. The kobolds have weighted nets filled with sling bullets. If you can hold the well long enough to finish the others, Kestria will ensure they can rapidly imbue their ammunition as well.”
“Good. I’ll be counting on you because this is a complex spell, and I want to keep it as stable as possible to minimize the drain on my pool.”
Taking a deep breath, Gabriel spun up the first of three spell circles needed for the powerful enchantment. He took his time tracing each glyph with his full attention, channeling his power through the mithril sword Sthuza had given him.
He lost track of time and the hundreds of eyes watching him as he painstakingly cast one of the most potent spells he had ever seen.
Gabriel fed mana into the hungry spell construct with an even, smooth flow. He lessened the tap once he’d invested ten percent of his total pool into the blazing triple spell circles.
After finishing the last glyph and sealing the magic, he pulled his focus back to his body, then sighed. Sweat beaded across his brow, seeping around his circlet. His left palm was sticky against the textured leather of the sword’s hilt.
Gabriel held the finished but unreleased spell for a moment as he ran another centering routine to slow his rapid pulse and fight down the anxiety brewing deep in his gut.
This may not be the campaign against the Swarm, but the Mistress has been a looming threat, and I’m committing everyone to a single battle. If I fuck this up, it won’t be just me that suffers.
‘So don’t fuck up, Alpha. Stop being all morose and shit, it doesn’t suit you. You’ve got three banging hot, super-badass babes and a gods-damned army of those huge, terrifying minotaurs. I mean, have you seen Jaras? Hells, if he’d had better gear and you’d buffed him more, I bet he could’ve taken Mr. Moneybags. Now muster up some of your monster-cock energy, get out there, and cast your fucking magic. And also, remember to leave the fighting to the fighters, Fucker.’
Gabriel snorted at Reina’s impassioned speech.
‘Yeah, you’re right. This is the best play, and it’s a good rehearsal for when we started the war with Vesrah.’
◆◆◆
 
Gabriel found maintaining the celestial well to be far easier than he had expected. In fact, when Sthuza informed him they had finished dipping every available weapon and piece of ammunition twenty minutes later, Gabriel blinked.
“And you are certain you are fine, Master?” Sthuza asked as he relaxed and canceled the spell, allowing the glowing pool of radiant energy to fade out of existence.
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Gabriel nodded, rolling his shoulders and taking a moment to stretch his back. “Yeah, it was a lot easier to hold than I expected. There’s some fatigue from dumping a sizable chunk of my pool into casting the spell, but far less than I expected.”
“That is reassuring to hear.”
Cindra bobbed her head in agreement. “Yep, but Packmaster still needs to stay back and support Packsisters.” The hellhound’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Gabriel for several seconds. “Cindra and Birdsister are supposed to protect Packmaster but can’t do that if Packmaster keeps charging into fights.”
Gabriel started to reply, but Brynja beat him to it. “I must speak up in accord with Cindra.”
The valkyrie flashed Gabriel an embarrassed smile that took on a hint of wry humor when his cheeks heated. “Recently, you have exhibited a rather unfortunate tendency to charge headlong into melee against powerful foes. You have already done most of the work, Gabriel. Please stick to the plan and allow us to lay low these foul monsters.”
“Hmph, fine. After all, it was my suggestion, so I need to follow through now. Does everyone understand their assigned roles?”
His bonded, Jaras, and Rade all nodded.
“Yes, Master. Jaras has assigned his second, Syzus, to command the warriors. Varga will lead the orc archers. Once we crush the main resistance, we will split off and lead hunting parties to run down any stragglers and ensure no undead can flank us or threaten Lady Merideva’s Domain.”
Gabriel looked out across the ranks of armored minotaurs and leather-garbed orcs bearing thick, brutal-looking recurve bows. Dozens of kobold slingers stood in front of the large green monsters.
“Listen up, everyone. This will be our biggest battle yet. Remember that you are fighting for Merideva and your homes. She will be watching every one of us, so show her how worthy you are. How right she was to trust us to deal with this threat.
“Merideva conjured many of you in the last few days, but I do not want to see your lives thrown away. Squandered in the battles to come. Though many of you and your people are expected to fall in battle with adventurers, right now, we are focused on threats to Merideva and her Domain. Strive to keep your fellow warriors alive and take down every undead we encounter. Work in your teams, and do not disappoint me or Merideva.”
Jaras led the minotaurs in one of their stomping salutes, quickly imitated by the orcs and Kestria’s kobolds.
With their boisterous cheers still echoing across the square as hundreds of minotaurs who were remaining on the sixth floor lowed and cheered, Gabriel and his bonded set out for the labyrinth entrance and the staircase down to the seventh floor while Jaras and Rade took a smaller group of warriors back to guard Merideva.
◆◆◆
 
Not wanting to antagonize his bonded, Gabriel let Sthuza and Brynja take point along with half of the best-armored minotaurs.
Cindra stayed close to his side, but the hellhound was all business, her armor fully deployed with the emotive wolf’s mask set in a fierce, focused glare.
Compared to the fresh, fragrant air of Knossis and the surrounding lands, the seventh floor held a musty scent of long abandonment but none of the stench of zombies and their ilk.
Gabriel kept enough awareness of his body to walk along with Gwenaelle, Sathru, and Kuterug watching his back along with a trio of vanguard-plated minotaurs Sthuza had insisted accompany him.
He poured the rest of his focus into Dungeon Sense, scanning the seventh floor to locate any undead. The largest concentration was in the same spot he had seen earlier, an enormous rectangular room not far from where he had first met Sthuza.
Relaying the details to his Prime across their bond, Gabriel kept a careful watch for any surprises. When Sthuza and the front ranks of minotaurs rushed into the dust-covered chamber, his throat tightened, and he waited for the Mistress to spring the trap.
“Destroy the abominations!” Sthuza hissed.
A dozen minotaurs in heavy armor and carrying large shields rushed forward, each drawing a radiant-imbued javelin.
The massive chamber was over a hundred feet long, but the minotaurs waited until they were less than thirty feet from the undead before hurling their first javelins into the dense ranks of zombies, skeletons, and feral ghouls.
Gabriel had been confident that the radiant energy buff would prove useful in the battle against the undead. But a part of him worried the spell wouldn’t be as powerful as he hoped.
His concern was misplaced. Twelve steel-tipped javelins flew across the short distance, each striking a different undead as they surged toward the minotaurs. Enchanted steel detonated upon impacting the rotting, negative-energy-filled corpses, devastating all twelve targets.
Two of the ghouls still moved, though one had been split in half just above its pelvis, while the other had lost a leg and was struggling to crawl forward. Ten more were scattered on the floor and overrun by the rest of their undead brethren, having taken cataclysmic wounds to the torso or head.
The twelve lead minotaurs skidded to a halt, then backtracked. The closest ghouls surged ahead of the horde, sniffing and snarling, grotesque tongues hanging from necrotic mouths as they rushed after their living prey.
Sthuza coiled, then sprung forward, crashing down on three. She spun, her massive tail crushing several more. In a handful of seconds, the lethal gorgon had destroyed all the reckless ghouls, buying time for the minotaurs to fall back while the rest of Merideva’s forces charged into the chamber.
Gabriel watched with bated breath as his Prime coiled again and flung herself past the reach of the frontline undead.
Now that they had confirmed the celestial magic enchantment was more than viable, Gabriel reached out through his bond with Merideva and began organizing her monsters.
The minotaurs formed a single line, closing ranks, shields and spears at the ready. Orc archers lined up in the slight gaps between the furry monsters, drawing back their powerful bows.
Gabriel had Sthuza’s ornate black-and-silver bow strapped to his back, along with a quiver of imbued arrows. During their argument over what his role in the battle would be, Sthuza had insisted that if he wanted to fight, he should rely on a ranged weapon.
Between his mother teaching him the basics as a child, and what Sthuza had transferred through their bond, it only cost a handful of Unassigned Soul Essence to boost his archery proficiency up to match his swordsmanship.
Hopefully, I won’t even need to use the bow. Now, let’s see if this idea works with the kobolds.
The petite lizardmen were far too short to see past the ranks of orcs and minotaurs in front of them, but the ceiling in the massive chamber was at least fifty feet high. So Gabriel used his bird's-eye view of Dungeon Sense to assign targets for the kobolds slingers.
“For the Crystalline Lady!” Syzus cried, echoed a second later by every minotaur, orc, and kobold in Merideva’s army.
The cacophonous cry drowned out the fevered snarls and hacking howls of the undead, almost deafening Gabriel. He sent the attack signal across his bond with Merideva, and dozens of orc archers and kobold slingers loosed their attacks in a synchronized volley.
The arrows were much smaller than the javelins and so held less enchantment. But the radiant energy explosions still blew ragged chunks out of each undead struck. Gabriel had directed every shot at unarmored members of the undead horde.
The kobolds’ lead bullets arced up over the front ranks, crashing down among the teaming mass of undead. Few of the necrotic monsters wore helmets, and the large bullets held almost as much radiant energy as the javelins.
Scores of headless corpses stumbled and fell, further clogging the jostling horde of undead.
The orc archers, now free to loose on their own discretion, continued picking off less-armored targets as the relentless undead advanced.
Gabriel had to direct the slingers, providing them with targeting, which took his full attention and limited them to a single additional volley before the minotaurs roared and began tearing into the front ranks of undead with their stout shields and spears.
Syzus led the minotaur warriors from the front, the disciplined warrior’s massive maul crushing armored skeletons, rotting zombies, and snarling ghouls with blatant disregard.
Cindra rushed ahead, mirroring Sthuza, the pair moving to flank the dense horde of undead to give themselves plenty of room to accommodate their fighting styles which did not favor close allies.
Brynja lifted into the air and streaked across the undead ranks, her spear in its massive lance form. She dipped down, catching armored undead by surprise, often decapitating the unsuspecting monsters.
‘See, Alpha? You’re a Dungeon Master and a mage, which means you’re supposed to stay in the back and let the fighters do the fighting. And holy hells, having Birdbrain train Boobs was an inspired fucking idea. Between her skill and that new set of armor, she’s slaughtering them. Fuck, with the three of them kicking so much ass, even if you can bring me back, what would you need a gods-damned lycan for? Boobs would be a way better meat shield than me now.’
‘We’ll worry about that after we resurrect you. But you’re right; they are tearing through them now.’
With his bonded scything into their flanks and the elite minotaurs annihilating any undead that tried to advance, Merideva’s forces were quickly grinding down the mass of undead.
Gabriel signaled the kobolds to reserve their remaining ammo, then waited and watched the inevitable as the minotaurs and his bonded churned through the low-tier unintelligent undead.
Once his bonded finished mopping up in the large chamber, they took squads of orcs and minotaurs out across the rest of the floor while Gabriel fed them directions from Dungeon Sense.
It took the better part of an hour to hunt down the last of the undead accessible from their initial invasion. But once Gabriel confirmed no more of the Mistress’ forces remained, everyone regrouped.
Unfortunately, he had been unable to determine a path to the Mistress’ sepulcher without descending to the eighth floor. So Gabriel directed Merideva’s army down a sloped ramp.
Syzus left a mixed squad to cover the three entrances leading from the seventh floor, hoping to keep any undead from sneaking around them and up into Merideva’s Domain.
The eighth floor was just as barren as when Gabriel checked earlier. Sthuza’s tail lashed as the army traversed the vast cavern with its tiered walls of cave dwellings they had seen when she first brought him here.
When Gabriel spotted movement along a winding, obsidian-lined tunnel, he hesitated to alert his bonded.
‘Come on, Alpha. You’re gonna have to tell ’em. Snakes is gonna lose her shit again, but you can’t leave a dozen of those rotters wandering about.’
‘Yeah… I know.’
Twelve armored salamanders stood scattered about a large, circular cave. Most were males with dull black hides that lacked the slick, wet look of healthy salamanders. While some had blue or green accents, most bore washed-out red or orange highlights.
Predictably, Sthuza went into a rage when she spotted the profaned salamanders. Having anticipated her outrage, Gabriel directed the rest of his bonded and a dozen javelin-wielding minotaurs to assist Sthuza in slaughtering the armored undead.
The battle was brief, the salamanders no match for his bonded even before being decimated by the minotaur’s volley of empowered javelins.
As Sthuza cut down the last of the salamanders, a younger-looking female with vibrant gold markings and a thick head of fiery orange hair, the gorgon slumped atop her coils and let out a pained sob.
Before Gabriel could reach out to his Prime, Cindra dashed over and wrapped her powerful arms around the gorgon’s armored form.
“Don’t worry, Snakey. Packmaster will punish evil ones who killed Snakey’s old Pack. Just like with Spider Bitch.”
Brynja also said something, then moved to the nearest of the dead salamanders and began performing a valkyrie ritual to guide souls into the afterlife.
Gabriel paused, watching as the pair consoled his Prime. The rage and sadness filling Sthuza’s bond diminished, ebbing away as Cindra and Brynja smothered the gorgon in compassion and love. He smiled.
I’m glad the three of them get along so well. Sthuza is typically the mature one doing the comforting and guiding, so seeing Cindra and Brynja help her is… heartening.
While his bonded soothed Sthuza’s discomfort, Gabriel directed Syzus and the minotaurs to ready for the trip to the stairs leading up to the Mistress’ sanctum.
As Gabriel readied everyone to move, he felt a chill run down his spine.
“Is something the matter, Master?”
“Even if Packmaster is bored, leave fighting to Cindra and Packsisters. Pack already agreed.”
Gabriel took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, suppressing the baseless worry before shaking his head. “No, no, I’m fine. I just felt a little… never mind. Let’s focus on the Mistress and ending this threat once and for all.”




Chapter Thirty-Six

The remote section of the seventh floor looked just as it had when Gabriel first scried it. The few roaming undead were making their way toward the central chamber, and the other descending passages remained buried beneath piles of rubble.
“Master, what is she up to now?”
Gabriel shifted his Dungeon Sense to track their march while keeping a close eye on the eerie, beautiful undead woman and her single death knight guard.
“She’s still sitting on that throne. Anthraxa moves around a bit, and they’ve had a whispered conversation or two, but nothing else. The armored skeletons are still exactly where I first saw them.”
“Maybe Silly Undead doesn’t want to keep fighting Pack?”
Sthuza let out an enraged hiss, head-snakes joining in.
Gabriel shook his head. “I doubt that, Cindra, but hopefully, we can put an end to her here. Once and for all. Well, assuming she’s a lich, we’ll need to track down her Soul Crystal, but that’s a task for after we defeat her and Anthraxa.”
Brynja nodded. “Perhaps it will be easier to locate once you claim the floor for Lady Merideva?”
“Hopefully. And it won’t be long now, because she’s in the room on the other side of those doors.” Gabriel pointed toward the ornate double doors dominating the far end of the long hall his forces had just entered.
Sthuza slithered to his side, Brynja and Cindra following suit. Syzus called a halt to the marching minotaurs, who formed a defensive line, cutting the hall in half.
“Okay, this should be good.” Gabriel raised a placating hand before Sthuza could protest. “I’m only going to buff you three and a handful of Syzus’ warriors. That should be enough to handle all of her defenders.”
Despite a slight scowl on her sleek, beautiful face, Sthuza nodded, head-snakes mirroring the motion. “Very well, Master. But please do refrain from overstressing yourself. We have more than enough warriors left, and losing some of them is far preferable to risking you.”
Gabriel sighed. They had gone back and forth over the issue of him taking part in the battle at all. But given the prowess of the Mistress’ magic users so far, he doubted they could succeed with him holding back.
After double-checking to confirm none of the undead were going to charge out into the long hallway, Gabriel began weaving a potent, efficient Haste.
He anchored it to his bonded, Syzus, and several armored minotaurs. Spending almost a minute optimizing the spell and ensuring each glyph was flawless, he sealed the magic, then released it.
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I should have plenty left to handle any counterspells. Hells, could probably even manage another casting of Well of Celestial Endowment if we need a replenishment.
Gabriel gave the signal to advance. His bonded and Syzus led two dozen well-armored minotaurs charging at the massive double doors.
To their surprise, the massive reinforced doors swung open before any of them drew close enough to touch them. Ghostly blue-white lights danced overhead in the large receiving hall, casting odd shadows across the armored intruders.
“Ah, a most impressive entrance, Dungeon Master. But please, step into my parlor. Don’t be shy. I have yet to lay eyes upon your visage without the distortion caused by inferior bodies.”
“You should not concern yourself with Master, foul abomination!” Sthuza snarled.
The white-garbed Mistress rose from her careless position draped across the stone throne’s wide arms with casual ease. She stood almost six feet tall in stunning blue-white boots with heels that appeared ridiculous, even given the tendency of adventurers to use magic for stability and comfort.
Her billowing robe settled about her legs as she stepped to the edge of the massive stone dais. She glared down at Sthuza, then glanced upward to where Gabriel’s point of view was fixated.
“I must confess I still find your choice of Prime somewhat disappointing, Dungeon Master.” She shook her head, dark-blue hair whipping about oddly. “Regardless, please humor me. You have more than enough forces arrayed before me to ensure your victory. Surely you can step forth into the light so that I may gaze upon your magnificence with my own eyes before you order your minions to attack?”
‘The hells is wrong with this bitch? Is she gonna ask you to whip your huge cock out for her to leer at while Snakes and the others kill her? That’s fucked up.’
Sthuza hissed in protest. Gabriel could feel her desire for him to remain out of sight in the outer hallway. But he wanted to be close enough to counter whatever magics were brought to bear anyway, so he advanced into the room.
The armored skeletons had shifted to form a defensive line as the doors opened, and the robed death knight stood in the center, a dozen feet in front of the Mistress.
“Wonderful, Dungeon Master. Thank you. I suppose it would be too much to ask you to lower that Force Helm and let me gaze into your eyes without such a distracting barrier between us?” The Mistress flashed a mirthful smile.
Gabriel snickered. “I’m afraid not. Pretty sure my Prime would slap me silly if I did something that stupid. Now, it’s nothing personal, but you are a thorn in Merideva’s side, so you’re going to be removed.”
She broke out in unrestrained laughter, her voice cracking as she rocked. “Oh my, it has been so long…”
Anthraxa huffed. “You can be amused later, Mistress. I think it’s high time to finish this.” The armored figure twisted back, her hood falling away and revealing a solid, faceless helm shielded by a thick bevor. She turned to gaze back at the beautiful undead woman on the dais. “And do not forget, you owe me one after this.”
The Mistress clutched her slender midsection, still gasping in laughter. “Yes, yes, of course. I will remember when the time comes, Anthraxa.”
As though that was the starting bell, a dozen skeleton warriors stepped forward, shields and swords ready. The death knight threw off her cloak, then drew a large two-handed mace with a pulsing red stone head out of thin air.
Anthraxa surged forward, accelerating as a Haste effect washed over her armored form. Her intimidating mace tore through a minotaur’s breastplate, shattering his ribcage. Blood and mangled bits of bronze sprayed out as the six-hundred-pound bovine monster splattered against the wall.
“Brynja, to me,” Sthuza snapped. The gorgon shot forward, crashing down behind the fearsome death knight. Her poleaxes cut through the air, but Anthraxa spun out of the way, then launched a counterattack, forcing Sthuza to twist aside.
Sthuza moved her serpentine bulk out of the way and spun to bring her poleaxes back into play.
Brynja darted over, her wings blazing with Reinforcement. Spear extended, she slashed at the death knight’s back. Anthraxa ignored the blow, allowing the mithril spear to spark and score the thick dwarven-steel backplate of her vanguard armor.
The rest of the fighters on both sides charged into a brutal melee of clashing steel and ringing blades as elite minotaurs faced off against armored skeletons.
Gabriel glanced at Cindra and found the hellhound streaking around and flanking the skeletons. Her first attack tore one in half, freeing two minotaurs to focus on crushing the devastated undead.
“Uh, uh, uh,” the Mistress teased as Gabriel spun up a spell circle and began targeting Anthraxa for an Aetheric Missiles volley. “Anthraxa has her part to play, Dungeon Master, and so do we. I really must insist that since you made me wait this long, you at least show me your undivided attention.”
When he felt a spike of magic as the Mistress began weaving a potent spell, Gabriel shifted Aetheric Missiles to target the unarmored woman.
He channeled the magic through the mithril sword held in his right hand, keeping his left free to cast with the scepter.
Thanks to his split focus, Gabriel could form his spell at a good pace while keeping a close watch on the Mistress’ spellwork. She was at least as quick as Duyaris, but Gabriel discerned enough to comprehend her magic before she finished.
While he didn’t know any Necromancy spells, the Academy taught enough that he recognized what she was casting. His breath caught in his throat.
‘Is it really that bad, Alpha?’
‘Blight Lord’s Despair weakens anyone caught in the cloud, but it can also kill.’
With the Mistress’ speed, Gabriel doubted he could counter the terrifying magic in time. Still, he spun up a separate spell circle floating off-centered to his left and poured mana through the scepter, hoping to at least cut the attack short.
The adamantite and mithril scepter all but ripped the mana from him, and glyphs sprang up within the construct in seconds. While slower than spells stored within, his magic formed much quicker than usual.
Instead of the generic counterspell he intended to form, a blazing circle of glyphs coalesced into a distinctly different spell. Variables flashed through his mind, tailored to cancel the necromantic attack.
Stunned by the rapid casting, Gabriel almost lost Aetheric Missiles. Clamping down on his mind, he split his focus between both arcane conduits, fueling two spells.
But even with the accelerated cast time granted by the scepter’s unexpected assistance, Gabriel finished with less than a second to spare.
A wave of semi-visible necrotic energy washed out from the undead woman, surging down the stairs of the dais and roiling into thick, noxious clouds of miasma.
Instead of dispersing or blocking the necrotic miasma, it attacked the complex magic at the structural level, eating away at the magical circuits that enabled the mana to affect Aether.
Before the miasmic cloud reached the closest minotaur, it lost cohesion. The intentioned mana of the Mistress’ spell flickered into visibility as it dissipated.
Damn! I’ve got to figure out how that worked. But later.
Hoping to take advantage of her surprise, Gabriel rushed the final glyphs for Aetheric Missiles and released the spell. Targeting the Mistress had been no more taxing than usual, and it surprised him that such a powerful caster seemed so lacking in defense.
The round, purple-pink energy darts streaked out, only to splatter against a well-crafted spell shield flickering into view around her.
“Oh my, Dungeon Master. That was not bad at all. Still, I do hope you have something more impressive in reserve. Though, I expect you to pierce me with your sword before this is all over.” One of her eyes twitched, and a creepy, misshapen grin flashed across her serene face, causing Gabriel to blink.
She dove into another spell, and while Gabriel identified it as a direct attack spell, he struggled to decipher enough for a counter.
Instead, he worked a potent Aetheric Lance with multiple penetration glyphs with his sword, splitting off only enough focus to check on his bonded and the rest of the battle.
Sthuza and Brynja continued to tag-team Anthraxa. His bonded had the death knight reeling, her dark vanguard plate scored in a dozen places, black blood leaking from multiple wounds.
Despite that, the tall death knight continued to attack with relentless speed and fury, her large mace threatening Sthuza and Brynja as she whipped about, dancing between the two skilled warriors.
Half of the elite skeletons were already down, with Cindra working to make it seven. They displayed great skill, but Syzus and his cadre kept them occupied so the hellhound could focus on one at a time.
Gabriel tied off his Aetheric Lance and sent it streaking at the Mistress just as she finished her spellcast, launching a blistering fusillade of small greenish-black darts toward him.
Uncertain what they would do to his Spell Mantle, Gabriel triggered the bracer on his left arm, generating the large elven shield Ralloderth had suggested. He twisted to his right, ducking low as he interposed the shield between him and the missiles.
Several missed while five splattered across the shield, eating away at its translucent surface. One struck his left boot, and Gabriel cursed as it seemed to pass straight through his Mantle and began eating away at the tough drakeskin leather. A second later, a burning sensation flared in his foot.
He canceled the force shield, a mess of acidic goo dropping to the stone floor as he worked to kick off his boot. He freed his foot and found it only mildly burned, though his sock was ruined.
“Hi there,” the Mistress whispered, her mouth inches from his ear.
Heart leaping into his throat, Gabriel threw himself away from the undead woman who had crossed the room in that momentary distraction.
He rolled to his feet, re-activating his force shield and readying his sword.
The Mistress frowned. “Oh, don’t be like that, Dungeon Master. Is it something with my voice? I could change it if you prefer. Or perhaps that is how you react whenever a beautiful maiden suddenly appears behind you?”
Still gritting his teeth against the residual pain in his foot and trying to fight down the shock of her sneaking up on him so completely, Gabriel shook his head, staring at the relaxed woman.
Behind her, the last skeleton warriors fell before Syzus and Cindra, the pair rending it into dozens of pieces. Metal screeched and shattered as Brynja drove her Reinforced lance through Anthraxa’s breastplate, pinning the death knight for Sthuza to execute.
The pale-skinned Mistress circled around Gabriel in a relaxed stroll, her soft smile shifting, morphing into a leer worthy of a devoted lecher.
Gabriel shifted in place, ready to strike or defend.
Sthuza hissed as she slithered up behind him. “Master, move aside, and we shall finish this.”
The Mistress’ odd grin morphed into a furious scowl. “No! I refuse to allow the likes of you to defeat me.” In an instant, her face shifted back to placid before a mischievous grin spread across her face.
Instincts Gabriel didn’t recognize triggered Psionic Acceleration, and time seemed to slow. He watched the unarmored woman charge toward him.
Sthuza and Brynja cried out. Their voices were distorted, too slow to understand. Gabriel felt a spike of terror from his Prime but ignored it, his entire focus on striking the Mistress.
Glowing talons erupted from her pale fingers, but she still moved as though wading through molasses.
Her eyes grew wider, and a manic grin spread across her face as Gabriel thrust his sword forward, catching her just above the belly button.
The normal flow of time resumed, and Gabriel slumped from exertion.
He fell to his knees, gasping for air, still clutching his sword, now hilted in the undead woman. Her glowing claws faded away. She sagged toward him, face striking his chest as she collapsed.
“I… I knew it would be worth it to wait for you to pierce my belly with your stiff blade.” She coughed up a mouthful of blood. Then more.
Dark reddish-black blood began pouring from her eyes and nose. She pushed off him as best she could, and Gabriel stared down in mute horror as the disturbingly beautiful woman seemed to disintegrate in his lap.
“I look forward to you piercing me again. Repeatedly.”
Gabriel flinched back, falling on his ass when Cindra’s adamantite sword whipped past just in front of him, severing the Mistress’ deteriorating head from her shoulders.
“Non-Pack not allowed to flirt with Packmaster.”
It took Gabriel several seconds to calm his racing pulse. Then he swallowed, deactivated his force helmet, and grinned up at his bonded. “Well, that was… different than I’d expected. Think we got all of them?”
“I believe so, Master. Though there may be some occupying the lower floors.”
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, but every staircase I found is blocked, and we’re not unsealing any of those passages. There’s no benefit until Meri controls everything up here. But first, we need to track down the Mistress’ S-Crystal.”
Using his cleaning spell, Gabriel eradicated the gory dust and blood the Mistress left on him,. Then they settled in and set about searching.
‘Gabriel!’
He winced at the intensity and raw panic in Merideva’s mind-voice. ‘What the Hells, Meri? What’s wrong?’
‘Gabriel, you’ve got to save me! This huge salamander just led a bunch of really dangerous undead into my Domain. They’re already on the fifth floor!’
‘Oh… Shit.’




Chapter Thirty-Seven

Terror flooding his mind, Gabriel threw his focus into Dungeon Sense, scanning the fifth floor in a blind panic, searching for the intruding undead.
“Master? What is it?” Sthuza asked, worry coloring her voice.
“I fucked up. That blasted lich played me for a total fool. She must have been possessing this body while marching.”
It took Gabriel precious seconds to find the intruders, but the moment he did, icy claws of terror and despair dug into his guts, and it was a struggle not to simply give up.
Hundreds of moaning, shuffling undead—many little larger than goblins—surged forth from a previously concealed tunnel. With Jaras, Sarzykx, and Syrkirus, the monsters guarding Merideva’s Core Room might have been enough to defeat the teeming horde of zombies and ghouls.
Seeing eight armored salamanders marching with parade precision, accompanied by six grotesque arachne ghasts, left Gabriel feeling hollow.
A crushing Spiritual Presence drew his awareness past the massed horde to three armored figures in the rear. The two flanking the larger, orange-and-gray salamander had to be death knights. Their combined presence drove away even the faintest flicker of hope.
Is that the Mistress’ actual body? She must have been possessing the human.
‘Oh, shit. Look at that slick-skinned bitch. Remember how Snakes reacted to seeing that other salamander chick? Whatcha wanna bet this is that one’s aunt or mother?’
The mature beauty reminded Gabriel far too much of the previous one to be anyone but Sthuza’s old friend, Yirish. Between her ancient carminium armor, seven-foot-tall frame, and the exotic glaive slung across her back, she cut an intimidating presence.
At least compared to most of the undead.
The taller death knight, a female canine beastkin, drew Gabriel’s attention away. She had flawless gray skin and rich black hair. Black-and-gold jackal ears jutted above a dense mane, and a thick, well-brushed tail swayed behind her armored hips.
She carried an ornate mithril staff capped with a series of crystal-cut deep-blue arcanite. But her thick vanguard plate armor escalated Gabriel’s dread far more than the expensive weapon.
‘Asymmetrical shit-titties, is that adamantite?’
He nodded. ‘Looks like it. I-I don’t know how to beat them all.’
‘Same way you always do. Lead your harem of super-strong hotties into battle and start throwing around some serious fucking magic.’
“Massster… you are ssscaring usss. What isss happening?”
Strong hands gripped Gabriel’s shoulders, shaking him. Tearing his focus away from Dungeon Sense, he stared into his Prime’s wide, concerned eyes. Brynja and Cindra stood at her side, with Syzus standing guard a couple of feet behind them.
“This was all a trap. She’s got more than enough elite troops to take out everyone we left guarding Meri.”
“How many are there, Massster?”
“Hundreds of wretched and dozens of higher tier undead. But my biggest worry is the three at the back. Sthuza, I think the Mistress claimed your old friend, Yirish’s, body as her own.”
The gorgon released a tormented wail, head-snakes joining in her wordless lament.
“Packmaster will punish fancy undead, then Pack gives old friends proper rest.”
“We will indeed, mine Battle Sister.”
“I-I’m going to Translocate before they can reach the Core Room. Sthuza, Syzus, gather the fastest warriors and race home.”
Sthuza sagged back on her serpentine bulk, but Cindra rushed forward and grabbed Gabriel’s shoulder before he could activate Translocation. “No! Packmaster mustn’t rush off without Pack.”
Gabriel turned to stare at the hellhound in stunned disbelief. “Cindra, there’s no time; even with Haste, there’s no way we can get there fast enough.”
As he spoke, the mounting tension and fear bleeding through his bond with Merideva intensified.
“Gabriel, mine battle sister is correct. Rushing off and splitting our forces will make things worse. Sthuza spoke of the battle with Yesera; this is even more dangerous. Now let us all set out posthaste.”
With that, the valkyrie spun on her heels and burst into a full sprint, wings flapping. Her massive mithril armor melted away into jewelry before she reached the hallway.
“Birdsister has right idea. Come on, Snakey.” Cindra shifted into her enormous canine form mid-speech and took off like a bolt of furry lightning.
Unlike her old leathers, the new armor morphed, conforming to her canine form. A sleek black mesh bodysuit covered her larger body, thick, armored plates shielding her. The scabbard holding her greatsword shifted, bouncing against her right flank as she took off after Brynja.
Sthuza let out a nervous chuckle. “Please, Master, do not rush off without us. Tell Lady Merideva to do whatever she can to delay them. We will get there in time.”
The gorgon stared at Gabriel for a second, every head-snake gazing at him with frightening intensity before she spun and slithered rapidly across the room, racing after his bonded.
“My warriors will be slower, but we will follow,” Syzus growled. All the minotaurs chased after Sthuza, though they fell further behind despite their impressive gait.
They’re right… Just calm down and focus.
Knowing he could Translocate straight to each staircase well before his bonded retraced their route through the eighth and back up to the sixth floor, Gabriel took a moment to console Merideva, then directed what defense they could manage.
‘Meri, you have almost forty thousand DE now, right?’
‘Y-yes. Should… should I use it?’
‘As much as needed. Just make sure you save enough that you won’t run dry. We can always stockpile more after we stop this bitch. Conjure as many monsters as possible and just… throw them into the meatgrinder to slow the undead. Have Torrik give them any remaining gear. Doesn’t matter how inappropriate or ill-fitting it is. All that matters is time. We’re on our way.’
‘O-okay, Gabriel. Please, please, come save me. That older salamander, her aura is… frightening. Even more so than that death knight with the staff. I think she’s more dangerous than Dougraine was.’
‘Trust me, Meri. We’ll get through this, I promise. One way or another.’ Gabriel focused all the confidence and comfort he could muster across their bond despite the rush of raw terror flooding into him, showing how powerful the undead intruders appeared to Merideva.
If we can’t get back in time… I’ll have to go alone and draw on Vesrah’s power again.
The Swarm corruption of his soul had expanded noticeably after he used corrupted magic to defeat the s’kraith warriors. Gabriel feared what would happen once the Swarm influence spread through the majority of his soul.
Protecting Merideva and my bonded comes first. If it costs my soul… So be it.




Chapter Thirty-Eight

Gabriel caught up with his bonded at the stairs. None of them wasted their breath talking, everyone sprinting onto the sixth floor. From the concern bleeding across Sthuza’s bond, he suspected his Prime was well aware of his backup plan and determined to beat the undead to Merideva’s Core Room.
Gabriel waited at the top of the stairs, splitting his attention between watching his bonded make a mad dash across the expansive floor while remaining focused on the horde of undead working their way in from near the outer reaches of the fifth floor.
They must’ve had another hidden passage out beyond anywhere Meri could detect. Damn it, I should’ve considered this.
‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Alpha. You can beat yourself up later. Right now, you need to think of a way to deal with these gods-damned corpses. Because if that undead skank is anywhere near as tough as she looks and able to throw more magic at you like earlier, how the hells will you stop her?’
Gabriel scowled, focusing again on the two death knights accompanying the mature salamander.
The smallest appeared to be male, with a sleek, lethal build draped beneath an enchanted cloak that made it hard to focus on him. An outlandishly large backpack hung from his shoulders.
The female beastkin’s vanguard plate was a massive suit of stylized adamantite and gold. The six-foot-tall wizard’s staff she carried in her right gauntlet blazed with an intensity of enchantment that was a close match for the scepter coiled about Gabriel’s left arm.
Given their power increased with size, he had little doubt about how potent an arcane conduit it must be. The arcanite that capped it dwarfed most of the mana-storing material Gabriel had access to.
‘Yeah, I was kinda wondering… Is that bitch with those ridiculously huge, armor-sculpted tits a mage?’
‘I’m worried she might be. At the very least, that’s the kind of arcane conduit you’d expect to see an archmage wielding as they rule over an entire tower of veteran spellcasters.’
‘D-do you think she could be the Mistress, and the slick-skinned bitch is just trying to trick you?’
Gabriel shifted his attention from the busty salamander over to the well-armored woman. A bright flare of fury flickered for a second before unimaginable willpower clamped down, snuffing out every hint of emotion.
The salamander paused, turning to look over her shoulder and glaring up at Gabriel’s perspective. “It is quite rude to check out another woman’s physical assets when you have yet to even properly wine and dine me, Dungeon Master.” Despite her much larger form, her voice and cadence were a perfect match for the undead woman he had slain moments earlier.
‘No… No, I don’t think the armored beastkin is the Mistress.’
‘What do you think she really wants with you? That four-armed battle junky said you’d be made a death knight, right?’
‘Yeah. Honestly, I have no idea and no intention of finding out.’
Gabriel reached out to Merideva again, trying to smother her in as much comfort as possible. Her mental avatar clung to his with frightening intensity. But he felt some of her panic ebb as he checked on her progress in conjuring monsters.
She had already spent a considerable chunk of stockpiled Essence, conjuring another dozen minotaurs, a cluster of orcs, and a mass of gibbering goblins. Torrik stood nearby, passing out the few leftover imbued javelins and arrows.
Wannaga, Jaras, Syrkirus, and Sarzykx readied themselves, the elite warriors grim-faced but stiff-spined.
Gabriel sensed Cuix and several of “her boys” in the mix. He instructed them to send out half of the clumped goblins to slow the undead.
‘You know, Gabriel, I-I don’t think goblins are going to be very effective against them,’ Merideva murmured as she tried to burrow tighter against his mental avatar.
‘They’re going to be slaughtered, Meri. But the sooner I see what the undead can do, the more time I have to think of some way to salvage this. And if we’re lucky, they might get a few hits with those javelins.’
Gabriel double-checked on his bonded, then Translocated to the fifth-floor stairs and awaited them before focusing back on the advancing undead.
The large squad of goblins intercepted the undead several rooms from Merideva’s Core Room. Instead of rushing out to meet the charging monsters, the teeming mass of undead shifted, splitting along the middle of the hall.
A few goblins tripped in surprise as the lesser undead parted, exposing the elite warriors in the rear. Gabriel directed them to continue charging.
The muscular salamander glanced at the male death knight wearing an oversized backpack. “Ryldor, would you be so kind as to deal with these vermin for me, please?”
The death knight stepped forward, passing the Mistress. He bowed low, sweeping his left hand wide as his right pressed back against the rear of his belt beneath his cape. “Of course, Mistress. Do you have any preferences?”
The salamander flashed a predatory grin that made Gabriel gulp. “Perhaps give the Dungeon Master a demonstration of your martial prowess. There is no particular need to rush, though try not to inflict too much suffering. Soon enough, these monsters and our young Dungeon Master will be joining us after all. Ah, and do be mindful of his quaint little radiance spell.”
“As you desire, Mistress,” Ryldor said. He tossed his head back, hood falling away as his left hand pressed against a runed clasp that caused the hooded cloak to flutter off his shoulders. A suit of dark-gray-and-black leather armor clung to the man’s athletic body.
His right hand pulled away from the back of his belt, a slim hilt tight in his grip. He brandished it, and the grip turned into a brutal-looking elven war saber.
The thick, curved blade was optimized for slashing despite the razor-sharp tip. But then, Ryldor adjusted his grip, and it shifted, morphing from efficient sword into a short spear.
He spun the orichalcum polearm in an intimidating flourish, a grin crossing his handsome gray face. The tight leather armor peeled away, shrinking into a broad black girdle and silver studded leather bracers protecting his forearms.
Beyond that, he wore supple leather pants and a pair of well-worn black boots.
Gabriel studied the sleek death knight as he stalked toward the goblins with the smooth grace of a dancer.
Ryldor’s gray skin was ashen and lighter due to undeath. Given the male’s coloration, white hair, and pointed ears, Gabriel suspected he had been a dro’ikyr—a dark elf.
Six goblins charged in, thrusting the full-size javelins as spears at the unarmored warrior.
None of the imbued tips came close.
Ryldor dodged, twisting his body with impossible grace. Flicking his wrist, he lashed out, the slight movement severing three goblin heads. Blood geysered from their necks as they collapsed, but Ryldor avoided the gory rain.
The survivors soiled themselves, one dropping a sizable pile of evacuated bowels, but none of them flinched back. Two thrust again while the third shrieked loudly and hurled its too-large javelin with all its minuscule might.
“Ha, you have spirit, little one, but the Mistress has no use for more petite warriors.”
Ryldor whipped his spear around, and three more goblins collapsed, decapitated.
Gabriel reached out through Merideva and grabbed a dozen terrified goblins who had slowed but still advanced toward Ryldor.
It took his entire focus to direct them, but he arranged for synchronized attacks from multiple angles, hoping to overwhelm the skilled but cocky death knight.
Unlike Ralloderth, who moved with such quickness that even Hasted monsters couldn’t keep up, Ryldor relied on his elven agility and complete mastery of the spear.
He picked off the goblins under Gabriel’s direct control, one after another, filling the air with bloody mist. The death knight contorted his body, displaying as much flexibility as the dastet from the other day. He parried or blocked every thrust and slash Gabriel attempted.
The butt of his engraved orichalcum spear, an artifact likely equal to Brynja’s, caught and deflected half of Gabriel’s strikes. Still, Ryldor found time and positioning to butt-strike three goblins, the other nine falling to the business end of the spear.
Fifteen seconds after Gabriel launched his first synchronized thrust, all twelve goblins were scattered across the floor.
But that was a good eleven seconds longer than the first group had lasted.
Ignoring the dull ache beginning to resonate in his skull, Gabriel reached out and dominated even more of Merideva’s poorly armed goblins.
He sacrificed them one by one, keeping Ryldor busy and delaying the entire horde as they stood back, watching patiently.
After Ryldor cut down half of his next band of goblins, Gabriel abandoned them. Stretching out to grab more, he drew goblins forward from the remaining crowd, watching on in horror as the unarmored death knight slaughtered their brethren.
The goblins hurled javelins with all their strength. Tips glowing, the large missiles streaked through the air as he directed.
One clipped a goblin before Ryldor could sever the little green monster’s head, but eleven others continued on straight at the death knight.
Ryldor twisted to the side, presenting his left shoulder forward. He deflected two javelins with his spear. Another glanced off his left bracer as he shielded his exposed face.
The rest passed by, one scraping along his defined abdomen as he sucked in, narrowing himself. He flicked his wrist in a blur, his spear catching the javelin just behind the head and hurling it away from his body a split second before the radiant energy detonated in the presence of the necrotic energy powering his body.
“Ha, wonderful, Dungeon Master,” the Mistress said with a throaty chuckle. “To manage even a grazing blow on a warrior as skilled as Ryldor while using nothing but common goblins…”
Ryldor reached up and brushed at the slight line of blood oozing from his midsection. “Yes, I admit I didn’t see that coming.” The dark elf turned and bowed low. “Please forgive my overconfidence, Mistress. I have no excuse.”
The salamander undead’s broad smile stretched her face. “Do not concern yourself, Ryldor. I would have been disappointed if our young Dungeon Master could not present any unexpected challenges.”
Ryldor stood tall again, touched his belt, and extended his leather armor back out to protect his body from the neck down. “I will treat this with more seriousness, Mistress. I expect he will continue using such tactics to delay us, but I shall mop them up swiftly.”
“Do not feel the need to rush, Ryldor. Our dear Dungeon Master is no doubt desperately racing back with his bonded to properly welcome us into the Core Room. Until then, please feel free to enjoy the opening show.”
The salamander gazed up again at Gabriel’s point of view. A long, slender tongue slipped out between her lips, and something disturbing flashed through her purple-tinted eyes. “I do hope you will make this a spectacle to remember, Dungeon Master. Today is a very special day.”
With the goblins down, Ryldor advanced toward the remaining pack, who had soiled themselves and much of the hallway in their terror. But they clutched their weapons tight, beady yellow eyes locked on the approaching death knight.
The Mistress and her escort started forward, but the salamander paused after a few steps, frowning. “Oh dear, that stench is absolutely revolting. Amara, please do something about this odious mess. I fear the Core likely has other priorities distracting her from maintaining a clean and welcoming environment here.”
The vanguard-plated female nodded, stepping forward. “It would be my pleasure, Mistress,” she said in her almost lyrical voice. She lifted her right arm, staff held tight.
A single, crisp spell circle formed. Gabriel watched in dawning horror as she cast a cleaning spell similar to his own, but faster than he could, even after so much practice and familiarity.
He felt the mana as she fed the simplistic but flawless spell, targeted the entire hallway, then released it.
A surge of enchanted bubbles seemed to consume the entire passage, streaking forward in a wave of sudsy foam that washed over the gore and filth behind Ryldor, then surged past and across the remaining goblins.
Every speck of dust, grime, gore, and the copious excrement of dozens of terrified goblins vanished beneath the wall of magic. A second later, it faded away without a hint of wasted mana.
“Much better,” the Mistress said, reptilian eyes flicking to where Gabriel stared on from before she resumed strolling.
◆◆◆
 
Cursing, Gabriel pulled back from the few remaining goblins, leaving them to be slaughtered. He checked on his bonded and found them nearing the stairs to the fifth floor, so he Translocated again to stay close by.
The minotaurs charging after them fell farther behind.
One way or the other, it’ll be over before they arrive.
Still comforting Merideva through their bond, Gabriel inspected the larger force clustering in the wolf drake forest and in Merideva’s Core Room.
It’s not like I left Meri defenseless, but I never envisioned such an overwhelming force slipping around us.
More and more goblins and orcs threw themselves into the path of the intruders. Merideva had summoned every monster on the fifth floor, as well as those on the fourth who could get to the stairs quick enough.
Whenever Merideva gathered another group, Gabriel slipped his will into the monsters and attacked Ryldor again. The spear-wielding death knight wore full armor now, a black-and-gray avian mask concealing his pale face.
Faithful to the Mistress’ command, Ryldor showed no particular urgency as he clashed with each group Gabriel threw at him. The dark-elven warrior fought with laconic grace, beheading every goblin with ease.
Gabriel held the most elite defenders to the rear of the wolf drake forest, hoping the tighter confines would allow them to better repulse the attackers.
Merideva gathered up an even larger group of orcs, drawing a majority of the defenders of the entire floor who had been intended to fight adventurers. Though they lacked radiant-imbued weapons, they had armor, spears, and shields fitted for their size. Gabriel directed two dozen of them in an orchestrated assault on Ryldor.
It took him thirty seconds to finish off the entire band.
While waiting for his bonded to traverse the fifth floor, Gabriel reached out and took control of twelve minotaurs.
The disciplined warriors were easier to direct than goblins, and Gabriel sensed that each of them understood exactly what was coming.
Understood… And were more than ready to pay the price demanded to protect their Crystalline Lady.
All six wore medium-weight bronze armor and carried large, round shields. Each wielded a steel-tipped spear imbued with radiant energy and a similarly empowered javelin.
Gabriel positioned the first squad of minotaurs in a square room just wide enough for them to form a semicircle. They faced the reinforced door sealing off the hall where the undead party approached.
This close to Merideva’s Core Room, all the doors held heavy locking bars in case of hostile intrusions. Given this was the third time in a month, Gabriel felt justified in spending the extra effort installing lockable doors, despite the fact they would impair Merideva’s Dungeon Essence income if barred.
“I believe that door is locked, Ryldor. Please stand aside,” Amara said. Gabriel had missed them destroying previous doors but shifted Dungeon Sense in time to watch her spin up a twin spell circle.
The glyphs appeared one at a time, as with almost any other spellcaster. But their speed was not far behind what he could achieve using the adamantite scepter.
Before he could even identify the spell, Amara finished, sealed, and released it.
For a second, Gabriel thought she had screwed up, but then the entire door, along with part of the stone frame, turned to dust. Ryldor blew the mess away with a swipe of his now sword-sized weapon.
Gabriel’s minotaurs coughed as they tried to recover from the blast of grit that washed over them.
Though the minotaurs were blinded, their eyes burning from the debris produced by Disintegration, Gabriel urged them into action.
Ryldor rushed into the room, ducking low, then twisting so violently he wound up bracing on his left hand before cartwheeling further aside, dodging six synchronized javelins.
His brutal elven saber deflected numbers seven and eight aside. The ninth caught the agile death knight in the calf, punching through leather. It detonated in a blast of radiant energy but drew only a mild grunt from Ryldor as he regained his feet and lashed out.
Smoke concealed the impact and any injury the death knight suffered as he impaled a minotaur on the point of his war saber.
The Mistress smiled. “Ah, we finally find ourselves with proper hosts. Ryldor, I would appreciate it if you did not slay too many of the Core’s elite defenders. If things go poorly and I am forced to go unsatisfied, they could prove more useful intact. And I imagine our dear Dungeon Master might prefer keeping at least a few warriors whose hearts still beat.”
Extracting his sword from the minotaur’s throat as the towering warrior fell to his knees, Ryldor flicked his blade, a spray of blood splattering across the ground. He spun and dipped into another bow to the Mistress.
Gabriel threw caution to the wind, focusing on his remaining minotaurs with such intensity he smelled the metallic tang of blood as he drove eleven spears at the cocky death knight.
Despite seeming vulnerable as he bowed, Ryldor dove into a forward roll, then spun about, pressing his back against the ground. His powerful kick caught two minotaurs under their chins, knocking both brutes stumbling backward.
Using the momentum, he rolled through a reverse somersault, leaping to his feet and dancing away from the other attackers before Gabriel could re-orient. Two minotaurs fell, blood gushing from their legs after a blur of attacks that Gabriel didn’t catch.
Seven more moved to encircle the death knight, holding their shields up as they took quick, measured jabs at Ryldor, keeping him more focused on defense than offense.
The cluster shifted as he advanced across the room, the minotaurs before him falling back to keep from being singled out and overwhelmed.
The Mistress stepped into the stone room. “While I am willing to allow your best efforts at being an entertaining host, Dungeon Master, I grow weary of the repetitiveness. It seems your limit is puppeting a mere dozen or two monsters. And given how close we are to your Core Room, I think this is, as they say, ‘your A game’, is it not?”
Gabriel kept his focus on trying to overwhelm or at least delay Ryldor, using spears in an effort to trip the graceful death knight. But in a masterful display of martial prowess, Ryldor continued to evade or parry every strike despite a pronounced reach handicap.
Amara demanded Gabriel’s attention, pulling him from the melee when she began a new spellcast. He shifted over, then stared in horror as she spun up a triple-circle spell.
Despite Gabriel retracting his direction of the minotaurs, Ryldor showed no eagerness to cut down his opponents. The death knight continued to fend off the seven still standing but seemed content to wait for Amara’s spell to complete.
Gabriel recognized the complex collection of glyphs as soon as he deciphered enough to glimpse through Amara’s obfuscation. He broadcast a warning to Merideva’s monsters.
Her spell was almost a mirror copy of the powerful Ice Javelins Estrial used to defeat the stone golems what seemed like a lifetime ago.
Except Amara’s casting it ten times faster, and she’s inputting a lot more targeting data.
Ryldor leapt back, then raised his sword in a salute as Amara released her spell. Dozens of magically hardened ice spears the length of her arm manifested before her, rocketing forth in a devastating flurry of icy contrails.
The minotaurs understood the danger without Gabriel’s warning, each hunkering down behind their thick bronze and wood shields.
It didn’t help.
Four icy javelins targeted each minotaur. Two bovine monsters interposed their shields against the impossibly hard ice projectiles aimed at their left shoulders. The missiles punched straight through unenchanted shields and crushed pauldrons before tearing into the meat of their shoulders.
Four minotaurs were left pinned to the stone walls by glistening spikes of ice piercing through their legs and shoulders.
The other three collapsed to the ground, crippled by the hyper-accurate Ice Javelins.
A patter of polite applause shook Gabriel from his stupor, and he stared as the Mistress continued to clap, a giddy grin on her face. “That was a marvelous display of precision targeting, Amara. Simply marvelous.”
The armored mage shrugged her shoulders in an embarrassed fashion. “Thank you, Mistress. But compared to the revolting abominations you normally have me dealing with, these delightful fellows are much easier to look upon. In and out of the Weave.”
“Indeed. Indeed. And if things work out as I most dearly hope they do, you should not have to deal with such… unpleasantness on your own for much longer.”
Ryldor thanked Amara for her help, likewise complementing her accuracy.
Gabriel checked on his bonded and found them still too far away.
Shit, they’re going to be too late.
‘Master, do not rush ahead. We are almost there.’
‘I’ve got to do something, Sthuza. One of those death knights actually might be another lich. She just mopped the floor with seven armored minotaurs using a triple-circle spell that only took seconds to cast. A month ago, I was impressed Estrial managed it in less than a minute.’
‘That does not matter, Master. Please, it is most unlikely they will seek to destroy Lady Merideva, but if they get you as well… It will all be over.’
Gabriel snarled and Translocated to the fifth-floor stairs, then rushed up, racing after his bonded.
‘We will help you, Gabriel. Draw upon our—my power. Destroy that disgusting abomination and her rotting thralls.’
Vesrah’s voice thrummed with lethal intent, sending a shudder down his spine, and he tripped.
‘Is that crazy bug bitch talking to you again? Don’t fucking listen to her, Alpha! Whatever she says is a lie. You guys can win without her creepy-ass magic; she’s just trying to steal your soul.’
Uncertain but hoping the lycan was right, Gabriel did his best to block Vesrah’s insidious voice from his thoughts.
The undead advanced past the second of the security rooms Gabriel had asked Merideva to install, approaching the wolf drake forest. He threw another dozen minotaurs at the death knights, backed up by several kobold slingers and a trio of orc archers.
Amara cast a twin-circle Icy Blast that froze most of Merideva’s monsters in place. The few not incapacitated by the powerful gust of freezing magic fell seconds later as Ryldor darted between frozen minotaurs and cut down those kobolds and orcs sheltering behind the larger monsters.
Gabriel fought against the urge to Translocate into Merideva’s Core Room. His bonded were crossing the floor at a breakneck pace, and he tried to convince himself that the shadowy forest filled with wolf drakes and kobold snipers would be enough to buy the needed time.
Without him demanding it, Sarzykx, Jaras, Syrkirus, and the remaining minotaurs guarding Merideva poured out into the magically darkened forest, moving to support the wolf drakes and take what advantage they could from the dense, obstacle-strewn corridor.
Rade led two dozen orc archers. Each of the green-skinned monsters stood tense and subdued, with nary a hint of their typical boisterous, rough-and-tumble attitudes.
The magical darkness won’t affect anyone in this battle, but if Meri’s elite can stall the death knights, maybe we can still hold here.
Fluffy charged out, bellowing. The hulking crystal owlbear pounced on a pair of zombies, their rotten forms exploding in a horrific splatter of putrid flesh and brackish blood. After an affronted honk, he spun, spraying a barrage of crystalline feathers out. The vicious darts tore into a dozen more.
Minotaurs and orcs continued to stream out from the Core Room as soon as Merideva finished conjuring and arming them. Brandishing steel or bronze weapons and wearing simplistic gambeson robes, they stood little chance against death’s visitation.
‘Meri, can you add another hall and slip away to join us?’
‘Those foul undead are so powerful. Their presence is already interfering with my magic.’
‘Shit! Could your drone carve an escape tunnel?’
‘Stuart? N-no, I don’t think so. He’d need more time. What do I do? Th-they’re killing my monsters so fast. Gabriel, I’m scared.’
‘We’re almost there, Meri. Do what you can to slow them until we arrive. D-don’t worry; I will protect you. No matter what.’
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“Faster!” Gabriel growled. Everyone already ran at full speed, straining the limits of his Haste spell. Despite the rush, he couldn’t tear his gaze from the unfolding battle.
As Amara and Ryldor entered the forest, they paused, and Gabriel watched.
The Mistress entered a few seconds later. They continued waiting until the undead arachne and armored salamanders marched in. More zombies crowded in behind them, leaving the open space at the far end of the long chamber packed with undead. The rest shuffled about the outer hall.
Gabriel signaled the kobold snipers, hoping they had at least a few of the alchemical grenades Sthuza had bought from the city.
Clay grenades filled with alchemical fire arced from the dark, concealing trees. But almost before the first kobold hurled its explosive weapon, Amara spun up another casting. A single spell circle blazed before her, the glyphs manifesting in the blink of an eye, then a large, domed shield formed over the tight-packed undead.
The fiery grenades exploded against the shield. Viscous goo erupted out, combusting with the air. It clung to the magical barrier and dripped down in thick rivulets but failed to penetrate.
The Mistress chuckled. “Hmm, that is not an altogether surprising attempt. After all, we have been rather inconsistent with fire resistance, have we not?”
“How would you like us to deal with these defenders, Mistress?” Amara asked.
“Perhaps it is time to let the rest of my entourage have a turn. I am sure you two have made a sufficient impression on the Dungeon Master by now.”
As she finished speaking, the undead arachne and salamanders marched forward.
The arachne carried shields and long, thin-bladed swords. But instead of brandishing either, they spun and angled their large arachnid abdomens, then launched thick streams of gooey silk at several monsters concealed in the closest trees.




Chapter Thirty-Nine

Gabriel scowled as they reached the devastated remains of the initial defense. “Be ready. The Mistress is a powerful mage, but she’s got an exotic-looking inutari in adamantite vanguard that looks to be a spellcaster as well.”
A thunderous boom rang out as Sthuza crashed against a wall.
Gabriel twisted back to find the huge gorgon staring at him with wide, panicked eyes and agape jaws.
“She raised Amara?”
“Who?”
Sthuza shook her head, then leapt forward, catching up. “An Orichalcum-ranked adventurer who caused a great deal of trouble about four centuries ago. She was a terrifying bissian archmage. Mistress Iylara had to slay her personally. Afterward, she was going to inter Amara in a crypt; I never visited.”
“Don’t know about that, but she’s an impressive mage bedecked in vanguard plate. Also, there’s a slender, hooded male. Plus a couple grotesquely over-muscled homunculi.”
They raced past the slaughtered remains of goblins and kobolds, then orcs. The metallic tang of blood and terror permeated the air, thick enough to taste. With the invasion pressing toward her Core Room, Merideva lacked the time and focus to clean up the dead.
Brynja leapt into the air, flying into the larger hall intended as the main defensive line in case anyone attempted to attack Merideva again.
‘That pit trap hasn’t really worked out that well. Maybe it’s time for an upgrade, Alpha?’
Gabriel growled but couldn’t argue Reyna’s point. First, Yesera and her arachne sisters ignored it. Then, Dougraine had brought skeletons who formed an unliving bridge across it.
And now… Gabriel sighed, trying to fight down a growing sense of despair. The furry-eared undead mage had filled it in with ice.
She didn’t just build a thin bridge of magical ice over the pit or freeze the triggers. No, she literally filled the thirty-foot-deep dimensional pit trap with solid ice.
The surface was slick and wet, but hundreds of undead marching across had tracked enough dirt and debris to let Gabriel and his bonded sprint across the magical ice.
Racing through another disintegrated doorway, Cindra let out a ferocious roar.
“Foul cowards!” Brynja cried. “Face my lord’s judgment.”
Heart climbing into his throat, Gabriel followed his bonded. He slid to a stop before charging into the chaotic melee.
Cindra chopped down almost a dozen wretched before the undead realized she was there. Brynja ripped the heads off two more as she flew by.
At least a hundred others turned to face them, and Gabriel growled in frustration. “We’re not going to make it in time. All they have to do is delay us here while the others go after Meri.”
Sthuza rushed past him, drawing poleaxes from her dimensional scabbard. Those enchanted polearms swept through multiple wretched with each slash but more charged forward to replace them.
Among the sluggish and ungainly diminutive zombies, several others moved with a feral grace that announced ghouls.
‘Even those little shits? I thought they were all zombies.’
‘Seems the Mistress is fond of concealing more dangerous undead among their lessers. It’s a solid strategy.’
‘Don’t take her fucking side!’
Gabriel snorted at Reyna’s response, then grinned as her affronted tone helped him beat back some of the despair assailing his heart.
“I’m going to Meri. Do your best to carve through these assholes, but watch each other's backs.”
“Master, I do not—”
“It’s tactically unsound to separate—”
“Go save Glowy Lady!”
Gabriel didn’t bother listening to the protests. A single thought Translocated him into Merideva’s Core Room.
“Gabriel!” A deep-blue orb slammed against his armored chest.
Palming her Core, he forced down his fear, pulling her to eye level. “I’m here, Meri. You’re safe. Now, stay put while I go finish this bitch for real.”
Merideva sniffled but bobbed. “O-okay. Be careful.”
He nodded, starting forward, then paused. “Actually, can you still use Detect Undead?”
“Yes?” she drawled. “But, um, why? They’re not being very stealthy this time.”
“Hopefully, that salamander is the Mistress’ actual body. Once I slay her, I want you to track where her soul goes. As powerful as she is, she’s got to be a lich, so we’ll need to track down her S-Crystal.”
“Oh… okay! You can totally count on me!”
Gabriel grinned, projecting more confidence than he felt.
He triggered his Force Helm and Spell Mantle, then checked on his pool.
Mana 34%
Not great, but it’ll have to be enough.
‘The hells are you planning to do, Fucker? There’s a gods-damned army of those red-skinned goblin fucks out there.’
‘And only a handful of Meri’s monsters stand between them and her. So I’m going to kill as many as I can.’
Gabriel blocked Reyna’s grumbling from his mind as he stalked through the door.
The wolf drake forest was over two hundred feet long and half as wide. Filled with towering pines and thick oaks, it served as a peaceful sanctuary while also doubling as a final defensive holdout.
Putrid rot, acrid fear, and the heavy tangy of blood drowned out the vast hall’s usual rich, woodsy fragrance. Moans, war-cries, and horrid, high-pitched cackling merged into a riotous cacophony that sent a chill down his spine.
Merideva had enchanted it to suppress any lights brought in and filled it with eight wolf drakes and the handful of shadowstalker kobolds she had conjured by random chance so far.
Now, ominous blue-white orbs blazed overhead, brightening the chamber to midday brilliance. Thick, sticky clumps of arachne silk bound six wolf drakes into the trees where they had skulked.
All the shadowstalkers were stuck, clumped together in a wet, gooey blob of webbing. More webs bound Fluffy to the base of another tree, his massive chest rising and falling as he slumbered.
‘Seriously? Why the fuck didn’t that huge monster fight back? His antics were cute before, but this shit’s serious.’
‘They probably Slept him. It worked for us, after all.’
Jaras and Syrkirus stood shoulder to shoulder a dozen feet ahead of him, their huge shields holding off attacks from a score of wretched. Six lesser bovine warriors flanked their leaders, with Sarzykx reinforcing them, armored in only her bodysuit.
The pair scythed through the pint-sized undead devils with measured strikes. Most of their victims fell still, rotting cadavers destroyed by silver weapons or sheer devastation.
But a few continued to twitch, clawing toward the defenders. Even the inert corpses still posed a danger as they piled up, threatening to bury the pair in a tide of gangrenous flesh.
Gabriel drew his mithril sword and spun up a twin-circle Aetheric Missile spell. He split off his second thread of focus into the scepter around his left arm, activating Aetheric Lance.
Mana seared his inner leylines as he flooded both spells with all the power he could channel.
The rapid-casting from the cobra scepter finished before he made it halfway to Jaras and the others. He released the low-tier attack magic, then dove right into another casting of the same spell.
A purple-pink javelin shot wide of Syrkirus. It bored through a wretch’s head, sending bone and brains spraying out of the two-inch-wide tunnel.
Continuing on, it struck the next undead in the face and detonated, pulping its skull and sending up a mist of gore.
“Hells yeah, Knyaz! Good to see ya.” Massive longbow drawn back, Rade loosed a silver-tipped arrow. “Come on, boys, keep shooting.”
His arrow blasted through a wretch’s chest, destroying its spine.
Other orcs took up the cheer, roaring and shouting as they loosed a fusillade of Torrik’s mass-produced silver arrows.
Ten wretched fell in seconds but more charged forward.
Gabriel launched three more Lances before Aetheric Missiles was ready. Reaching out through the Weave, he anchored the spell to twenty of the teeming horde and released it.
A flurry of thumb-sized purple-pink missiles manifested before him, then streaked unerringly at their targets.
Twenty wretched fell, gaping craters blasted from their heads.
Jaras glanced over his armored shoulder, meeting Gabriel’s gaze. “Work your magic, Dungeon Lord, we will hold them back.”
“For Merideva,” Gabriel growled. He tore off his quiver and tossed it to Rade, who caught it with a toothy grin.
The minotaurs roared in reply, “For the Crystalline Lady!”
Gabriel continued hurling Aetheric Lances at any targets of opportunity while he wove a twin-circle Haste spell through his sword.
‘Master, one of them is a summoner!’
“Shit.”
Trusting Jaras and his troops to hold the line, Gabriel rushed his spellcasting and switched to Dungeon Sense.
Sthuza coiled and leapt, slashing at a pair of ten-foot-tall ice devils encased in gleaming frosteel plate armor. Unlike the wretched, these were still quite alive. Their whipcord tails lashed, and their black eyes blazed with dark fury.
Cindra bisected three wretched with a single swipe but had to dive aside as Ryldor attacked.
His large leather backpack gave him a hunchbacked shape, and his orichalcum spear dripped with sinister blue slush that burned the stone as he slashed at the rolling hellhound.
After weeks of training with Brynja, it was easy for Gabriel to recognize the male’s incredible skill. A tremor ran through his hands, and he struggled to swallow around the lump swelling in his throat.
Brynja rushed in from the opposite side, forcing the death knight to turn and defend.
‘You told them to watch each other's backs, Alpha. Trust them and focus on winning your side of the fucking battle.’
Gabriel sighed. ‘Yeah, you’re right.’
Shifting out of Dungeon Sense, he anchored Haste to all the minotaurs and then as many of Rade’s archers as he could manage.
His pulse thundered in his ears, and a dull ache throbbed behind his eyes, but he pushed, channeling more mana into the spell.
Gabriel released it the instant the last glyph solidified. Casting the second Haste spell triggered a massive strain that forced him to his knees.
Even as he fell, he fired off another Aetheric Lance, destroying a human zombie trying to slip past Jaras.
Hasted, the armored minotaurs turned into whirling, roaring engines of destruction. They cut down dozens of wretched trying to swarm over them, clearing enough space to earn some breathing room.
Arrows shot out into the teeming horde of undead, several glowing, and Gabriel grinned. His grin vanished as quick as it came when the few radiant-imbued missiles failed to destroy their targets. A second later, black darts rained back in reply, and he scowled.
Rade grunted in pain. “Uh, Knyaz, you got anything for dealing with those?”
Two orcs fell, screaming. Their brethren ignored them, instead focusing on retaliation.
Gabriel forced himself up, scanning for enemy archers even as he dove into Missile Barrier. A spell the Academy taught all mages in case of military conscription, it would counter any non-magical projectiles smaller than a ballista bolt.
‘And if they’re enchanted bolts?’ Reyna asked in an unsettlingly quiet voice.
‘Then we’re screwed.’
Mana 25%
Not sure I can hold out long enough for Jaras and the others to kill all these bastards. And the Mistress and that mage are still in there somewhere.
Gabriel fired off another Aetheric Lance while weaving his large area barrier, then tried to locate the undead leaders.
He spotted two towering homunculi between the trees almost halfway across the hall. They carried shields that made even Jaras’ seem like a toy, but had not pressed into melee so far.
More black crossbow bolts peppered the minotaurs, but at least their armor was stout enough to weather the lethal rain.
Gabriel finished his spell a second later. A glowing, translucent blue wall materialized just above and in front of the armored minotaurs.
Black bolts arced in. Gabriel exhaled, sagging in relief when they crashed against his barrier, several shattering.
Tracing back along their flight path, he spotted the undead archers.
‘The hells are those?’
‘Exactly. They look like imps. I have no clue where the Mistress got ahold of so many devil corpses, though.’
Gabriel spied at least thirty of the two-foot-tall winged monsters darting among the branches of several trees. Bat-like wings, myriad styles of horns, and slender tails longer than their bodies made them easy to identify.
Instead of their normal deep-red skin, the agile little undead were a pallid pink-gray, but Gabriel recognized them from the Academy.
They continued shooting at Rade’s group, but the barrier held. Compared to the drain of two Haste spells, they had no effect on his mana, and he put them out of mind.
Where are you… there!
The adamantite-armored beastkin stepped out from behind a broad oak tree. She turned toward Gabriel, and a wolfish grin spread across her pale face. Gold irises flashed as her erect ears twitched.
“Mistress, I have located him.”
“Excellent work, Amara.” A moment later, the tall, well-built salamander joined her.
Gabriel gulped as the undead woman’s eyes blazed with an ominous hunger.
“It is a pleasure to finally meet you in the flesh, Dungeon Master.” She flashed a grin that threatened to split her face open. “I do apologize for the earlier deception, but I wanted to be certain I had your full attention.”
“Foul Dessspoiler!”
Sthuza arced through the air, crashing down on several zombies loitering near the Mistress.
They moaned and gnashed teeth as her armored bulk crushed them beneath her. Sthuza coiled, then lunged at the salamander.
Gabriel reached out to his Prime, but once again, rage, hate, and sorrow spewed from their bond with such intensity he had to seal her off.
‘Snakes seriously needs to work on her temper.’
The gorgon crashed down, just missing the Mistress, then lashed out with both poleaxes.
Dancing between the lethal blades, the salamander drew her exotic-looking glaive.
Sthuza snarled in wordless fury, head-snakes spitting and hissing. She wove her polearms in a blur of lethal blades, yet the Mistress parried every strike.
“Would you like me to deal with her, Mistress?” Amara asked.
“No, I will spend a little quality time with the Dungeon Master’s Prime. I leave the rest to you.”
The beastkin bowed. “As you command.”
“Sthuza, back off and regroup!”
Ignoring Gabriel, she continued to hurl herself in a series of furious strikes at the salamander. The armored undead yielded ground, and seconds later, he lost sight of the pair behind a cluster of trees.
“Ah, ah, ah, Dungeon Master. You will focus on me if you wish to protect your precious Core.” Amara smirked before spinning up a three-circle spell construct.
Gabriel scowled. His heart ached for Sthuza, knowing she was vulnerable in such a blind rage.
But I have to defend Meri!
A cursory inspection revealed the undead mage was shielded against him like the others, and he gave up on quickly deciphering her glyphs.
Instead, he triggered Aetheric Lance through the scepter, flooding it with mana. Anchoring it to Amara through the Weave proved challenging; her Spiritual Presence loomed beyond any he had ever faced in combat.
Is she more powerful than Sthuza? She feels even stronger than the Mistress did.
The instant he locked in his target, Gabriel released the spell. The Lance blazed with eye-searing intensity, streaking across the battlefield like lightning.
It caught Amara dead center in the chest, exploding in a flash of discharged mana and crystallized Aether.
As the blast faded, Gabriel’s stomach dropped. Amara’s thick, sloping breastplate had suffered little more than light scorching.
“Impressive speed and power, Dungeon Master.” Then the beastkin mage finished her spell.
Gabriel swallowed. A massive cloud of blue-white fog sprayed from her outstretched staff.
It spread out, coating the undead between them with a glittery sheen of frost. Continuing toward him, it washed over Jaras and the minotaurs.
They lowed in pain, all of them slowing. Undead lashed out, unbothered by the supernatural cold, and wounded two before the blue-white fog reached Gabriel.
A wave of supernatural frost crashed over him. The cold passed through his Spell Mantle, chilling him to the bone.
‘Holy fucks, Alpha! I felt that!’
Teeth chattering, Gabriel forced his way past the cold deadening his limbs. He dove straight into a generic counterspell, customizing it to negate the soul-freezing cold.
While he channeled that through his sword, he fired off two more Aetheric Lances. Both shots struck the beastkin’s adamantite breastplate with little to show for it beyond minor scuffing.
Several orcs targeted Amara, but their arrows were even less useful, shattering on impact.
“Ignore her. Focus on thinning their numbers,” Gabriel commanded.
“You got it, Knyaz.”
The undead mage grinned, weaving another spell.
Watching as she worked, Gabriel got a few glimpses through her encryption.
Another frost spell… looks like it’s targeted.
He finished first, released, then shifted to Fireball.
His counterspell clashed with Amara’s precision spellcraft, fraying her persistent magic. Seconds passed, but he soon dispelled Searing Cold with a pulse of discharging mana.
‘Nice work! Now fry that frigid bitch.’
Chuckling, Gabriel strained to do just that. He abandoned dual casting and threw both tracks of thought into Fireball, tapping his armlet for mana.
Amara finished casting, and another wave of frost magic sprayed outward.
Icy rays shot toward the minotaurs. They took on a chain-like appearance before crashing into the armored monsters.
Several cried out in alarm, then seemed to slow even more than before.
Between its effect on his Haste spell and sensing the minotaurs through Merideva, Gabriel identified Amara’s spell.
Icy Chains. At least they can still move.
‘It could’ve frozen them solid?’
‘No, but close enough that they’d be just as dead. She’s basically canceled out Haste, but I can’t afford to drop it.’
After sealing Fireball and anchoring it to an armored zombie near the beastkin mage, Gabriel sent a compressed ball of molten flames racing toward the undead.
“Yeah, Knyaz! Get some flames up in here to burn out that blasted chill.” Rade shook his hand before drawing another arrow. “Can’t even feel my fingers no more.”
The fist-sized orb of fire swelled to a foot in diameter, then three. It detonated with a thunderous boom, expanding in a second to over thirty feet across.
Zombies, wretched and human alike, moaned and wailed as magical fire scorched everything.
Roiling flames danced across the battlefield. Several minotaurs lowed when most of the horde before them fell to the hard dirt, smoldering. A few trees caught, their leaves charring. The stench of burning flesh filled the air, amplifying rather than suppressing the horrid rot of the dead.
Gabriel panted. His inner leylines burned in sympathy with the undead, and the throbbing in his head was fast shifting to an intense pounding.
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Hopefully, that at least hurt her. Not sure what else I can do. Don’t think she’ll be stupid enough to walk into Monomolecular Lash for me.




Chapter Forty

The magical fire burned for several seconds before the mana he fed into it ran out, and the flames sputtered.
Greasy columns of black smoke rose from multiple charred corpses. Here and there, wretched cooked despite their innate fire resistance, but too many seemed unfazed by the charring.
All the human undead in the blast radius were down, though.
A pair of vanguard-plated zombies struggled in vain to advance, crashing in a clatter of steel as charred bodies broke apart inside their armored suits.
The nauseating reek of burning hair and rancid meat filled the air, thick enough to taste.
Gabriel’s eyes watered, and bile burned his throat as the overpowering stench melded with the underlying putrid stench of zombies.
Just beyond them, Amara fussed with her singed hair. She huffed, turning to glare at Gabriel. “Was that really necessary, Dungeon Master?”
‘Uh, Fucker, she didn’t burn… like at all.’
‘Gee, Reyna, thanks. If you weren’t here, how would I ever have figured that out?’
Jaras and Syrkirus roared, rallying their troops, and advanced on the armored mage. Sarzykx intercepted a pair of armored ghouls who rushed forward.
Amara glanced at the minotaurs as they slaughtered the remaining wretched in their way. Staff held upright, she began casting again.
Gabriel threw his focus into studying her magic. It still took longer than normal, but he parsed through, identifying the spell as a duplicate of her first attack.
Weaving a counterspell, he rushed, biting his lip as Jaras cleaved the last wretched apart and charged at Amara.
He raised his halberd overhead with both hands, bringing it crashing down on her with overwhelming force.
Amara parried with her staff. The minotaur lowed in surprised disbelief.
Smirking, she released Searing Chill right in his face.
The ten-foot-tall Paragon minotaur flinched back, cutting off mid-roar as the icy blast washed over him. Hoarfrost coated his vanguard plate. Unbalanced, the frosted statue tipped back, falling.
Frost magic surged past the dead floor boss, washing over the others. Blue-white ice crystals spawned across their heavy armor. Their breath came in dense clouds of fog.
Jaras’ huge, frozen form crashed down with a thunderous boom, shattering.
Gabriel cast the counterspell, channeling as much mana into it as he could. Searing Chill faded away, and Syrkirus pushed forward.
‘Hey, Alpha… I thought you said that spell couldn’t freeze ’em solid?’
Staring at the frozen chunks of Jaras scattered before him, Gabriel gulped, his stomach churning. ‘He took the brunt of the spell head-on.’
Sarzykx shivered, her unarmored hood scrunching tight along her head. Despite her sluggish movements, she beheaded one ghoul before turning on the next. “Empress preserve. Feels like my bones are frozen.”
Syrkirus bellowed as he swung at Amara. The mage parried his crushing strike with contemptuous ease. She glanced past him to Gabriel. “Their courage is commendable. But I must say, I’ve always found insistent men to be most annoying.”
Gabriel spun up Binding Shades, hoping to trip the undead mage. He snapcast it, grinning as semi-tangible tendrils of shadowstuff rose from the ground to grasp her.
Syrkirus slashed upward. Amara went to dodge, but shadows caught her leg, and she stumbled.
The minotaur’s blade arced toward her head, but she leaned into the fall, and it crashed against the broad gorget shielding her neck instead.
Syrkirus’ powerful strike dented enchanted adamantite but failed to penetrate.
Amara threw herself into a roll, escaping another minotaur’s follow-up strike. The tendrils clinging to her sabatons stretched, shredding, then yielded as she leapt to her feet.
Golden eyes filled with joy, Amara drew a silver spell token and snapped it.
Gelid blue goo sprayed out in a ring around her. In the blink of an eye, everything within arm’s reach was caught in an icy prison three feet high.
Amara tapped her heels together, then leapt twenty feet into the air.
Syrkirus slashed out as she passed, but again, his halberd failed to punch through.
She landed on a thick oak branch above the ring of frozen minotaurs. Staff pointed down at them, Amara dove into another spellcast.
Gabriel gaped at the speed with which her glyphs formed. She was slower than he was with the scepter but quicker than any mage he had ever seen.
Seconds after leaping, her spell went off.
Gabriel had only just figured out how to frame a counter to the icy prison when every inch of ice around the minotaurs exploded in a thunderous cacophony.
Mist concealed the blast site for several seconds before clearing.
Four minotaurs lay sprawled out. Jagged shards of ice had carved furrows across their armor. Most of them lay motionless, blood seeping from vicious gashes, only to freeze in seconds.
Amara turned to grin at Gabriel. “There, now we shouldn’t be disturbed again.”
‘Uh, how the fuck did she do that?’
‘She’s a very skilled mage. And well equipped.’
As the undead beastkin leapt from the tree, landing in a crouch, Gabriel spun up a twin-circle Aetheric Lance through his sword.
‘Isn’t it faster with your fancy beating stick? I thought that’s why you switched it out.’
‘I may need the scepter for defense.’
Amara grinned as he traced glyphs with reckless haste. Then she started her next spell.
Gabriel deciphered her work quicker this time, identifying Aetheric Missiles. Taking a chance, he chose to weave an additional Lance using the scepter instead of focusing on defense. To lessen the growing strain, he tapped into his arcanite armlet.
‘How much does that hold?’
‘Not enough.’
Gabriel rushed one, just to keep her distracted, then spun up a second to pair with his primary attack, trying to target both at her unarmored head.
Amara kept pace with him.
They released simultaneously. A barrage of bright pink missiles manifested before her and shot toward Gabriel a split second before his twin Aetheric Lances leapt forward.
Gabriel threw his left arm up, triggering the shield from his bracer into its largest form. The translucent barrier was still coalescing when two dozen Aetheric Missiles crashed down on him.
Over half of the glowing projectiles slammed against his shield, wasting themselves in a lurid pyrotechnic display. A couple passed through before it solidified. The rest swerved around to strike his Spell Mantle and discharged in a series of small, intense explosions.
His Mantle held, though the drain on his pool spiked to replenish fractured hexagons of the multi-layered defense.
One of his Lances struck Amara just below her gorget, the blast washing over her face. The other wasted itself against an inches-thick pauldron.
Shaking his head, Gabriel refocused, hands clenching as he fought against despair when the blast cloud vanished, leaving little more than soot on the mage’s face.
Amara’s brows furrowed, her erect ears twitching. “That was annoying, Dungeon Master.”
Her thick armored collar melted, flowing up around her head to form an imposing jackal-themed adamantite helmet.
‘She’s better armored than Birdbrain!’
‘I noticed.’
Gabriel spun up Ephemeral Ribbons, though he had little faith that shadow magic could inflict meaningful injury on the undead monster.
At this point, just wounding her would be a start.
Flowing with the scepter’s enchanted guidance, he formed the glyphs in a blur, then released it.
Thin, delicate strands of shadowstuff swam lazy, illogical paths through the air, then erupted into swarms of flickering ribbons and homed in on Amara.
Most splattered against her imposing adamantite armor. But from the way she twitched and jerked, at least a few phased through.
Her bestial helmet tilted down, her eyes blazing behind transparent gold lenses. “That was vaguely irritating, Dungeon Master.”
‘Uh, Fucker, I think you might’ve made her mad.’
Twin spell circles appeared before Amara as she dove into casting.
Gabriel bit his lip and began working on another Fireball. He scowled when tapping his charged arcanite. The expensive artifact was almost drained.
‘That didn’t work last time, and now she’s wearing a helmet. Can’t you do something else?’
Tangible fear bled from Reyna’s mind-voice, but Gabriel resisted the siren call of despair.
Using the scepter, he fired off two more castings of Ephemeral Ribbons, but that only seemed to antagonize the bissian mage further.
He sealed Fireball just as she released her own magic.
Thousands of tiny ice particles manifested around her glowing spell circles. They hung in the air, shimmering like a cloud of diamond dust, countless prisms catching the glow of magical light and refracting it in a beautiful spectacle.
Then she slashed down, and they shot toward him.
Gabriel sucked in a breath and leapt to the side, but even Hasted, he couldn’t escape the glittering dust cloud.
Uncountable ice slivers blasted over his Spell Mantle. Razor-sharp edges slashed across blue hexagons as his entire barrier blazed into visibility.
The cloud swept over him, scouring his Mantle, then Amara made another sharp motion.
Swirling into a vortex behind him, the icy grit flowed around, then surged back at him.
They lacked the power or speed to punch through Gabriel’s barrier, washing over him again, grinding against every hexagon as they passed.
Frowning at a massive spike in the already intense drain on his pool, Gabriel swore.
Damn it. She’s going to grind me down with fucking dust.
‘Seriously? That shit’s not coming close to breaching your shield.’
‘It’s a viable tactic against magical defenses. Works even better against the kinds of barriers used to protect nobles from assassins. This would be useless against Brynja’s armor, but the constant wear drains the mana forming my Mantle. If I don’t keep fueling it, she wins. If I do, she’ll drain me dry. Which will be in about twenty seconds.’
Gabriel struggled to focus between the pounding headache and the expense of sustaining so much active magic.
He triggered Translocation, teleporting to the nearest corner, buying himself time to think. Despite growing accustomed to the disorientation, his stomach flopped. He fought down the accompanying nausea and finished casting.
The swirling cloud of aggressive glitter flowed around, chasing after him. Before it could reach Gabriel, he anchored Fireball to the tallest zombie among the advancing horde and released it.
The ball of churning flames raced out, but the ice slivers washed over him again, stealing his attention.
Amara’s attack scoured his Spell Mantle, straining his pool.
‘Can’t you cancel her magic out somehow?’
Weaving an Air Blast spell with both hands, Gabriel did just that. He threw his entire focus into the spell construct, adding glyphs at a steady pace, unwilling to rush and waste his efforts.
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As the icy cloud swept around for another pass, Gabriel Translocated to the opposite corner.
“Are you planning to bore me to death, Dungeon Master?” Amara snickered, her helmet melting away so he could see her smirk. “Because after all these centuries, I am rather well acquainted with boredom. And, last I checked, I was already dead. Besides, fighting you is far preferable to those damnable insects.”
Gabriel pushed at his magic, releasing it in a howling blast of wind.
Air Blast crashed into the cloud of ice, roaring. The powerful gust caught most of the slivers, then exploded outward, dissipating both magical effects.
“Hmm, decently done. I would have dispelled Harrying Frost directly, but a passable performance. Mistress said you were only a student before all of this. But surely you can do better than tossing a few Fireballs, right?”
Reminded of his last attack, Gabriel glanced over the battle at large.
Syrkirus and Rade held the line with two armored minotaurs and a battered, bloody band of orcs. Most of the archers still stood, drawing and loosing, though their quivers looked bare.
More of the undead imps flitted between the trees overhead. But their small bolts failed to penetrate the barrier Gabriel erected earlier.
A large swath of open ground, littered with smoldering corpses, marked the site of his second Fireball.
More wretched advanced to fill the gap, but fewer than before. Several taller, armored figures strode among them. Sarzykx rushed ahead, splitting off a trio of the more dangerous undead.
‘Uh, I think you’re gonna need more minotaurs.’
Gabriel snapcast Aetheric Lance using the scepter, hurling a glowing missile at the first armored undead.
Even without additional penetration glyphs, the Lance punched through its rusted breastplate, blowing out a spray of rotten corpse meat and black blood.
As the zombie collapsed to its knees, Amara tutted. “This is no way to treat a lady, Dungeon Master.” She chuckled. “And I highly advise you not to similarly neglect the Mistress. She would not appreciate it.”
“I’ll worry about her after I destroy you.”
Amara’s grin widened. “Excellent. Now, I will try to keep your body intact, but have no fear; the Mistress is an artisan at fleshsculpting.”
A blazing spell circle sprang up before the undead mage, and Gabriel studied it even as he blasted another armored undead.
Aetheric Lance?
A chill ran down his spine that had nothing to do with the arctic winds Amara kept unleashing.
Reinforcing his Spell Mantle with one thread of thought, he dove into a counterspell with the other, fear churning his gut.
‘What’s the big deal? Can’t you just counter it?’
‘The stronger the caster, the harder it is, especially with simpler spells. I have to overpower her magic, then unravel it.’
Gabriel rushed to catch up, ignoring the small voice in his head screaming about how futile it was to even try.
Finishing first, Amara winked before releasing it. A glowing pink javelin twice the size of his previous ones manifested, blazing with eldritch power.
Gabriel triggered his counterspell as it launched forward.
The lethal missile ripped through the invisible spell he had cast. Unbound mana spalled off the Lance as it unraveled.
But it wouldn’t fail quick enough. Gritting his teeth and wincing, Gabriel triggered Translocation again.
His vision swam, and he choked down bitter, acidic vomit.
‘Look out!’
Gabriel spun at Reyna’s warning, eyes flaring wide.
The Aetheric Lance had swerved, homing in on him. It punched straight through his Spell Mantle, shattering the tiny panels of all three layers.
Crashing against his brigandine, it blasted the wind from his lungs. Gabriel crumpled, knees slamming against the hard-packed dirt.
He gasped, struggling to draw breath. One hand brushing across his chest, he found the impact site. A half dozen small mithril plates were warped, but the missile had failed to breach his armored vest.
His lungs expanded, sucking in sweet, life-sustaining air. Gabriel coughed, then panted, shaking his head as he staggered to his feet.
Worried about Amara’s next attack, he spun to face her, only to pause. She had turned away and was watching Sthuza and the Mistress clash.
All Gabriel could sense over his bond with the powerful gorgon was rage, sadness, and fear. That fear grew louder, threatening to subsume the others in its fathomless depths.
Her poleaxes flowed through graceful arcs, belying the lethality and power of her strikes. But the armored salamander dodged or parried each.
While Sthuza’s sleek, serpentine face was a visage of rage, a near-rapturous grin rode on the salamander’s.
She danced and whirled, moving with incredible speed despite her large, undead form. Her exotic glaive trapped one of Sthuza’s blades. A quick twist of her wrists and the glaive’s butt whipped across, forcing Sthuza to recoil.
Manic grin lighting up, the Mistress glanced over toward Gabriel. Her ecstatic expression vanished. He would swear embarrassment washed across her face for a second.
“I see you still live, Dungeon Master. That is wonderful.” Her glowing purple-white eyes darted over to the bissian mage. “Amara, would you be a dear and clear some more space for us? I am rather enjoying my fight, but these trees are hampering both of us.”
Sthuza let out an incoherent screech and lunged at the salamander again.
“Of course, Mistress.” Amara turned to Gabriel. “If you will excuse me for a moment, Dungeon Master.”
“Don’t touch Sthuza!”
Amara rocked back in astonishment. “I would never interfere in the Mistress’ fight. Now, perhaps you should take this time to strategize. We will resume in a moment.”
With that, a triple spell circle formed before the beastkin mage.
‘As if! Fucking waste her pompous ass, Alpha.’
Growling, Gabriel dove into the scepter, readying Aetheric Lance. He poured mana into the spell, layering it with increased penetration. The armlet ran dry, and he switched to the necklace.
If we live through this, I’m charging every piece I can get my hands on.
Seconds later, it shot toward Amara, who stood facing away. The glowing javelin struck her backplate dead center.
The blast flared bright, then faded. A divot in the smooth adamantite plate marked the full extent of the damage.
‘Are you shitting me? Hit her again, Alpha! Before she kills Snakes.’
Amara paused her spellcasting, glancing back over her shoulder. One hand reaching for a slim black leather case at her belt, she rolled her eyes.
Before Gabriel could react, she drew a gold spell token and triggered it. A blazing pink-hued dome manifested around her.
“Damn it!” Even as he cursed, Gabriel prepared another Aetheric Lance. Reinforcing it beyond the previous one took precious seconds. However, he still finished before Amara filled the second disk of her burgeoning spell.
The Lance radiated power as it raced toward her glowing dome.
It shattered against the barrier, leaving only a faint spiderweb of cracks in the hardened Aether.
Focused on her spellcraft, Amara ignored him.
Sarzykx charged in behind the armored mage. The s’kraith brought her falcata crashing down upon the glowing dome with such force the steel blade shattered. Shards of metal sprayed outward.
Before Sarzykx could react, Amara bent forward at the waist and snapped a lightning-quick kick that sent the seven-foot-tall s’kraith flying away.
‘That’s not fucking fair! How the hells can a mage be so damn strong?’
Gabriel cast Ephemeral Ribbons. While it seemed to do little more than annoy the undead mage, at least punching through her barrier might disrupt her casting.
Mana 5%
I’ve got to bring this to an end.
He sealed and released the shadow magic the instant he finished. Watching the unpredictable, semi-intangible strands fly, he held his breath.
They split into finer threads a foot from the barrier. Then, a thousand tiny blasts erupted along its surface as every single ribbon impacted without passing through.
“Shit.”
‘Can’t you use some nonphysical magic instead? Maybe some of that mind-warping shit you’ve been studying from Fucknut Junior’s book?’
Biting his lip, Gabriel shook his head.
‘Kelith’s? No. Undead are harder to influence mentally, and I lack experience. Besides, Amara would be too strong even if I was skilled at it.’
‘How the fuck does anybody kill fucking mages if they can be this powerful?’
‘Bringing an even stronger spellcaster works well. But on the battlefield, multiple mages often circle, weaving a single spell or counterspell. Most of the smaller scale encounters I’ve heard of tended to be a mage brought in by the guard to suppress a hostile target long enough for soldiers to subdue or kill them.’
‘Could you try that? Suppress the bitch and let tall, dark, and horny peel her out of that armor?’
Gabriel started to shake his head, mind already recalling the classes about Area Suppression.
‘Wait… Maybe…’
Reyna responded, but he missed it, devoting his full attention to a centering routine.
It’ll be risky as all hells, but we’re going to lose unless something changes. Amara’s showing no signs of mana fatigue, and she’s got plenty of arcanite to draw on.
Before he could act, Amara’s spell went off.




Chapter Forty-One

The air thrummed with magic. A flickering green wave shot from her, spreading out to wash over the trees and corpses between her and the Mistress.
Overwhelming despair crashed down on Gabriel as he watched Disintegration annihilate everything across a swath of the forest. Towering pines and majestic oaks vanished into dust, scattering in the smoky air.
A dozen charred undead melted away as the disquieting green wave passed over them.
‘Wha—what would that do to your barrier, Alpha?’
Reyna’s slow, calm question jarred Gabriel from his stupefied depression.
Angry at having even considered giving up, he growled, baring his teeth.
‘Yes, Gabriel Grimm. How dare that pathetic piece of maggot-bait intimidate you? Draw upon us. Let me help you, my destined one. Those unnatural perversions must be purged!’
He recoiled from Vesrah’s mind-voice, focusing on the beginnings of a plan.
A thought sent the adamantite serpent coiled about his left arm snaking down into his hand. He gave the stylized mace a practice swing, regaining a feel for its heft.
‘Wait… are you thinking of charging into melee with that armored bitch?’
Gabriel ignored Reyna, instead, flooding mana into the Haste spells buffing his allies. His leylines burned and his mind rebelled as he ripped every iota from the arcanite necklace.
He ignored that as well. Sealing both spells, he cut free the tethers to his mana pool. Now, they would last until their stored power ran out.
The glowing dome around Amara faded away, and she turned to face him, gaze flicking down to the mace in his left hand. Ears twitching, she cocked one eyebrow.
Taking a deep breath, then blowing it out past clenched teeth, Gabriel raised the scepter and Translocated.
His vision blurred. The smoky stench of burning corpses threatened to suffocate him.
He swung the mace at the back of Amara’s exposed head. In the same instant, Gabriel threw his mind entirely into Area Suppression.
His arm slowed, time seeming to speed up around him. The faint glow of his Spell Mantle vanished. Even his Force Helm, powered by a permanent enchantment, flickered before fading away.
But multiple magical effects unraveled around the undead mage.
Amara gasped, eyes widening. She raised her arm, trying to shield her head as the flanged cobra head came crashing down.
Still disoriented from teleporting and the pounding in his head, Gabriel’s aim was off. Instead of crushing her skull, the mace only clipped her before banging against the thick adamantite plate shielding her neck.
They both grunted in pain, Gabriel struggling to keep hold of the weapon’s grip.
Amara staggered away, completing her turn, and recovered her balance. Her staff slashed in at him, but he parried with his sword.
‘Uh, how is this better?’
‘I’m suppressing all magic around us. Hopefully.’
‘Did you not see her play with those huge minotaurs earlier? Cause I did, and I don’t think you can do much better.’
Holding onto Area Suppression with one track of thought, Gabriel responded by triggering Acceleration. Unlike Haste, his psionic speed functioned without interference.
His head felt like it was going to explode. The coppery scent of blood drowned out the stench of burning corpses, and his eyes swam.
But Amara’s swift movement slowed.
Lurching like a drunk, Gabriel launched a frenzied assault on the undead woman. She parried several strikes, blocking others with the thick vambraces along her arms.
Her glowing eyes remained flared, hints of fear and surprise leaking out.
Taking full advantage of his greater speed, Gabriel forced her to overextend, then redirected, lunging in and slashing at her unarmored face.
Dark blood sprayed out as Amara dove into a backward tumble.
He didn’t wait, staggering after her, his stomach roiling as the world around him wobbled and tilted.
‘Why doesn’t she extend her helmet again?’
‘Requires… active magic.’
Even forming those few words strained Gabriel’s mind. The booming crashes and ringing of weapons washed out beneath the thundering of his pulse.
He coughed, the tang of blood fresh and heavy. His right eye burned, half the world seeming to take on a red tint.
Reyna screamed, her words indistinct. Gabriel pushed everything aside, save for the undead beastkin before him.
He pressed her with relentless, inelegant force. The statuesque woman reeled, staggering under every blow.
Again and again, he struck. Blood oozed from a vicious gash along her jaw, coating her gorget and breastplate.
She favored her left arm, the limb sluggish thanks to the warped plates binding her elbow.
‘Yes! Crush her, Gabriel. Peel her from that gaudy form and flense her soul. Destroy her, then her disgusting mistress.’
Righteous fury blazed within Gabriel. Its heat warmed him, driving out the chill pervading the room. It dampened the pain dominating his frail mortal vessel. The rich scent of blood permeated everything. He licked his lips, savoring it.
Reveling in it.
‘Uh, Alpha? The hells is going on?’
‘Quiet, Whelp. Our king must crush these abominations!’
Bickering voices rattled around in Gabriel’s head. He growled, silencing their petty concerns.
His heart thundered, ecstatic in the glory of his kill.
Something struck his chest.
Then, a stone wall crashed into his back.
His head slammed against the wall, and his dim, blood-tinged vision flashed white.
Slumping to the ground, Gabriel coughed, spewing bloody chunks on the dirt between his splayed legs.
He kept coughing, his lungs screaming for oxygen. Mind blanking, he blinked, then whimpered. It felt like someone had poured lemon juice and glass dust under his eyelids.
Moaning, he bit through his lip, the flare of pain helping orient his thoughts.
“Do not tap into that corruption again, Dungeon Master.”
Gabriel forced his left eye open and stared up at a scowling salamander woman. Her sleek orange-and-black face was furrowed in a disgusted snarl of outrage.
He reached for his arcane conduit, grasping for anything with which to fight. His hands flopped in his lap.
The salamander sighed. “I believe the Dungeon Master is finished for the moment.” She turned, looking over her shoulder. “Take care she does not drown, Ryldor.”
‘Gabriel!’
‘Meri?’
‘Oh, thank ED! I-I thought you were dead.’
‘Death couldn’t hurt this bad. D-did you… escape?’
‘No. I can’t. I-I think that evil undead gecko is going to win, Gabriel. Wh-what should I do?’
‘It’s not over yet.’
Gabriel clenched both fists, focusing on the sensations. He forced air into his lungs, ignoring the various burning sensations and the overpowering taste of blood.
It took a few tries, but Gabriel got his legs under him and climbed to his feet.
Opening his eyes was just as painful, and after realizing how bad his vision was, he let them snap shut again, shifting to Dungeon Sense.
Seeing the battlefield from overhead threatened to put him back on his ass.
Sthuza was glued to the left wall, her massive scaled bulk coated in arachne webbing and fast-hardening alchemical gel. She struggled, head-snakes lashing frantically, but the bindings held.
More webs clung to Brynja’s armored form, pinning her feathery wings. She fought against the two fleshy homunculi, holding her own but unable to win. Their massive, mismatched bodies leaked strange fluid from dozens of gashes and craters, but they moved with incredible speed.
Spotting Cindra, Gabriel’s heart skipped a beat.
The loveable hellhound struggled in vain to escape a wide patch of viscous, molten stone. Her helmet and left arm were all that peeked up out of the enspelled stone.
Ryldor stood a couple feet back, leaning against his spear, seeming detached from everything as he watched Cindra. Despite the fighting, he still bore the huge backpack.
Syrkirus, Rade, and most of Merideva’s remaining defenders were stuck fast in either webs or alchemical glue. Sarzykx lay unmoving nearby.
The Mistress frowned, turning to glare first at Gabriel’s body, then spun to stare up into his visual perspective. “Do not even think of continuing, Dungeon Master. I have no desire to inflict further injury and suffering on you or your bonded. Nor even the Core’s valiant little defenders, but if you touch that foul corruption again, I—”
“You can’t have Meri! I won’t… let you win.” With his sword and scepter both lying near the salamander’s feet, Gabriel focused inward on the arcane conduit they had looted from Jessandra while drawing his adamantite dagger.
Mana 2%
Shit.
‘Oh, you’re thinking again now, are you, Fucker?’
‘Reyna?’
‘Nah, I’m totally that other bitch whose soul you stole. The hells happened? Your thoughts went dark as a quillback’s taint, then I heard that bug bitch talking smack.’
‘I’m sorry… Got no choice.’
‘Are you fucking insane, Alpha? Don’t even think of inviting that skank-ass bug back into your gods-damned head!’
‘You will open yourself to us fully? Join our Swarm?’
‘Fuck you and your Swarm, Vesrah. But if you don’t want me to die here, you’re gonna have to help.’
A raucous chittering broke out, sending a gut-churning chill down Gabriel’s spine.
Slumping against the wall, he vomited. It was hard to tell what was odder, watching himself throw up from overhead, or that all he could taste was blue.
‘Pretty sure you’re losing your mind, Alpha. Blue’s not a flavor.’
The Mistress jerked, straightening up, eyes flaring in shocked outrage. “No!” She dashed forward, grabbing him by the throat and slamming him back against the wall.
The shock ripped him out of Dungeon Sense.
Claws pricked his skin as her powerful grip cut off his air supply. “Cease all efforts with the Swarm, or I will snap your neck and slaughter your bonded.”
His feet kicked against the stone and her armored legs. The wall had more give. Spots forming in his blurry vision, Gabriel flailed at her forearm.
Her arm was as rigid and unyielding as Cindra’s sword. She leaned in close, nose just inches from his. Then she loosened her hold enough that sweet blood-and-vomit-scented air filled his burning lungs.
‘Do not listen to her!’ The chittering beneath Vesrah’s furious mind-voice did nothing positive for his aching head.
Long, agonizing seconds later, Gabriel swallowed enough to speak. “We’re all dead, or worse, if I don’t. Give me… a re-reason not to…”
The Mistress’ purple-white eyes flared bright enough to blind him, and a long, slender orange tongue darted out between her lips. A sly smile spread across her face.
“A reason to terminate your corrupting alliance before that foul darkness consumes you and violates another Core? Whatever could I offer?”
Amara staggered over, hand massaging her throat. Given the distinctive purple bruises discoloring her dark skin, and the warped gorget twisted away, it almost looked like Gabriel had been choking her.
The Mistress noticed where he was staring and snorted. “Yes, you tried to strangle a death knight, Dungeon Master. Not a good plan.” The flicker of amusement that lightened her tone vanished. “But that corrupted nightmare you were channeling would have slain her.”
“I-I’m not apologizing. You attacked us.”
Her eyes narrowed. “But you will cut off that corrupting influence? Swear to it, and we can talk.”
“Mistress, may I suggest you sweeten the deal by agreeing to withdraw for the day?” Amara’s voice was hoarse and croaky, but her face was calm. “Before he lost himself to the darkness below, he put up an impressive fight. Perhaps a single duel between the leaders of both factions, with the loser agreeing to submit to the winner’s will?”
Gabriel tuned out Sthuza’s continued incoherent protestations as he studied the trio of powerful undead, the arachne, and the pair of homunculi facing Brynja.
Ryldor stepped away from where the hellhound struggled in the soupy stone. He lowered his spear point, but his glowing eyes locked on Brynja.
The valkyrie fluttered her wings, torso rocking as she panted, working to recover as best she could. Helmeted head held high, she remained alert for the slightest sign of aggression.
“This offer does require you to accept, Dungeon Master. If you refuse, I will have no choice but to use overwhelming force.”
The Mistress paused and licked her full black lips. “Perhaps you think that with Amara injured, you and your bonded have a chance if you discount my lesser thralls? No, I’m afraid you are not fully aware of the situation.”
She smirked. “Isomyra, please join us.”
Nothing happened, and she huffed in annoyance.
Amara snickered. “You know how Myra gets about her delusions? She’s not coming out until you say the words.”
The salamander undead reached a clawed hand up and pinched the bridge of her nose, sighing. “Release the gnome.”
There was a startled, high-pitched squeak, followed by an odd clattering sound from Ryldor’s large backpack. “Aww, you said it all wrong, Mistress,” a muffled, girlish voice muttered.
The busty salamander let out an angry growl. “Just get out here.” There were more odd sounds followed by a vaguely sexual whimper, and the female salamander lost her patience. “Ryldor, drop her; I grow tired of this. Isomyra, you are embarrassing me.”
“Eep,” the muffled voice squeaked after the death knight drove his elbow back against the bulky pack.
Seconds later, there was a strange ripping sound. Gabriel stared as a very pale gnome fell out of Ryldor’s backpack.
A very naked female gnome.
The gray-skinned, white-haired gnome collapsed face first on the stone floor, her thick ass jiggling as she let out another startled squeak, then leapt to her feet. She placed her hands on her wide hips and struck a sultry pose, beaming as she faced Gabriel, the Mistress, and everyone else who stared in shock at the plump nude gnome.
‘Gods damn it! Why does every other bitch have bigger tits than me?’
“Tired Elf had death knight puppy?” Cindra asked, tilting her armored head from side to side as she stared at the thick undead gnome. She sounded far too relaxed for being submerged in liquid stone.
The gnome’s cocky grin vanished, and her cute face narrowed in what Gabriel assumed was supposed to be a scowl. Her solid, pale-blue eyes narrowed beneath vibrant white eyebrows.
The fact she stood nude, her curvaceous figure exposed, took away most of the intensity of her glare. The massive twintails of white hair rising behind her head, then reaching down to almost touch the ground behind her, undermined whatever was left of the undead monster’s attempt at intimidation.
“Who are you calling a pup? Can’t you see these luscious, full-figured curves?” Isomyra ran slender hands alongside her body to emphasize her words, twisting through the kinds of poses usually performed by exotic dancers in some of the more risqué taverns.
Gabriel thought she had a point, though. The few gnomes he had encountered before were all far more slim and sleek—alien in appearance.
“Isomyra,” the Mistress began, frighteningly calm, “where is your armor? For that matter, why are you naked?”
The curvy gnome froze mid-grope, small hands cupping oversized breasts. Her glowing eyes flickered between dense white eyelashes, and a look of fear washed over her cute features. “Um… I figured you wouldn’t actually need me for the fighting. So, I was getting ready for, you know… the orgy,” she said, trailing off into a faint whisper.
“The… orgy?” The Mistress growled.
A flash of excitement washed across Gabriel’s bond with Cindra before being drowned out by a surge of disappointment.
“Cindra doesn’t think Pack can have orgy here yet. It doesn’t really count if it’s just three people, and Birdsister’s not ready to join in. And there’s no mating outside of Pack!”
The hellhound stared at the naked gnome death knight with a conflicted look that finally snapped Gabriel out of his stunned silence.
He glanced at the mature salamander beauty, ignoring the increasing outrage bleeding over from Sthuza’s bond. “I thought it was only young male gnomes who were batshit crazy?”
Isomyra huffed. “What, are you saying I can’t be as deranged as a man just ’cause I ain’t got a huge, pendulous cock between my legs? Because the Mistress is an amazing fleshsculptor, and I could totally have her give me a one-to-one replica of your monster dong once she beats you and turns you into a death knight.”
The crazy undead gnome began to ramble, muttering about the possibilities in an increasingly excited tone.
“… Oh, oh, I wonder if that busty hellhound would want to get spit-roasted on twin Dungeon Master cocks. Oh, and we totally have to try tag-teaming in and out of the same girl. I bet that would be amazing.” Her thick thighs rubbed together as she squirmed and nibbled at her lip. “Though… it’d be like a third leg, wouldn’t it? Maybe she could make it detachable? Then all of us could take turns using it on each other…”
Gabriel stared nonplussed at the lusty gnome. Glancing away, he noticed that everyone but the Mistress and Ryldor stood staring in disbelief as the gnome continued to fantasize.
The armored salamander seemed torn between furious and embarrassed. Her dimmed eyes flickered up to meet his gaze for a brief second before she glanced down to the stone floor.
“My apologies, Dungeon Master. I… envisioned this surprise turning out slightly different.” She turned to glare at Isomyra. “Cease your ridiculous delusions at once and put on your armor. At this rate, even once I claim him as a death knight, do you seriously think he would find you desirable? You are embarrassing yourself and the rest of us.”
The short, plump gnome shuddered, and her face went slack for a split second before she reopened her glowing eyes. Gabriel took a half step back at the sheer intensity of the death knight’s sinister aura.
Her entire presence took on a well-practiced, professional nature. “Hey, Ryl, mind shaking my armor loose from the bag?”
The dark elven male snorted, then shrugged the bulky pack from his shoulders and tossed it toward her with his left arm, never taking his eyes away from the poised valkyrie before him.
“Thanks, hon,” Isomyra replied as she caught the bag and emptied it out on the packed dirt at her feet. Several pieces of thick steel armor clattered out.
When a pair of suspiciously shaped sex toys flopped out and bounced as they struck the ground, a faint bluish-gray blush colored her cheeks.
The Mistress let out a long-suffering sigh as Reyna snorted in Gabriel’s head.
‘You are a magnet for crazy bitches, you know that?’
Gabriel refused to respond to the lycan’s teasing. Her smug amusement filled their connection, a welcome distraction from the dread and sadness radiating from his other bonds, as well as deep within his own soul.
Ignore the distractions. For all I know, this could be part of some scheme to steal Meri.
Isomyra bent over and struggled to pull on a tight black bodysuit similar to what Cindra wore beneath her armor. As she wiggled her way into the stretchy outfit, Gabriel couldn’t help but notice that despite her thick curves, her body was firm and toned, with the only noticeable fat being her well-endowed chest and butt.
Isomyra squeezed her voluptuous body into her tight armor by the time Gabriel got his breathing under control. The gnomish death knight adjusted bracers, pauldrons, oversized girdle, massive sabatons, and stylized breastplate over her bodysuit, then altered her armor much as Cindra could.
The skintight bodysuit seemed to melt away until all that remained was a black band beneath her lewdly sculpted plate bra and thin black panties beneath her armored crotch.
“Isomyra, would you be so kind as to pull the Dungeon Master’s energetic hound out before I cancel Gelatinous Stone? And do be careful; she is stronger than she appears.”
The scantily clad death knight headed straight for Cindra, a smile plastered across her face. “No problem. I’m sure Cindra and I will be best bosom buddies soon enough.”
Cindra ceased struggling against the liquefied stone miring her.
After watching the gnomish death knight grip Cindra’s shoulder and lift the thousand-pound hellhound out of the viscous stone with incredible ease and surprising tenderness, Gabriel shifted his full attention back to the Mistress.
She smiled and snapped her fingers. The potent spell faded away, leaving uneven, hard stone. “Now, Dungeon Master, have you considered my offer?”
“A duel between the two of us?”
The undead salamander nodded, and her eyes flashed with a strange light. “Exactly. I will allow a day for you to recover first. And you may use any items or magics at your disposal, save that revolting corruption.”
‘Not sure an undead skank like her has any right to complain about shit being disgusting. Though, that bug bitch is fifty shades of nasty.’
“And the stakes?”
“Winner takes all. If I win, you and your bonded submit to me. I will transform you into a death knight and take your place as Dungeon Master to your cute little Merideva. To make the offer more attractive, I swear to retain your bonded as they are or free them if they prefer.”
“And when I slay you, what do I gain?”
The Mistress’ smile spread too wide, distorting her bestial face. “All of my thralls will submit to your Core. As will Amara, Ryldor, Isomyra, and myself.”
“Do not trussst her, Massster!”
The salamander’s cheerful expression vanished, and she turned a baleful glare on the restrained gorgon. “Be silent, snake, or I will have to change my offer after I skin you and wear your hide as a coat.”
One of the arachne shot more webbing at Sthuza, covering her mouth.
Righteous fury roared within Gabriel. Surging to his feet, he stepped toward the imposing salamander, mind already reaching for Vesrah’s power. A rumbling growl savaged his throat.
‘Alpha! Don’t even think about it. That slick-skinned bitch ‘ill tear your head off before you can blink.’
Amara frowned and waved her hands. “Please calm yourself, Dungeon Master.”
Gabriel clenched his fists but fought down the urge to slaughter the two undead women.
When the Mistress turned back to him, her scowling visage morphed into a fractured grin. “So, Dungeon Master, will you accept my offer? Or shall I order Isomyra and Ryldor to kill your bonded? Perhaps the hellhound would make a nicer coat?”
“Mistress, I think you may be antagonizing him more than needed.”
‘Oh, please agree, Gabriel! I’m scared. I-I don’t want that icky woman as my DM, but I really don’t want her turning you into an undead. What other choice do we have?’
‘You better accept, Fucker! You look like shit, and even if that bug bitch could help you win, you can’t trust her.’
Gabriel coughed. “F-fine.”
A terrifying grin lit up the salamander’s face, and she spun toward Amara. “You heard, right? He agreed! We’ll need a Soul Oath.” The Mistress bobbed her head in a blur, sending fresh convulsions through Gabriel’s queasy gut.
Amara bowed. “I will handle it, Mistress.”
“Excellent. I will inform the others.” The salamander paused, then smirked. “I enjoyed my battle with your Prime, but she seems rather emotional. Just in case, I shall leave cutting her free to you and your other bonded.”




Chapter Forty-Two

After sealing a Soul Oath, the Mistress and her forces left without complaint.
Everything ached. Gabriel wanted nothing more than to pass out and escape the pain. Instead, he chugged his third healing elixir, not tasting the sweet, syrupy liquid.
He chased it with a second Vigor potion, hoping he could stay awake long enough to get everyone settled and safe.
‘Didn’t you say that shit’s dangerous to keep drinking? And aren’t they fucking expensive?’
Gabriel coughed, wincing at the cascade of aches that triggered. ‘To answer both your questions: yes.’
Cindra helped him hobble over to where Sthuza thrashed against the webs binding her.
A smaller glob of the sticky, whitish goo covered her mouth. Three head-snakes were stuck fang-first in that mess; he assumed they had been trying to tear it free.
Slumping down to sit beside the gorgon’s upper body, Gabriel sighed and gestured toward the satchel Amara had handed to Brynja.
The valkyrie reached in, withdrawing a short, wide bone container. “Is it safe to use this ‘solvent,’ Gabriel?”
“Open it, and let me see,” he replied, reaching out.
Brynja nodded, twisting the lid off and showing him the contents.
He tried to sniff it, then laughed as all he could smell was blood. Sticking a finger in, Gabriel pulled some out and smeared it against a thick tangle of webbing.
The arachne silk dried out in seconds, then crumbled to dust.
The trace amounts that splashed onto Sthuza’s scales sat there inert.
“Looks safe. Would you mind freeing her?”
“Of course, my lord.” Brynja nodded, glancing at Cindra. “You will safeguard him while I work?”
Frowning, Cindra nodded. The hellhound had only retracted enough of her helm to expose her face.
Gabriel found that emblematic of her overall despondent mood. While Cindra could flip to a heartbreaking pout when she was down, he had never seen her stay subdued for so long.
‘It’s fucking unnatural, Alpha. Even after that elven shitlord murked my ass, Boobs wasn’t this mopey. You need to fucking heal so you can give her the pounding she clearly needs.’
Gabriel gestured for Cindra to join him. Her frown darkened, and she shook her head, but a glare convinced her to sit.
He leaned his head on her shoulder and reached over to clasp her hand. “What’s bothering you, silly pup?”
Her full lips twitched at his forced light tone. “Cindra lost again. Just like with Heat Girl.”
“We all lost this time. I-I might have beaten Amara if I hadn’t let Vesrah cloud my mind.”
“Packmaster lost focus like Cindra used to? Like Snakey did?”
Several head-snakes huffed at the hellhound’s comment, and Gabriel chuckled, glancing up at Sthuza.
The restrained gorgon pouted, her web-covered lips jutting out as her cheeks heated.
He struggled to reach up and brush his fingers along one high-boned cheek, calming her.
“Be very conservative with that stuff when you reach her mouth, Brynja.”
“Of course. I thought it best to free her arms first, then she can direct the rest of my efforts.”
Sthuza nodded, and Gabriel smiled before turning back to Cindra.
“Packmaster isn’t disappointed in Cindra?”
“No, you three were spectacular. Hells, so were the rest of Meri’s forces. I was the weak link.”
Sthuza struggled against the bindings. A rustling of scales in the back of his mind reminded Gabriel he had blocked their bond earlier.
Opening his mind again, he felt a surge of concern, shame, and desperate pleading hope.
‘Master! It was not your fault! I succumbed to my baser instincts yet again. I failed you. You and Lady Merideva.’
‘Relax, Sthuza. You didn’t fail anyone. And while I hate seeing you enraged like that, I can’t imagine how angry I’d be if that had been one of you being desecrated like Yirish.’
Gabriel slumped back against the stone wall as Brynja worked to free the rest of Sthuza’s upper body.
Soon after, the gorgon released a pleased sigh, trailing off into an unhappy hiss. “Master, my anger at how that undead witch desecrated Yirish’s remains was unacceptable behavior in a Prime. If I had remained focused, perhaps I could have assisted you with Amara.”
Clearing his throat, Gabriel glanced around at all of his bonded. “The fact I successfully suppressed all of Amara’s magic means I had more raw power and focus. Granted, I was doing it like they taught at the Academy, where it was assumed you’d have a squad of guards or soldiers to deal with them while you were completely dedicated to Area Suppression. But with my dual channel ability, I was able to keep fighting.”
Sthuza nodded. “I-I recall how challenging that bissian mage was when she kept intruding four hundred or so years ago.” The gorgon gave a sad laugh. “She was quite civil and mild-mannered but determined to establish a private sanctum within the dungeon. The previous Core, with his rude teasing and cocky trash-talking, was highly affronted. So, Mistress Iylara was forced to deal with Amara herself. And now, I failed once again. If I had—”
Gabriel shook his head. “No more self-recriminations. We lost but bought time to recover.”
Sthuza stiffened. Every head-snake rose to loom over him, their tiny faces set in fierce scowls. “Do you truly intend to face that foul defiler in single combat, Master?”
“I swore I would.”
Brynja nodded. “While a storm of worry plagues my mind, I believe in you… Gabriel.” She turned to pin Sthuza with an intense, unblinking stare. “As his bonded, our solemn duty is to support our noble lord in successfully executing this accord. I am most confident none of mine battle sisters would do or say anything that might undercut his efforts.”
Cindra’s head bobbed with more energy than she had shown since being freed from Gelatinous Stone.
Sthuza scowled, then her head-snakes drooped, and the gorgon puffed her lips out in a cute pout.
Managing a half grin, Gabriel stretched out to kiss her but failed. He beckoned her closer, then covered the last couple of inches, pressing his lips to hers.
He had intended a brief, playful kiss to cheer her up and appreciate the moment of cuteness on the gorgon’s sleek face.
Sthuza had other plans.
Four armored arms coiled around him, pinning him against her firm breasts. Two dozen head-snakes brushed across his face, tousling his hair or tracing feather-soft caresses down his cheeks.
Her long, agile tongue slipped into his mouth, exploring and tasting.
Gabriel tried to match her energetic, almost frantic embrace, but his body grew heavier with every passing second.
Muffled gasps and breathy, sensual panting reverberated around him.
Gabriel’s mind felt duller than when he had accompanied several classmates to a tavern for the first time. Try as he might, he couldn’t make heads or tails of the sounds.
Am I the one moaning?
Reyna snickered. ‘Damn, you must really be out of it, Alpha. Pretty sure that’s Boobs molesting Birdbrain while Snakes is trying to devour your tonsils. Gods damn, but she’s got a crazy-ass tongue. I swear she got that damn thing up into my womb somehow.’
Gabriel chuckled, and Sthuza pulled back. Opening his eyes, he spotted a flicker of hurt in her brilliant emerald eyes and reached up to brush her cheek.
“Sorry, my love. Wasn’t laughing at you; Reyna was providing commentary.”
Leaning into his weak caress, Sthuza smiled, baring her fangs. “Ah, I can scarcely imagine, Master.”
It took several more seconds for Gabriel to sift through his dulled senses and confirm the erotic moaning, slurping, and repetitive flapping was not just a product of his addled mind.
He turned toward the sounds, then laughed. That descended into a ragged, wet cough a few seconds later.
Sthuza held him steady with two arms, her other hands rubbing his back as Brynja broke apart from Cindra. “Are you all right, Gabriel?”
Grinning at her flushed face, he gave a slow, careful nod. “Yeah. Just didn’t expect all the kissing.”
Hair and ears freed from her helmet, Cindra beamed, looking almost normal. “Snakey was cheering up Packmaster with kisses, so Cindra thought Birdsister shouldn’t be left out.”
“That was very considerate of you.” He flashed a teasing grin. “Did you remember to ask first?”
Cindra’s gray cheeks darkened, and her lips curled in an impish grin. “After Spirit Sex, Packsister said it’s okay.”
Gabriel’s eyes darted over to the flush-faced valkyrie. Meeting his gaze, she gave an embarrassed nod.
Then she licked her puffy lips, flashing him a heated look.
“Before either of you start in on me, I want to clean up first. Could someone grab my sword or that scepter? My affinity with this ring is crap by comparison.”
“Are you sure that is wise, Master? I believe I speak for my bond sisters when I say it does not bother us in the slightest.”
Cindra leaned closer, nodding. “Yep! Maybe after a few more healing kisses, Cindra or Snakey could carry Packmaster to bath?”
“Healing? While your kisses are most passionate and highly arousing, dear battle sister, any actual healing benefit seems quite implausible.”
Head-snakes rocking with hissing laughter, Sthuza grinned. “A few nature sprites are said to be capable of healing with a kiss.”
Cindra’s head bobbed energetically, her tail wagging. “See? Cindra is sure Packmaster will feel better after more kisses… and maybe some light mating?”
“There will be no mating,” Sthuza said in exasperation, thrashing a bit as Brynja worked to free the end of her scaly tail.
Cindra’s trademark pout appeared in full force, her plump lower lip quivering as her eyes shimmered with crushing, pitiable sadness.
Gabriel laughed, only to break out in another coughing fit. “‘Fraid not, silly pup. The Mistress wanted to duel tomorrow. She compromised and gave two days to let me at least pretend to recover. But I’m not going to do anything but rest and maybe study between now and then.”
As Cindra huffed, Sthuza frowned. “Master, surely we can devise some way to defeat her without you fighting alone? I-I cannot bear the thought of losing you to that… that battle-crazed graverobber.”
He blinked. “Battle-crazed?”
Sthuza nodded, head-snakes mirroring the motion. “Yes, at least, it felt like that to me, Master.”
Dissolving the last patch of thick arachne webbing and freeing the gorgon, Brynja walked over to kneel across from Gabriel. “I suspect Sthuza is correct. While I was hard-pressed by those grotesque abominations, the glimpses I caught of their battle suggested their Mistress was reveling in the clash of steel.”
Sthuza blushed but nodded again. “Exactly. I-I may have lost myself to anger, but I can recall the fight well enough. She fought with all the grace and strength of Yirish, but her style was entirely dissimilar.”
Cindra leaned across Gabriel to hug the frowning gorgon. “Don’t worry, Snakey. Packmaster will beat Silly Undead, then Pack can bury old friend.”
A faint, grateful smile graced Sthuza’s dark-green lips. Several head-snakes stretched out to brush against the hellhound’s cheek.
Gabriel drank in the straightforward intimacy of Cindra consoling the larger monster girl. “You clashed with her for most of the battle, right? I’d appreciate any insights you gleaned.”
“She demonstrated impressive skill with her naginata, easily Brynja’s equal with the spear.”
Cindra’s eyes flashed, and she licked her lips. “Naginata? That sounds tasty.”
Sthuza huffed, locking gazes with Gabriel, then rolled her eyes. “That is the type of glaive she wielded. Mistress Iylara had a few oni who utilized such weapons before I became her Prime. I am uncertain what happened to them.”
“Doesn’t matter. Please continue.”
“Her heavier strikes numbed my hands, Master, so… I do not believe you will be able to parry her blows.”
“Really? I’ve been feeling a lot stronger of late.”
Sthuza cocked an eyebrow, her head-snakes shaking side to side.
‘Ha, you’re weak as a newborn chocotax at the moment, Alpha. Hells, you can barely move. D-do you really think you can be back to full strength in two days?’
‘I have to. There’s no other choice.’
Gabriel sighed, deflating. “Fine, I’m not feeling strong at the moment, but before this fiasco, I’d definitely grown stronger.”
“True. It must be related to how rapidly your Essence has increased.” Sthuza paused, her forked tongue darting out, tasting the air.
Brynja leaned forward, web-covered wings twitching behind her. “What about magic? Was she not the mage Gabriel defeated down on the seventh floor?”
“Ah, you raise a valid point.” Sthuza turned to him, worry clouding her emerald eyes. “You defeated her that time, Master, but which was her primary form?”
Gabriel thought back over the presence he had felt. The first time he explored via Dungeon Sense, Vesrah kept pulling at him, dragging him far deeper than he had intended to go.
That was the first time he had encountered the undead Mistress. A subtle aura of sadness had suffused the pale, blue-haired woman then.
Other than hearing her voice as some of her warriors conferred with her, the second time he encountered her was when she took possession of a ghast mage.
“The first time I saw her, she was in that pale human form we destroyed. She was calm and dignified then, right?”
All three women nodded. Cindra grinned, eyes brightening. “Yep. She sounded like Snakey and Birdsister. Then, when Cindra saved Packmaster from nasty undead, she talked more like Grouchy Panties.”
‘Hey, that’s vile slander! That bitch sounded batshit insane.’ Reyna grew quiet, a hint of doubt seeping across their bond. ‘I-I don’t sound that crazy… do I, Alpha?’
‘No, my darling lycan bonded. You’re just… passionate.’
‘Fucker.’
Gabriel grinned, shifting his focus back to the women sitting or coiling around him. “Yeah, she seemed very different when she took over that ghast’s body. It had to be some form of possession, right, Sthuza?”
The gorgon swayed, lips pursing for a moment. “I believe so. But even if you assume she is a lich, which body is truly hers? I struggle to imagine that she was not fully inhabiting Yirish’s corpse. Her Spiritual Presence was quite intense. Yet, she posed a challenge during your spell battle, did she not?”
“Yeah, I never suspected she wasn’t fully present until afterward.”
Sthuza stared off into the distance. “Hmm. Did you notice any degradation in her physical form during the battle? She began to disintegrate there at the end. Yirish’s body had multiple wounds and showed signs of wear and tear, but I saw no indication of it breaking down under the strain like that ghast.”
Cindra leaned closer and stared into Gabriel’s eyes, her head tilting. “Maybe Silly Undead’s soul is too bright to fit into wimpy corpses, so she needs fancy bodies?”
He took a moment to consider the hellhound’s suggestion. “Yeah, that makes sense. And she seemed more ‘alive’ or present during this attack, so that has to be her primary body.”
Brynja frowned. “She agreed to bring her ‘Soul Crystal’ when you insisted on that condition, Gabriel. But I am afraid I do not understand. Is her soul not bound inside the corpse of Sthuza’s fallen comrade? Or will it allow you to summon her like a traditional S-Crystal?”
“No, it’s part of the lichdom ritual. At least according to my instructors. Liches are almost always incredibly skilled spellcasters who rip out their own souls, anchoring it to a specially prepared S-Crystal instead of their mortal body.”
“It is one of the most perverse and despicable practices. Mistress Iylara often expressed a great deal of derision and loathing toward any mages pursuing such a path.”
Sthuza sighed, slouching down into her coils. “Given her disdain for Necromancy, I fear I do not have any real insights into liches. She only allowed that arrogant Core to keep lesser undead on a few floors. And always well segregated from the rest of her monsters.”
Gabriel reached over and clasped one of Sthuza’s hands in his. “Don’t worry. While I didn’t study Necromancy, lichdom was a popular topic with a few classmates, so I’m aware of the fundamentals. We should be okay. Well… assuming I can best her in single combat.”
All three women tensed. “You will at least listen to any viable alternatives we brainstorm, will you not, Master?”
He squeezed her hand. “Yeah, happily. But I will do everything possible to prepare for the fight.”
“Ooo! Packmaster should go get mana from Sad Eyes’ piggy bank.”
“Her what?” Gabriel asked.
Sthuza’s lips quirked up. “Ah, I believe she means Elaine’s Mana Vault. During one of our trips through the market, there was an elderly gnome selling small animal-themed clay containers for storing money.”
Her eyes darted over to Brynja, and Gabriel laughed at the valkyrie’s embarrassed look.
“Snakey bought Cindra and Birdsister special piggy banks.”
‘Oh gods, that’s so precious. And look at Birdbrain blush.’
Laughing, Gabriel winced at the ache in his throat. A spike of worry flooded in from his bond with Merideva, and he frowned, having neglected her.
He focused on wrapping her with a surge of comfort and confidence, then tried to stand.
That worked less well than intended.
“Massster!”
‘The hells, Fucker? Your body’s about as intact as Kelmari pot roast. Let one of them carry your battered ass to bed.’
“We need to head back and meet up with Meri.”




Chapter Forty-Three

“You look terrible, Gabriel.”
“Feels worse than it looks,” he replied from Cindra’s firm arms, wincing at the vibrant blue glow of Merideva’s orb. “How’s Syrkirus?”
“I will recover, Dungeon Lord.” Wannaga’s brother and the primary guardian of the Core Room lay on a thin mattress stretched out just to the left of the door. Unguent-soaked bandages swathed him like a newborn.
“Glad to hear it.” Gabriel glanced across the room once his eyes adjusted to the lighting. Kobold and minotaur shamans rushed about, tending to the survivors.
A blood-splattered Cuix looked up from where she helped bind a wolf drake’s broken leg. For the first time he could recall, there was no hint of horniness in her too-wide face or leaking across her Minion bond.
“Shadowy tail licker is tending worst wounded out in the big hall, Boss Guy.”
Gabriel gave her a hint of a nod. “Good. Thanks for helping. Make sure everyone gets treated.”
“Can Wolfie come back out, Packmaster? Maybe she could comfort others.”
He smiled up at his canine bonded and summoned Gwenaelle from his Soul Vault.
The sleek wolf drake let out a sorrowful trill, glancing up at him.
“Go tend to your pack, Gwen. You can join us later.”
Her scaled head bobbed before she turned and slunk over to curl up next to a larger wolf drake female.
Sarzykx slumped against the black marble plinth in the center. Fewer bandages wrapped the s’kraith handmaiden, but Gabriel still couldn’t help the spike of frustration that they could not repair her incredible armor.
If I hadn’t ruined the power cell on her armor, she could have mopped the floor with at least one of those blasted death knights.
‘If you hadn’t, the scaly bitch would’ve killed one of your girls, fled, or… You would’ve turned her into rotten paste like you did the rest of those assholes.’
‘Yeah, you’re right. Still…’
Gabriel pointed toward the lounge. “Mind laying me down on that sofa, Cindra?”
Beaming, the hellhound nodded. “Yep.”
Sthuza slithered in behind, looming over her. “And do not even think about cuddling up with him right now.”
“Aww… But Cindra can snuggle up with Packmaster and not even try to mate.”
“Let’s see how I feel in a bit, okay? Casting that cleaning spell really sapped what little strength I had left.”
Sthuza scowled down at him. “It was a wasteful frivolity, Master. We could have safely cleaned you in the bath.”
“No. It’ll be better this way. Faster. Now I can lie down and get some rest.”
“Very well, Master. But at least let Cindra carry you to the bed. You need to sleep.”
“Soon. But we need to chat with Meri first.”
“Ar-are you sure, Gabriel? I can wait until tomorrow if you’d like.”
“As your Prime, I can handle any issues Lady Merideva might have for now. Please…?”
“Fine, bed then, but Meri comes along so we can plan.”
The gorgon continued to glower, crossing all four arms, but Cindra flashed a dopey grin and carried him to his bed.
Sthuza slithered in after her, with Merideva floating at her side, still glowing blue.
Brynja paused at the doorway and nibbled at her lip.
Noticing her hesitation, Gabriel beckoned. “Feel free to join us, Brynja. You’re just as much a part of our group as everyone else.”
A grateful smile flashed across her drawn but beautiful face, and she rushed in.
Cindra lowered Gabriel down to the soft mattress with incredible gentleness. Still sulking, Sthuza coiled at his bedside and helped prop him up with a ridiculous bundle of pillows she kept around.
Once he settled back, making himself comfortable, Gabriel waved Meri over to sit in his lap.
“Y-you’re going to be fine, right Gabriel? Please don’t die.”
A coughing chuckle made all three women frown, but he ignored them, stroking Merideva’s crystalline body instead. “I’m not dying. My pool’s more like a dried puddle, and I’m pretty sure I overtaxed my leylines, but I’ll be fine.”
“Um, do you really have to fight that wicked undead woman? That lich?”
“Afraid so.”
“But…” Merideva spun in place, seeming to face Sthuza. “You’re super old and smart, right, Sthuza? Can’t you devise a brilliant plan to keep my DM safe?”
The pitiful quaver in the Core’s voice tore at Gabriel’s heartstrings. He bit his lip, a menacing rumble escaping his throat.
‘Calm down, Alpha. She’s just worried ’cause of that crazy-ass fight. Relax before you damage yourself any worse.’
Nodding, Gabriel blew out a noisy breath. “Sorry about that. And yes, Meri, we’ll consider every possible option, but it’ll likely come down to me winning a duel against that lich.”
“You will win, right?”
Gabriel gazed at Merideva, watching the roiling shades of blue twist and shimmer. As he marshaled his determination, hints of pink peeked through. “Yes, Meri. I’ll win.”
Sthuza huffed, and he grinned up at her. “We’ve got two days to plan while I rest and recover.”
Shifting over to telepathy, Gabriel broadcast his words across all his bonds. ‘Plus, I’ve got at least one trick up my sleeve.’
Merideva sniffled. ‘You do?’
‘If I can last long enough to distract her, then get into grappling range, I should be able to finish her with that rondel dagger. It’s still charged with radiant energy.’
Sthuza stiffened, head-snakes filling the bedroom with a cacophonous riot of hissing.
One of Brynja’s wings spasmed, and she stretched her head forward, peering at him. “My lord? Why do you—” She cut off mid-sentence as understanding dawned in her silver-blue eyes.
‘Yeah, I don’t want to risk the Mistress overhearing us. We’ve dealt with her spies, but until the duel, let’s keep any secrets limited to mental communications.’
‘A wise precaution, Master. Though, I fear the Furball may not behave herself.’
‘Don’t worry, Snakey! Cindra won’t think anything naughty at Packmaster for at least… a few hours?’
Gabriel laughed at Cindra’s reply and the conflicted, disbelieving look on Sthuza’s face. “Anyway, that’s for later. Right now, let’s focus on Meri’s Domain. You’ve been monitoring everything going on, right?”
More pink filled the glowing Core, gratitude and pride surging across her bond with him. “Yep! I totally didn’t panic and ignore the adventurers this time. Also, I respawned Jaras. But right now, he’s with Wannaga and her leaders. Um, is that okay?”
“That is excellent news, Lady Merideva. It is because of your devotion to your Domain that Master and the rest of us can focus on the undead scourge.”
Gabriel stroked the glowing crystal with his thumb. “Yeah. It’s probably a good idea to leave Jaras down there, monitoring things, just in case.”
Cheeks still red, Brynja stepped closer and sat on the side of the bed, a few feathers brushing against Gabriel. “Yes, your efforts to maintain peace and order within the rest of the dungeon are most essential.”
Merideva’s glow brightened, warmth and love blazing outward, so Gabriel opened his bonds further, letting her sincerity bleed across to his bonded.
All three women perked up in an instant, still looking weary but with determination flaring in their eyes.
‘Ha, the little goofball is kind of a loveable rascal, isn’t she?’
‘Yes, she really is.’




Chapter Forty-Four

A faint rustle and feathery soft caress drew Gabriel from slumber. Stretching, he winced as a series of muscles cried out in protest.
Oh, right. Got my ass kicked yesterday.
Mana 18%
Not terrible. But it looks like that mana potion I took had almost no effect this time. Seems all this overreaching is wearing down my recovery. May have to try Cindra’s suggestion and hit up Elaine.
Gentle breath whispered across Gabriel’s throat, sending a shiver down his spine. Bracing, he cracked his eyes open.
A stark white blanket of feathers covered him. Gabriel reached up to brush them, and a soft coo sounded near his left ear, so he glanced over.
Brynja’s angelic face rested against his bare shoulder. She cooed again. A thin trail of drool dribbled from her mouth.
Being careful not to disturb the sleeping valkyrie, he brushed back a few loose locks of golden hair. Her lips turned up in a faint smile, and her wing shifted, tightening her hold on him.
‘Seriously? I thought you weren’t gonna sleep with her yet.’
Gabriel chuckled. ‘Pretty sure all we did last night was cuddle. Though, I thought Cindra was on my left.’
Brynja shifted, rubbing a leg against his. Head rising, he glanced down, confirming he was under a silk sheet while the valkyrie lay atop it, dressed in a sleek dark-gray robe.
She sucked in a louder breath, then yawned, her wings fluttering. “Oh, no, dearest Cindra, not so rough…”
‘Wait… did they fuck last night?’
Gabriel shrugged without thinking, the movement rocking Brynja’s head.
She jerked awake, yawning again before her eyes snapped open.
Only inches separated their faces, and he grinned at the startled valkyrie. “Morning, Brynja.”
“Ah! Y-yes! It is indeed most likely morning. Or wait. I would think it must be afternoon by now, my lord. After all, Cindra only—”
Gabriel’s grin widened as the flustered woman’s rant cut off, her eyes flaring wider, and her face burned.
When she rose, giving him room, he stretched his arms overhead, yawning. “Thanks for keeping me company. I slept like a log last night.”
“That is most excellent to hear. Ah, I should alert Sthuza you are awake.”
The door opened, revealing Sthuza dressed in a different suit of white leather armor. Lacking in actual protection, this one looked more like something a mage or priestess might wear.
“How do you feel today, Master?”
“Far better than I did before going to bed. Pool is still under a quarter full, and I think everything is bruised—at least—but better.”
“Now, if the Furball can keep her paws off you, perhaps you shall recover enough to actually attempt this…” All four of her hands made grasping gestures, and frustration seeped across Gabriel’s bond with his Prime.
“I know you’re not happy about this plan, Sthuza, but it’s our only chance.”
The gorgon’s brows furrowed as she stared at him with the full weight of her five centuries. “Are you certain you are not agreeing simply to ensure that foul necromancer spares the three of us?”
Gabriel hesitated for a second, and Sthuza’s eyes hardened. The lich’s pledge to spare his bonded if he accepted the duel and lost was a definite factor in why he not only agreed to it but intended to follow through.
“I won’t lie and say it never crossed my mind. But I promise, I have every intention of winning. Even if she spared all of you, that would leave you three and Meri stuck under her thrall.”
Sthuza continued to stare at him for several long seconds. A few head-snakes did likewise, then gave decisive brief nods once she was satisfied.
“Very well, then. Cindra and I have been working with Lady Merideva to ensure we have replaced all the fallen. Despite the expenditure of over twenty thousand DE, her Domain is as well defended as it was before the confrontation began.”
“Other than me being weak as a goblin at the moment.”
Head-snakes smirked and nodded while Sthuza frowned. “Yes, other than your incapacitation.”
“How are you and Cindra doing?” Gabriel glanced back to the blushing valkyrie, who was busy dressing. “It looked like Brynja got at least a bit of sleep. Did you?”
Chuckling, Sthuza nodded. “Yes, Master. All of us slept in your bed last night. But we agreed it would be best if someone remained to keep you company.”
Gabriel grinned. “And you two agreed that someone shouldn’t be Cindra.”
“She is a noble soul, a valiant and loyal battle sister, and a dear friend, but I do not believe it would have been wise to leave the two of you alone, Gabriel.”
“Yeah, probably a wise call. Thanks for staying with me, Brynja.”
“If you are ready to rise, Master, I will help you dress.”
“I can dress myself.”
Rising to her full seven-foot height, Sthuza loomed over Gabriel as he sat on the bed. She tilted her head, staring down her cute nose and cocking a vibrant green eyebrow.
“Fine.”
◆◆◆
 
Breakfast was pounds and pounds of crispy bacon, two platters of fried eggs, and several loaves of bread Torrik picked up from Darlene’s kitchen.
Merideva had conjured the bacon and eggs based on the many breeds of pigs and fowl inhabiting the sixth floor. Starving, Gabriel consumed almost as much as Cindra.
Afterward, he took the time to brush out the hellhound’s dense, fluffy coat while Sthuza and Merideva discussed their plans. Neither approved of him heading into Lostbarrow and meeting with the baroness. But they also failed to come up with a viable alternative.
Despite having risen after noon, Gabriel figured there was no benefit to rushing up right away. Even a few more hours of resting would do wonders for improving his physical condition, if not help with his depleted pool.
He spent two hours studying spells. While he continued with the ones he had been practicing, Gabriel devoted almost an hour to the scepter. Empress’ Embrace was a three-circle spell, at a minimum, but after his experience using the broad-spectrum enhancement magic, he suspected it might prove key to victory.
Once Gabriel put his spellbooks away, he headed up to the Careless Queen through the secret tunnel Merideva and Sthuza constructed.
Brynja and Cindra joined him, but he felt bad leaving his Prime behind just below the modified inn.
‘You’re just being careful, right? You don’t really think they’d try an ambush now, do you, Alpha?’
‘No. But it’s best not to tempt fate. Elaine and the others dealt squarely with us before and after the mess with Triscol, so I can’t imagine she’s planning anything. But if they knew I was this burned out now… it might be tempting to try for revenge. Which is why Sthuza’s so conflicted about transforming back.’
‘She’d rather be at your side when you go into town, but doing so would leave her too weak to shift back and fight if shit goes sideways with the corpse brigade?’
‘Pretty much. But Brynja and Cindra are more than sufficient for an escort to keep Leryane honest.’
‘What about that pervy freak, Aren? He was all kinds of terrifying when he got serious.’
Gabriel frowned. ‘Aren is dangerous, but in the end, he’s a brute-force fighter. Hasted, either Cindra or Brynja could at least keep him occupied long enough for me to cast something to tip the odds in their favor. They could probably handle him and Leryane together. But given his plans for expanding the beastkin adventurers in Lostbarrow, I doubt he’d risk anything.’
Reyna fell silent as Gabriel and his bonded climbed the spiral staircase leading up into their new, much-expanded suite on the third floor.
Exiting out from their room into the actual inn, Gabriel led the way down to the tavern.
“Oh my word, Gabriel, you look a fright.”
Grimacing and ducking his head, Gabriel waved. “Hey, Mrs. Spaulding.”
“Did you three come in from the back door last night?”
“Uh, yeah,” he replied, suppressing a wince at having forgotten about the secondary entrance. Sthuza had keys to the doors of the adjacent building, which was still under renovation.
‘Ha, likely story. You just wanted that sweet old biddy to mother ya a bit.’
“Well, you lot go sit down, and I’ll fry up some hashbrowns and sausage. A good meal and some hearty drinks will be just what you need.”
“Thanks, Happy Cook,” Cindra replied, grabbing Gabriel’s arm and dragging him over to their corner table. “Cindra loves tasty grated potatoes.”
Despite his worries about the impending battle with the Mistress, Gabriel relished the simple meal with Cindra and Brynja. The glistening grilled oross sausage and platter of crispy, golden-brown potatoes were delicious, as always.
Leryane arrived not long after their food and was quick to arrange a meeting with Elaine. She pounded down a few ales while they finished eating.
The elven adventurer led them straight to the castle’s fourth floor and into Elaine’s study, where the baroness waited. They went through basic pleasantries, with a quick recounting of their recent boss fight where Gabriel worried Cindra might make an inappropriate comment and reveal his part in that battle.
He needn’t have worried.
The hellhound busied herself with a frosty tumbler of icefire whiskey while Gabriel pretended to be surprised by the two women’s report.
While Leryane described the frantic end as they rushed through the portal, Elaine gulped down the last of her whiskey, her brown eyes studying him.
“You already burned through that huge arcanite crystal from the other night?”
Gabriel sighed as Brynja and Cindra both tensed. Leryane’s pointed ears twitched, and she shifted on the sofa, wary purple eyes watching all three of them.
“Yeah, we… we found more undead, and putting them down was a chore.”
Leryane frowned, but Elaine looked introspective, her eyes focused on him. The baroness wet her lips, a hint of a smile slipping out. “Were you able to make use of that scroll?”
“Yeah, thanks. It proved even more spectacular than I’d dared hope.”
“And yet, the first thing you mentioned to Ryane was meeting with me. Is there a problem bubbling to the surface in the dungeon, or is this about your abysmally low mana?”
Everyone but Gabriel and Elaine flinched, three women going rigid at the sharpness bleeding into Elaine’s question.
Gabriel smirked. “You did hint at letting me tap your Mana Vault.”
A relaxed grin spread across Elaine’s face, taking off a decade. “I did indeed. But why come asking now? Has something gone wrong? I cannot help but notice your… archer friend is still missing.”
“Sthuza recovered, but she’s busy managing a problem that’s cropped up.” Gabriel paused, chewing his bottom lip as he considered what story to spin for the baroness.
A spark of excitement from Cindra’s bond prefaced her knowing grin. “Packmaster needs more magic to fight silly necromancer.”
Elaine and Leryane stared wide-eyed at the hellhound. Their stunned, worried gazes shifted back to Gabriel.
Leryane gave a vigorous headshake, tossing about black dreadlocks, then frowned. “Will slaying them resolve the undead mess you’ve hinted at? Callie and Claire have kept it mostly to themselves, but I know a couple rumors have been going around.”
Gabriel nodded. “Yes. I’m confident we’ve found the necromancer, but I can’t wait for my pool to refill naturally.”
Elaine stared at him for several seconds, tumultuous emotions flashing through sad brown eyes. At length, she sighed. “Is the source of the undead connected to the dungeon’s revival, or has a necromancer intruded and set up a base of operations beneath my city?”
Gabriel thought back to what they taught about dungeons at the Academy. He recalled outrageous tales of powerful adventurers trying to live inside them, which sounded much like what Sthuza had intimated about Amara.
“I’m confident she’s not a part of the dungeon. Seems like she claimed a section of the seventh floor that’s hard to access.”
“But you do not wish to request the Guild summon forces to deal with the threat?”
“No, I think it’s best if this problem disappears with none the wiser.”
“And this… woman raised the corpses of those poor bastards Alberik sent down there?”
Meeting Elaine’s intense gaze, Gabriel nodded.
She gulped, then sucked in a loud breath. Leryane turned, capturing her hand, but the baroness shook her head. “D-did she raise my… Did she raise Kelith’s corpse?”
Gabriel met her glistening gaze. “No. I—there wasn’t enough left after the battle for him to be turned.”
A ragged sob escaped Elaine, and Leryane wrapped an arm around the slender noble, stroking her back.
‘Damn, she really cared about the arrogant shit, didn’t she?’
‘Yeah. Even evil people can love. And I don’t think Elaine’s evil. There are as many sides to a story as people involved, at least.’
‘Do… do you think her dipshit husband cared about their kid?’
‘Yeah. Remember how calm and detached he was until I told him I did to Kelith what he’d intended for me? It devastated him.’
‘Good! That raping bastard deserved to suffer. But… a tiny part of me might feel just the slightest bit bad about this bitch’s pain.’
Watching the baroness cling to Leryane, sobbing uncontrollably, Gabriel had to agree.
‘You don’t think she’s faking it, do you, Alpha?’
‘No, it’s sincere. Since Meri saved me, I’ve had a better sense of people. Just like I’ve been able to see through mages’ spellcasting.’
‘Except for those undead fucks.’
‘Yeah. But I
could with the first ones, so I think they’ve been shielding themselves somehow. Still, I’m confident Elaine’s grief is real. She was probably bottling it up so she could resist wallowing in despair and push forward.’
‘Kinda like I tried to do after finding out about Raeya.’
‘Exactly.’
Gabriel and his bonded sat in silence, letting Leryane console the grieving mother.
Elaine recovered, sniffling and wiping angrily at her eyes. “Please excuse my unseemly behavior.” She took a deep breath, then met Gabriel’s gaze. “If letting you recharge from the vault will help purge this woman before she can cause problems for any more adventurers, it would be my pleasure to do so.”
“Thank you, Elaine.”




Chapter Forty-Five

When Elaine suggested just Gabriel and her make the trip, Sthuza’s protest in his head was even more virulent than Brynja’s stern disapproval. But after Gabriel pointed out he would be alone with the pool-crippled baroness, he convinced his bonded to relax.
Leryane stayed behind with Cindra and Brynja as the hellhound finished off the last hors d’oeuvres and another bottle of icefire.
Elaine led Gabriel down to the castle’s entrance hall, then over to the wall opposite the ornate courtyard doors. She pressed her hand to one of the stone blocks forming the keep’s rear wall.
To his surprise, it triggered a minor enchantment, opening a hidden doorway that led into a softly lit spiral staircase.
“Watch your step,” Elaine said as she descended the staircase. “The first Baron of Lostbarrow had the vault buried as deep as he dared without risking the ire of the dungeon. Accessing it is a little more inconvenient than the Guild or Academy vaults, but it has remained safe and stable.”
“Yeah, I can imagine. I’ve never actually seen this one. Given how well I got along with Kelith, it seemed wiser to sell mana to the Academy only.”
Elaine twitched at the mention of her dead son, and Gabriel sensed a brief spike of raw hate. One drowned out in less than a heartbeat by despair and an overwhelming sense of duty and purpose.
Okay… Seems like I’m sensing the baroness’ mood? I guess that’s from boosting Psychic Prowess, which begs the question, how do I train such an ability? Have to assume it’s what lets me see right through mages’ obfuscation, but the undead have started blocking it.
Gabriel shook the thought aside as the staircase let out into a large chamber with what looked like two suits of vanguard plate armor flanking an unadorned wood door.
“Let me guess, a pair of golems enchanted to deal with anyone who tries to seize the vault?”
Elaine gave a slight nod. “Yes. They date back to more prosperous times before the County of Lostbarrow was reduced to a mere barony.” Leading him through the door, she turned to watch, and Gabriel grinned.
Having opened his mind to Sthuza, effectively allowing the concerned gorgon to ride along and see what he saw, Gabriel knew his lovable Prime feared the baroness was about to ambush him using the golems.
‘Relax, Sthuza, I’m pretty sure if they could have used the golems, we’d have had to deal with them when we assaulted the castle a month ago.’
To prove his point, Gabriel triggered Magesight and studied the two thick, armored figures.
Elaine blinked in surprise, her bloodshot eyes staring into his own. “Was that Magesight? I didn’t detect even a hint of magic being cast.”
Gabriel smirked and nodded before stepping between the two imposing statues. Solid steel plates, both mundane and darker dwarven steel, gave the barrel-chested golem a looming presence.
But the complex enchantments woven within the golems remained dormant. Accumulated grit caked articulated joints, and rust discolored the lighter-gray plates.
“Yeah, I seem to have developed a bit of a talent for Magesight. And it appears your golems are in dire need of intensive maintenance. How long have they been neglected?”
The baroness let out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t have the slightest clue, honestly. Alberik and I never managed to command them.”
Gabriel blinked, surprised at the idea that the golems had been in such disuse for decades.
“I heard Tobias was a terrible enchanter, and those look dwarven-wrought, but surely you could have gotten someone from the Guild or the Academy to restore them to full functionality. Hells, given enough time, even I could do it. Any experienced enchanter should have no trouble with it, at least if they can work with dwarven runes.”
Elaine’s eyes widened a fraction as she stared at Gabriel, then a hateful scowl washed over her weary features before she forcibly relaxed, taking several deep breaths as part of a centering meditation.
“I believe I mentioned before that Alberik’s father was a right bastard?”
“Yeah, I recall something about that. Pretty sure he died back when I was maybe eight?”
Elaine nodded. “Yes, that would be about right. It was almost eighteen years ago, but that is an entirely different story. The biggest thing you need to understand…”
She sighed. “I hate that I’m trying to justify my willingness to overlook the wrongs my son and husband committed. But Alberik’s father was obsessed with the glory and prestige his family once held as Counts. He insisted on living to the same lavish standards despite the title being reduced to a barony over a century earlier.”
“Let me guess, all the bare spots we noticed in the castle the first time we… visited were where various heirlooms were sold to try and keep from hemorrhaging too much wealth as he maintained that extravagant lifestyle?”
The baroness nodded. “Yes. Alberik inherited—rather, his father beat his obsession with restoring the family’s rightful place—into him. Thankfully, I was able to temper Alberik’s passion for excess, at least early on.
“There were… many problems Alberik simply could not manage. The mounting stress drove him to more and more extreme measures, which culminated in that outrageous conspiracy against you.”
Elaine paused and stared intently at Gabriel for several seconds. A slight smirk tugged at her lips. “I imagine you have at least entertained the question of why I would be almost eager to work with the man who confessed to slaying my only child?”
Gabriel forced himself not to flinch, holding her intense gaze before giving a brief nod. “Yeah. I won’t lie; the thought has crossed my mind. While open to working with you, we’ve felt some concern you might try to exact revenge.”
“I admit the temptation to lash out at you is, at times, overwhelming. But as I sat there in the courtyard and looked at the devastation wrought as a result of my husband’s scheme, I realized you were but the… instrument of Kelith’s death.
“You already killed one of the two men responsible for what happened to my son. Two of three, in truth, for I have read enough of Kelith’s journal to know his father instilled the same unreasonable expectations in him.”
She sighed as they continued walking. “But it was Alberik who set you up. He framed you for theft at the Academy, forcing you into dire straits, then conspired with a group of adventurers to betray you in the most dishonorable of ways. The third man… I will kill him myself.
“Eventually.”
Gabriel opened his mouth to ask for more explanation as Elaine led him past a glowing, rune-covered interface for the mana vault. But the savage glint of her weary eyes stalled his question, and he followed her down another low-ceilinged stone tunnel.
Their destination became obvious once they rounded a sharp corner leading to an age-worn door.
Gabriel arched an eyebrow. “I know we just talked about revenge, but you’re not going to try to lock me in your secret dungeon, are you?”
The baroness let out a bitter laugh and shook her head. “No, there is only one cell down here, and it’s already occupied.”
Gabriel toggled Magesight back on and scanned the ancient wooden door as the baroness tugged it open, its hinges whisper quiet despite its weight and age. An acrid stench of urine and fear rushed out.
The walls, door, and the entire room revealed behind it blazed with enchantments.
Wincing, Gabriel blinked until his vision adjusted to the brightness. He studied the runes as he followed Elaine to a wall of thick, dwarven-steel bars.
“This place is more heavily fortified than your outer gate.”
“Yes. Supposedly, the first baron hired an immensely powerful priestess to help build and secure the castle. While she installed the mana vault, he decided he needed a private prison in case anyone ever antagonized him enough to warrant special attention.”
The baroness gestured at a battered, filthy elven male chained to the far wall of the cell. “And here we are.”
“Guildmaster Irenath. I guess you weren’t satisfied simply forcing his retirement?”
The baroness stared daggers at the mangled elf hanging limp from rune-covered silver manacles. “Yes, while the Guild would have punished him, he might still have become a free man in the end, and I simply could not allow that.”
“Well, since you have him here, any chance you’ve asked how he found out about the… second target? The one Alberik was really after?”
His question finally tore Elaine’s hard eyes from the filthy figure, and she turned to stare at Gabriel. “I have had him questioned multiple times, using everything short of a Guild Inquisitor. Even the head priest of Justice could get nothing other than that it came to him, whispered in a series of dreams.”
Gabriel winced. ‘Yeah, I’m definitely thinking that Vesrah was behind all this.’
‘I must concur, Master. But even knowing this truth does not change our present circumstances. We cannot deal with the Swarm until that insidious undead bitch is no longer a problem.’
Gabriel shifted his attention back to Elaine in time to catch the speculative look on her face.
“I take it you have an idea of where he would’ve found such dreams? You believe that is the source of his otherwise inexplicable knowledge?”
Gabriel sighed, nodding. “Yeah, it’s… something we’re dealing with.”
“Do you intend to punish the one who shared that information with this despicable vermin?” Elaine leaned toward him, unblinking.
A feral grin graced Gabriel’s face at the thought of what he intended for Vesrah. “Oh yeah, it may take a while… But, very much yes.”
The baroness sagged in relief. She let out a soft sob, sniffling before straightening her shoulders and shifting back to the regal noblewoman persona she had no doubt trained for decades.
“I will hold you to that, Gabriel. Now come, let’s register you so you can refill your pool from the vault.” She led the way back and stopped before the enchanted access point to the room-sized magical construct.
“Alberik had been drawing it down for years, and I fear that since his… passing, I have had to tap it even more heavily. But there should be enough to restore at least a Mithril-ranked mage to full capacity. Given your performance during the duel, and especially afterward, you have more than earned as much mana as you can hold.”
It took Elaine almost half an hour to attune Gabriel for withdrawing rather than depositing mana.
Once she finished, it only took a moment after Gabriel touched the glowing crystal plate to begin drawing mana and refilling his pool.
Mana 19%
Gabriel watched his mana bar climb from the low twenties into the thirties, then over forty. “Damn, this is so much faster than using arcanite.”
Elaine nodded at his side. “Yes. I recall your somewhat outrageous orb back at the tavern the other day. I assume you were tapping into that to restore what you spent stopping Triscol and his thugs. And you were already depleted due to your… ‘unexpected situation’?”
Gabriel nodded, then blinked when the mana flow trickled down to the barest wisps of energy before ceasing.
Mana 54%
“Are you full already? After your impressive display, I honestly have no clue how large your pool must be. Some of that magic was very impressive.”
Gabriel flashed the baroness an embarrassed grin. “Actually… I’m pretty sure I just drained your vault dry.”
Elaine blinked owlishly at him. “Really? That quickly? Your inner leylines must be quite… thick.”
Gabriel sensed Sthuza’s amusement across their bond and barely suppressed a snort. “Yeah, I’m slowly coming to terms with my new limits. I don’t know how much larger my pool is at this point, but it’s substantially more than it was while I was at the Academy.”
“You obviously achieved a fortuitous increase in Essence soon afterward. And you can channel a great deal of mana into surprisingly simplistic spells. I take it that is what happened with the Fireball that vaporized Tobias’ tower and most of my husband’s guards.”
Gabriel winced but nodded. “Yeah, pretty much.”
“Well, I am somewhat disappointed, and perhaps a little terrified, that your pool was not fully refilled. Would you be willing to give me some clue how much you still lack?”
“I’m back up a little over fifty percent.”
Elaine stared, her jaw hanging open, her eyes unblinking.
It took several seconds before her brain seemed to reboot, and she covered her mouth, letting out a dainty cough. “Well, then. I will attempt to collect more as soon as I can to help you recover. But given the recent fiasco, it may be a week before anyone can spare enough mana to make a dent in such a ludicrously large pool.”
Gabriel shook his head. “No, this is fine. Great even. Should give me enough to handle the necromancer. Thank you.”
Once Elaine locked down the mana vault, she led Gabriel back up into the castle proper where he gathered his bonded, then set out for the hidden dungeon entrance.
Still tired but relieved to be back over fifty percent, Gabriel looked forward to a quiet, relaxing evening with his bonded.
‘Ha, good luck, Alpha. What’re the odds Boobs will let you go without at least some Fuck Space action?’




Chapter Forty-Six

After spending the morning preparing himself, Gabriel withdrew from meditation, bringing his focus back to the present moment in the Mortal Realm.
Mana 70%
Three hours had gone to ensuring his Spell Mantle was in perfect condition after so much recent abuse. Now, with his mind clear and calm, the roiling emotions of his bonded seemed exaggerated.
“Do you have to do this, Gabriel?” Merideva whined. “Can’t we work together and overwhelm them?”
As his eyelids cracked open, Gabriel reached down and stroked the glowing orb nestled in his lap. “They’ve held to their word so far. If they remain honorable, we might actually come out of this stronger than we started.”
Merideva pouted, sending the impression of puffing her cheeks, lips sticking out like a little kid. “I’m not sure I want a bunch of smelly undead serving me.”
Smiling despite the looming threat, Gabriel palmed her crystalline body, thumb stroking in small circles that always brightened her mood. “Let’s not put the horse before the cart, all right? First, I have to defeat the Mistress and get her S-Crystal. Then we can worry about what to do with her remaining undead. Right now, you need to move so I can head out.”
‘Aww… fine.’ The Core floated up, her swirling blue-and-pink glow muted. “But you have to promise to come back to me. You’re my super special Dungeon Master, right?”
Gabriel fought down the fear clawing at his insides, locking away his self-doubt, and flashed Merideva a cocky smile. “Of course, Meri.”
The brilliant radiance of unbridled pleasure washed away her muted colors, and Gabriel was careful to keep his anxiety from their bond.
After standing, he returned to the lounge to gear up.
Sthuza slithered around the large, open room. Her massive form stretched halfway along the rear wall, and from how she moved—and the rearranged furniture—it looked as though she had been pacing.
‘Not sure it counts as pacing if you don’t have legs. Still, crazy to see how wild Snakes has been since you guys clashed with that undead skank.’
While Sthuza’s behavior made her anxiety crystal clear, Cindra stretched her large canine form atop Gabriel’s favorite sofa.
She lay on her back, all four legs pointing skyward. Her head pressed down on the leather cushion as she sought to better expose her throat. An ornate mithril collar, containing her enchanted armor, rode up against her lower jaw.
Brynja sat on a matching footstool, wings folded behind her as she brushed Cindra’s fur.
“Ooo, a little higher… yes! That feels so good. Thanks, Birdsister.”
“I am happy to assist,” Brynja replied, a soft smile gracing her lips. “Brushing your luscious coat is quite relaxing.”
“We do not need to relaxxx,” Sthuza snapped. “We should be finding a way…”
The gorgon completed another circuit around the room, then turned, spotting Gabriel. Head-snakes thrashed about, hissing and snapping at each other. Sthuza blinked several times, her mouth working silently.
“I know you’re worried, but this is how it’s going down. A one-on-one fight is our best chance.”
“But, Massster, if we sssetup an ambush, sssurely, we could overcome them together.”
Gabriel met his Prime’s gaze without flinching. Her brilliant eyes begged him to reconsider, but soon enough, she sighed, shoulder sagging as she blinked.
‘Holy hells, you just stared down a fucking greater gorgon!’
‘Sthuza has no desire to hurt me, Reyna. A hostile gorgon would turn me to stone without a second’s hesitation.’
‘Still, it’s kind of hot how you made that bad-ass bitch back down,’ the lycan replied, her mind-voice colored by arousal.
‘Down girl. Save the horny for after I defeat this lich and secure another floor for Meri.’
‘Are you sure this is a good choice, Alpha?’
Gabriel shook his head. ‘No. No, I’m not. But it’s our only chance at coming out of this intact. Plus, she swore to protect Sthuza, Brynja, and Cindra if I fall.’
‘I-is that why you agreed then? Do you think you can win?’ Reyna asked, mind-voice lacking her usual brash confidence.
Her hesitant, soft tone struck a chord with Gabriel. He sighed, clenching and relaxing his hands.
‘It was a consideration, yes. But I’m going into this with every intention of winning. Mother said, outside of sparring, always fight to win. Otherwise, you have no business in battle.’
‘You better win, Fucker.’
‘As you command, my beloved bonded lycan.’
Gabriel focused back on the physical, Reyna’s mirthful snort echoing in his head.
“Ooo, Packmaster ready for special fight?” Cindra leapt from the sofa, rear legs almost knocking Brynja over. She shifted in mid-air, resuming her sexy, muscular humanoid form.
She landed on two bare feet with impossible grace. Her new armor transformed, sheathing her powerful body in a skintight black bodysuit. The metal plating remained hidden within the belt and gorget accenting her appearance.
Interestingly, she also wore her puffy black pants and thin leather breastplate over the bodysuit.
Gabriel braced himself for her embrace and was not disappointed. Cindra slammed into him, her huge breasts squishing against his chest as she wrapped him in a spine-popping hug.
The four-armed gorgon lunged over to loom above the pair. “Cccindra, thisss isss not the time for gamesss.”
“Relax, Snakey. Packmaster’s super ready now. Cindra knows he’s going to beat Silly Undead.” She gave Gabriel another powerful squeeze, causing him to grunt.
Brynja rose to her feet, dusting off her black arming jacket, then walked over to join them. “So far, these undead creatures have proven more honorable than I was raised to believe possible. Assuming they continue to respect the accord struck with our lord, it is our duty to support him as he faces their leader.”
Sthuza shimmied, lowering herself to be face-to-face with Gabriel. Her eyes bored into his, a dozen head-snakes curling down to do the same. “Please, Master. There must be another way.”
Reaching out his free arm, Gabriel brushed her sleek, high-boned cheek. Sthuza’s slender tongue peeked out between her lips. A soft hiss escaped as her eyes closed, and she leaned into that gentle touch.
“I know you’re worried about losing me, Sthuza.”
Her eyes snapped open again, and he held her gaze, a soft, sincere smile on his lips. “I’ll be honest; I’m not sure I can beat her. But”—he pressed a finger against her lips, silencing her response—“I’m terrified of losing you three in a hopeless battle against unbeatable odds.”
Most of Sthuza’s head-snakes drooped, unwilling to face him. Her eyes flashed, and her lips twitched as she worked up a counter.
Cindra ducked her head low, rubbing her cheek against Gabriel’s. She stared into Sthuza’s green eyes, her own blazing brighter. “Don’t worry, Snakey. Just have faith in Packmaster. He’s fighting for Pack and Glowy Lady.”
Sthuza gave a sad chuckle and shook her head. “Very well, Master. Please forgive my momentary indiscretion. I trust you will not protest our accompanying you to the battle?”
Gabriel grinned, but Brynja and Cindra replied before he could.
“Yep! Pack has to cheer on Packmaster.”
“Of course, we shall escort our lord to this contest and stay onsite to witness his triumph.”
“Right. Now, how about letting me go so I can finish gearing up? I’ve got a feeling I’ll need my armor for this one.”
Cindra gave several rapid nods, then ducked in and licked the length of Gabriel’s face before releasing him.
Sputtering, he wiped away hellhound drool as Reyna whooped.
“Once Packmaster beats Silly Undead, maybe order rest to serve Glowy Lady?” A mischievous grin spread across Cindra’s expressive face. “Then Pack can join Grouchy Panties for celebratory orgy!”
‘Gods damn it, Boobs! I already told you: I’m not into chicks!’
Lower hands on hips, Sthuza covered her face with the others, sighing. Head-snakes rocked with hissing laughter. One caught Gabriel’s attention, then winked.
Brynja sputtered, face beet red, before deploying her armor and heading for the Core Room.
Grinning to himself, Gabriel headed over to the padded armor stand holding his brigandine vest.
Sthuza glided behind him. Without a word, she helped him shrug the mithril armor on, then tied it closed. Her four dexterous hands made readying his equipment a breeze.
“Um, Gabriel?” Merideva called out from beyond the open door.
He shifted his swordbelt one last time, adjusting the angle. “Yeah?”
“That undead lady and her weirdos just entered my Domain.”
Gabriel took a slow breath, then exhaled. “Right, time to go.”
◆◆◆
 
They had agreed to meet in the leftmost wing of the fifth floor, far from where any adventurers delved.
Gabriel spent the trip down with his focus turned inward, trusting his bonded to handle everything else. Twenty years of practice made it second nature to smooth his mana pool.
Before becoming Merideva’s Dungeon Master, his pool had been so much smaller that Gabriel had always maintained it at peak efficiency.
With how vast my current pool is, it’s tempting to cut back on managing it, but right now, I’m glad I didn’t.
Focusing on the simple, repetitive task helped calm his mind, keeping the icy talons of dread from finding purchase within him.
‘You’ve got a plan for this too, right? Like how you exploded that shitstick popinjay mage?’
‘Beyond the radiant-charged dagger? Not really.’
‘What the fuck, Alpha? You’re actually going into this fight without another trick up your sleeve? Didn’t you say this undead skank’s even stronger now than that first time you two fought?’
Gabriel nodded.
‘Certainly felt like it. When we clashed in her throne room, she was probably possessing that body and fighting from afar. In her salamander host, she should be able to bring more power to bear.’
‘Fucking hells.’
Gabriel blocked out Reyna’s rambling mutters, returning his attention to the physical world around him.
“Ooo, Packmaster’s back.” Cindra tilted her head to one side and gazed back over her shoulder, eyes flaring bright.
“How are you always able to detect Gabriel’s return so swiftly?” Brynja asked, also turning to glance back at him.
“When Packmaster’s not really here, his scent changes. Then Cindra sniffs extra goodness when he’s back.”
‘There’s no way that’s true… is there?’
‘Doubt it. More likely, it’s something in our bond, but there’s no point arguing with Cindra.’
‘Ha, true that, Fucker. Boobs is both the simplest girl I’ve ever known, and the wiliest.’
Not seeing Sthuza but sensing her immediacy, Gabriel reached out and located her just behind him.
‘Are you all right, my Prime?’
A swirl of conflicted emotions plowed across their bond despite Sthuza’s attempt to restrain them.
‘I will follow your lead, Master. I-it is just… I am filled with a terrible dread at the thought of you facing this foul abomination. How can you be so certain she intends to honor your agreement?’
‘Because she could have crushed us last time. After I beat Amara, I was burned out and totally exhausted. My pool was running dry, and remember how many wounds I had?’
Sthuza shivered, wrapping four arms around herself. ‘Yes, Master. I recall
clearly.’
‘You were restrained, Cindra was trapped in stone, and Brynja struggled to hold her own against those homunculi. If the Mistress had wanted to, she could have killed me right there.’
‘But she is an undead abomination, Master!’
‘You seem to have a harsher reaction to undead than the others, Sthuza. Why?’
The gorgon surged forward, pulling up beside Gabriel as they continued toward the rendezvous point.
‘Mistress Iylara was quite outspoken in her distaste for Necromancy. She insisted that disrespectful, bombastic Core keep his filthy undead to only a few restricted floors of the dungeon. And quite deservedly so. They are unnatural cancers upon all living things, Master. Though I may have been conjured rather than born, I am still a living, breathing mortal creature. Undead are not.’
‘Fair point. But for now, I’ll just ask you to trust me. Relax and trust that I won’t abandon you, my love. I promise.’
Reaching over, Gabriel clasped Sthuza’s lower right hand in his left, and they continued on in comfortable silence.




Chapter Forty-Seven

Brynja insisted on leading the way as they entered the vast cavern where Gabriel and the Mistress agreed to meet.
Armor encasing her entire body, Brynja deployed her shield in heater form, and her wings glowed with Reinforcement. She crouched low, then sprung forward. A single flap of her magic-rich wings flung her into the air, and she raced toward the hundred-foot-high ceiling.
“Ah, punctual. I appreciate that, Dungeon Master,” the Mistress said, her refined, noble voice carrying without distortion despite the acoustics of the cavern.
Sthuza flinched at his side, and Gabriel gently squeezed her hand before releasing it and following his bonded into the cave itself.
The valkyrie crisscrossed the massive arena in seconds, flowing between stalactites with the lethal grace of a hunting osprey.
Circling back, she landed before Gabriel, dropping to an armored knee and bowing her head low. “Only the four of them and a single grotesque homunculi are present, as agreed, my lord. The misshapen monstrosity bears a large stone coffer upon its back.”
Sthuza snorted. Her head-snakes were still, each rising to loom behind her, their tiny eyes locked on the group standing at the far end of the cavern.
“Come on, Snakey, Birdsister. Pack needs to cheer on Packmaster.”
Gabriel took a deep breath before looking at his opponents.
The imposing salamander matriarch stood relaxed and carefree. She rested against her naginata.
Her thick, fiery-orange mane swept down behind her, bound in a loose braid this time. She wore a polished adamantite breastplate with matching vambraces. A flowing white spider-silk skirt with glossy black plates concealed her legs. Bare, clawed feet peeked out beneath the hem.
Looks like she means business today. Last time, she had her naginata stored away. Now, she’s carrying it in hand, plus… whatever that is at her waist.
‘The hells kind of weapon is that?’ Reyna asked. ‘Looks like some kinky-ass bondage chains.’
Gabriel snorted. ‘Except for the twin bladed-picks at the ends. Hopefully, that’s just for intimidation. Exotic weapon wielders tend to be either incompetent showboats or terrifying masters.’
‘Fuck. Yeah, maybe it’s for show. Cause that bitch sure didn’t seem incompetent when she stopped you from offing the undead mutt.’
“Good day, Dungeon Master,” the salamander said with an unnatural smile. The purple-white glow of her eyes flared brighter, at odds with her otherwise flame-colored appearance.
Raw hate and fury blazed through Gabriel’s bond with Sthuza, and he did what he could to dampen her outrage.
“Remember, this is my fight. You are here to serve as witnesses and ensure her allies likewise stay out of our battle.”
“Yesss, Massster,” Sthuza hissed through clenched teeth.
“Don’t worry. Pack will watch and be ready for celebratory orgy.”
Rising to her feet, Brynja retracted her armored faceplate and smiled at Gabriel, silver-blue eyes full of faith and pride. “We shall stand as witnesses to your triumph, my lord.”
“Did someone say ‘orgy’?” Isomyra shouted. “Can I get in on that?” She paused, turning to the salamander towering over her. “Hey, Mistress, maybe we could skip this whole fight-to-the-death thing and join the orgy?”
The regal salamander sighed, slumping, her entire body seeming to deflate. Amara and Ryldor snickered.
“Only Pack is allowed to mate with Packmaster.”
Moving to stand beside the boisterous hellhound, Brynja nodded. “Yes, but perhaps you should refrain from such talk in case it undermines Lord Gabriel’s focus now, battle sister?”
When Cindra pulled the valkyrie up against her side and nodded, Isomyra crossed her arms and sulked.
The Mistress shook her head, fiery hair cascading behind her. She took a deep breath, which Gabriel thought odd, then snapped her eyes open and stared at him. “Are you ready to face me, Dungeon Master?”
“The rest of your undead will submit to Merideva once I slay you?”
A too-wide smile erupted across the salamander’s orange-and-gray face. “Of course, I am a woman of my word.”
“Foul, deceitful abomination!” Sthuza screeched.
Before Gabriel could react, the huge gorgon sprung forward, landing thirty feet ahead of him and his other bonded.
Panic tightened his chest as the Mistress smirked.
“You defiling bitch! I will dessstroy you!” Sthuza coiled and leapt again.
Amara’s hands swept through a rapid series of glyphs while Gabriel tried and failed to reach his Prime through their bond.
“Aww, Snakey lost her marbles again,” Cindra muttered, shaking her head and frowning.
“Most unseemly,” Brynja added, watching the gorgon with disappointed eyes.
The armored death knight mage finished her spellcasting so quick that Gabriel suspected she had been ready beforehand. A vibrant pink web of hardened Aether shot out and intercepted the gorgon in midair.
Unable to dodge, Sthuza hissed in impotent fury as the magical net engulfed her.
The beastkin undead dove into a second spellcast, and the terror clenching Gabriel’s heart tightened.
“Stop! If you hurt her, the deal’s off,” he growled, rushing after his Prime.
“Calm yourself, Dungeon Master,” the salamander said, her smooth voice tinted with humor. “Amara will only restrain the noisy little garter snake.”
Sthuza thrashed within the Aetheric Net, to no avail.
Finishing her second spell, Amara released it, and the huge gorgon floated off to the side. She pinned Sthuza against the cavern wall. Isomyra appeared in a flash and tossed a pair of alchemical grenades.
Breath freezing in his lungs, Gabriel stared on without blinking.
Instead of lethal acid, fire, or worse, a gelatinous goo erupted from the shattering projectiles. The viscous mess spread across the restrained gorgon, seeming to follow the glowing Aetheric ropes.
Gabriel sagged in relief, sucking down a revitalizing breath when Amara canceled her spell and Sthuza’s head remained uncovered.
The salamander clucked in approval. “There, see? All is well, and now we should have no undesired interruptions.”
Gabriel turned to glare at the imposing undead woman. “That wasn’t necessary.”
Isomyra cackled. “Don’t know what crawled up her ass and got her all riled up, but yeah, it totes was.”
Amara and Ryldor nodded.
Glancing back at Cindra and Brynja, Gabriel found neither of his bonded disagreeing.
Brynja squirmed beneath his gaze but didn’t look away. “While I have the utmost respect for my senior battle sister, in this case, I fear she is unable to think with proper clarity.”
Cindra nodded, looking more solemn than usual. “Yep. Silly Undead lives inside Snakey’s old friend. Cindra would be angry if it was one of old Packsisters.”
The salamander nodded. “An understandable sentiment, young hellhound.” She turned to Sthuza, who still struggled against her restraints. “While I doubt you will believe me, I, in fact, received Yirish’s permission to use her corpse. She and her clan helped me against the corrupted ones that dwell below for over two centuries.”
“Lies!”
The three death knights stiffened but remained silent. Shaking her head, the salamander sighed, studying the gorgon.
After a moment, she turned back to Gabriel, that oversized smile returning. Unsettling purple-white blazed from her eye sockets, giving her a disturbing visage.
“Since that is settled, shall we proceed?”
Gabriel shut out his Prime’s venomous rage while fighting down his own conflicted feelings.
Stay focused! Slay her now, then help Sthuza.
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Gabriel started forward, drawing his mithril sword. A thought triggered his Force Helm. Another brought his restored Spell Mantle blazing to full strength. “Let’s finish this.”
The salamander spun her glaive up, then slashed down, unhinged grin widening further. “Excellent.”
‘You’re not going to charge in headfirst at that overmuscled brute, are you? Fucking skank makes Boobs look just “toned.”’
‘No. But I need to be ready for when the time comes to finish her. I imagine it’ll come down to using the dagger. She’s almost certainly my better in close quarters, so I’ll have to get her to lower her guard first. If I rush into melee from the start, she’ll expect a trick.’
Gabriel dove into Haste, taking his time with the potent buff. While it provided little increase in casting speed, the enhanced perception could prove useful. The instant he sealed and released it, the Mistress snapped a silver spell token, and he frowned as the salamander seemed to speed up seconds after his magic took hold.
‘Fucking bitch.’
‘It’s annoying, but I doubt Haste would have made much of an advantage until we cross blades. And I’ll be relying on Psychic Acceleration then.’
‘Maybe you can use that souped-up buff you did earlier?’
‘Not yet. Empress’ Embrace is far too expensive to maintain for long.’
Gabriel slipped one branch of his mind into the mithril-and-adamantite scepter coiled around his left forearm.
The priceless arcane conduit proved valuable in his battle against Amara, and he knew it would also be essential to besting this foe.
Keeping it ready to activate, he began spinning up Aetheric Missiles using his mithril sword. The elven-crafted weapon was attuned almost as well as the scepter, and he had even more practice with it.
The large salamander strolled toward him, spinning her naginata in a lazy but well-practiced kata. Her glowing eyes blazed, locked onto him, never blinking.
‘That’s creepy as demon shit.’
Gabriel ignored Reyna’s nervous mutterings, throwing his full effort into his spell circle. He relied on Aetheric Lance more often, but the self-targeting spell he wove should serve as a better opener against the armored salamander.
Doubt I can blast through her breastplate without adding at least a dozen penetration glyphs, but let’s see how agile she is first. I was distracted when she interceded with Amara.
While solidifying the final glyphs in his spell circle, Gabriel reached out through the Weave, targeting the undead salamander.
A blinding, purple-white bonfire of power blazed before him, dwarfing anyone he had ever faced. He recoiled, flinching back from the unfathomable necrotic presence.
Slimy tendrils of fear wormed through his gut. A chill raced up his spine, and his focus wavered.
The salamander’s manic grin slipped, her glowing eyes narrowing.
No! I won’t be stopped here.
‘That’s right, Fucker! Show this undead skank who’s the Alpha.’
Biting his lip, Gabriel pushed back, drawing the second half of his mind from the scepter and throwing it behind his goal.
Strolling toward him, her naginata’s curved blade pointed at the stone floor, the salamander watched him with curious, unblinking eyes.
She closed to a hundred feet and paused before he broke through, anchoring his spell to her frigid, unyielding presence.
Gabriel sealed the magic and released it.
Twenty bright purple-pink Aetheric Missiles manifested before him, then raced ahead.
They streaked toward the salamander, each one blazing bright.
A sliver of his attention studying her, Gabriel threw the rest into another spellcast.
All twenty glowing missiles struck true. A dozen splattered against her polished breastplate. Their impotent blasts failed to even singe the enchanted armor.
Others struck her vambraces, and four wasted themselves against her armored skirt.
Two found unarmored, slick gray flesh before exploding. Each blasted a small divot in the salamander, but her grin only widened again.
“Not bad, Dungeon Master.” She nodded to herself as a long, skinny orange tongue darted out of her mouth, and she licked her lips. “I trust you have more delightful treats in store for me, yes?”
Her glowing eyes flickered, an unreadable expression washing across her face. When her grin morphed into a disturbing smirk, Gabriel gulped, trying to wet his parched mouth.
‘Don’t get distracted, Fucker. Cast your damn magic.’
Shaking his head clear of a fog he hadn’t noticed settle in, Gabriel rushed to complete the Aetheric Lance. He wove in multiple glyphs to amplify penetration, praying it would be enough.
The salamander shifted the naginata to her left hand, letting its butt rest against the ground. Her right began weaving a spell of her own.
Gabriel tried to decipher her glyph encryption but gave up seconds after sensing the same overwhelming defense he had felt from the previous undead.
Instead, he sought her out through the Weave, hoping to anchor his more powerful attack spell. Her presence was just as imposing as before, but he knew how hard to push now.
Two blazing spell circles hovered before the salamander, filling at an uncomfortable rate by the time he sealed his magic.
Manifesting before Gabriel, his Aetheric Lance flared into visibility, then shot forward. He held his focus, willing the purple-pink javelin to strike true.
It crashed against her breastplate, low and to the right. A deafening boom rang out, accompanying a brilliant kaleidoscope of light.
As his vision recovered, the undead woman came into view. Soot marred her gleaming adamantite breastplate, centered on a slight pockmark.
Gabriel’s stomach clenched. His own disappointment and fear warred for dominance with the waves flooding across his bonds.
“Is it my turn now, Dungeon Master?” the Mistress asked, one eye twitching.
Before Gabriel mustered a reply, she loosed her spell with a sharp downward slash.
A cone of high-pressure, purple-white fog blasted forward. It crossed the hundred feet of open space in an eyeblink, scouring the stone floor smooth.
Reyna screamed in his head, and Gabriel leapt to the side. Wisps of the necrotic fog swirled around his left foot, drawing his Spell Mantle into visibility.
Dodging the worst of it, he planned his next spell, confident his Mantle would mitigate the trace bits that brushed against him.
He moved to stand, then staggered as his left foot went numb. Recovering, he glared down at his unfeeling limb.
“Massster!”
“Are you all right, my lord?”
Gabriel frowned but nodded after testing his weakened foot. He felt nothing when he shifted his weight, but it still obeyed, if slower than expected.
He returned his attention to the salamander, unsurprised to find she had waited for him, those baleful eyes unblinking. “How did that get through the Necromancy ward I wove into my Mantle?”
That twisted leer spread across her face again before she shook her head, restoring an expressionless mask of undeath. “You anchored the ward to an antimagic layer of your Spell Mantle. One which is ineffective against physical attacks, yes?”
“Wait, what?”
Amara gave a polite cough. “If I may, Mistress?”
The salamander glanced back, nodding.
The white-furred mage bowed, then turned to face Gabriel. “The Mistress embedded Enervation inside a gaseous cloud, in this case water vapor. That concealed the magic sufficiently to let a portion of her spell slip through your defenses.”
Rapid head-bobbing drew Gabriel’s attention back to his opponent. “Yes, yes. I was curious how thorough your defenses would be. Clearly, you failed to include a screen against gasses.” Her brief spurt of excitement shifted into a look of disappointment. “You are far too sloppy of a Dungeon Master to face off against the leviathan lurking below.”
“You have already decided, Mistress?” Ryldor asked, his monotone voice lacking any hint of emotion.
“Hey, don’t give up yet. Maybe the oversized fucktoy has a surprise or two in store for ya,” Isomyra added.
“Packmaster has the best surprises.”
‘Oh, gods. That deranged pipsqueak’s gonna be a terrible influence on Boobs. Better kill her before it’s too late.’
‘Not helpful, Reyna.’
Content to let the others distract the strange undead woman, Gabriel turned his focus inward, calming his mind and preparing his next spell.
She’s already shown she can get through my Mantle, and I don’t have time to fix that flaw. Assuming there aren’t more. Monomolecular Lash is out of the question, and shadow magic is pointless, which is why I installed Aetheric Lance into the scepter. Maybe…
Gabriel sheathed his sword while transforming the adamantite scepter from bracer to mace. Wielding it with his right hand, he triggered the force shield from his onyx-studded bracer.
“Ah, are we resorting to brute force already, Dungeon Master?” The salamander let out a disappointed sigh. “Perhaps I gave you too much credit.”
“Not just yet,” Gabriel replied, injecting all the false confidence he could muster.
He directed the shield to grow to maximum size, forming a portable wall almost the size of Jaras’ massive shield.
At the same time, he dove into the scepter’s spellcasting assistance. Channeling a flood of mana through his leylines, he spun up Aetheric Lance.
Glyphs leapt from his mind, filling the glowing spell circle in a mere second. Enhancing it with extra penetration added only two seconds more. It took him that long to target the salamander, but then he released the magic.
The glowing javelin that manifested blazed with far more power than his first attack. It shot forth, racing out to strike his target in a flash.
Another deafening boom resounded, the blast overwhelming his vision.
The salamander stood a pace back from where she had been, staring back at him, eyes wide.
Gabriel gaped at the fist-sized crater his strike blasted through the undead woman’s adamantite breastplate.
‘Damn, that was impressive, Alpha.’
Gabriel nodded in agreement, eyes locked on the gaping wound.
Blackish blood gushed from a ragged hole in the salamander’s abdomen. She pressed a hand against the punctured adamantite plate, pulling it away, covered in blood.
“That was… interesting, Dungeon Master. Perhaps you will make a useful death knight after all,” she said slowly, eyes hooded. Then her manic grin returned as her tongue traced along her lips. “Shall we begin?”
Without another word, she plunged into a twin circle spellcast, and Gabriel felt her harnessing mana.
Shit.
“You can do it, Packmaster! Beat up Silly Undead, so Pack can have orgy!”
Despite her outlandish words, the hellhound’s enthusiasm spread within Gabriel, driving back a measure of the terror threatening to paralyze him.
Lips straining into a half-grin, he spun up another Aetheric Lance through the scepter, hoping to cripple or kill the Mistress before she could finish her own spell.
This time, anchoring his magic was more challenging, but he succeeded and fired off the penetration-focused attack.
Again, Gabriel caught her in the torso. The Aetheric Lance blew a hole through her chest this time. But despite the two massive wounds leaking black blood, she continued her spellcast without pause.
‘Uh, you can do that again, right, Alpha? I think you should do that again. Like a dozen more times.’
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‘I can, but she’s got to have some counter in mind. How much damage can she ignore like that?’
Reyna didn’t reply.
The salamander finished her spell just before Gabriel loosed a third purple-pink missile.
A glowing blue sphere exploded from her, settling into place fifteen feet out, forming a bubble of powerful magic.
Gabriel’s Aetheric Lance struck the vibrant blue barrier, seeming to pass through without slowing.
Except once through, it flickered and slowed like an arrow striking a grave slime. All movement ceased six feet from the target as the missile dissolved into wispy tendrils of unbound mana.
‘That’s not fucking fair!’ Reyna cried.
“Boo! No making Packmaster’s magic impotent.”
“Hey, ya huge-tittied hellhound, no booing the Mistress!” Isomyra shouted.




Chapter Forty-Eight

“Come now, Dungeon Master. Surely you are not giving up already, are you?” The undead salamander leaned forward, legs remaining still as her upper body stretched out unnaturally.
‘Damn. Everything about this skank is creepy. Something about that freaky grin makes her seem insane. Is that normal for powerful undead bitches like her?’
‘I don’t know. I’m very much not an expert on undead. Assuming she’s a lich, she could be ancient. Though it’s strange that she’s built such a large army in the dungeon without striking out.’
‘Didn’t she say some shit about fighting the darkness dwelling below? And that disgusting bug bitch doesn’t seem too fond of her.’ Reyna gave a half-hearted snort. ‘They’re both crazy. Maybe you could get them to grind each other up, then finish off the winner?’
Gabriel shook his head. ‘Somehow, I doubt they’ll cooperate.’
Studying the semi-visible sphere of blue energy for several seconds, he sighed. Centered on the salamander, it shifted with her when she leaned back to a more normal posture.
She glanced over to where Brynja and Cindra stood protectively near Sthuza. “Please cease your struggling. Creating a death knight from a gorgon would be challenging enough. I have no interest in having to restore your body first. Besides, you may hurt the baby.”
Baby?!
Sthuza froze mid-thrash, emerald eyes wide.
“Ooo! Snakey is gonna lay an egg soon?”
“Congratulations, Lady Sthuza.”
‘Holy fuck! How the hells did you knock her ass up, Alpha?’
Nonplussed, Gabriel ignored everyone but his Prime. “Sthuza… are you pregnant?”
“Y-yes, Master.”
Cindra turned and wrapped the bound gorgon in a tight hug, cheering and howling in excitement.
Blinking, Gabriel stared at Sthuza’s bashfulness. A few head-snakes met his gaze, one seeming to shrug as another wagged in disappointment.
“H-how? I thought you were taking a tea to prevent that.”
Sthuza’s green face darkened with embarrassment.
Brynja cleared her throat. “I believe mine senior battle sister has been taking Morningstar’s Mercy, my lord. It does not terminate pregnancies, only prevents one from taking root. From what she and dear Cindra have told me, it seems you came together with her at least once before she could acquire the alchemical tincture.”
“How long have you known, Sthuza?”
The gorgon wilted, her gaze dipping to the stone. “Almossst t-two weeksss, Massster. I apol—”
Gabriel cut off her sniffled apology with a surge of love and acceptance across their bond.
Her head snapped up, eyes wide and vibrant as she stared at him.
“I wasn’t expecting this anytime soon, but there’s nothing to be sorry about.”
“Yep! Once Snakey lays her egg, maybe Cindra can have pups next?” Cindra paused, a wide grin on her face. “Ooo, how long until you lay egg?”
“I am not laying an egg!”
Isomyra sniggered. “Ya sure about that? Look enough like a snake to me.”
“Now, now, let’s not mock the Dungeon Master’s bonded.” The Mistress’ smirk turned hard as she focused on Sthuza. “But it is disconcerting that despite being his Prime, you kept such an important fact from him.”
The gorgon’s mingled embarrassment and joy vanished, her face transforming into a mask of snarling rage directed at the undead salamander.
As several voices rose simultaneously, Gabriel missed what everyone said. Something caused the Mistress to scowl, and Isomyra stomped toward Sthuza.
Sthuza hissed and screamed, but her voice blended with Cindra’s rumbling growl and Isomyra’s shouts.
The fear and anger Gabriel felt across his bonds came through crystal clear, though.
“Stop threatening my bonded, or I’m going to rip out your fucking souls!”
Head spinning back to face him, the salamander flashed another beyond-manic grin. “Yes! There is the excessive arrogance and absolute confidence a DM should display. Now, let us continue.”
Blood pounding in his ears, Gabriel spun up another Aetheric Lance. Pouring in even more mana than last time, he pushed until his leylines screamed in protest.
Twin spell circles appeared before the Mistress. To Gabriel’s surprise, he caught a hint of understanding, recognizing traces of her spellwork.
A necromantic ray of some sort?
He unleashed his attack after the final glyph locked in. The Aetheric Lance was no larger than his previous, and Reyna muttered in his mind.
Gabriel ignored her, watching, praying his attack would land.
It shot forward in the blink of an eye, far faster than his earlier missiles. When it struck the glowing blue barrier, it shriveled and bled momentum but continued toward its target.
Instead of panicking, the Mistress ignored the oncoming Lance, eyes blazing brighter as she stared at Gabriel.
The defensive sphere must have sapped most of its power, but the penetration glyphs still triggered. A brilliant explosion concealed her torso for a second.
Centered over her sternum was a third crater in the adamantite breastplate. But slick, unmarred gray and orange flesh stood out against the rich purple-black metal.
‘What the fuck? Why didn’t that blow another chunk out of her rotten corpse?’
‘Her barrier’s a higher tier counter to my attack. It’s leeching power from the Lance. Thought I’d poured enough mana in to push through. Apparently, her innate resistance is too high to overcome between the barrier and armor. Which was doubtless her plan.’
Discarding another pointless Lance attack, Gabriel triggered one of the original spells stored in the scepter.
‘Didn’t you say shadow magic was pointless?’
Without responding, he cast Ephemeral Ribbons. Dozens of undulating, lazy strands of shadowstuff shot toward the undead salamander.
Most of them slowed to a crawl once they struck the glowing barrier. But a few continued on, ignoring the defensive magic. They exploded into dozens more and darted in at his target.
While Gabriel had not expected spectacular results, the pitiful blasts as they impacted against her breastplate were disappointing.
A few struck her exposed flesh but did nothing to her Essence-rich body beyond leaving darker splotches on her gray skin.
She paused her casting, lips quirking up on one side, her brows rising. “That was… disappointing, Dungeon Master. Perhaps you should surrender before you prove too impotent to be of value?”
“Packmaster’s super potent!”
“He’s looking pretty weak so far. Maybe all he’s good for is sex? Heh, least he’s rocking a hot bod,” Isomyra shot back, grinning at the affronted hellhound.
Gabriel pushed the bickering spectators from his mind. Focusing on the Mistress as she resumed her spellcast, he watched for any clues.
Nothing came to him, so he drew a wand, pointed, and fired.
A glob of green acid shot out from the tip. It struck the blue barrier, splattering. Hissing and sputtering, it smoked as it spread, losing cohesion. Within seconds, the caustic magic faded away, reduced to unbound mana.
As a test, Gabriel triggered the wand in rapid succession, draining it. Each Acidic Bolt fell victim to the Mistress’ barrier without causing any noticeable drain on the magical defense.
He tossed the spent wand aside just as she finished her spell. Her eyes flared brighter, and a thick purple-white ray streaked toward him.
Left foot still numb, Gabriel tried to dodge. Despite him being Hasted, the solid line of necrotic energy struck just above his navel.
His Spell Mantle blazed, the sickly purple-white energy coruscating across its surface.
Gabriel winced as the minute drain on his mana pool skyrocketed. Following through with his dodge, he stumbled to his right, but the ray curved, remaining anchored.
Power coursed through it, racing back to the salamander’s outstretched hand. Dancing blue sparks arced from her glowing eyes.
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Shit. Is she siphoning mana from my Mantle?
Not knowing how to cut the leeching spell off, Gabriel reached into the scepter, triggering Umbral Leap.
The added tap on his pool burned his overburdened inner leylines, but he pushed through.
He coughed, tasting blood as the world spun around him. The Shadowspace teleportation left him woozy but had severed the necrotic ray.
Shaking his head clear, he stood up and breathed a sigh of relief.
“How would you rate that, Amara?” the salamander asked.
“Speed-wise, exceptional. Shifting out of reality for a split second was a reasonable solution, though normally, counterspelling the persistent spell would be the better choice. Maybe seven out of ten?”
Gabriel responded by canceling his bracer’s shield and gripping his sword’s hilt. Using it as the conduit, he started weaving a counter to the glowing blue barrier.
‘Think that’ll work?’ Reyna asked, sounding worried.
‘If not, my only chance will be rushing into melee.’
The seven-foot-tall salamander stood where she had first stopped, her lethal-looking naginata at her side.
‘Yeah… maybe make this work. That bitch looks stronger than Boobs, and she doesn’t seem to sweat the small stuff. Like those fucking holes in her chest.’
Ignoring Reyna, Gabriel poured all the mana he could channel through his strained leylines. Despite the expensive healing potions and meditation, the stress of the past few days and frequent pool draining was catching up to him.
The Mistress dove into another spell of her own. She wove glyphs with one hand, layering them into a twin-circle construct.
Splitting his focus, Gabriel studied her gestures and the encryption concealing her magic. The more he saw, the more bits he recognized.
Similar to Ice Javelin, but not identical?
Gabriel dismissed the idea of weaving a counter to her attack, instead holding Umbral Leap ready in the scepter. Most of his attention remained focused on the blazing Disrupt Magic forming before him.
With his bureaucratic focus at the Academy, counterspelling had not been a common topic. But all students learned barrier magic, and after testing the Mistress’ defense multiple times, he had an inkling of how it operated.
Now, to see if I can pour enough mana into this to disrupt her spell. Otherwise…
He wove in every sequence of glyphs he recalled that might aid his basic Disrupt Magic. A higher-tier counter would be better, but he didn’t know one. Yet.
‘If you don’t win this damn fight, I doubt you’ll get a chance to learn any, Alpha. The way that freaky gnome’s eye-fucking you, bet those thirsty bitches’ll turn your muscly ass into an undead fucktoy if you lose.’
‘Gee, thanks for that delightful image, Reyna.’
The salamander finished her spell first. Gabriel flinched as powerful magic washed out, yet only a single glistening icicle manifested before her outstretched hand.
“I will try not to mar your cute face, Dungeon Master. No promises, though.”
With that, the icy projectile leapt toward him.
Trusting in his multi-layered Mantle, Gabriel held still, shunting more mana into his spell circle.
The Ice Javelin struck the barrier over his heart. The magically strengthened ice crushed small blue hexagons, punching through the first physical layer before shattering.
Frosty shards sprayed out, washing over him. His intricate defensive spell pulled at his pool. A flicker of power nearby caused him to flinch.
‘Look out, Fucker!’
A second missile streaked in before the glittering dust fell away. It slammed against his Mantle less than an inch from the first impact.
More glowing hexagons crumpled beneath the strike.
Fear rallied in Gabriel’s gut, an icy dread clawing up, demanding his attention.
Pushing every thought but his spellwork aside, he triggered Umbral Leap.
Reappearing thirty feet away, Gabriel grunted. Before he could gather his bearings, the salamander’s mana spiked again.
Gabriel snapcast Umbral Leap. The scepter made casting it swift as thought, but his stomach churned. The world lurched beneath him, worse than before. He staggered, throwing a hand out to brace against the rough cavern wall.
Vision still floating, he winced as a shattering explosion announced another Javelin striking stone.
“How many can you dodge like that, Dungeon Master?”
Another burst of power, and he leapt again. This time, he fell to a knee. Bile seared his throat, and only sheer force of will kept him from vomiting.
Despite how his vision swam, and his gut tied itself in knots, Gabriel held tight to his almost complete magic.
The glowing spell circle blazed bright, dominating his vision. He rushed the final glyphs, sealing the spell as he reached out and targeted the salamander’s barrier.
Growling, he forced his weary body to stand, free hand drawing a spell token. As his vision stabilized, he stared at his foe.
She stood, arm outstretched, another Ice Javelin hovering before her. Wisps of chilly air billowed outward, a few drops of water trickling off to splash against bare stone.
Her eyes studied him, seeming to see into his soul. Gabriel fought down the sense of being stripped naked and cast his spell.
Disrupt Magic was visually unimpressive. A faint distortion of the air zoomed toward the glowing barrier. Even when it struck, there were no explosions of color or detonating energy.
‘Well, that did fuck all. Got a plan B?’
The Mistress arched a single eyebrow, a faint grin tugging at her dark lips.
Soft, polite clapping rang out. Gabriel turned to spot Amara standing between the other death knights, smiling as she clapped.
A burst of escaping mana near the salamander drew Gabriel’s attention back. The glowing barrier dimmed, fading away like a half-remembered dream.
Excitement flooded him, and he snapped one of the gold spell tokens Leryane had delivered.
Directing the self-contained magic toward the salamander, he grinned savagely. A foot-wide beam of blue-white fire shot out. It caught the motionless undead monster dead center and spread across her muscular frame.
Within seconds, the scorching heat had Gabriel sweating. Before it burned out, he drew a matching token and triggered it, enhancing the intense fire attack. Roaring, the fiery geyser swelled, almost doubling in size.
As the mana stored within the prepared magic ran dry, he tapped his pool, pouring more power into the persistent spell. The brilliant blue-white flames flared brighter.
“Yay, Packmaster!” Cindra cheered. Other voices joined in a second later, shouting over each other.
Wincing at both the heat and the drain on his mana pool, Gabriel focused on incinerating the undead Mistress. Casting Disrupt Magic had taxed him, weakening his body and leylines, but a sense of vicious pride swelled as he roasted her.
After a dozen seconds, he cut off the flow. A breath later, the torrent of flames dwindled, petering out.
A roaring bonfire blazed where the undead woman had stood.
“Excellent work, my lord,” Brynja said, her melodious voice filled with pride.
Cindra whooped while Sthuza let out a long, incoherent string of hisses.
“Um, why are you guys cheering?” Isomyra asked.
All the pride and pleasure that had filled Gabriel vanished. A fist of malevolent doom clenched tight around his heart. Fighting down the lump of dread in his throat, he glanced at the trio of death knights.
Isomyra and Amara looked perplexed, glancing between him and his bonded. Ryldor met Gabriel’s gaze, then shook his head in disappointment.
Turning in slow motion, Gabriel watched as the last flames flickered out. The armored salamander stood untouched by the flames.
Well, almost.
She brushed off the last scraps of the arming coat that had been beneath her breastplate and vambraces. Now, scorched adamantite plates rested against her rich gray-and-orange skin.
Unblemished skin.
Looking up, she tilted her head, staring at Gabriel. “What? Did you forget this is a salamander’s body?” She frowned, glancing toward Sthuza.
The restrained gorgon spat a string of what Gabriel suspected were profanities, but again, he couldn’t understand.
‘I thought you did your DM fuckery shit and learned her language?’
‘Nagaise, yes. That’s something else. At least, I think so. Whatever she’s saying, it about sums up how I’m feeling.’
“Silly undead is immune to fire?”
The salamander nodded. “As much as you are. Well, in this body, at least.” She turned to pout at Gabriel. “Whatever were you thinking?”
Sighing, he met her gaze. “I’d thought the whole turning undead would have negated your innate fire resistance.”
She shook her head, vibrant orange hair whipping behind her. “Was that your best effort? Should we end this before you further embarrass yourself? I will keep my word and retain your bonded, assuming they cooperate.”
Fury raged within Gabriel as she shot a pointed look Sthuza’s way.
“You don’t need to worry about them. After I beat you, I’m going to destroy that crystal and end you. Permanently.”
One side of her lips curled up in a wicked grin, mirroring the sinister glow of her eyes. “Promises, promises, Dungeon Master. If you defeat me, do as you will with my S-Crystal. Though surely you can think of something better than simply disposing of it.”
‘So, you got any more bright ideas? Cause from where I’m sitting, you look kind of fucked.’
Even the momentary pause in battle helped Gabriel recover. His head throbbed, but his vision was stable and his breathing steady.
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Wracking his brain, he skimmed through the spells ready in the scepter and grinned. “You wanted to see my best, right? Mind giving me a few minutes to prepare?”
“Oh ho, you have another trick up your sleeve, my delightful Dungeon Master?” she asked, that crazy grin returning. “Please, take ten minutes, but I expect you to perform better. I will not hold back.”
Gabriel nodded. Returning the scepter to bracer form, he canceled Haste and strode over to rejoin his bonded.
“Are you all right, my lord?” Brynja asked, dashing forward to meet him. Concern filled her silver-blue eyes.
“Ooo, does Packmaster need Cindra to help relieve stress?”
Gabriel almost stumbled at the hellhound’s salacious grin while Reyna snorted in amusement. “What? No, I want one of those Vigor elixirs before I finish this.”
Brynja’s wings fluttered, then she nodded, smiling in understanding. “Of course.” She reached into her belt pouch, withdrawing an ornate crystal vial.
Cindra’s grin had started to fade but widened again, and she licked her lips. “That makes Packmaster’s scent delicious.”
Gabriel gulped but accepted the proffered vial. He glanced over at Sthuza.
She was glued to the wall behind Cindra. At least for the moment, the massive gorgon appeared calm, and he sighed in relief.
“Sthuza, trust me. I’m going to win.”
Uncertainty flashed through her emerald eyes, and her head-snakes hissed, but she blew out a ragged breath before forcing a slight smile. “Of course, Master.”
Her light-green cheeks darkened, and she cast her gaze down as he stepped closer, looming over her pinned upper body.
“Don’t be embarrassed, my love. Once I defeat her, I’ll be counting on you to handle those death knights. Binding them to Meri will give us a tremendous boost in power.”
She gave a timid nod. “Y-yes, Master.”
Gabriel canceled his Force Helm and leaned in to place a chaste kiss on her forehead.
“Ooo! Packmaster should give everyone kisses. For Luck!”
Powerful hands grabbed Gabriel’s shoulders, spinning him around. Cindra smashed her lips against his in a sloppy, forceful kiss.
The taste of cinnamon flooded his mouth as she shoved her tongue inside. Gabriel let go of everything for a few seconds, savoring the pleasure radiating across his bond with the loveable hellhound.
Cindra pulled back, smacking her lips. “Now it’s Birdsister’s turn.”
“Ah, th-that isn’t needed,” Brynja said, flailing her hands. Face flushing, she shook her head, but her eyes gazed at Gabriel intensely.
Cindra grabbed the valkyrie, pulling her close and pressing her against Gabriel’s chest.
He brushed the growing bond he shared with her, then grinned.
A fierce storm of desire and hope raged within, and Gabriel cupped her blushing cheek.
Brynja stilled instantly, her eyes wide as she wet her lips. “Um, for luck?”
Cindra nodded sagely. “Yep. Packsisters should be equal. Besides, how bad would it be if Birdsister not kissing Packmaster caused him to lose?”
“That would be terrible,” Gabriel said, leaning closer.
“Indeed,” Brynja breathed. “Terrible.”
She tilted her head back, presenting her lips, and Gabriel pressed in for a gentle kiss.
A breathy sigh escaped her. Her wings wrapped around Gabriel and Cindra as he stroked her cheek with his free hand.
All too soon, someone cleared their throat.
“Massster, you were sssupposssed to be preparing for battle.”
Brynja’s face blazed with embarrassment, but her eyes were soft and filled with joy as she pulled back.
Cindra released them both, grinning.
“Hey, does kissing strengthen him?” Isomyra called out. “Maybe I should join in?”
“Don’t distract the Dungeon Master, Myra.” Amara snickered. “Besides, you’d probably suck his soul out.”
The gnome huffed, but Gabriel ignored them, focusing on winning the fight before him.
‘How’s that potion gonna help you kill that undead skank?’
‘It’ll help with the exhaustion, at least temporarily. So I can handle the strain of whittling her down.’
‘How the fuck are you going to do that? Doesn’t seem like she’s going to bleed to death.’
‘If I inflict enough damage, the radiant energy imbued on my dagger should finish her.’
‘Hmph. If you can survive long enough to use that damn pigsticker.’
“I need a couple minutes to cast this next spell, so please don’t interrupt,” Gabriel said, shooting a pointed look at Cindra.
The hellhound’s grin widened, her gray cheeks darkening, but she nodded.
Stepping back from his bonded, Gabriel knelt on the rough cave floor and centered his mind.
Once settled, he dove into the scepter again. Starting a spell stored within was instant, but he felt a far stronger pull on his consciousness as he began casting Empress’ Embrace.
Three glowing spell circles formed around him. Even the minimum mana needed to fuel the complex magic taxed his strained leylines.
His body ached, but he refrained from drinking the Vigor elixir yet. Instead, he focused his entire being on the flow of near-automatic glyphs as they rushed through his mind.
Guided by the scepter’s enchantment, he traced them with a surety that astounded him. More power flowed into the brilliant spell construct even as the mild throbbing in his head blossomed into lances of agony behind his eyes.
The metallic tang of blood replaced the sweet hints of cinnamon Cindra had left. He pushed onward.
Even with the scepter directing the spellcast, it took over a minute to complete.
Gabriel sagged in relief as the drain on his pool diminished to a gentle flow.
Tying off the spell, he released it, then gasped as lightning seemed to race through his entire body.
“Massster!?”
Gabriel sucked in a deep breath, shaking himself. “I’m fine.” Another revitalizing breath, and he grinned. “Better than fine, actually. Think I’m getting the hang of this one.”
He leapt to his feet, feeling faster and stronger than ever. Glancing back to Brynja, he tossed the vial her way.
“You do not wish to drink it?”
Gabriel rolled his shoulders, then his neck. “Don’t need it.”
“That is an impressive buff spell, Dungeon Master,” the salamander said. “How long can you maintain it?”
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Sauntering toward her, Gabriel smirked. “Long enough to finish you.”
Her eyes flared the brightest yet, and her grin threatened to swallow her head. “Excellent.”
He drew his sword and swung it through an easy series of slashes. The silvery blade blurred with every motion, and his grin widened.
‘The fuck kind of magic did you cast? I don’t remember it making you that quick before.’
‘It’s a stupidly complex collection of enhancements, and this is only my second time casting it. I may pass out for a week after this, but all that matters is defeating her.’
‘Assuming her motley clowns fork over that S-Crystal.’
‘Assuming that, yeah. But this is the only way to protect Meri from a threat I grossly underestimated. Our Soul Oath revealed no deceptions, so I think they will. If they don’t, we’re screwed.’
Gabriel continued toward the undead salamander. A hundred feet away, he activated his Force Helm and the shield from his bracer.
It formed a smaller, targe-sized version of the elven shield Ralloderth had taught him to use.
The salamander arched an eyebrow. “You think you can outmatch me in close quarters, Dungeon Master?”
Gabriel kept silent, stalking toward the undead woman.
Her amused look faded. She kicked her naginata up and settled into a well-practiced stance. “So be it.”
A second before entering her greater range, Gabriel reached inward and triggered Psionic Acceleration.
Unable to use it in the brief spurts the dastet death knight had shown, Gabriel threw himself full force into the super-fast state.
Eerie glowing eyes snapped wide as he blurred past a flawless thrust.
Gabriel batted the sword-capped spear aside with his shield. Charging in close, he slashed at the salamander’s waist.
His blade carved into exposed flesh just below her breastplate. But even with his enhanced strength, it felt like cutting stone.
Gabriel growled. He lunged away, ducking low.
Her spiked elbow passed over his head. She danced backward, whipping her naginata across to keep him at bay.
Raising his left arm, Gabriel fired off a snapcast Aetheric Lance at point blank. The missile sliced under her sweeping polearm, crashing against her armored skirt.
She shifted, resetting her balance, but Gabriel charged back in, slashing at her weak side.
Someone shouted, their words indistinct over the thundering of his pulse. His blood sang with the ringing of metal. His soul blazed with boundless confidence.
Enchanted mithril scored adamantite, leaving a burr in the armor plate. Again, Gabriel spun away. Her naginata trailed after him like a lost puppy.
He paused just out of reach, the salamander watching him with focused, unblinking eyes. A hint of purple-white glow brightened them. Her regal face held no hint of emotion.
An incessant pounding filled Gabriel’s head, but he pushed it back, reveling in the glory of battle as he threw himself into another impossibly swift assault.
Less than half of his strikes carved into the Mistress’ leathery hide, but each cut boosted Gabriel’s confidence.
They stoked the blazing fire of his desire, his eagerness to eviscerate the unholy monster. He didn’t just want to beat her. He needed to destroy her absolutely. His soul cried out in joy with every spray and splatter of blood—black or red.
Red?
The single word was an ephemeral whisper, drowned out by the thunderous drums of battle.
Again and again, they clashed. A dozen bloody slashes marred her gray hide, then a dozen more.
Gabriel dashed in low, aiming to hamstring her. She spun, catching his sword against armor plates instead.
When she crouched, he shield-bashed her face. The salamander’s nose crumpled, spraying more blood.
Viscous black gore splattered across his Force Helm. Indistinct shapes blurred to form a beautiful mosaic depicting his legendary victory.
‘Wake the fuck up, Alpha!’ Reyna screamed, her mind-voice reverberating inside Gabriel’s skull.
He blinked, then gasped as a score of burning gashes flared into his awareness.
Shocked by the sudden onslaught of so much pain, Gabriel tripped, stumbling into a bruising roll across the cave floor. Multiple voices called out, but he struggled to understand, his mind overwhelmed by myriad sensations.
Most of them pain.
‘What the fuck? Why’d you keep throwing yourself at her like that?’
‘Wh-what?’
‘Gods damn, Fucker. You went all psycho-berserker. Just trading blows with that oversized fire frog.’
Gulping fresh air into burning lungs, Gabriel glanced down. Blood flowed from multiple gashes in his gambeson, his sleeves wet and sticky against clammy skin.
‘How did I get cut?’
‘The hells do you mean, how? You didn’t bother blocking her counters, Fucker. Just kept diving back in. Sure, you’re quick as a hopped-up gnome, but your attacks were as predictable as taking Boobs to a barbeque.’
‘Damn it.’
‘Yeah. Now, think you got anything left in ya?’
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‘Not a lot. That buff is putting a serious dent in my pool.’
‘Well, it also seemed to turn you into a battle-deranged psycho, so better think of something before that undead skank lands a serious blow. Your fancy spellshield doesn’t stop her spear, and your armor won’t last forever.’
At the lycan’s comment, Gabriel glanced down again, noticing multiple vicious gouges marring his brigandine. Several of the small mithril plates inside it were dented and warped, a testament to the salamander’s powerful strikes.
Given his Spell Mantle remained intact above the damaged armor, her naginata had to possess an enchantment he didn’t know.
Fear of succumbing to whatever battle mania had overtaken him tempted Gabriel to cancel Empress’ Embrace, but he worried about collapsing the instant he did.
Instead, he shook his aching head and refocused on the undead Mistress.
“Have you finished catching your breath, Dungeon Master?” she asked. Her manic grin held a wicked, amused glint, and she flourished her polearm, then beckoned him with one hand.
Gabriel raced forward. The salamander seemed to move in slow motion, naginata arcing in to strike where he would be.
Shifting his weight, he twisted to the left, wincing at a flare of pain. He caught her blade on his shield and deflected it wide.
His sword carved into her exposed underarm, slicing through to score bone.
It was a struggle to withdraw. An almost overwhelming euphoria clouded Gabriel’s mind, egging him onward. To hurl himself right back in, heedless of the salamander’s readiness to counterattack.
He fought down the compulsion, reminding himself of the plan.
‘That’s right, Alpha. Use your damn head and beat this bitch.’
Gabriel nodded. The active drain on his mana pool was a looming countdown, reminding him time was not on his side.
Before he could doubt himself, Gabriel snapcast another Aetheric Lance. He skipped every enhancement, even aiming it by sight alone.
The salamander blocked with her arm, taking the glowing missile on a reinforced vambrace. Her lips turned down in disappointment.
Gabriel grinned, hoping for cocky as he repeated the attack.
She soaked the magical blast on the same arm. While the thinner adamantite plate dimpled, they both knew he couldn’t launch enough attacks like that to defeat her.
Reyna remained silent, though her concern spiked as Gabriel charged in again.
He switched up his approach enough to avoid the undead’s counterattack, but his own strike failed to draw blood.
Twice more, he peppered her with minimum-powered Aetheric Lances before charging in to slash at her.
Her frown deepened with each pass, the eerie glow of her eyes dimming as she came closer to hitting him.
‘Wait, what are you up to, Fucker? This is a terrible idea!’
A dark chuckle escaped Gabriel’s parched throat. The intense pounding in his head mellowed, his body growing cold. He nodded in agreement, even as he performed the same predictable attack.
‘Don’t you fucking dare!’
Ignoring the lycan’s pleading scream, Gabriel charged in once more.
He knocked the gleaming blade aside with his shield, ducking inward, then dismissed the magical construct. His sword swept up, tearing along the underside of the Mistress’ raised arm. He let go of the slippery hilt.
Black blood gushed out, coating him as he slammed against her breastplate, but it did nothing to impair her follow-up strike.
Gabriel screamed as enchanted orichalcum tore into the side of his leg. Ignoring the pain and the panicked cries around them, he grabbed his dagger.
Hand slick with their mingled blood, Gabriel clenched the specialized hilt tight. Drawing the blade, he raised it in an icepick grip and slammed it home.
The salamander’s skull was harder than stone, but with Gabriel’s augmented strength behind it, the thick adamantite tip punched through.
A brilliant silver-white flare erupted as radiant energy detonated inside the undead woman’s head.
The blast hurled Gabriel away. He slammed onto his back with a grunt, Force Helm saving him from cracking his own skull.
“Yay, Packmaster!” Cindra cheered.
Polite clapping started, but Gabriel couldn’t sort through the oddity of its origin and the clamor of people running. Soaked in pain, his mind was a jumbled mess.
The clapping died, and Amara asked, “Wait, why isn’t he moving?”




Chapter Forty-Nine

Powerful arms wrapped around Gabriel’s chest, jarring him. The movement exacerbated his throbbing headache, and a whimper escaped his lips.
“Uh oh, Packmaster is losing lots of blood.”
Cindra’s concerned voice came from just above Gabriel, and he forced his eyes open. The hellhound’s glowing blue gaze stared down at him. Worry leeched the irrepressible joy from her face.
“Do not fear. I have the healing supplies with me,” Brynja said.
The valkyrie glided over, dropping to her knees beside Gabriel and Cindra. Her hands moved with practiced grace as she withdrew vials and bandages.
Cindra beamed at the smaller woman, her expressive face blazing with gratitude, before returning her focus to Gabriel.
Despite her closeness, he felt none of her usual warmth.
Apparently, that armor traps Cindra’s body heat.
‘No, it doesn’t, Alpha. You let that skank gore you like a rabid quillback, and now you’re bleeding out. That’s why you’re so damned cold. Gods damn it, Fucker! If you’re gonna keep fighting like that, you need some armored pants.’
Gabriel coughed, the tang of blood becoming an oppressive blanket.
“Here, my lord, drink this,” Brynja cooed.
Something hard pressed against his lips. Gabriel forced his mouth open, and the valkyrie tipped the vial up.
Sweet, soothing liquid flooded in, carrying a heady scent of cherry.
Some of it went down the wrong pipe, and he coughed again. Brynja crooned gentle words as she and Cindra manhandled him.
“Maybe Birdsister should give Packmaster another healing treat?”
Brynja shook her head, wings fluttering. “No, too many too quickly can have a deleterious effect on a person.”
“Uh, Amara, why isn’t he healing up yet?” Isomyra asked, sounding closer than Gabriel remembered the death knights being.
Amara gave a weary sigh. “I don’t know. But it is concerning.”
Heavy boots against stone rang out. “Move aside… Merciful Ninmah! Out of the way,” Amara said, her voice resonant with command.
“Your leader swore you would submit upon her defeat. Do you now intend to betray her oath at this late stage?” Brynja demanded, scowl audible in her melodic voice.
“No, Birdbrain, Amara’s gonna try and save your pincushion of a DM,” Isomyra snapped back. “The Mistress would be super disappointed if we let him die after all this.”
Gabriel tried to speak, but his tongue seemed to weigh more than Cindra’s sword.
“Damnation, his bleeding is worsening,” Amara said as more hands pushed and prodded at Gabriel’s battered form.
“I have bandages?” Brynja replied, sounding hesitant.
“Good. We must hurry. You and Cindra work on that leg wound. He is losing far too much blood.”
Strong hands shifted Gabriel around, then someone pressed on his thigh, and a spike of fiery agony shot up his body.
“Packmaster!”
“Don’t let go, fool!” Amara commanded. “Pain is good. If he passes out, he’ll die.”
“Perhaps you could free Sthuza?” Brynja suggested. “She has much experience—”
“Not a great plan,” Isomyra said, cutting in. “Let Amara work. She’s a master of anatomy. Besides, I’m pretty sure that snake would just freak out.”
As if to prove the undead gnome’s point, Sthuza thrashed harder against her restraints, cursing and hissing like a rabid beast.
Rage warred with absolute despair and terror across Gabriel’s bond with his Prime. He tried to reach out to Sthuza, but the pain flooding his mind dampened his focus.
“Here, drink this,” Amara instructed. A firm hand cupped his head, lifting. Another vial pressed against his lips, and he opened his mouth.
Cool, bubbling liquid poured in, scouring away the heavy tang of blood. A refreshing flood of licorice and clove replaced it, pooling in his mouth.
“Um, Amara? I believe he is worsening,” Brynja said.
The undead beastkin nodded. “I noticed. He clearly pushed too far with that buff. After so much stress, his body is breaking down. He can’t even swallow.”
Icy tendrils of terror spread further at Amara’s confident assertion.
Clawed fingers massaged Gabriel’s throat. Seconds later, something shifted, and the potion flowed down without issue.
A warming sensation spread from his center, and breathing grew a little easier.
“That seemed to make a difference,” Brynja said.
“Yes, but it won’t matter if he does not begin regenerating,” Amara replied, her frown audible.
“Packmaster can regenerate?”
‘Uh, what’s that undead mutt talking about?’ Reyna asked.
‘No clue.’
“He is bonded to a werebadger, isn’t he?” Amara asked, sounding distracted.
Gabriel winced as she peeled one of his eyes open, then the other. The diffuse lighting of the cavern seared his optic nerves, sending new and wondrous pain spiking through his skull.
“Grouchy Panties died. Ooo, but Packmaster can talk to her. And bring Packsister to have Spirit Sex orgies!”
Gabriel felt Amara’s jaw drop.
Brynja cleared her throat. “Ah, I believe my dear battle sister means that Reyna was slain roughly a month ago. While our lord is able to commune with her spirit, and even meet up in the Astral Realm, she is quite deceased. I believe he has plans to resurrect her once able.”
“The Mistress knew she died. Still, he is a Dungeon Master bonded to a powerful lycan?”
“Ah… yes?”
Amara let out a weary sigh. “Dungeon Master, you must focus and activate your regeneration. Otherwise, you will die.”
Gabriel tried to speak. His tongue felt like it was made of lead, but it moved at his command. Swallowing, he spoke. “I can’t. Even when we first… bonded. Weak powers.”
“That is… unfortunate.”
indiscernible chatter broke out as Amara and Brynja held a whispered conversation.
Someone pressed another vial to Gabriel’s lips, tipping it back. The thick, viscous fluid that poured into his mouth carried a potent fragrance of pepper.
A sneeze built within him, and Gabriel cringed in terror at the agony that would follow.
Just as the pressure and irritation reached a crescendo, it morphed into a massive surge of adrenaline.
Eyes snapping open, he groaned, staring up at Amara and Brynja’s concerned faces.
“H-how do you feel, Gabriel?” the valkyrie asked. Fear and hope filled her silver-blue eyes.
“Like I spent a month cramming for exams.” He coughed before continuing with more strength, “Then got my ass beat black-and-blue by a hobgoblin.”
“Packmaster lost lots of blood,” Cindra murmured, pressing her head in between the other two women. “Fluffy undead friend is helping save Packmaster.”
Gabriel’s eyes tracked back to Amara’s face. Her rich, obsidian skin was unlined, her sleek canine ears erect. But worry filled her dim golden eyes.
“You have to draw upon your bond and regenerate, Dungeon Master. Otherwise, you will die. I was impressed with your spellcasting and your audacious ploy, but it was a dangerous gambit. Fortunately, you bested the Mistress, but the strain was too much for your body.”
“We have more potions,” Brynja protested.
Without looking away, Amara shook her head. “Magical healing can do wondrous things, but there are limits. Especially for those who have repeatedly strained their soul and mana pool.”
She sighed, which Gabriel found odd, given she was undead.
“Then I must insist you free Sthuza. She will find a way. Or perhaps Lady Merideva can save him,” Brynja said.
One of Amara’s tall ears twitched, a faint glow brightening her eyes, but she shook her head again. “No. Your Core is young and lacking in resources. The Dungeon Master must draw on his bonds to save himself. Anything else we do will merely prolong the inevitable.”
Despair washed over Gabriel, flooding in from five different bonds.
‘Gods Damn it, Alpha! Do what that undead mutt says and save yourself!’
‘I don’t know how, Reyna. She’s wrong. I-I can’t. I’m sorry.’
‘G-Gabriel, please. Maybe she’s right?’ Merideva sent. Her heartbroken desperation sent a different sort of agony cutting through his soul.
‘I… I’ll try.’
Marshaling his focus on his bond with Reyna, Gabriel strained. He felt a flicker of… something.
‘That’s it, Gabriel,’ Merideva cheered. ‘You can do it.’
Seconds later, a smothering blanket of exhaustion crashed down on him, sapping any remaining willpower.
Weariness suffused his very being, and his eyes slid shut.
Amara huffed. “What? Why did you stop, Dungeon Master? Keep going.”
“His color is worsening,” Brynja whispered to the undead mage.
“Yes. But some of his lesser wounds began to close. He has to focus.”
Multiple voices spoke up, some aloud, others in his mind, but the siren call of slumber faded them.
Heavy footsteps approached.
“Mistress, are you settled yet?” Ryldor asked from a few feet away. The dark elf’s voice remained bereft of emotion but rang clear.
“Huh? What? Already?” a muffled feminine voice asked.
Amara sighed. “You’re right, Ryldor. Mistress, you need to help the Dungeon Master. I fear he is dying.”
“What!?” the voice screamed. “Why are you killing him? Put me down!”
Gabriel cracked his eyes open to find the huge, blank-faced homunculus crouching low, letting its massive stone coffer rest on the ground.
The rune-covered lid popped free with a hiss of air and a flash of discharging magic. It swung to one side on recessed hinges, revealing a petite, pale-skinned woman in exotic armor.
Sleek black horns rose from her forehead, holding back glossy, medium-length white hair. Glowing purple-white eyes blazed with emotion, and a familiar manic smile spread her dark lips wide. A whipcord tail undulated behind her, tip brushing the ground.
Is that an oni?
Gabriel knew almost nothing about the monster species besides them having myriad skin colors. Supposedly, oni had inhabited the forest southeast of Lostbarrow, but adventurers had hunted them to extinction before his birth.
Thick, unusual vambraces covered her arms, with matching greaves protecting her shins. Despite the sturdy purple plates shielding her limbs, she wore only a thin crop-topped shirt the same shade as her armor and skintight leather pants.
Those glowing eyes flared wider as she stared down at Gabriel. “Why are you lying there bleeding out, Dungeon Master?”
“Mistress, we—”
The lilac-gray woman leapt from the casket, shoving Amara aside. She dropped into an effortless squat next to Gabriel, slender tail lashing the air. “Forget it. Ryldor, cut that overgrown garter snake down. He needs his bonded close at hand.”
Glancing up at the ceiling, she waved. “That includes you, Dungeon Core.”
Looking down again, she frowned. Her clawed fingers darted out, and panic swelled within Gabriel, demanding he react, but exhaustion reigned supreme.
Soft, cool fingertips poked and prodded his face, then his neck. The Mistress shifted her focus, tracing her way down his body.
Turning to glare at Brynja, she clucked her tongue. “He is still bonded to the lycan?”
Flinching back at her intensity, Brynja nodded. “Yes. For a moment, his wounds started to close, then worsened.”
The Mistress nodded, her head a blur that made Gabriel wince. She spun around to stare down at him, unblinking.
“You need to focus on that bond with your lycan. Draw on her power and regenerate.”
Gabriel coughed, forcing his mouth to work. “T-tried. Too… too tired.”
Her scowl darkened, her eyes blazing with unfathomable fury. Head spinning to the side, she glared up at Cindra. “You’re a seruuberc hellhound?”
Wearing a pitiful frown, Cindra nodded, ears drooping.
Again, the Mistress’ head moved too quick. She pursed her lips as her eyes seemed to stare straight through Gabriel.
“Wh-what?” he wheezed.
She huffed, face morphing into a put-upon pout. “This is not at all how I intended this meeting to go, Dungeon Master. Really, I am quite disappointed.”
‘Uh, is it just me, or does she seem a little… crazy? I mean, more than before.’
Gabriel lacked the focus to reply to Reyna but had to agree with the sentiment.
“Can you help him?” Brynja asked. The valkyrie pushed in close, wings fluttering behind her.
The eerie undead’s cute face shifted into an impish smirk. “I could capture his soul and turn him into a death knight.”
“No stealing Packmaster’s Soul!”
Brynja nodded emphatically at Cindra’s forceful declaration.
The Mistress snickered. “Then, he had best listen and do as I say.” She turned back to stare down at Gabriel. “Close off all of your bonds except the ones you share with the lycan and the big-breasted hellhound.”
“Packmaster should focus on Cindra?”
Never blinking, the horned undead nodded. “Yes. He must have tapped into the lycan’s regeneration, but it exhausted him.”
“Ah, you want him to draw upon Cindra’s indefatigable nature to supplement his lycan-derived healing?”
Isomyra snickered. “You’re a helluva wordy bird, ain’t ya?”
Cindra growled, and Gabriel tried to turn his head, but the Mistress gripped his chin, pinning him.
“Focus on the hellhound’s bond first, Dungeon Master. Draw deeply. Take all that you can from her.”
“B-but…”
Cindra darted back into view, pressing her cheek against the undead’s. She flashed a goofy smile, bobbing in approval. “Don’t worry, Packmaster. Cindra is strong. Listen to Silly Undead and heal. Pack still needs to have happy orgy.”
Chuckling turned into a wet cough, but Gabriel smiled at his bonded. “R-right. Okay.” He turned inward and focused on separating each bond.
Frantic desperation filled the vivid green of Sthuza’s connection. He sent a calming thought toward her, then brushed past.
Reyna’s was easy to locate, the tense, fearful lycan blazing bright and close to his mind. Making a note of her tether for later, he reached out further.
Brynja and Cindra’s bonds ran close together, and a sincere peace filled him as he brushed against them.
His connection with the noble valkyrie was far thicker than the last time he checked. It glowed the same pristine white of her feathers, and brushing against it felt like her wrapping those beautiful wings around him. Soothing, gentle.
Cindra’s fiery passion lunged out to greet him, then pulled him deep into their bond. Her soul howled in joy, engulfing his presence in her love, devotion, and faith.
With no choice but to trust the unpredictable undead’s urging, Gabriel threw himself into the vast sea of Cindra’s soul.
Heat and passion soaked into him, blasting the chill from his bones. Irrepressible confidence barked and yipped, encouraging him to drink deeper.
Gabriel strained to wrap the loveable hellhound tight, savoring the purity of her soul soaking down to his very essence.
“Good, Dungeon Master,” a woman whispered in his ear. “Now, shift your focus to the lycan. Without releasing the hound.”
Something about the voice sparked within Gabriel’s mind, but it wasn’t one of his bonded. Why should he listen?
I’ll just rest here for a little longer.
‘Nope, Packmaster has to show Grouchy Panties some love, too.’
‘Hey, stop calling me that!’ Reyna snapped, drawing Gabriel from the warm, gooey depths of Cindra’s soul.
‘Wait, you can hear me now, Fucker? Get your shit together and focus before you leak out the last of your blood. Can’t you hear them yelling and crying? Snakes is gonna lose it pretty soon.’
Cindra nodded, her arms seeming to tighten around Gabriel’s chest. ‘Go hug Grouchy Panties and heal, Packmaster. Then orgy time.’
‘Gods damn it, Boobs!’ Reyna snorted, then reached out for Gabriel. ‘Come on, Alpha. Focus.’
Weary and scared to leave the comforting warmth of Cindra’s soul, Gabriel took a deep breath, then hurled himself toward the striped tendril stretching toward him.
It clung to him, crawling, squirming up and around his intangible presence, cocooning him in a fierce, protective envelope that blazed with convoluted emotions.
‘I’ve got you, Alpha,’ Reyna whispered. She stroked his cheek with a tenderness she never displayed in the Mortal Realm. ‘I’ve got you. Now, draw on my bond. Suck me dry if needed.’
Fear that he might do just that flashed through Gabriel’s mind. He shook his head even as he sought to embrace the lycan in return.
‘Do it. You’ve got to recover. Otherwise, those girls are gonna go crazy. And besides, we both know that glowing rock of yours will fuck up all kinds of shit if you’re not there keeping an eye on her crazy orb.’
‘I won’t lose you! I can’t, not again.’
Reyna growled, that fierce, no-nonsense tone that he longed to hear again with his ears. ‘Maybe you will, maybe not. Doesn’t matter right now. Come on. Besides, if you die here, what the hells would happen to me, huh?’
Hating her logic but unable to dispute it, Gabriel held tight to the growling, glowing bundle of spunky werebadger.
‘I love you, Reyna.’
‘Love you too, Alpha. Now live!’
Energy flooded Gabriel, blasting his thoughts away.
Chilly hands cupped his face, and a faint citrus scent filled the air. He cracked his eyes open.
Baleful purple-white orbs stared back at him from inches away.
He jerked, trying to escape those unblinking pools of unfathomable power.
“Good,” the Mistress said, pulling back. “Focus and go down the list of your injuries, starting with the most severe.”
“What? How?” Gabriel asked, trying to work moisture back into his dry mouth.
She frowned, the glow of her eyes dimming. “Use your Interface, of course.” Her head snapped to the side, and she shot an ominous glare up at Sthuza, who had coiled about his prone form. “You didn’t even bother teaching the Dungeon Master about his Interface? I thought you were his Prime.”
Despite her massive size and the way she loomed over the petite undead monster, Sthuza glanced down, ashamed. “I-I, that is… Mistress Iylara never went into detail with her…”
The horned woman huffed. “Excuses don’t matter.” She turned back to stare at Gabriel with those eerie, unblinking eyes. “Focus on your Interface and bring up your Health pane.”
Gabriel closed his eyes, sighing. His head still swam, and Cindra’s warmth struggled to hold the overwhelming exhaustion back. Blinking them open, he met the Mistress’ gaze and shook his head. “Can’t. Only shows bonded… HP and BP.”
“Ignore such useless reports. Wound details are far more useful. Do not tell me what you think. Do as I say.”
“How dare you ssspeak to Massster that way!” Sthuza lunged forward, arms reaching for the petite undead woman.
Amara growled; Isomyra snickered. Leaning against the empty coffer, Ryldor sighed.
Four taloned hands grasped the horned undead but failed to budge her slight form.
Expression blank, the Mistress’ hand blurred from her waist to Sthuza’s face. Instead of clawing or slapping the hissing gorgon, she pressed a long, rectangular strip of paper against Sthuza’s forehead.
Reactions dulled by pain and fatigue, Gabriel was slow to notice the intricate black glyphs scrawled across the magical talisman.
Head-snakes lashing out at the inner side of the Mistress’ arm, Sthuza snarled.
Then she shrank back.
Gabriel watched his Prime blur, growing indistinct as she returned to her humanoid form in seconds.
Cindra leapt over Gabriel and wrapped the slender gorgon in a spine-popping hug. “Snakey needs to calm down.”
“How did you…” Sthuza gasped as she struggled in vain against Cindra’s embrace.
Isomyra snorted. “Gorgons are a passionate, easily angered ilk. The Mistress figured you wouldn’t be able to restrain yourself.”
“What was that?” Gabriel croaked, drawing everyone’s attention.
The sleek, horned undead, only a few inches shorter than Sthuza now, spun back to gaze down at him. Her eyes flared with passion worthy of Cindra, and she licked her lips.
“Impressed, Dungeon Master? My Talisman Magic is rusty, but I would happily teach you.” Her excitement spiked, then crashed a second after she finished. Frowning, she cupped his face, leaning in close again. “Heal first.”
Gabriel swallowed. “How?”
“Visualize a depiction of your body with your injuries overlain.”
He twitched, struggling to focus. Closing his eyes and concealing her unblinking stare helped.
A second later, the green and black of his Interface flashed into view. Beneath the title Health, he found a simplistic silhouette of a generic humanoid.
Multiple splotches of reds and greens marred the blank figure.
“Okay, that worked. I can see something like a… paper cutout covered in marks.”
She nodded. “Yes. Now concentrate on a list of injuries from most severe to least.”
Following along, Gabriel blinked when it worked. Each wound was labeled with a brief descriptor. Red text darkened based on severity. He quickly discerned the worst was a gushing slash to his left thigh, saying as much.
“Focus, Dungeon Master. Do not allow your regeneration to heal your entire body. Guide and direct it. Pour all of it into that single cut.”
Gabriel did as instructed. Seconds ticked by before the gushing slash vanished from the display, replaced by mending.
Understanding what he had to do, Gabriel threw his full awareness into the process. Time passed, people spoke, and strong, gentle hands gripped his body. He ignored everything except the next injury on the list.




Chapter Fifty

A feathery touch along his forehead brought Gabriel back to awareness.
‘Bout time you woke up, Fucker.’
‘Reyna! You’re still—’
‘Alive? Nah. But I’m still haunting your ass, so nothing’s really changed.’ The lycan’s mirthful snicker was music to him.
‘Thank the gods, I was terrified her plan would use up whatever portion of you remains.’
‘Well, it didn’t. Now get your ass up. Remember that whole duel to the death to decide the fate of everyone?’
“Shit,” he groaned, wrenching his eyes open.
“Ah, greetings, my Dungeon Master,” the pale oni said, a small, polite smile gracing her dark lips.
“Massster!”
“Calm down, Snakey. Birdsister will check.”
Gabriel turned his head toward the voices of his bonded.
‘I’m a little surprised Cindra isn’t trying to hug me to death.’
‘Heh. Or Snakes. She’s seemed a touch frantic lately.’
He spotted his humanoid Prime sitting a dozen feet away, sulking.
Her head-snakes rose, trying to get a better view past the pale undead woman kneeling beside Gabriel.
“Master,” Sthuza said, sighing in relief. Then she twisted in place, scowling. “Unhand me, Furball! He needs us.”
Cindra tightened her arms around the gorgon’s slender waist, holding her fast. She ducked her head around Sthuza’s snakes, beaming at Gabriel.
A pink blur shot straight at him, and he grunted when Merideva’s orb slammed against his chest. “Gabwiel! You’re alive!”
“Yeah, sorry for scaring you, Meri,” he said, clutching the sobbing Core in one hand.
What the hells? Why’s Meri here?
“How are you feeling, my lord?” Brynja asked from the opposite side.
Gabriel rotated his head to stare up at the valkyrie. “Confused and tired. I could sleep for a week,” he said, a yawn forcing its way out.
A soft smile graced her perfect lips, and her wings fluttered overhead. She reached a hand out, trailing her fingers along his jaw.
“Is Packmaster better?” Cindra asked in a tone that made Gabriel gulp.
Brynja laughed. “I believe so, dearest battle sister.” Her eyes blazed with amusement as she gazed down at him. “It is most wonderful to see you recovered, Gabriel.”
“Does that mean the orgy’s still on?” Isomyra asked.
“Pack only!” Cindra barked, drawing a mischievous cackle from the undead gnome.
“Mistress, perhaps we should give the Dungeon Master room to breathe?” Amara suggested.
“Yes, I suppose it is only proper to give him a moment with his current bonded before the ritual.”
Gabriel nodded, eager to sit up and embrace his bonded before his brain parsed out her words. “Wait! What ritual? Current bonded?”
The pale undead flashed a ravishing smile while Brynja looked away, wings tucked behind her. Isomyra’s raucous cackling was the only noise as the elegant pair scooted back, giving him room.
Fighting against the anxiety brewing within, Gabriel sat up, surprised to find his body tired and heavy but with none of the aches he expected after the brutal fight.
The instant he settled back on his butt, cradling Merideva, Sthuza slammed against his chest. “Massster!”
His arms wrapped around her, even as he winced at her crushing embrace. “Whoa, easy, my love. I’m fine. Mostly.”
“Hi, Packmaster. Cindra was good girl and kept Snakey company while you healed.”
He glanced up to find the hellhound standing before him, beaming. Cindra’s fluffy tail waggled behind her with a furious intensity mirrored by the blazing heat in her vibrant, blue-on-black eyes.
“Thanks, Cindra,” he said, despite the swirl of confusion slowing his thoughts.
She bobbed her head, grin widening.
The undead woman kneeling at his side cleared her throat. “I would greatly appreciate it if you refrained from harming the Dungeon Master before the ritual, Prime Bonded.”
Sthuza tensed, her arms still tight around Gabriel.
“What ritual?” he repeated, turning to face the pale undead. Conflicted emotions sprawled out across his bonds.
Her purple-white eyes flared brighter, a refined smile on her lips. “Our bonding ritual, of course.”
“Absssolutely not!” Sthuza snarled near his ear, causing him to wince.
The undead sighed, rolling her eyes.
“Snakey should let Packmaster decide.”
Brynja nodded. “It must be his decision. Though I will affirm that she proved herself and her servants honorable by guiding Lord Gabriel’s recovery.”
“He wouldn’t have needed healing if the stupid meanie didn’t slice him up,” Merideva protested, sniffling. “Stupid, arrogant undead.”
“Wait,” Gabriel said, glancing around. His bonded were gathered close by, with the death knights standing a respectful distance behind them.
Syrkirus loomed beside the lone male undead, resting his large hands on the halberd propped before him. Sarzykx knelt beside him, her eyes sharp and focused.
“Why is Meri here?” Gabriel asked, glancing down at the dimming Core in his left hand.
“Um… well, I totally couldn’t stay away when you were dying, Gabriel,” she said, sounding muffled. “Besides, I have to be here if you’re going to bond this undead hussy!”
“Hey, don’t insult the Mistress! She just saved that reckless fool’s life,” Isomyra snapped. “You should get down on your knees and thank her for not ripping everyone’s souls out and taking over.”
Gabriel tensed at the pint-sized undead’s outburst. His bonded glared at the gnome while Merideva let out a taunting raspberry.
“Let’s all calm down, and someone can explain what the hells happened. I remember killing the Mistress, then… I had to…”
An impossibly wide grin spread across the pale woman’s face. “‘Kill’ is such a loaded term, Dungeon Master.”
Isomyra cackled. “Ha, yeah. Though he did blow your mind, didn’t he, Mistress?”
Gabriel’s heart missed a beat as realization dawned on him. “Wait, you’re already back?”
The demure undead nodded. “Yes, Dungeon Master.”
He blinked. “Okay… but I thought that last attack blew you away. Well, your body, at least. How did you already reform? Shouldn’t that take days, even with your S-Crystal on hand?”
“Oh my, you actually believed me a mere lich?” Her laughter was light and pleasant to Gabriel’s ears even as his blood chilled, dread spiking his nerves.
“Look at his face, Mistress! He totes did.”
The pale woman’s refined expression vanished into a spiteful mask of snarling death as she spun toward the howling gnome. “Do not mock my Dungeon Master!”
Isomyra froze, mouth hanging open. She dropped to the cavern floor, kowtowing, and began a ranting, incoherent apology.
The Mistress shook her head, turning back to Gabriel with a placid smile. “Please forgive her unruliness, Dungeon Master. Isomyra is a capable warrior, despite having a rather uncouth personality.”
Gabriel chose to ignore her terrifying mood swing. “So you’re not a lich?”
She gave a slight head shake.
“But your soul is in that crystal?”
She nodded, still smiling.
“What would happen if I destroy it?”
“It would wound me grievously, Dungeon Master.” She sighed, bowing her head. “But if that is your will, I shall not protest.” She looked up, a manic glint in her eyes. “Though, I would ask you to consider claiming that Essence for yourself rather than destroying it outright.”
Gabriel frowned, gnawing his bottom lip as he thought. “So… it wouldn’t slay you?”
“Not unless you destroy the other six.”
“S-six?”
She nodded, that same calm smile on her lips. “Seven in total.”
Gabriel’s breath caught in his throat while Sthuza trembled.
‘Uh… what does that mean, Alpha?’
‘That she’s some sort of legendary undead far beyond a lich. I vaguely recall a myth about something called a daevonic wraith having multiple S-Crystals. Might explain her possession ability, too.’
After several seconds of silence, Sthuza squirmed in his arms, and Gabriel let go. She spun to glare at the smaller woman, head-snakes looming above her. “Y-you deceived him and now wish to bond with him? How could we ever trust you?”
The oni’s regal smile tugged to one side, turning into a devilish smirk. “Do not worry, young one, I have no interest in supplanting your post.”
Hissing, Sthuza lunged, but Gabriel wrapped her tight and pulled her to sit in his lap.
Merideva floated up to eye level, her orb a chaotic swirl of blue and pink. “What do you want from my Dungeon Master, then?”
“As I said. I wish him to take me as a bonded.”
Gabriel glared in disbelief. “What? A few minutes ago, you were ranting about turning Sthuza into a coat!”
The white-skinned oni tilted her head disturbingly far to one side, an unsettling smile on her lips. “Hmm? That was acting, my darling Dungeon Master. Did I give a good performance? I thought I was rather convincing.”
“You were great, Mistress,” Isomyra cheered.
“Incredibly moving,” Amara said.
Cindra leaned forward, staring at the sleek undead. “Silly Undead won’t skin Snakey or Cindra?”
“Of course not! You are my Dungeon Master’s bonded. It would set a terrible precedent for our relationship.” Her smile morphed into an impish grin. “Besides, do you have any idea how cold that would make you two feel?”
Cindra’s tongue peeked out between her lips as she pondered the woman’s words. Then she nodded, her usual gleeful grin reappearing.
‘Course Boobs would be fine with this shit. She’d have you drowning in pussy if you let her. Horny hellhound.’
Gabriel stared at the relaxed undead monster sitting before him. “I don’t even know your name.”
“Neither do I,” she said, sadness creeping into her voice. “Though, with your assistance, I hope to reclaim it.”
“Huh?”
“While I have a great deal of knowledge from my mortal life, I… I have no actual memories before waking up in my crypt a few centuries ago.”
“Nothing?” Gabriel asked.
“I am afraid not. Given my rather extensive knowledge of Dungeon Masters and Cores, I suspect I must have been one, but otherwise, no.”
“Liesss! You are nothing like Mistress Iylara?”
“Hold on, Sthuza,” Gabriel said, hugging his Prime tighter. She writhed, head-snakes lashing, but stilled a second later, sagging against him.
Amara stepped closer, dropping to a knee beside her Mistress. “I would argue your first claim, Sthuza, but must agree with your second. What I recall of my clash with the previous DM suggests she was not very similar to our mistress. But who is to say there was not another who ruled here before the woman you knew?”
Keeping a close watch on the two undead before him, Gabriel considered Amara’s words.
“Sthuza, is it possible there was a DM in Lostbarrow before Iylara?”
The gorgon stiffened, her shoulders drawing in as she huffed. Several head-snakes dipped low, brushing against her cheeks in cute little gestures of support.
A pair rose, turning to gaze up at Gabriel. In perfect sync, they nodded.
He took a deep breath, then blew it out slowly. “Let’s assume for the moment you’re right and that I’d even consider bonding an undead.”
The two women before him shifted, the Mistress’ face lighting up with hope while Amara’s brow furrowed in worry.
“How could I take that risk now, knowing how powerful you are?” he continued, studying the powerful woman.
She blinked those brilliant eyes, then licked her lips. Her head tilted to the side, the smooth, graceful movement going too far before her grin widened. “You fear I will overpower you during the ritual and usurp control?”
“Exactly! Massster, do not agree to thisss!”
Fighting down his own emotional response, Gabriel ducked in and kissed Sthuza’s cheek. Her head-snakes brushed against his face, their tiny tongues darting out and tasting him as he refocused on the oni. “That is my concern, yes.”
Straightening up, the Mistress frowned. “You believe yourself so weak?”
Gabriel tightened his arms around his Prime, cutting off her instinctive reply. He met the oni’s gaze and grinned. “Let’s just say you’ve done an excellent job of demonstrating your power, and I’ve developed a healthy respect for my own limits.”
‘Uh, excuse me, Fucker, but no, you haven’t.’
Given Sthuza’s frustrated huff, Gabriel suspected she agreed with the lycan.
“Anyway, after having to repeatedly rely on that ‘foul darkness’ you mentioned the other day, I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.”
Amara scowled. “Unnecessary? How else do you intend to move forward?”
“You all pledged to swear allegiance to Merideva, didn’t you? Wouldn’t want to make your beloved Mistress a liar, would you? Which means the issue is done.”
Quiet amusement flashed through the beastkin’s eyes.
Isomyra’s boisterous cackle was less subtle. “Heh. Sure, we can’t fight without breaking the Mistress’ word. But she’s unbound and the only one who knows where her other soul gems are.”
Recalling their humor at his believing her to be a “mere lich,” Gabriel gulped.
Soul oaths were useful, but one had to be careful about their arrangement. He had messed up, having assumed that capturing her S-Crystal would be enough to eliminate the threat… Now, he wasn’t so sure.
Gabriel stared at the placid oni smiling back at him. “Could you defeat all of us? Even those death knights after I bind them to Meri?”
Her smile spread into a sly, knowing smirk. Slowly, she gave a graceful nod.
Stomach clenching as a foreboding sense of doom washed over him, Gabriel turned to the undead beastkin.
Amara’s smile carried a warm gentleness that reminded him of his favorite teacher. “The Mistress has absolute dominion over any undead. No matter our status or will, she could snuff us out with a thought.”
Gabriel had studied up on death knights after their clash with Dougraine. What he read in Sthuza’s books claimed they were among the highest tier of undead, possessing powerful souls and the skills of their mortal lives.
The idea the petite woman sitting before him could destroy three of them without batting an eye spawned a sinking despair in Gabriel’s gut.
Then the oni’s grin flashed into a pitiful frown. Her eyes blazed brighter but with fear, not lethal intent or smug amusement. “Are they the problem, Dungeon Master?”
Her words came in a manic blur. In a blink, she was on her knees, leaning forward, eyes widening. “I’ll destroy them! Rip and tear their souls to raw Essence. Then you’ll bond me?”
Amara trembled. “P-please, Mistress. L-let’s not be rash.”
“Yeah, please tell her you don’t want us destroyed,” Isomyra begged. “I’m too cute and spunky to die again.”
As the oni leapt to her feet, Aether gathering around her, Gabriel flailed his arms. Sthuza started to rise, so he had to grab her again.
“There’s no need to slay anyone. And I’m totally against shredding souls. Doesn’t that break some kind of divine rule?”
Pausing in mid-turn, the oni twisted her neck to stare down at him. “Are you sure, Dungeon Master?”
“Yeah, listen to the super generous, kind, totes awesome guy who wants to keep my sexy self intact. We’re all gonna serve the Core, right, Mistress?”
Instead of calming the oni, Isomyra’s words sent a darker flash through those purple-white eyes.
“Do you prefer her body? That’s no problem; I’m fine with switching. Or Amara’s? You have a furry bonded already. Is that your preference? Does Ryldor better suit your desires?”
“No! No, I don’t—”
Her head bobbed with hysteric energy that put Cindra’s antics to shame. “Oh! The purple-furred catboy you saved earlier. I can claim his body, and then we can bond,” she cried in that same rushed, insane tone.
Raw arcane power blazed around the oni, flickers of Aether bleeding into visibility as her aura expanded.
Pure, undistilled terror froze Gabriel’s heart. An oppressive weight promising unending death without release crushed down upon him, chilling his soul.
A panicked squawk sounded at his side, but he couldn’t move. Sthuza whimpered, pressing her face against his chest, head-snakes draping over his shoulder to hide behind him.




Chapter Fifty-One

A blinding flash of sinister crimson filled the cavern. “Stop scaring my Dungeon Master!” Merideva yelled.
The roiling waves of lethal intent vanished.
Gabriel swallowed, panting as his body worked to recover from the near-death experience. “C-calm down. Everyone.”
Merideva’s glow returned to more reasonable levels, though her orb continued to blaze red.
‘Thanks, Meri. That was…’
‘Of course, Gabriel. You are my special chosen DM, right?’
‘Always.’
‘Holy fuck, Alpha. Glad I don’t have a body right now. Cause I’d have definitely shit my breeches if I had any. That undead skank’s fucking terrifying. And insane.’
Gabriel glanced to where Brynja had been sitting nearby. The valkyrie’s face was bloodless, her armored chest rising in short, rapid gasps.
Her wings jutted out around Cindra, who had wrapped her in a crushing hug from behind. The hellhound’s eyes narrowed as she glared at the oni.
Good thing Brynja’s wearing her armor. Otherwise, Cindra might’ve broken her ribs.
‘Yeah. Least Boobs is using someone else as her emotional security doll this time. Thought she was gonna smother me back during that duel in Fuck Space.’
Heart racing, Gabriel turned his head back to gaze at the oni. “You’re not really presenting a good case for why I should trust you.”
She flinched back, sniffling. Despair poured from her in waves, her glowing eyes seeming to tear up.
“Yeah,” Merideva said, floating over to hover by his head. “While having some undead would totally boost my amazing dungeon, I can’t let you steal my specialist DM away.”
“Ah, Mistress, perhaps they are unaware?” Amara murmured.
“Hmm?” the oni replied, blinking. Her sadness melted away during several seconds of awkward silence. Pale face once again blank, she nodded. “Did your Prime not even properly explain bonding?”
Sthuza stirred, glaring at the oni. Her head-snakes rose in protest, but remained silent. “I taught Master everything I know about bonding. While I previously guided him through the process, he can manage the ritual on his own.”
The oni arched a thin eyebrow, her lips twitching to the side. She stared into Gabriel’s eyes, searching for something before shaking her head. “That would be the worst way to go about things, Dungeon Master.”
Sthuza stiffened, and the undead shifted her gaze back to the gorgon. “I thought you were Prime to the previous DM.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, you seem less than qualified for the role. I really was looking forward to a nice, quiet retirement, but it seems there is much you have neglected to teach him.”
Gabriel pulled Sthuza closer and whispered in her ear, “Don’t let her rile you up, my love.” After kissing her cheek, he focused on the oni. “What’s your point?”
Her eyes narrowed when he kissed the gorgon, lips tightening, but then her face relaxed. “I understand your concern, but I assure you, if you perform the ritual properly, there will be no way for me to dominate you.”
Sthuza opened her mouth to retort, but Brynja beat her to it. “Pray tell how this could be? Your vast power is most obvious. What secret knowledge do you possess that would safeguard my lord?”
The oni’s gaze flicked to Merideva. “You are at your strongest within your Core Room?”
“Yeah,” Merideva drawled, bobbing.
“So too is your Dungeon Master.” The oni sighed. “Really, it is blatantly obvious if one thinks about it. By performing the ritual there, with you personally conjuring the circle, the Dungeon Master’s power will be exponentially greater.”
‘Is that true, Sthuza?’
‘I… believe so, Master. M-my apologies for not realizing it sooner.’
‘It’s fine. We’ll get through this together.’
Swallowing the lump in his throat, Gabriel refocused on the oni. “And you want me to believe that would be enough to keep you from crushing my mind while we bond?”
The Mistress opened her mouth, then paused for a second before sighing and shaking her head. “No, it might not be sufficient on its own.”
Gabriel’s shoulders sagged. He couldn’t figure out whether to be relieved the terrifying monster had chosen to be honest with him or disturbed that she felt strong enough to crush him, even in Merideva’s inner sanctum.
“But,” the oni continued, a soft smile spreading as she spoke. “You already possess four powerful bonds. I am sure you have boosted their affinity well.”
Brynja stiffened at his side, wings fluttering, but Merideva spoke up.
“Yep! Gabriel’s totally done the sex loads of times.”
“Ooo, Pack could have celebratory orgy first to make sure.”
“Can we watch?” Isomyra asked.
‘Gods damn it, Boobs! Way to undercut the mood.’
The Mistress met Gabriel’s gaze and rolled her glowing eyes. “As I mentioned, Isomyra is… different. She is quite capable, though. And, of course, all of them will submit to your delightful Core, as agreed.”
‘Would that strengthen our position, or worsen it?’ Gabriel asked his Prime and Merideva.
‘All three seem super strong, so I’d be more powerful. Maybe that would help you resist being taken over by the pale one? It’s absolutely preferential that you don’t let her crush your mind, Gabriel.’
‘I believe Lady Merideva meant essential, Master.’
Gabriel suppressed the urge to retort, instead staying focused. ‘Right, what do you think, Sthuza?’
She shimmied in his lap, cuddling against him. ‘It could serve as a test of their true intentions. While she may be able to slay them with a thought, if they are bound to Lady Merideva, at least they could not betray us. If they are sincere, they should provide her with a sizable power boost.’
Gabriel took a moment to consider the situation. Stretching his neck produced a series of pops, yielding a wonderful release of physical stress.
With the Mistress’ guidance, he had regenerated every injury. But a bone-deep weariness sapped his strength, and he worried how long he could remain focused.
‘Don’t forget that rhythmic throbbing in your head. That’s probably more likely to fuck you up than a bit of exhaustion.’
‘Gee, thanks, Reyna. I’d forgotten all about the pounding headache until you reminded me.’
His lycan bonded chortled. Some of the tension in his back melted away at her infectious amusement, and he grinned.
“You have decided to bond me?” the oni asked, leaning in too close.
Sthuza tried to shove the slender woman back, but it was like pushing a wall.
“Let’s start with your death knights. If everything goes well… we’ll talk about your fate.”
The Mistress glanced around, studying each of his bonded in turn. “Very well, Dungeon Master. As you tie them to your Core, please take the time to tap into all of your bonds, drawing on their strength. Surely, you will feel their ability to amplify your power and ensure no one can dominate you. After all, you have resisted that foul darkness for some time.”
The oni’s calm, polite tone took on a sinister, almost feral tinge as she referenced the Swarm.
He forced his racing heart to calm. “What do you know about Vesrah?”
All three death knights shuddered. The Mistress snarled, baring elongated canines and scrunching her cute nose.
“That abomination has infested over half of the dungeon,” Amara said. “Her disgusting corrupted pawns have become more active again in the past weeks.” She shot Gabriel a knowing look.
Isomyra shuddered. “Yeah, we used to go months without having to clash with any of them skittering fucks. Now they’re attacking every day. Shame the Mistress can’t just—”
Ryldor’s arm blurred as he slapped a gauntleted hand over the curvy gnome’s mouth. “Watch your words, Myra,” he said without passion.
Isomyra’s blue eyes flared brighter, locking onto the Mistress. She gulped, then nodded.
A spike of wary interest flared from Gabriel’s bond with Sthuza, mirroring his own concern.
“Shame you can’t what?” he asked, meeting the oni’s unblinking gaze.
She sucked in a long, noisy breath, then sighed. Her lips puffed out like Cindra’s whenever he said no to sex. “I am rather good at slaying living creatures.”
Isomyra’s head blurred in a rapid nod. “Yeah. The Mistress could just rip out all of your souls in a flash.”
Having just uncovered the gnome’s mouth, Ryldor slapped his hand back in place, head dropping forward.
Holding his breath, Gabriel studied the undead Mistress without blinking.
She held his gaze for several seconds, then shrugged. “Your bonded and those delicious minotaurs would be easy enough. Your Prime would require more effort.”
She raised a placating hand when he tensed. “Please, do not fear. I already said I would never do so. It would set a terrible precedent.”
“Yep. Packsisters shouldn’t hurt each other. Especially prosp—potenti—future Packsisters.”
At Cindra’s assertive statement, the oni turned to beam at the hellhound. “Yes, exactly!”
Amara cleared her throat. “Ah, Mistress?”
“Right, right.” Those unblinking eyes refocused on Gabriel. “Anyway, while ripping the souls from mortals is easy, those infested monstrosities are immune to my powers. Their souls are… different. Wrong.”
A shudder ran down his spine when her eyes narrowed.
“And given the nasty corruption you have accepted from that creature, I suspect yours would also be challenging to steal.”
“But y-you’re not going to steal his soul, right?” Merideva asked.
The oni leaned back, her polite smile returning. “Of course not. Ever since I felt his powerful, seductive gaze upon me weeks ago, I have hoped he could help me recover my memories.”
Thinking back, Gabriel frowned. “Wait, if that’s true, why did you send Dougraine to attack us?”
Sthuza hissed, rising up and tucking her legs beneath her. Her head-snakes swayed side-to-side, glaring at the petite undead. “You desssecrated hisss tomb! After ssso many cccenturiesss of ssserviccce!”
The oni leaned back, aghast. “I did no such thing!”
“Yesss, you—”
“Sthuza, let her explain.” Gabriel hugged his Prime tight as she squirmed, head-snakes lashing for several seconds before she relented with a huff.
“Very well, Master. But there is no way she can justify despoiling the tombs Mistress Iylara built.”
Amara gave a casual wave, drawing everyone’s attention. “She didn’t despoil our tombs, Sthuza. Her presence… her nature called to us. And I chose to answer that call. I’m grateful for this new…” She paused, her perky ears twitching. “Well, I don’t suppose I can call it a ‘new life,’ but still. I now have limitless time to pursue my studies.”
Sthuza scoffed, but her head-snakes stilled, seeming to consider the canine beastkin’s words. “Even if that is true, what about poor Dougraine? He served as a loyal floor boss for centuries! He earned his rest and a proper afterlife.”
“Nah, Doug’s her biggest adherent,” Isomyra said, laughing. “That grim-faced stick-in-the-mud’s always going on about how much he loves crushing those insects down below.”
Ryldor and Amara nodded.
‘Sthuza, let’s hear her out, okay? Because honestly, I don’t think we have much of a choice. She… she’s far stronger than I ever suspected. Maybe they’re being honest?’
‘Y-you are considering her outrageous demand, Master?’
‘What’s the alternative? I thought she was fully inhabiting that salamander. But if so, she’s unlike any lich discussed at the Academy. It should have taken days, weeks maybe, for her to possess a new body. And if they’re not lying about six more S-Crystals, we don’t have a chance at destroying her.’
Sthuza went rigid against him, her head-snakes still studying the undead woman before them.
“Okay, let’s set aside the graverobbing for the moment,” Gabriel said. “What about that attack? Hells, you’ve repeatedly tried to slaughter adventurers.”
“And Happy Arms led lots of rotten baddies to kill friendly beef people.”
Gabriel ignored Isomyra’s cackling at the mention of Ralloderth, his focus on the oni’s slack, stunned face.
“I-I thought you wanted me to prove my worth before accepting me. You seemed so forceful with Dougie.”
“Prove your worth? What? No, he led a horde of undead into Meri’s Domain. I could feel the drain on her DE as they advanced. We had to fight. I couldn’t let you destroy her.”
Those bright eyes blazed, eyelids fluttering. “Wait, you thought I wanted to hurt your cute little Dungeon Core?”
‘Duh! Gods, Alpha, this bitch is nuttier than squirrel shit. You sure you wanna take her as a bonded?’
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. What else was I supposed to think? He stormed in and demanded I surrender, or else he’d kill my bonded!”
She flinched back, glancing down to stare at her fidgeting hands.
“Ah, Mistress, perhaps there was a slight misunderstanding with Lord Dougraine’s orders?” Amara suggested.
The oni nodded, still staring at her lap.
Merideva’s glow brightened, swirls of soft pink spreading through the angry crimson. “You didn’t want to steal my super amazing Dungeon Master?”
Horns pointing toward Gabriel, the Mistress gazed down, shaking her head vehemently. “No,” she whispered. “I-I just thought maybe he could help unlock my memories.”
Amara leaned over to comfort the petite woman. “He still can, Mistress.” She turned, transfixing Gabriel with an intense gaze. “If we prove ourselves by submitting to Merideva, will you please help the Mistress? All of us retain knowledge of our past lives. Can you imagine waking up with no memories beyond the certainty you are missing them?”
Throat tightening, Gabriel struggled to meet the mage’s gaze. Her blue eyes radiated with utter sincerity that only amplified the knot in his stomach.
Forcefully looking away, he glanced at Merideva. More pink swirls spread across the hovering orb.
Sthuza remained motionless in his lap, her body and head-snakes tense, waiting for his decision.
A soft, inquisitive smile covered Cindra’s face. Beside her, Brynja sat primly, hands resting on her thighs as she watched him.
Gabriel swallowed at the lump blocking his throat. A weary sigh escaped, and he nodded. “If everything works out… we’ll see.”
The oni’s head snapped up, her eyes blazing like twin stars. Amara beamed, thick, furry tail wagging in a blur behind her.
“Fuck yeah!” Isomyra cheered. “Let’s get this party started.”
‘I’m sorry, Sthuza. But I don’t see any other choice.’
‘I cannot argue, Master. Perhaps she is telling the truth. Hopefully, she is.’
‘Either way, I’ll be counting on you to help me through this. After all the times Vesrah’s tried to dominate me, we’re not taking any chances.’
‘Of course, Master,’ Sthuza replied, her mind-voice throbbing with intensity.
‘Hope you know what you’re doing, Fucker.’
‘Yeah, me too.’




Chapter Fifty-Two

The trip back to Merideva’s Core Room only worsened Gabriel’s nerves.
Sthuza marched at his side, glaring daggers at the pale oni the entire time. A part of him worried she might drop the seal on her gaze and try to petrify the undead outright.
Cindra was the mirror opposite of his Prime. She bounced alongside Isomyra, the gnome’s pigtails coming up just past her waist. The two chattered to themselves, often breaking out into playful laughter that set Gabriel and Sthuza further on edge.
Brynja walked with Syrkirus and Sarzykx, the trio keeping a careful watch over Merideva. Though deep within her Domain, Gabriel was grateful for their alertness.
Now that he had more or less agreed, the Mistress strolled along with demure grace. Amara and Ryldor flanked her.
She had dismissed the hulking homunculus with orders to return her coffin to the crypt.
They took the hidden passage to bypass the Crawlspace of Doom. Once they entered the wolf drake forest, Gabriel slowed. The vast hall, with its towering ceiling, unsettled him.
‘You barely held out against them here just a couple of days ago, Alpha. Probably normal to feel weirded out now that you’re leading them right through.’
He sighed, nodding.
Merideva’s wolf drakes slunk out from the far end, where the remaining trees stood. The alpha, twice Gwenaelle’s size, gave a plaintive trill.
Gabriel waved, summoning his wolf drake minion at the same time.
Gwenaelle appeared before him, crouched low, then spun to growl at Amara. Her tail stuck out straight behind her scaled form.
The beastkin undead paused, bowing toward the feisty wolf drake. “My most sincere apologies for destroying your home, young one. We were on contesting sides at the time.”
Gwenaelle’s ears twitched, her tail beginning to droop. She glanced at Gabriel.
Shrugging, he grinned and reached down to stroke her head scales. “It’s complicated, Gwen. Don’t worry too much. We’ll get everything straightened out soon enough.”
She let out a pleased trill and rubbed against his leg, almost knocking him over. That seemed to satisfy the other wolf drakes, and they rushed over, seeking attention as well.
Two fought for Cindra’s attention, one inadvertently crashing into Isomyra. The wolf drake was far larger but bounced off like she’d slammed into a tree.
The gnome cackled, reaching out to pet the stunned animal.
The oni smiled at Gabriel. “Perhaps you should summon the rest of your Minions, Dungeon Master.”
He paused, considering how low his mana pool was, then shrugged and brought forth the others.
Cuix let out a shrill shriek, darting straight for the Core Room. Kestria, Sathru, and Kuterug all gripped spears in their tiny hands, watching the undead with wary eyes.
“We’ve come to an… accord,” Gabriel said.
The three kobolds glanced at him, then flashed their oversized grins and bowed. “As you say, War Chief.”
‘It’s uncanny how those scaly little buggers speak in sync like that,’ Reyna sent.
Gabriel tuned everything out, mind still focused on the looming ritual.
Fingers twitching and feeling ill, he watched the monstrously strong undead enter Merideva’s Core Room.
The oni paused to brush her clawed feet clean with magic before stepping inside. Amara and the other death knights followed suit.
“Thanks for not tracking a mess into my home,” Merideva said as she floated past. She zoomed over to hover above the black marble plinth centered in the room.
Hood loosening from full tension, Sarzykx stepped over to stand guard beside Merideva. The handmaiden watched the newcomers with narrowed eyes, muscular tail waving behind her.
The oni bowed. “It would be quite rude to track dirt into your sanctum when you have so warmly welcomed us.” She rose, a slight smile gracing her face.
Sthuza twitched but remained quiet, pressing in close to Gabriel’s side.
“So who’s first?” Isomyra asked, grinning. “I volunteer.”
All three death knights radiated with power, leaving Gabriel unable to discern their relative strength.
Might as well let her go first. He took a deep breath, stilling his mind. Just focus and ensure she’s subservient to Meri.
Gabriel found the process simple after binding multiple minotaurs, Torrik, and the s’kraith handmaiden. Almost boring.
Once Isomyra swore herself to Merideva, Gabriel sensed her through his bond with the Dungeon Core. The gnome’s presence carried a mischievousness that seemed at odds with an undead, but she settled into place beneath Merideva.
‘Is everything all right, Master?’
‘Seems normal. I don’t sense anything different from the rest of Meri’s monsters. Well, other than the sheer power scale. Isomyra’s a lot stronger than Wannaga or Sarzykx. Even more than Jaras.’
Slipping an arm through his, Sthuza nodded. ‘That is to be expected, Master. All of them were frighteningly dangerous opponents. While I still dislike this, if you are successful, Lady Merideva will be far stronger for it.’
‘Yeah. Only good part of this. I don’t appreciate being forced into bonding, but if they’re sincere…’
Gabriel sighed, shaking his head as Ryldor stepped forward and knelt before Merideva.
She led the ritual again, and a minute later, the death knight rose, a calm, reassuring tendril of utter devotion radiating through Gabriel’s bond with Merideva.
Even with two successes, Gabriel’s palms grew damp, his breathing fast and shallow as Amara replaced the male undead.
His eyes locked on the Orichalcum tag hanging from her collar. Gabriel had bested her, but only by the thinnest of margins. Worry brewed in the back of his mind as Merideva performed the same ritual with flawless precision.
Amara paused for a second just as the swirling magic climaxed, her furry ears rotating toward Gabriel.
His breath caught in his throat, and he threw everything into reinforcing Merideva’s bond. Sthuza’s fingers dug into his arm through his padded sleeve.
A teasing grin tugged at the beastkin’s lips as she finished her oath, swearing her unending fealty to the Dungeon Core.
Gabriel sagged, sucking down a noisy breath.
“That was needlessly cruel, Amara. And a most poor way to endear yourself to your Dungeon Master,” the Mistress said.
Tail stiffening behind her, Amara nodded to the oni, then turned and bowed to Gabriel. “My apologies, Dungeon Master. I could not resist.”
Brynja nodded. “You only complicate circumstances with your former mistress’ own desires.”
“Yep. That wasn’t a good way to tease Packmaster.” Face lighting up with a goofy grin, Cindra opened her mouth to say more, but Sthuza interrupted.
“Cccindra,” she drawled. “There isss a time and placcce for gamesss. Thisss isss not it.”
The hellhound’s grin flipped into a soul-crushing pout. “Aww.” She sighed. “Maybe Snakey’s right.”
Isomyra sidled closer, elbowing the tall monster girl’s thigh. “Hey, you can tell me.”
The Mistress sighed. “Moving on, what do you say now, Dungeon Master? Surely, you can feel their sincerity. Powerful though they might be, your Core is now their absolute ruler.”
Gabriel reached out to Merideva and his Prime. ‘Sthuza, do you think Meri could force them to tell the truth about her plans? Would that prove anything?’
‘Hmm, I believe it should work, Master. Lady Merideva?’
Still hovering over her plinth, Merideva brightened, her orb now pure pink. ‘Um… yeah, I’m pretty totally positive I’d know if one of my new super-loyal followers was lying. Probably.’
‘Ya know, the more I see that glowy rock from your perspective, Alpha. The more I can’t take her seriously.’
‘Do you take anything seriously?’ he shot back, despite agreeing with the sentiment.
Reyna snickered as Gabriel pulled back to study the death knights.
“Is something wrong, Dungeon Master?” Amara asked after several seconds passed.
He shook his head. “Merideva has a question for you three.”
Isomyra frowned, going cross-eyed. Amara nodded in understanding, turning to face Merideva. “I will answer to the best of my knowledge, Lady Merideva.”
Gabriel rolled his eyes at the burst of pride and satisfaction that washed out from his bond with the Core.
‘Get on with it, Meri.’
“Right.” She coughed as though clearing her throat. “So, my most wonderful, absolutely loyal, and totally not terrifying death knights, what is her actual plan for my Dungeon Master?”
Amara glanced over to Gabriel, smirking. “I assume by ‘her’ you refer to the Mistress?”
Sighing, he nodded.
She chuckled. “In the unfortunate case this does not work, perhaps you could help her find a satisfactory name? Otherwise, things will become quite confusing.”
“Fuzzy Undead didn’t answer question,” Cindra growled.
“Ah, my apologies,” Amara said, flashing an amiable smile at the unamused hellhound. “As far as any of us are aware, the Mistress has been entirely forthright with her goal.”
Isomyra’s head bobbed. “Yeah. Besides reinforcing our troops to fight them bugs, she mostly sat on her throne. Always said she was trying to unlock her memories.”
“Wait,” Sthuza said, raising a hand. “That is the second time you have mentioned ‘unlocking’ memories.” She fixed a fierce stare on the oni now standing by herself. “How were they locked?”
The pale undead sighed, slender shoulders sagging. Her tail lashed as her eyes dimmed. Licking her lips, she glanced up to meet Gabriel’s gaze.
“I do not know. While I possess a great wealth of practical knowledge, much of it revolving around magic or Dungeon Master abilities, I cannot quite grasp any actual memory from before I awoke in the crypt on the seventh floor.”
“There was no ‘crypt’ down there,” Sthuza replied. “I should know. After…” she trailed off, swallowing before resuming. “After that foul deceiver, Drayne, took over as DM, I was exiled to the seventh floor. There was no crypt of any sort. Not even in the orc-patrolled region.”
Amara raised a finger. “Actually, Prime bonded, there are numerous crypts. Most of the seventh is sealed off from what you likely consider the entire floor.”
“Wait, what?” Gabriel asked, glancing back and forth between the death knight and Sthuza. “How large is it? The part Sthuza guided me through seemed pretty damn sizable. And then there was where we attacked you.”
“Ah, yes, Jezebel will need bonding to the Dungeon Core as well,” Amara said. “Though, perhaps after that vacation the Mistress promised her.”
“Yeah, Jez would totally flip her shit if she had to switch over without getting that break,” Isomyra replied, chuckling. “Doubt she considered what’d happen once the Mistress got her wish.”
A sly grin spread the oni’s lips. “It is not my fault if Jezebel was reckless in our agreement.” She shook her head, turning serious. “To answer your question, Dungeon Master. The seventh floor covers more space in total than the six floors currently bound to you.”
“That… that is not possible,” Sthuza muttered, her voice hollow.
“Perhaps your previous Dungeon Master deceived you?” Amara asked, her tone gentle as she stepped closer and rested a hand on Sthuza’s shoulder. “Do not despair now. There could be more to her decision not to share that knowledge with you.”
“Yeah, don’t read too far into it, sexy scales,” Isomyra added. “The whole damn place was quiet as a tomb except for the Mistress.”
“But…” Sthuza whispered. Several head-snakes swayed low, brushing against her face, trying to console the grieving gorgon. Others rose, looming and hissing as though preparing to strike.
Gabriel stepped over to Sthuza and wrapped his slender Prime in his arms. “Don’t fret, my love.”
‘After I deal with this… situation, we need to talk,’ he sent. ‘I’m pretty sure I can show you how special you were to Iylara. And then we’ll need to discuss your… our child.’
Sthuza clung to him, her hands clutching his back with bruising force.
Two head-snakes wiggled into Gabriel’s view, then bobbed up and down in support.
Someone cleared their throat, but he ignored everything beyond comforting Sthuza. Once the gorgon calmed, her fingers unclenching, he turned to study the oni.
“So, you hope bonding with me will restore or unlock your memories?”
Purple-white eyes flared bright, a slight smile softening her face. She nodded slowly, never blinking.
“Why?”
“As I mentioned earlier, I have a great deal of knowledge relating to Dungeon Master. Whenever you claim a new bonded, you are able to view their past, are you not?”
The flutter of Brynja’s wings drew many eyes to the blushing valkyrie’s fond smile.
Gabriel nodded. “It seems to become a more vivid experience with each one. When I bonded Brynja, it was like we were back in the Dragonspine Mountains of her youth.”
The oni’s polite smile widened, her tail lashing. “If we augment the ritual, boosting our fledgling affinity, your ability to peruse my past should be greatly enhanced.”
“Finally, your patience will be rewarded, Mistress,” Amara said, her voice warm and pleased.
The mage’s words reminded Gabriel of another question he had.
“How long has it been since you… awakened?”
Pale face going slack, the oni sighed, her refined mask back in place. “I do not know the precise date I awoke. Given my death and transformation, it is quite logical that I lost access to the Dungeon Interface.”
She paused, seeming to look far off in the distance. Her black tongue slipped out to wet her lips. “I am confident it has been longer than two centuries, but”—her pale cheeks darkened as she glanced down—“I spent some time alone, wandering the empty halls I found myself in. Plus, there were so many books to read.”
Amara and Ryldor gazed at the blushing woman with compassion and sadness.
Isomyra cackled, glancing up to wink at Gabriel. “Yeah, ‘some time.’” She turned back to the Mistress, eyes crinkling in a fond grin. “Told us it couldn’t o’ been more than a century or so.”
Vibrant purple-gray colored the oni’s cheekbones. Gabriel could feel the embarrassment radiating off the powerful undead.
‘Holy hellhound tits. Isn’t she some kind of apocalyptic doom monster? Why’s she so fucking cute now?’
Releasing his Prime, Gabriel stepped over to the flustered oni. “You’ve tried recovering your memories on your own?”
She refused to meet his gaze, instead staring down at her feet. Her head bobbed, drawing his attention to the long, sleek horns jutting up from her hairline.
Far different from the thick bovine ones of the minotaurs, hers seemed elegant, almost cosmetic. Faint traces of magic flowed along them.
Before he knew it, Gabriel’s hand rose, his fingers stroking her left horn.
The oni twitched, then shivered. Slowly, she tilted her head back to gaze up at him. Those radiant eyes blazed with a swirl of conflicted emotions Gabriel had never imagined seeing from an undead.
‘Given she could likely rip out everyone’s souls and then do as she liked with me, yeah. I don’t see too many alternatives.’
Reyna chortled. ‘I wonder what she’ll feel like around your cock. Bet she’s all dry and leathery inside.’
Gabriel’s head jerked back, causing the oni to flinch, her eyes studying him.
‘What the hells, Reyna? I’m not having sex with her.’
‘Are you seriously not curious, Alpha? For a dead chick, she’s pretty fucking hot. Besides, you are a monsterfucker.’
Gabriel blocked out the rest of the amused lycan’s teasing. Refocusing on the undead woman, he frowned at the fear drawing her face taut. “What’s wrong?”
Tail limp, she blinked. “Do my horns displease you?” Her right eye spasmed, the glow of those brilliant orbs flickering. “You don’t like them!? I-I’ll rip them off!”
Slender hands shot up faster than lightning as she grabbed each horn by the base.
“Wait!” Gabriel snared her wrists, the cold metal of her purple vambraces digging into his palms.
She froze, a twisted, snarling pout warping her face.
He gave a gentle tug, pulling her hands from those sleek horns. “First off, I like them fine. Second, I won’t force my bonded to do anything, let alone maim themselves for my tastes.”
The oni’s gaze darted to where Brynja, Cindra, and Sthuza stood.
“Lord Gabriel speaks the truth,” Brynja declared with a solemn nod.
Gabriel grinned when those glowing eyes, still turbulent with fear, focused back on him. “And third, aren’t your horns sensitive?”
The petite undead woman blinked again, her face relaxing at last. “Yes. Quite sensitive, but if you dislike them—”
“Nope. Not happening. If we’re going to bond, we have to accept each other as we are.”
Still staring up at him, her head tilted to the left. “You are aware that the bonding process will cause at least some changes to both parties, are you not?” Her voice was back to the calm, refined tone of her baseline.
Gabriel frowned, uncertain. “Sthuza mentioned a bit about that.”
“Yes, Master has grown a touch more… aggressive, which I ascribe to his having bonded myself, then Cindra and Reyna. But I am confident he will master our bonds in time and retain his true personality.”
The oni never looked away from Gabriel, her eyes unblinking. “Your will affects your bonded as well, regardless of any intentions. But I assure you, I do not mind. I must know who I am and will pay any price to discover that.”
After staring into her intense gaze for several seconds, Gabriel exhaled, deflating, and nodded. “Okay, then.”
Her pale face flashed to pure eagerness in a blur that would have shamed Cindra’s rapid mood switches. “Thank you, Dungeon Master.”
When he released her wrists, she turned to the death knights, her formal persona reemerging. “Amara, please arrange the bed while I assist our Dungeon Core.”
Amara bowed. “Of course, Mistress.”
“Bed?” Gabriel asked, a sinking feeling in his gut.
Reyna howled with laughter.
Gabriel sighed, reaching up to rub his eyes. The rapid back and forth did nothing to help his headache. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but why would we need a bed for the ritual?”
The oni flashed a polite smile. “If you would prefer claiming my body on the bare floor, I will, of course, accede to your wishes. While planning the ritual, I thought you might prefer a softer surface.”
“Absssolutely not!” Sthuza snarled, lunging toward the petite undead.
Cindra grabbed her half cape, jerking the enraged gorgon to a hissing, flailing halt. “Snakey should be happy for more Packsisters.”
Brynja reached over, placing a hand on Sthuza’s slender shoulder. “You need to remain calm if you are to properly oversee our newest addition as Prime Bonded, Lady Sthuza.”
Fangs still bared, the gorgon glanced about seeking an ally, but found only relaxed or eager faces.
“I agreed to bond you,” Gabriel said. “We don’t need to have sex for that.”
“But it is the most efficient way to boost Affinity, Dungeon Master.” The oni glanced at the snarling gorgon, then over at Merideva. She frowned. “I thought they already explained that to you.”
“Yep, I totally taught Gabriel all about using the sex to strengthen his bonds,” Merideva declared. She floated over, her orb blazing with prideful pink.
“Packmaster has lots of Affinity with Snakey and Cindra. But he’s only started with Birdsister.”
Brynja blushed as several pairs of undead eyes glanced her way. “My lord and I are making excellent progress on boosting mine Affinity.”
Isomyra snickered, mirroring the lycan’s amusement in Gabriel’s mind.
He ignored them both, gazing at the demure oni. “We can worry about Affinity later. Let’s focus on bonding first.”
Still smiling politely, she shook her head. “I am afraid I must insist. Coming together physically just as the ritual culminates will dramatically boost our Affinity.”
“You’re undead, and as a DM, I’ll live as long as Merideva does. So what’s the rush? From what Sthuza said, it’ll go up over time.”
“My best… likely my only chance to access my long-lost memories will be the moment when our souls connect. To stack the odds most advantageously”—the oni’s relaxed, regal look vanished. Her eyes narrowed, and a spectral mask of demonic fury flickered into being—“You will claim my body at the same time. Otherwise, I turn you into my seventh death knight, and we try it that way.”
An oppressive blanket of malevolence crushed down upon the room. Everyone except for the undead and Merideva trembled beneath an oppressive adamant will.
Gabriel struggled to draw breath. The smothering chill of the grave froze his soul. He shivered as deathly whispers echoed just out of hearing.
As quick as it manifested, the aura of infinite damnation vanished.
Brynja clung to Sthuza, unable to support herself. The gorgon trembled, every head-snake stiff as they stared at the monstrous undead.
Cindra whimpered, crouching low near Merideva’s plinth.
Gasping for breath, his lungs burning, Gabriel stared at the petite oni.
Her face was placid once more, the snarling visage of endless torment gone as though he had imagined everything.
Tilting her head in a cutesy gesture, she flashed a demure smile. “Now, shall we begin?”




Chapter Fifty-Three

Gabriel watched on in stunned silence as the Mistress and Merideva worked.
‘Cease this at once, Gabriel Grimm. You cannot trust this loathsome monstrosity.’
‘That’s rich coming from you, Vesrah.’
‘Hey, is that bug bitch yapping again, Alpha? Don’t fucking listen to her. At least this terrifying monster hasn’t tried to dominate your mind or steal your glowing ball—’
‘Silence, mongrel!’
Gabriel winced at the raw power resonating in Vesrah’s enraged mind-voice. Reyna fell silent, but her presence still glowed along the outskirts of his awareness. He focused inward, slipping into a meditative trance as they prepared for the ritual.
‘Do not close yourself off to us, beloved. Let us in, and I can help you destroy the foul abomination.’
Not bothering to respond, Gabriel dove deeper into the focusing routine he had first learned as a child.
‘Please, my darling, do not make this mistake,’ Vesrah sent, her tone shifting, even as her volume diminished.
‘Do this, and I will be most displeased, Gabriel Grimm.’
As her unsettling mind-voice faded, a substantial pressure lifted, and Gabriel sighed in relief. Distracted, he struggled to keep up with the far more elaborate sigils being traced out across the smooth flagstone floor of the Core Room.
The ritual circle took up over half of the large chamber. A complex array of arcane sigils surrounded Merideva’s plinth in the center. Dozens of dark candles littered the room, their erratic light casting sinister dancing shadows.
Aromatic resin smoldered in a trio of mithril burners. Heady smoke flavored the air with amber, myrrh, and kalyr cedar.
That central point was where he focused most of his attention, studying the formulae. Despite the terror from earlier, he found nothing to even hint at duplicity from the undead Mistress.
Everything appeared legitimate. Sthuza had recovered before him, the gorgon following along as the oni enhanced Merideva’s work with elegant, flowing script.
‘I must confess, Master, I see nothing to threaten either you or Lady Merideva.’
Glancing to his Prime, Gabriel nodded. ‘Yeah. Every string of sigils relates to either boosting memory or making her subordinate to Meri and me.’
‘I still disapprove of this, Master. Necromancy is a foul discipline, and this undead witch is clearly unwell.’
‘What would you have me do, Sthuza? She could slaughter all of you and then still force me to bond as a death knight. At least she seems sincere in wanting her memories. Hopefully, she’ll remain cooperative once bonded.’
Sthuza didn’t reply. Standing off to one side of the immense ritual circle, she frowned. Head-snakes writhed above her, dancing with a passionate blend of fury and fear.
Brynja was at her side, with a stern-faced Syrkirus standing watch behind them. Sarzykx stared on with wide turquoise eyes, appearing more than a little intimidated by the ritual’s scale. Cindra sat nearby, chatting with the flamboyant gnomish death knight.
‘Well, Boobs seems to get along pretty well with that runty little pervert.’
For once, Reyna’s dismissal of someone’s height was accurate. About average for a gnome, Isomyra came up just past the hellhound’s waist.
She’s more endowed than Reyna, though. Never seen such a curvy gnome before.
Almost twenty minutes after they began, Merideva flashed a brilliant pink and gave an exaggerated sigh. “We did it!”
She raced over to Gabriel. “Look at my super awesome ritual circle, Gabriel. Now you can do the sex and bond her.”
Cindra perked up. “Ooo, is it time for Packmaster and Silly Undead to mate?”
The oni nodded. “Yes, I believe everything is prepared.” She glanced at Amara, who nodded. “Excellent. Then, once the Dungeon Master satisfies himself regarding my additions, we can begin.”
Running through a brief centering routine, trying to silence his dread, Gabriel sighed and stepped forward. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”
‘Hey, it could be worse, Alpha. What if she had one of those rotting, maggot-infested corpses? At least she’s cute and healthy-looking. Other than being paler than chalk.’
‘Thanks for that cheerful thought, Reyna.’
Gabriel removed his armor, starting with the enchanted bracers. It took only a moment to strip down to his spider-silk trousers.
Several appraising gazes looked over his bare chest, causing him to pause.
“Don’t be embarrassed, Gabriel,” Merideva said. “I made your body, and it’s totally awesome and super manly. Cindra and Sthuza told me so.”
“Yep! And Packmaster will look even better once he grows bigger.”
Several spectators laughed at the hellhound’s double entendre. To his grateful surprise, Reyna remained silent.
Huffing, Gabriel slipped off his pants and the comfortable black underwear Sthuza had given him.
He stepped with care, avoiding the flawless lines of powdered mithril, gemstones, and arcanite. Candlelight danced, flickering across the priceless reagents laid out along the ritual circle.
The oni met him near the simple but well-crafted mattress centered within the inner circle of sigils. She had likewise stripped before approaching. She stood at the foot of the bed, nude.
Her flawless lilac-gray skin was smooth and creamy over lean, toned muscles. Motionless, modest breasts swelled proudly, her nipples small dark disks of polished adamantite.
The oni’s defined abdominals drew his gaze downward to a manicured strip of short white hair.
Just beneath, her petals were smooth and bare, pressed closed. A faint, darker-gray-purple hinted at her concealed entrance.
Taking in the oni’s noble beauty, Gabriel could not help but notice the wicked claws tipping each of her fingers and toes.
Those look at least as sharp as Cindra’s.
That reminder of how dangerous the undead woman was annihilated any arousal he might have felt at seeing her nude splendor.
She flashed a timid smile, her eyes tracing down his body. A few seconds after lowering her gaze, she frowned.
Gabriel gulped as a hint of terrifying wrath slipped from beneath her tranquil appearance.
“It is not too late for me to change forms, Dungeon Master,” she murmured, voice beginning to darken. “You’d prefer a furry one, wouldn’t you? I knew it!”
She spun toward Amara, and the dark-furred beastkin shuddered.
“No!” Gabriel shouted.
The oni twisted back to stare up at him, eyes wide. “N-not Amara?” she asked, voice manic. “Then what body would you—”
He shook his head. “Your body is fine. It’s beautiful.”
She calmed in an instant, lips pursing as she glanced down again. “While most agreeable to hear, I find myself struggling to believe you.”
Glancing down at his flaccid manhood, Gabriel snorted. “Not sure what you were expecting, but this whole situation has me a little stressed. Nearly dying and then being forced to bond the most powerful monster I’ve ever encountered hasn’t really put me in the mood.”
The oni crossed her arms under her breasts. “Still, you were planning a celebratory orgy after defeating me, were you not? How would you be any more ready for that? Unless it is my body that displeases you.”
Gabriel shook his head, hair whipping with the forcefulness. He glanced over the oni’s slim, athletic form again.
She really is beautiful… in a terrifying sort of way. Though, maybe that’s because I know how powerful she is?
Gaze lingering on the woman’s sleek entrance, he smirked. “You don’t exactly look all that aroused, either.” He emphasized his point by staring at her pert breasts with their flat, relaxed nipples.
To his surprise, a rich, dark blush washed over her face. Her hands twitched as though she wanted to cover herself but refused to give in.
“Ooo! Cindra and Birdsister will help!”
Gabriel and the Mistress spun to stare as the hellhound rushed forward, dragging Brynja along behind her.
Before he could warn Cindra off, his bonded reached the small open space surrounding the low bed.
The hellhound flashed a goofy grin, her blue tongue peeking out. Brynja’s face blazed red as she met Gabriel’s eyes and shrugged her wings.
Looking past the pair, he studied the intricate sigils, stunned that both women had danced through without disturbing a single line.
“Though the Furball has lust for brains, they are both agile and would never dream of damaging the ritual, Master.” Sthuza let out a frustrated sigh mirrored by her head-snakes. “If this must occur, I suppose she has the proper idea.”
Gabriel struggled to turn away from the piercing glare his Prime directed toward them.
A surprised, feminine gasp demanded he pay attention.
Cindra had tossed the petite oni onto the plush black bed. The contrast of her pale skin against the silk sheets drew his attention to the rich purple-black of her exposed entrance.
“Don’t worry, Packmaster. Cindra will warm up Silly Undead while Birdsister tastes you.”
Isomyra howled with laughter. Amara and Kestria’s amusement was less raucous but undeniable.
“Aww, I’s totally could get Big Boss Guy ready for pounding Death Lady,” Cuix said, sulking over near the entrance.
Curled up next to the door, Gwen batted the horny goblin with her tail, sending Cuix stumbling back.
As Cindra leapt atop the prone oni, Gabriel turned to Brynja.
Apparently, it was impossible to die of embarrassment. At least, given the cherry-red blush coloring Brynja’s gorgeous face.
“Don’t let Cindra rope you—”
Brynja shook her head, ponytail lashing, wings flared wide behind her. “No, I would be honored to assist you with this momentous event, my lord… Gabriel.”
The intensity of her smoldering silver-blue eyes shattered his train of thought. Gulping, he gave a subtle nod.
Brynja smiled, cheeks still blazing with embarrassment. Wings folding back behind her, she knelt in silence despite her deployed vanguard plate.
Seeing the valkyrie gaze up at him with adoration and pride sent a rush of pleasure through their bond. Gabriel struggled to discern which emotion was whose. Uncaring about his confusion, his body responded to her submissive pose, mouth just inches from his crotch.
“Are you sure you want to do this now, Brynja?”
She dismissed her gauntlets, raising a slim hand toward his thickening member. Licking her pink lips, she nodded. “Y-yes. There is nothing indecent about this most solemn ritual.”
Several people snickered, and Gabriel felt his Prime’s amusement at Brynja’s statement.
“Right. Nothing indecent about me having sex with an undead woman in front of a dozen spectators.”
“That is… quite correct,” the oni murmured from where she lay on the bed. Her smooth voice grew more heated as she spoke. “This is a… very portentous occasion, Dungeon Master. The more witnesses observing the ritual, the greater your and the Dungeon Core’s control.”
Gabriel glanced over to Merideva. The Core bobbed.
“Yep. Well, since they’re all bound to us. If they weren’t, I’m pretty sure they’d make it harder. Maybe.”
“Relax, Gabriel,” Brynja said, scooting closer. Her warm breath teased his bare skin, making his member twitch. “I want to do this.”
Swallowing the lump in his throat, he watched as she leaned forward, lips parting.
She feathered her fingers along his length, sending shivers down his spine. Her lips curled up at his reaction, her eyes studying his face.
“Oh, gods!” the oni gasped, breathless despite her undeath. “Please, be gentle.”
“Uh, uh, new Packsister needs to be wet and ready or Packmaster won’t fit in tight hole.”
Sarzykx snickered. “If Lord Gabriel grows much larger, I doubt he’ll fit inside such a scrawny little woman.”
“Ha, I could totally handle his man-meat. Hells, I fit my entire forearm in there once,” Isomyra said.
“How on Evora did you…” Sthuza started before trailing off, head-snakes shuddering. “Never mind. Please do not explain.”
Soft blue eyes locking on Gabriel and Brynja, Amara chuckled. “Our Dungeon Master may be larger than even you could accommodate, Myra.”
Gabriel ignored them, too busy staring at Cindra kneeling on the bed. His bonded had the oni’s pale legs slung over her muscular shoulders.
Clawed toes writhed behind the hellhound’s head as she held the petite woman’s crotch to her face.
Knowing just how assertive Cindra could be with her long tongue, Gabriel watched as she launched a ruthless oral assault.
The oni kicked and flailed, causing Cindra to glance up. When she noticed Gabriel staring, she grinned wolfishly, then wiggled around to give him a better show.
The Mistress ceased struggling, locking gazes with him as she hung upside down from the hellhound’s shoulders.
Cindra had retracted her armor, leaving his bonded almost as naked as the undead. The contrast of her dark-gray skin against paler lilac-gray drew his attention to how the oni’s muscles twitched and spasmed as she writhed.
Tearing his gaze from the erotic spectacle, Gabriel glanced down at Brynja’s focused face. He started to speak, but his Prime reached out through their bond.
‘Do not question her decision again, Master. You risk causing her to doubt your relationship.’
‘But is this really the best way for our first physical time?’
‘No, of course not. But it is the time she has chosen. Respect her decision, and focus on performing this ridiculous ritual.’
Trusting his Prime and ignoring the heat of Sthuza’s growing frustration at the whole situation, he smiled at Brynja.
Her feathery caress shifted, and she gripped his erect shaft with exploratory care. She traced the contours of his member, a finger teasing along his tip.
The tantalizing touch made his hips buck. Brynja jerked back, then glanced up at him, beaming with pride. She leaned forward and pressed a chaste kiss against his crown.
With the debauched wails of the oni filling his head, all Gabriel could do was watch as the valkyrie’s lips parted, and she took his head into her mouth.
Despite their passionate encounter in the Astral Realm, the surreal scene left him struggling to breathe as Brynja licked his tip, her bright eyes pinning him in place.
The wet warmth of her mouth about his sensitive member sent a rush of pleasure through him. He bit his lip, gasping as her tongue explored him with gentle, curious caresses.
Emboldened by his reactions, she smiled around his girth. Her tongue traced along every contour of his erection, and her eyes flashed with each sensitive spot.
The valkyrie approached sex much as she did combat, with forthright eagerness and a devotion to mastery. Where Cindra was pure, unabashed aggression, Brynja studied him, learning how best to conquer her goal.
One hand gripped his shaft near the base, stroking the half of his length beyond her lips. Her other brushed blonde hair back behind her ear.
Smiling, still unable to look away from those vibrant eyes, Gabriel reached out and captured her fidgeting hand.
Brynja beamed, interlacing their fingers as she began sucking in earnest.
Despite the preposterous situation Gabriel found himself in, arousal swelled within him.
His manhood twitched, his legs clenching as he restrained the urge to thrust his hips against Brynja’s face.
Her smile brightened, and she worked to take more of his length. All the while, her tongue bathed his crown with teasing, purposeful caresses.
The oni let out a series of breathy moans that had Gabriel wondering how an undead even spoke. Glancing over, he gawked at the petite woman being ravaged by Cindra’s tongue.
Hanging upside down, she made eye contact with him and grinned. She mauled one of her bouncing breasts, teasing a now pert purple-black nipple.
Her other hand entangled Cindra’s wild gray mane as she rocked against the larger woman’s face.
“W-wait… St-stop,” the oni moaned. “We… we must climax together, at the a-apex of the ritual.”
Brynja pumped Gabriel’s shaft a few more times, her tongue tracing a slow, teasing circuit around his bulbous tip before she pulled back.
The wet squelch and accompanying moan as he popped free of her mouth sounded vulgar, coming from the prim, proper valkyrie.
Cheeks rosy red, Brynja grinned up at him, then licked her lips with tantalizing slowness.
Gabriel had to fight down the urge to grab her shoulders and toss the gorgeous woman onto the bed.
Instead, he turned to watch Cindra release the quivering oni to slump down on the mattress.
“Silly Undead is all ready for Packmaster,” she declared, smacking her lips as she slid back. Rising to her feet with feral grace, she smirked. “Cindra likes taste of new Packsister.”
Uncertain how to respond, Gabriel stepped to the bed, hoping to proceed with the ritual before nerves, the cool air, or the spectators caused his erection to wilt.
Cindra had other plans.
She burst into motion, pulling him close before smashing her glistening lips against his.
A tart citrus flavor flooded his mouth. The bright, refreshing taste startled him for a second before Cindra’s usual rich notes of cinnamon bled through.
Gabriel kissed her back, hips twitching as she wrapped a hand around his shaft and stroked. The sudden assault spiked his arousal, and he leaned into her embrace, growling as he sought more of the distinct, delectable tastes of the two women.
Cindra pulled back with the same lack of fanfare, letting go of his erection. Her face lit up with a wicked grin that morphed into a jaunty smile when she glanced at Brynja. “Birdsister did great job getting Packmaster ready.”
Gabriel’s mind flip-flopped at the rapid switch, but the aroused portion demanded he take one of his bonded that instant.
“Focus on ritual now, Packmaster,” Cindra said, looking far too smug. “Celebratory orgy afterward.”
A cacophony of hisses accompanied enthusiastic cackling and more than one long-suffering sigh.
“Mine battle sister is quite right.”
“Are you ready to begin, Gabriel?” Merideva asked.
His brief dalliance with Brynja had let him forget that the Dungeon Core was watching. Now that he remembered, his nudity felt far more… exposed.
“Aww, that’s cute,” Isomyra said.
“I’m surprised he has enough blood left to blush,” Amara replied.
Gabriel forced his spine straight and refused to look at the crowd around them. Seeing their staring faces would only make things harder. And not in a good way.
He stepped over to stand before the sprawled oni struggling to coordinate her limbs.
“Ah, e-excellent, y-you appear ready, Dungeon Master,” she said. Her pale body twitched, the erratic movement causing her breasts to jiggle. “Let us begin.”
It was… challenging to take her seriously, given how her long, toned legs were splayed wide. Her inky-black slit glistened invitingly, and Gabriel found himself admiring her raw sexuality.
Despite the fact she was a monstrously dangerous undead.
She got her limbs under control a moment later and knelt on the bed. She patted the silken cover before her, gesturing for Gabriel to climb up.
Once he settled back on his heels, knees pressing into the luxurious mattress, Merideva blazed with power.
The multi-tier ritual coalesced around them. It far dwarfed Gabriel’s previous experiences, but his role was the same.
Sinking into the flow of magic, he took up his portion, reaching out toward the undead oni, inviting her to bond.
As he did, she seemed to melt back, going prone before him, bending and swaying with incredible fluidity.
“Now, Dungeon Master. Claim my physical form as you capture my soul into your service.”
Desire, hope, and fear swirled in her glowing eyes. She stretched out a hand toward his face.
Instinctively, he leaned in, accepting her hesitant caress. Her smooth fingers were chilly, leeching heat from his cheek, and he winced.
Her regal smile turned brittle. More fear swelled, threatening to drown out the hopeful desire of her brilliant gaze as she started to pull away.
‘You were able to draw upon Reyna’s bond for regeneration, Master. Try tapping the Furball’s now. Let her heat warm you. She clearly suffered no discomfort from embracing the pale-skinned harlot.’
Taking his Prime’s advice, Gabriel reached up and caught the oni’s slim wrist. Her icy touch sapped his strength, his hand going numb, but he held firm, seeking Cindra’s bond.
The exuberant hellhound’s presence was the crackling roar of an unending bonfire, a vein of magma ever ready to bubble up upon demand.
Grinning at the undercurrent of arousal bleeding across their bond, Gabriel drew her strength, her bottomless well of fiery excitement, into himself.
A deep, rumbling growl escaped his throat. Pure heat flooded his veins, blasting the oni’s chill from his fingers.
She gasped without sound, mouth hanging open.
Gabriel reached down and brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers. Her skin was softer and smoother than expected, almost slick and silky. “That’s one hurdle resolved.”
She leaned into his simple touch like a starving hellhound latching onto fresh-cooked oross.
Even though he had yet to solidify and anchor their bond, the nascent bridge between them blazed with an unfathomable hunger.
Desperate, unending need for more. A yearning for tender intimacy sent his mind reeling.
How could anyone bear so much sadness? Loneliness.
Still stroking her cheek, Gabriel positioned himself between her spread legs.
The oni wallowed in the sensation of his fingers against her cheek, glowing eyes unfocused. A satisfied smile graced her lips.




Chapter Fifty-Four

Gabriel lined up his still-erect member with the oni’s dark slit. Pressing his tip against her, he paused, meeting her gaze.
She nodded. “Do it, Dungeon Master.”
He gave a slow, languid thrust of his hips. Her entrance resisted for an instant, then yielded with a supple tightness.
The oni screamed and flailed her arms, kicking and thrashing beneath him.
Pulling back, confused and concerned, Gabriel raised his hands in a placating gesture.
She stilled the instant he withdrew, blinked several times, then frowned. “Why did you stop, Dungeon Master?”
“What? Because you started having a fit!”
She frowned, looking introspective as she paused. Then she glanced up again, a sinister aura of command radiating from her sleek, nude figure.
“There must be some minor issue with the connection to my body. Ignore it and listen to my words. Claim me! I’ve come too close to fail now.”
“Um, what?”
“Pin me down and fuck me, Dungeon Master!”
“Silly Undead wants Packmaster to be forceful with mating. Maybe she’s like Grouchy Panties?”
“What’s wrong, Gabriel?” Merideva asked. She remained hovering above the central plinth, but her cute voice reminded him of their audience, and he struggled to stay hard.
Forcing everyone around them from his mind, Gabriel studied the beautiful oni waiting beneath him.
She stared up at him without blinking, her eyes glowing bright. The oni’s expression gave her an inquisitive look, but the longer he remained silent, the more fear seeped out.
“You insist we have sex, even though you reacted so viscerally to me pressing against you?”
She gave a decisive nod. “Yes, Dungeon Master. My traitorous body does not get a say in the matter. Now penetrate me and pump me full of your seed as we seal the ritual.”
When she glanced down at his crotch, her gaze darkened. The oni’s unexpected outburst had murdered his arousal, and her words now did nothing to help his flagging erection.
It would be awkward as all hells to ask Brynja or Cindra to come perk me back up. And almost as bad if I try stroking myself. Maybe…
Eyes closing, he reached out for his bond with Cindra. Her fiery heat still flowed within him, though even without the oni’s icy embrace, he didn’t feel too hot.
Reaching deeper into where their souls merged, he sought the hellhound’s perpetual eagerness for “mating.”
His softening member hardened in an instant. A surge of desire flooded his entire body, almost subsuming conscious thought.
The oni’s eager smile returned, her eyes brightening as she stared at his rock-hard manhood. “Excellent. Now, commence penetration.”
Gabriel smirked at her weak attempt to sound sultry.
“Uh, maybe you should work on your sexy talk, Mistress,” Isomyra said.
Several snickers and a soft chorus of amused hissing emanated from the spectators. But Gabriel kept his attention focused on the nude woman looking so vulnerable on the bed before him.
Gabriel steeled his nerves, assuming she would react the same way when he pressed against her again.
After a brief focusing technique, he leaned forward, looming over the much smaller woman. Locking eyes with her, he pressed his hips closer.
She stared up at him, those blazing orbs never blinking, even when his tip brushed her soft, slick folds.
Her body writhed beneath him. She bucked, bouncing and twisting with a feral intensity.
But her fangs dug into her dark lips as she forced herself to remain silent.
Gabriel couldn’t tear his gaze away from her pained face. He focused on remembering that she was extorting him to perform. If he failed to bond the unhinged undead, she might very well slaughter all of his bonded.
Gripping her hips, he pinned her in place, then thrust.
The oni’s soaked entrance yielded to his rigid girth. His bulbous head slipped inside, the blending of Cindra’s viscous saliva and her nectar easing his passage.
Eyes wide, she seized up, every toned muscle in her petite body clenching harder than spun mithril. Her mouth hinged open, a soul-chilling wail exploding out of her throat.
Gabriel’s heart stopped, and his lungs burned against an impossible chill that froze his very bones.
‘Come on, Alpha! Man the fuck up and give her the D!’
Gabriel roared, tapping Cindra’s bond further. Her vivacious fieriness coursed through him, revitalizing his frozen body.
Eyes snapping open, he glared down at the wailing undead beauty. Her Spiritual Presence surged around them, suffusing the entire chamber in a contorted mix of terror and desperate pleading.
Instead of fleeing the remorseless shroud of death and despair, Gabriel dove in headfirst. Images and voices flickered through his mind. He focused on a single repeated word.
A name.
“Retract your aura, Kimiko,” he growled. “You’re mine now. Focus only on me.”
Instantly, her oppressive Spiritual Presence withdrew. She stopped resisting, her powerful body going slack beneath him. Glowing eyes blazed with a blinding brilliance as centuries of unshed tears streamed forth.
“My name?” she gasped, voice husky. “Say it again, Dungeon Master. Claim me. Please?”
“You’re mine, Kimiko. Now and forever.”
“Yes!” she keened as he slammed his hips forward, sheathing himself inside her.
“Ooo! Packmaster’s best when he’s forceful.” The quaver of the hellhound’s voice gave away her self-pleasuring.
“Clearly, he isss tapping your bond quite deeply.”
“Ha, looks like he’s tapping the Mistress ‘quite deeply,’” Isomyra said, snickering.
“Kimiko? Your wish is finally granted, Mistress,” Amara whispered, sniffling despite the joy in her voice.
Gabriel shoved the spectators from his mind. Kimiko stared up at him with rapt attention, mouth agape.
She reached up and brushed his cheek with a gentle hand. “Come now, my Dungeon Master. The ritual’s climax awaits.”
Her flirty tone and mischievous smirk rekindled Gabriel’s lust. She twitched and gasped as he pulled back, her insides clinging to him with unnatural friction.
A second of doubt flickered through her vibrant eyes when his crown slipped free of her tight depths. Then he slammed forward, hilting himself again, and she screamed in satisfaction.
Looming over the petite oni, Gabriel studied her reactions to each of his thrusts. He changed his pace, curious and eager even as bonding remained his true objective. With his dual-channel mind, it was effortless to maintain the ritual.
Kimiko breathed in short, ragged gasps as he experimented with languid, sensual thrusts. The oddity of an undead seeming to breathe felt unimportant as their nascent bond strengthened.
Flashes of emotion passed from Kimiko to Gabriel with increasing frequency. The most vivid accompanying husky moans as he discovered her more sensitive spots.
“Yes… Dungeon Master. Faster. Harder,” she gasped. Passion inflamed her voice, and her hips bucked up to meet his thrusts.
Kimiko groped her small breasts. Slim, dexterous fingers teased her erect nipples. She panted with need, fangs biting into her bottom lip.
Pleasure and arousal built within Gabriel. His own breathing grew labored.
Each thrust was better than the last. Kimiko’s silken insides were velvety perfection, clinging to his erection. Her nectar flowed freely, drenching them both.
Despite her obvious arousal, she remained almost too tight, the subtle contours of her inner walls fighting to impress their shape upon his flesh.
Gabriel braced his hand around her head, leaning down and gazing into her eyes from only inches away.
Kimiko’s gaze burned with an ever-growing hunger. Lips parting, her black tongue lolled out. “Come on… Dungeon Master. Fuck me!”
He growled, both turned on and angered by her commanding tone. His hips slammed against hers, the sharp slap of their bodies crashing together, pushing her further.
She snarled, baring wicked fangs, her eyes narrowing into sinister slits. Wrapping her arms around Gabriel, she clawed at his back, talons drawing blood.
Ten burning lines of fire lit up, but Gabriel’s lust spiked higher. His balls ached with need, begging for relief.
Voices cried out, their words meaningless to him as he claimed his newest bonded.
“You want it rougher?” Gabriel asked, his voice darkening. He pounded down against Kimiko, pressing her sleek, toned body into the mattress.
Her eyes flared wide, radiating wanton lust. She gasped, nodding. “Yes! Fuck me, break me, impale me. Rip me in half with your cock!”
Kimiko’s lips spread into that too-wide, broken grin she had shown earlier. Except now it dripped with depraved, feral lust.
She kicked her legs up, wrapping them around him, heels bumping against his ass as he thrust away.
“Harder. Fuck me back to life. Blast my soul out with your cum!” Kimiko growled huskily.
Gabriel’s mind rebelled at her crazed words, but a surge of fiery passion filled his body, driving him closer to the edge.
Isomyra sniggered. “I got ten platinum says he can’t do it.”
“Hmm, I am uncertain she meant it literally,” Brynja replied. “But you would know her better…”
Sweat beading his forehead, he grunted. Seeing the manic intensity shining up from his soon-to-be bonded, he growled, chest rumbling.
“Do it, Packmaster! Make her Pack!”
Gabriel grabbed Kimiko’s horns. Power blasted through him, his hair standing on end.
“Yes!” she wailed, arching her back. Her tight passage clamped down with bruising force, and Gabriel groaned.
He stared into the glowing pits of her eyes as the pleasure of her orgasm burst across their bond, drowning his mind.
Hips bucking despite being locked balls-deep in the monstrously strong, petite woman, Gabriel came.
“Now!” Kimiko shouted. She sat up in a blur, smashing her lips against his. The scent of lemon and orange filled his nose.
Voices cried out in response, but before her command registered in his mind, something small, hard, and faceted slammed against his spine.
“Sorry, Dungeon Master, it will be over soon,” Amara said.
Raw, crackling energy flooded every fiber of his being. His nerves burned, and his body cramped. Power rushed out of him and into Kimiko through his twitching manhood, only for more to rush back in from her electrifying kiss.
His member pulsed, spraying thick jets of seed deep inside Kimiko. More and more gushed forth. Panic worried the edges of his consciousness, but relieved pleasure blotted it out.
Kimiko’s lithe body clenched up again, every muscle harder than steel. Her slender legs clamped tight around his hips, vise-like.
She let out a guttural wail, then collapsed limp beneath him.
Vision graying out, Gabriel sucked in a massive breath. Swallowing, he stared down in speculative horror at the limp corpse impaled on his quick-flagging erection.
‘Holy shit, Alpha! Did you actually cumblast her soul out? Fuck, she looks dead. I mean, really dead. Still… that was kind of hot.’
Before he could reply, the ritual circle flared with a searing purple-white radiance, and the Core Room vanished.




Chapter Fifty-Five

Gabriel blinked.
Nothingness gave way to a vast, empty gray expanse, wispy fog or smoke limiting his vision to a few feet away.
Thunder boomed, startling him. Dense, foreboding clouds gathered overhead. The air smelled heavy and wet, announcing the impending storm.
Glancing around, he struggled to recall how he had gotten here. “Kimiko?”
Lightning flashed.
A raging maelstrom yielded to a dark cathedral with towering pillars and graphic murals covering its thick walls.
Terrifying, foreign, inhuman voices spoke tongues he could never identify.
Several figures edged closer, looming over him like titans to a goblin.
More words were uttered. Hateful, spite-filled words that foreshadowed doom.
His doom.
One of the terrifying figures struck another. A deluge of purple blood poured over Gabriel.
The hot, sticky gore made his stomach churn. He cried out, desperate for aid. Succor.
A child’s pitiful wail reverberated within the dark cathedral’s towering walls.
The figures above spun, lunging and dodging. The same one from before cut down her mirror image.
Again and again.
Gabriel screamed as torrents of thick, hot purple blood soaked him.
Only two imposing figures remained, dancing around him, their swords slashing and striking. Blood erupted from both, but neither slowed.
Their elegant footwork captivated him to the point he protested when the first giant figure lopped off her foe’s head.
It spun through the air in slow motion, spraying a fine mist of beautiful purple blood.
Gabriel stared into the scared face of a tulaxi troll as it landed upright on the altar beside him.
The lone survivor dashed over to grab Gabriel.
“Mother?”
◆◆◆
 
“There you are, Little Dungeon Master,” two voices said as one.
A brilliant purple-white light blasted any semblance of understanding from Gabriel’s mind.
“Huh? What…”
“Focus, Dungeon Master,” Kimiko said, her pace clipped. “The difference between our souls was too great, and mine pushed your consciousness back.”
“Kimiko? What was that?”
“Do not worry about anything but anchoring our bond. If you don’t focus, the connection will unravel.”
Not good!
With his probationary bonded’s voice centering him in the present, he raced through a quick focusing meditation.
Seconds later, he latched onto the purple-white tether leading to the undead oni.
Throwing his entire being into claiming her, he pulled, straining to fuse her soul to his.
Crackling power blazed from Kimiko’s glowing bond. It surged through his body—his soul—shocking everything to numbness.
Gabriel strained, forgetting the strange memory. Still, it wasn’t enough. He let go of everything, every concept, except claiming her as his bonded.
Nothing else existed.
Seconds or centuries later, the unbearable surge of power subsided, and he took a deep breath, exhaling an ocean of stress.
“Well done, Dungeon Master.”
Kimiko’s voice brought his hazy mind back into focus.
“Hello, my bonded.”
Slender arms wrapped around his waist, and Gabriel hugged her back.
The empty void vanished again.
A small stone and wood castle with ornate tile shingles sat upon a steep hill. Hundreds of small thatch-roofed houses formed a large town surrounding the fortified estate.
Gabriel blinked as he found himself back in his body. He wore simple white pants and a flowing, open-front robe.
Instead of the beautiful undead oni, the woman hugging him was an almost child-sized human.
Her raven black hair was long and thick, coiled up in an elaborate winged bun. Wearing puffy black pants like Cindra’s with a matching top and simple white sarashi binding modest breasts, she looked… out of place.
“Kimiko?”
The tiny woman glanced up, rich brown eyes welling with tears. She nodded. “Yes… I remember.”
Centuries of heartache leaked out of her, and Gabriel clutched her tight.
Kimiko sobbed. Pressing her face against his bare chest, she wailed, the dam breaking as a flood of sadness and regret surged forth.
Hot tears smeared against his skin, and her thin arms clung to him with all the strength she could muster.
Gabriel didn’t know what to say. His own mind still reeled from the effort to anchor their bond, so he held her tight and kissed the top of her head.
Subtle hints of citrus, sweet and tart, wafted from her glossy black hair.
Several minutes later, Kimiko sniffled, reaching up and blotting her eyes with one flowing sleeve. “I-I apologize for displaying such shameful behavior so shortly after our bonding.”
She tried to pull away, but Gabriel shook his head, holding her tight. “Don’t worry about that. Are you all right? What happened?” He glanced down as she looked up, their gazes locking.
“I remember… everything.”




Chapter Fifty-Six

Seasons passed through the peaceful town surrounding the exotic castle. Breathtaking pink blossoms erupted across hundreds of trees with each year, lending the foreign land an elegant touch.
Hundreds of people went about their lives. Despite the bustling nature of the large town, almost a small city, everyone was human.
Either the perspective was off, or they were shorter than average. Most wore simple, rugged peasant’s garb and toiled each day. Others dressed in flowing silks and held themselves as nobles, either ignoring or lording over their lessers.
Having spent his entire life in Lostbarrow, save the trip to recover the Domain Crystal, Gabriel was used to the city’s cosmopolitan nature. But in this strange land, with its majestic mountains and stylish castle, everyone seemed far more homogenous.
Kimiko gave a half-hearted chuckle. “This is the land where I was born. Other than fairy tales, there were only humans. We were wicked enough without any ‘monsters.’”
A shudder rocked her slender body, and Gabriel held her tight. Sadness, despair, shame, and loathing trickled across their new bond like a babbling brook.
The intensity of her festering emotions compared to the polite mask of nobility across her face made him pause.
Before he found the words to speak, their view shifted, and they watched a tiny, raven-haired girl in a silk robe kneel on a bright, polished wood floor.
The man sitting on little more than a fancy stool as though it were a mithril throne gazed down at the waifish girl with a neutral mask. But his light-brown eyes shouted his pride and love at the cute girl trying her best.
Kimiko huffed in embarrassment when her younger self tripped while trying to rise.
“That’s your father?” Gabriel asked, already feeling the truth before she replied.
“Yes. Father was a minor noble…”
Her words gave way to more sniffling. Gabriel rubbed her slender back, trying to soothe his new bonded as they watched time race past.
Two younger sisters joined child Kimiko, living in the castle on the hill. Fondness warred with unquenchable loss as Gabriel and Kimiko watched the three children learn and play.
Whenever they immersed themselves in a peaceful, manicured garden, radiant joy burst from Gabriel’s bonded, her weary remorse fading into the background.
Their perspective changed. The little girls were older, with the eldest dressed in formal silk robes.
Walking down a long white-paneled hall, she still looked younger than the petite woman trembling in Gabriel’s embrace. Her wide, flowing sleeves concealed her clasped hands as she knelt before her father.
His robes were more ostentatious, with bright coloring and elaborate trim. He reigned from upon that rickety, painted stool while several men and most of the women sat cross-legged on an unusual-looking floor.
“My daughter,” the man said, sounding not unkind, “it is time for you to fulfill your duty to your family.”
“Yes, Father,” the girl replied after bowing low.
Her voice differed from Gabriel’s bonded, and it took him a second to realize they were not speaking Common.
“Oh, my little Kimiko, you must remain brave and noble as you join your husband’s house,” the oldest woman said. She gazed at her daughter, conflicted emotions visible in soft brown eyes.
‘A political marriage?’
The woman in Gabriel’s embrace shuddered, nodding. A single heart-breaking sob echoed in the quietness that drowned out the meaningless chatter of long-dead people.
Startled at that realization, which seemed foreign, Gabriel reached out through their bond. ‘They’re all dead?’
Kimiko nodded. ‘Yes. Not long after this.’
‘Do you want to m—’
‘No, I will be fine. I remember this life now. Do not dare do anything to disturb our bonding; I have waited centuries for this.’
Gabriel squeezed Kimiko tighter, trying not to focus on how tiny and fragile she felt against him.
She makes Reyna seem huge. How did such a tiny waif become that terrifying undead?
With Kimiko tucked in tight against him, they both watched the world of her memories continue.
Weeks played out in minutes. Young Kimiko’s life was a frantic flurry of activity, with lessons from morning to evening while making time for clothes fitting and brief moments of comfort with her younger sisters.
“When will we get to see you again, Honored Sister?” the youngest girl asked.
Young Kimiko sniffled, but a beatific smile brightened her pale face. “Be good and obey our parents. If you do, I will be sure to come visit after I give my new lord an heir.”
Her little sisters beamed, cheering as they grasped her hands and began dancing. Their boundless zest for life seemed to infect the older girl, and she laughed along with them, smiling.
Gabriel’s Kimiko sniffled, tears flowing down her cheeks as she watched the scene unfold.
‘Yet another lie I told. This was the last time I ever saw Izumi and Himewari… at least, while they still lived.’
A bottomless well of darkness rushed up, wrapping slimy, cold tentacles around Gabriel’s newest bonded. Their clammy caress filled him with revulsion, and he tightened his grip on Kimiko.
‘Don’t give in to despair. You forced me to bond you, remember? We’re just getting started.’
Kimiko sobbed, then screamed, ‘I failed them! Every time, I failed.’
Gabriel hugged her close, kissing the top of her head. Her slender arms tightened around his waist, demonstrating far more strength than such a tiny body should possess.
A flurry of moments—memories—passed. Kimiko gasped, sobbed, or laughed at those little fragments of her past life.
Before Gabriel expected, her wedding came and went with the briefest of glimpses.
The groom’s family was far wealthier than Kimiko’s. Their ornate silk robes and the colorful armor and banners of their guards proclaimed the difference.
Gabriel felt uncomfortable as he watched his newest bonded go through a strange marriage ceremony. But he had no time to consider his conflicted feelings.
Kimiko became a writhing, gnashing ball of hate, vitriol, and blind rage the second her groom appeared in their shared vision.
She snarled, gnashing her teeth like a feral beast. Her tiny hands gnarled into claws, and every muscle of her slim body tensed.
Unthinking rage and centuries of sadness and despair flooded their new bond, threatening Gabriel’s sanity and connection to the tormented woman.
Holding her tight with one arm, Gabriel used his other hand to force Kimiko to face him. Darkness threatened to erupt from her rich brown eyes. Despite that, he met her gaze without flinching.
Long moments later, the unthinking fury and pain ebbed from her cute face and their still fragile bond.
‘I… I apologize, Dungeon Master.’
‘There’s nothing to be sorry for, Kimiko. If we’re going to be bonded, there can’t be any secrets, right? I’m sorry you suffered so, but if you wish to keep going, I will stay here at your side.’
She flashed a faint facsimile of a smile, a flicker of hope glinting in her eyes. ‘Yes, please. Thank you.’
Turning back to focus on her memories, Gabriel found the wedding over, the scenario changing to another, larger town or city.
The architecture was similar to the previous but with grander buildings intermixed with simple peasant homes.
Lording over the town was a much larger, better-defended castle. Vivid tiles capped stylish roofs decorated with sinuous golden dragons.
Off to one side, a vast submerged field of greenery dominated the landscape, with countless people in simple robes and wide, round straw hats.
‘Rice paddies. It was the linchpin of our diet here. I believe it is more common in countries west of Ailannor,’ Kimiko sent.
She shifted in Gabriel’s embrace, pressing her small back against him, her tiny hands covering his larger one.
Kimiko’s married life seemed similar to how she had lived with her parents. Though, her in-laws treated her with polite disdain rather than reserved affection.
Her husband, Haramaki, showed her more tenderness than she seemed to have expected, and the younger Kimiko soon settled into her new life.
Thankfully, their vision of that life skipped past her nights with Haramaki. Gabriel was unsure whether it was his instincts or Kimiko’s, but he was grateful nonetheless.
It might be from Cindra’s bond, but I’m decidedly uncomfortable with the thought of a man touching one of my bonded. I was never so possessive and quick to anger before all this… was I?
Older Kimiko shifted, pressing back against him, an almost purring sound just audible.
Months passed, then a year. Two years of marriage saw younger—but not by much—Kimiko smiling as she knelt on a small polished-wood bench in a beautiful garden. Several young women accompanied her in a surprisingly formal tea party.
‘This is the day I learned of Lord Haramoto’s treachery,’ older Kimiko hissed.
Gabriel held tight to his bonded as the scene played out. Kimiko’s husband summoned her to his study.
The words the cocky man spoke were unintelligible. So, too, were the gasping replies of the heartbroken young woman who collapsed on the padded floor of the minimalistic room.
Unquenchable heartache threatened to shred the bond still growing between Gabriel and Kimiko. He reached out with all the will he could muster, drawing on two decades of meditation and training.
Forcing the connection to hold, he crushed the petite woman against him, refusing to let go now.
Both Kimikos shuddered as grief overtook them. Flashes of meaning washed through Gabriel, and he knew.
‘His father betrayed yours. Th-they even killed the children?’
Older Kimiko gave a jerky nod. ‘This was the day I became the last of my house.’ She gave a sad chuckle. ‘It was also the night I killed my first man.’
Her hands clutched his against her chest as the memory faded away. Darkness unfurled into a lavish candle-lit bedroom, and she trembled.
‘Please… d-don’t hate me, Dungeon Master,’ Kimiko murmured.
‘You’re my bonded now. Nothing that happened before will change that.’
Eyes red from crying, past Kimiko stepped across the opulent, silk-strewn suite, approaching Haramaki, who reclined on a gilded wood-framed bed with rich covers. Her thick, dark hair was done up in an elaborate winged topknot, held in place by red-enameled sticks.
The man stirred, frowning at the shivering young woman standing demurely before him. “Are you through being hysterical?” he asked.
The silk-clad Kimiko gave a slight nod. “Yes, my lord.” Her voice broke, but she took a deep, steadying breath and continued, “While I mourn the loss of my family, it… it is still my duty to conceive your heir.”
Haramaki’s scowling doubt washed away, a look of arousal softening his distinguished features. “I am glad to hear this.”
“My attendants bathed me, and I prepared to lie with you tonight,” she said, hands moving to her elaborate sash.
Outrage and jealousy flared within Gabriel. Vicious pleasure and pride rose from his bond with Kimiko, so intense it soothed his fiery anger in seconds.
‘This night did not go at all how that traitorous kusotare hoped,’ she sent, her mind-voice rich with dark satisfaction.
The scene before them sped up again, with past Kimiko disrobing, then moving up onto the bed.
Haramaki shucked his robe, allowing his wife to climb up and kneel over his bare legs.
Nude Kimiko swayed like a willow, her slender hips and petite breasts presenting a sensual façade diametrically opposed to the rush of vicious pleasure radiating from her older self.
Haramaki reached up to cup one of those delightful, pink-capped breasts. As he did, his wife raised her slender arms overhead, still swaying above him.
Her fingers played through her luscious ebon locks. Silky curtains of black hair spilled down across her shoulders and back when she undid the elaborate bun.
“Ah, my wife is so beautiful. Such pale, flawless skin,” Haramaki murmured. He licked his lips, thumb about to brush one of those small exposed nipples.
“For my father!” nude Kimiko screeched. Her hands slammed down at the stunned man’s neck.
Candlelight glinted off of two foot-long enameled needles, except for the first inch of freshly shaved wood, as Kimiko thrust them into her husband’s throat.
Haramaki opened his mouth but only managed a wet gurgle.
Kimiko jerked the sharpened wood needles from his flesh, ripping gaping holes. Hot blood gushed from Haramaki’s ruined throat.
Despite a surge of relief and excitement, Gabriel watched on as Kimiko plunged her improvised weapons into the man’s face and neck, over and over again.
Blood splattered across her pale skin, painting her like a deranged succubus bathing in her victim’s blood.
The young woman sobbed as she lashed out repeatedly. One hairpin splintered, then the other. Still, she struck.
Unlike the other memories Gabriel had spectated, this one seemed to linger. Long after Haramaki ceased struggling, even past the point when Kimiko’s cathartic violence petered out, leaving the blood-soaked girl bawling.
‘Are you all right?’ Gabriel sent.
The Kimiko pressed against him nodded. Her hairstyle had changed to match the version of her covered in gore, but she seemed stronger. More confident now.
‘This is when I first met the Brilliant One,’ she whispered, her mind-voice solemn and controlled.
Before Gabriel could reply, a regal male voice spoke from the surrounding emptiness.
“Hello, little one. While I commend your spirit in this act of vengeance, you know what comes next, do you not?”
Shaken from her orgy of butchery, Kimiko jerked up straight, blood soaking her hair and teary face. She glanced all around the bedchamber but failed to spot the speaker.
The Brilliant One chuckled, a rich, dignified sound. “Ah, there is no need to be alarmed. I happen to have a proposition for you.” He paused, and the sound of footsteps was audible from nearby. “I fear you will have to decide quickly, little one.”
From the smugly amused tone of the speaker’s voice, it was clear this “Brilliant One” had zero regret or remorse about the time limit.
‘Yes. While he was my savior and let me slake my thirst for revenge, the Brilliant One could be quite the manipulative bastard.’
The suave, charming male voice chuckled, seemingly responding to present Kimiko’s comment.
She jerked in Gabriel’s arms, then let out a bitter laugh. ‘See? I didn’t know why he chuckled back then, but for all I know, he was laughing at us right now.’
Gabriel gulped. Time travel was said to be impossible, an ancient ban instituted by the gods before recorded history.
But foresight is real. How far ahead would he have had to see?
“Wh-what is your offer, man who is not truly here?” blood-covered Kimiko asked. While Gabriel was distracted, she brushed her hair back and repositioned to kneel on a clean spot of the bed.
“In return for your pledge to follow me instead of the powers your ancestors worshipped, I will give you the means to exact revenge on your true enemy.”
Both Kimikos straightened up at his words. “You wish for me to worship you? A bodiless voice who came to me at the end of my life?” Bloody Kimiko gave a doubtful, bitter chuckle.
Gabriel could feel the smarmy smirk of the unseen being. “We can work out the details of such… trivialities later, little one. How about a small test?”
Hope flared in her eyes. “A test?”
The dark, majestic being’s pleased chuckle was almost a purr. “Yes. If you swear to do me one small favor, centuries from now, I will give you the power needed to crush those who support the wicked man who betrayed your father.”
The Kimiko in Gabriel’s arms sniffled, a sense of inevitability and loss leaking across their burgeoning bond.
‘Did he betray you too?’
Kimiko barked a harsh, bitter laugh. ‘No, the Brilliant One always honors his promises.’
The scene sped up, but only moments passed, with nude Kimiko speaking a hurried conversation.
Soon, she leapt to her feet, uncaring of her nudity, and rushed across the room. She toppled a polished cabinet across the door, then added several more pieces of lacquered wood furniture, barring the only entrance. A plush woven rug topped the ramshackle barricade, revealing a beautiful wood floor.
Moving with single-minded purpose, she dipped her fingers in the cooling blood of her dead husband.
Gabriel held tight to his Kimiko as her bloody doppelgänger painted an elaborate ritual circle across the bare floor.
‘I’m pretty sure most of those sigils are Infernal,’ Gabriel sent.
Sniffling, Kimiko nodded. ‘Yes. The ones binding me to the Brilliant One.’
‘Is this where you became undead?’
Kimiko shook her head, thick hair brushing against Gabriel’s chest. ‘No. That little favor he asked for took almost a millennium to perform.’
Stomach falling into a bottomless pit of dread, Gabriel gulped. ‘He asked you to become undead?’
‘More or less, yes.’
‘And it took you centuries to achieve?’
A flicker of pride and amusement washed through their bond. ‘Are you impressed, my darling Dungeon Master? You didn’t really think I was a mere lich, did you?’
‘I did, but not anymore. Y-you’re a daevonic wraith, aren’t you?’
‘Ah, so you figured it out.’
Gabriel’s mind blanked, his unfocused eyes directed toward the powerful ritual unfolding before them.
Bloody Kimiko scrawled out the sigils with surprising finesse, and sooner than he expected, an unfathomable surge of magic blasted their vision away.




Chapter Fifty-Seven

Gabriel blinked, adjusting to the new vision before him. Kimiko stirred in his embrace, and he glanced down.
The petite, delicate human princess was gone. In her place, he held the sleek, beautiful oni he had bonded.
Her eyes glowed a soft purple-white, and sharp fangs peeked out between soft, dark lips. She stared off into the distance, recognition washing over her.
They gazed upon familiar lands. Snow smothered the world around them, and a dreary, morose sky bathed the stark white fields with a sinister cast.
Off to the east, a massive army churned the snow into mud, marching toward a much smaller force.
Gabriel recognized the stylized flower heraldry of Kimiko’s clan on the armor of some of the doomed men. Overhead, banners with a hastily painted crest hung limp in the darkening sky. Only a handful of better-armored, mounted archers rode among their ranks. Many soldiers wore stylized masks over their lower faces, fierce snarling demons or vicious beasts.
Blazoned above the larger force was the same foreboding black-on-red kamon that coated everything in the estate of Kimiko’s deceitful husband.
Gabriel studied the opposing armies. “Why are they fighting? Didn’t those commanders side with that asshole? They’ve painted over your father’s emblem.”
Kimiko gave a vengeful snort. “Yes. And now they face the fate which awaits all traitors.” She let out a dark chuckle. “After all, how can you ever trust someone who already proved themselves unworthy of trust?”
Archers on both sides loosed swarms of arrows from overly long bows, drawing first blood as the two groups closed.
The paltry return shots from the smaller army petered off while the attackers rained death upon them for long minutes before the front ranks were too close to chance.
Lord Haramoto’s army fell upon the disorganized ranks of the traitor forces. A small band of cavalry rode around the left flank, then rushed in along the rearmost ranks.
Hundreds died in the first few minutes.
The vast majority fought with iron-tipped spears, clashing in a cacophonous orgy of violence. Haramoto’s troops’ better armor and greater numbers doomed the traitors.
Wounded men screamed and moaned and wept. Most ignored the fallen, too focused on pressing the advantage and breaking the remaining defenders.
The unforgettable reek of fear, death, and suffering blended with piss, shit, mud, and the sweat of far too many bodies in such tight spaces. Fortunately, the stench was faint, coming from a distance as Gabriel and Kimiko watched the battle turn into a slaughter.
At least a thousand had fallen before he noticed the stench growing stronger.
“Why is—”
“Shh, this is the best part,” Kimiko whispered, her smooth voice dark and malicious.
Glancing at his newest bonded, Gabriel gulped when he saw the eerie purple-white glow of her eyes brighten.
Before he could ask what she meant, their perspective shifted.
Instead of the bird’s-eye view they had used until now, everything blurred, and when the vision returned, they were closer to the action.
Far closer.
Stalking across the battlefield came a huge, white oni with bulging muscles. She wore only a tiger-striped sarashi around her massive breasts and a matching loincloth. An impossibly thick, voluminous mane of unkempt white hair hid her broad back and shoulders, its tips teasing across the back of her knees.
Dark, lethal horns rose from her forehead, their lengths shot through with a purple glow. Eyes that same sinister shade glared from beneath furrowed brows.
“Is that you?”
Kimiko nodded, licking her lips.
“Yes. This was the Brilliant One’s gift. Enough strength to crush the traitors with my own hands.”
The comically large spiked club she twirled about as though it was made of cloudsteel instead of solid iron drew Gabriel’s eyes.
“That looks a lot like Darren’s club,” he said.
Kimiko nodded. “Who?”
Before Gabriel could reply, an inconceivably powerful presence brushed his mind with a delicate, inquisitive touch.
“Ah, the furry.” Kimiko chuckled, her tone light and amused, the sinister vibe from earlier vanishing. “Similar, yes. But I left this one buried in the rubble after the fighting ended. It is a tetsubo, the iconic weapon of oni from my homeland. They were a favorite monster of mine, obviously, and we released many into the wild. So, he likely looted one after slaying an oni.”
Something about her statement struck a chord with Gabriel. But then the terrifying monster reached the closest troops, demanding his full attention.
Haramoto’s soldiers noticed the approaching intruder first. A panic washed through their ranks, but training kicked in, and a score of spear-wielding men wheeled about to face her.
Kimiko—Gabriel’s Kimiko—growled in anticipation, licking her lips.
The massive oni closed in, let out a thunderous roar, then charged.
Most of the spearmen buckled, some falling to their butts, dropping their weapons. Others staggered back, eyes wide behind their no-longer-so-intimidating masks.
She lunged forward, batting aside a trio of trembling spears. Compared to her feral speed, the humans were like statues.
Fragile, gore-filled statues.
The monstrous version of Kimiko stalked through the massed ranks of soldiers. More screams, not of pain but unbridled terror, rang out.
She laughed, her throatier voice filled with dark amusement. “Death! Death comes for all of you.”
Packed in tight formations, dozens of men fell beneath the crush of their panicked, fleeing comrades.
Gabriel held tight to his newest bonded while she thrashed about, screaming herself hoarse as her larger self exterminated hundreds of men.
Then thousands.
Minutes into the slaughter, Haramoto’s army shattered, at least ten thousand white-eyed soldiers fleeing in all directions. Many lashed out at allies in their desperate attempts to escape.
They need not have bothered.
With every swing, the eight-foot-tall oni turned entire squads of spear-wielding infantry into gory chunks of meat-filled armor.
When the defenseless humans nearest her fell still, all others having fled, she threw her head back, cackling.
Then she dropped her tetsubo and raised her arms. An incredible surge of magic rushed out from her.
A headless corpse twitched before climbing to its feet with jerky, unnatural movement. Two more, then a dozen other mangled bodies, rose.
Scores of those she slew twitched or flopped, but their remains were too broken to stand.
The hundreds of dead and dying slain during the initial battle were not.
Gabriel watched in stupefied disbelief as the other Kimiko raised hundreds of undead in mere minutes.
“I suspect you are now rather grateful I only wanted to join you, aren’t you?” his undead bonded teased.
“Y-yes, holy hells. How did you do that?”
She giggled. “Well, that was a special gift from the Brilliant One. Once I finished my revenge and took up his service, I had to study intensively, but”—she dragged out the word, her voice playful—“I can do far more impressive Necromancy now.”
She let out a world-weary sigh that carried over into their bond. “Even if I have grown disillusioned with the practice.”
Pitiful moans and wails from the rising remains of her father’s traitorous army drew Gabriel’s attention. Unlike the mindless zombies of Lord Haramoto’s troops, these poor, unfortunate souls rose as ghouls.
Cursed with a ravenous, insatiable hunger, hundreds of soldiers flocked toward the muscular oni standing amid the shattered remains of Haramoto’s army.
They fell upon the dying, ripping screaming men apart. Gnashing and snarling at each other, the ghouls tore off bits of armor, then began gnawing at their still-living victims.
“Why did they become ghouls while the others are only zombies?” Gabriel asked.
Stilling in his embrace, her hands clamped tight against his, Kimiko spat her words with undisguised hate. “Traitors deserve a far worse fate than mere enemies. Unlike my father’s retainers, who betrayed him, most of these men merely followed orders.”
Multiple spikes of vicious agreement rose within Gabriel, reminding him of his other bonded. From what he sensed, all of them would agree with the scowling oni.
That imposing figure lowered her arms and stood still for a few minutes as her minions devoured the dead and dying.
Once the screaming stopped, the only sound was the snacking of a hundred undead monstrosities as they stripped flesh and snapped bones, seeking marrow.
The larger Kimiko started forward, resting her massive tetsubo on one shoulder. “Come, we hunt.”
Every zombie lurched into motion while the ghouls let out hideous caterwauling. But they abandoned their buffet, bursting into a scurrying sprint and racing ahead of the glowering oni.
Gabriel thought the undead horde would be far too slow to catch the fleeing soldiers, several hundred of whom had ridden off on horseback.
Sthuza’s comment about how long horses could gallop with a rider came to his mind as the next few days played out in rapid procession.
The more monstrous Kimiko reveled in the slaughter of each group of fleeing soldiers. Her ghouls chased them with dogged determination, never slowing.
A hundred men died in the first hours, caught after they collapsed among the snowy hills. Terrified, exhausted soldiers turned their weapons on the undead, only to find their mundane spears and swords useless against the necrotic warriors.
The sun retreated behind snowy mountains in the far west, escaping the slaughter and leaving mere humans as prey to the relentless monsters Kimiko had unleashed.
Gabriel watched in detached, wondrous horror as ghouls stalked the furthest humans, leaving the slower ones to the shambling horde of zombies making their inexorable way across snowy hills and through a forest of towering cedar trees.
The initial fury and pleasure that had radiated from his newest bonded faded, their growing connection filling with embarrassment, shame, and fear.
“I meant what I said. We’re bonded now, Kimiko. This changes nothing.” Gabriel paused, sighing as they watched a group of cavalrymen and their horses fall prey to a dozen ghouls.
A taller man in elaborate lamellar armor rallied his men and tried to stand against the undead. He cut down three before his sword bent, and a ghoul dragged him down, screaming.
The rest broke and ran, but more ghouls slipped out of the shadows and claimed them. Tied off to felled logs or nearby trees, their horses filled the air with desperate sounds as the ghouls feasted.
When they turned on the horses, the poor animals were almost catatonic. Mercifully, their terrified cries faded, then everything else disappeared into darkness.




Chapter Fifty-Eight

A strange, beautiful castle of lacquered wood sat atop a massive hill. Winding paths led through multiple gates from the town below to the palatial residence at its heart.
Guards patrolled the town and walls, their scale and lamellar armor clean and sharp. The black-on-red winged star kamon of Haramoto declared their fealty.
The town was unfortified, but the castle cast an imposing shadow over it, and thousands of soldiers mustered along its bustling streets. But no matter where Gabriel looked, he sensed no magical defenses.
“We didn’t have magic,” Kimiko whispered. “The Brilliant One said it was all but stamped out after Godfall. Nothing more than fairy tales to scare children.” She snorted.
A shadowy army appeared along the narrow road between two hills. Bells rang out an alarm, and the masses of people in the town burst into action.
Countless archers manned the walls and towers defending the castle. More scrambled onto rooftops, lining up and readying their longbows.
Thousands of zombies marched upon the last holding of Kimiko’s father-in-law. They swarmed over impromptu fortifications, felled trees, and shallow trenches.
Arrows rained down upon them. Men shouted and cried, but the undead never wavered, plodding on like the tide, uncaring toward the barrage of missiles.
Poorly equipped men, and more than a few women, met their charge just past the center of town. They brandished spears, some ramshackle, others gleaming, and laid into the oncoming army of monsters.
Rotten, shambling corpses fell by the score, but they pushed forward, heedless of injury. Most of the ones dropped by a well-placed thrust or slash remained dangerous, clawing their way toward the terrified people.
The large oni emerged from the throng of undead just as the first competent soldiers reached the front ranks. Dozens of armored ghouls leapt out in her wake, teeth gnashing and hideous tongues lolling as they lunged toward the smorgasbord board before them.
“You killed everyone, didn’t you?” Gabriel whispered.
The smaller Kimiko in his arms gave a slight nod. “Yes. Does that horrify you?” she asked, voice just as soft.
Gabriel remained silent for a moment, watching her larger version smash dozens of men and women into bloody, misshapen lumps of flesh before answering.
“I don’t know. A couple months ago, yeah, probably would have.” He sighed, recalling his past since becoming a Dungeon Master.
“But now?” Kimiko asked in a hesitant, fearful whisper.
“While chasing after Estrial and the Domain Crystal she stole, we killed a lot of people. I killed a lot of people. Many of them without giving a chance to surrender. My attack on the baron’s castle was… ruthless.”
Again, Gabriel felt that overwhelming mental presence brushing his mind, riffling through his memories. Kimiko paused at the scene of his Fireball demolishing the barracks and Tobias Falken’s tower.
“Impressive raw power, Dungeon Master.”
A flicker of disappointment washed across their bond, followed by a raging torrent of icy outrage that threatened to crush him.
“You spared the baroness. Did you plan to claim her as well? To despoil the wife and mother of your fallen foes?”
Anger spiked, and her voice pitched up. “Must I compete against her too? I can be a better human if that’s what you desire!”
Visions of Elaine filled Gabriel’s mind, almost hiding the brutal slaughter taking place around them. Some were sexual fantasies he had never considered, others horrific tortures that turned his stomach.
Seconds later, they faded, the powerful mental presence receding from his mind, and he sagged in relief.
Kimiko shrank in on herself, muttering under her breath.
“Okay, that was… weird,” Gabriel said. He chewed his lower lip as he worked to steady his breathing. “Are you all right, Kimiko?”
“Hmm? Me?! Oh, yes, I’m magnificent!” she replied in a frantic rush. A surge of blinding, manic joy flooded their bond, drowning out everything else.
Gabriel swallowed the growing lump in his throat and refocused on the battle raging before them. His newest bonded chattered for several seconds, proclaiming how great and wonderful everything was before she settled down, burrowing back into his embrace.
Dozens of armored men shouted battle cries and charged the large oni leading her undead army. They fared no better than the peasants levied against her earlier.
Narrow streets turned into charnel pits as Kimiko crushed everyone before her. Barefoot, she stomped down the bloody road, slaughtering every living being that crossed her path.
Gabriel held the smaller Kimiko as they spectated the bloodbath. Watching thousands die to the remorseless undead left him desensitized, his mind cataloging the devastation with an almost clinical fascination.
More guards fought a valiant defense of the castle’s gates but fell without slowing the oni. Her massive spiked club turned the heavy, reinforced doors into scrap and kindling.
Then another slaughter played out as she led her army against the castle’s defenders.
◆◆◆
 
After wading through literal rivers of blood and viscera as she slaughtered thousands of men, Kimiko’s approach to Haramoto’s inner palace occurred with an eerie silence.
What had been a serene, beautiful garden surrounding an elegant, if exotic, collection of buildings was now a charnel hell.
Blood from the dead and dying soaked walkways. Here and there, soft, sniveling whimpers echoed where some poor bastard clung to consciousness.
The nobleman’s estate was a massive compound. Long halls connected several smaller structures to the first floor of the larger central keep.
She paused outside thick, polished teak doors. On her left, a burst of shadows erupted, forming into a giant spectral canine.
“That’s as big as Cindra.”
The petite oni in his embrace nodded. “Yes. Kuro was a dear friend, though, with only the one form.”
The other Kimiko blasted the ornate doors into expensive kindling.
Dread welling up but determined to witness Kimiko’s memory in full, Gabriel watched as the shadowy canine leapt through the opening.
It bayed, a haunting sound, stalking prey. A woman screamed, only to cut off in a strange, blackish flash.
Fire breath?
More voices cried out, most, the higher, panicked wails of women and children as the unstoppable hound slaughtered every living soul on the first floor.
The shadowy hellhound waited for Kimiko at the base of a polished wood staircase. They made their way up, with the canine continuing to slaughter every woman and child on each floor.
The few men still cowering within the castle fell prey to the oni’s tender mercy.
And I thought Reyna’s fighting style was gory.
Bloody Kimiko and her shadowy ally reached the lord’s private quarters on the top floor, where Lord Haramoto, her duplicitous father-in-law, and his sole surviving son waited with the last of their house.
Both men looked terrible. Their stylish silk robes were stained and hung loose on too-thin frames. The older one opened his mouth, but Gabriel missed whatever words he spoke.
Instead, he clutched his newest bonded tight, arms clamped tight around the trembling woman as she alternated between sobbing and cheering.
Tears ran down her cheeks, but she never looked away as her monstrous past self ordered the last of the women and children slain.
Having already accepted Kimiko as his bonded, Gabriel had no intention of casting her aside. Still, he was grateful to see she had chosen not to torture her tormentors’ children.
Or her mother-in-law.
I’ve heard a few adventurers daydream of doing-in theirs.
Each of the hound’s victims fell lifeless the second its shadowy flame breath caressed them.
“Kuro was a gift from the Brilliant One. I-I didn’t want to hurt those who might have been like me. But… they had to die. His entire line had to die.”
Gabriel nodded and hugged her tighter. They watched the oni snarl and snap at the two men. A furious storm of silent arguing ensued before she rushed forward.
Grabbing her brother-in-law by the ankle, bloody Kimiko locked eye contact with Lord Haramoto. The younger noble flailed and slapped, but after seeing the blows she had absorbed on the battlefield, Gabriel doubted she even noticed.
“Um… we can stop watching now,” Kimiko whispered.
“I’m not going to judge you. You’re my bonded. Besides, given how powerful your presence felt earlier, I’m pretty sure you’re running the show here.”
Kimiko made a cute pouting noise and crossed her arms. “Damn it. Stupid bloodthirsty undead nature…” she trailed off into indecipherable muttering.
The oni’s next move demanded Gabriel’s full attention. Maintaining eye contact, she distended her lower jaw, then… ate the younger Haramoto.
Kimiko shivered against Gabriel as he gaped at the spectacle.
Lord Haramoto finally blinked, then collapsed onto the lavish bed behind him. He muttered and protested, but his words were muted and indistinct.
Bloody Kimiko stalked toward him. He leapt up, a gleaming dagger in his hand. She stood still, letting him strike.
The razor-sharp blade struck her throat but failed to even scratch her pale, flawless skin. A vindictive smirk spread across her face.
That dark amusement failed to reach her dead eyes.
Kimiko twisted about in Gabriel’s embrace, but the scene continued to play out.
She muttered and cursed as they watched her other self beat the older man before castrating him.
Kuro responded to her beckoning and used his shadowy fire breath to heat the man’s discarded dagger. Seeing the tormented oni take steps to ensure her foe’s survival, Gabriel worried his bottom lip.
“I… I wanted that kusotare to live long enough to regret what he’d done,” Kimiko said, sniffling. “To live out his days in the knowledge I had taken his legacy from him, just as he robbed my family of ours.”




Chapter Fifty-Nine

Again, everything swirled in a riotous assault of color and sound. When things stabilized once more, Kimiko, back in her sleeker oni form, sat cross-legged in the center of a small cave.
Looking closer, she appeared identical to the pale-skinned oni wrapped in his embrace.
Except, from the tangled, tousled state of her short white hair, it had not seen a brush in years. If ever.
“D-don’t look so close, Dungeon Master,” Kimiko said in a rush. His newest bonded flailed her arms in wide, wild arcs to block his vision of her other self.
Gabriel chuckled at her emotive expression. While she often maintained a cool, demure presence similar to Sthuza, now she looked younger, and her pale cheeks darkened like Cindra’s.
“Hey, st-stop staring at me like that! I-it wasn’t my fault. Shin’yū was really young, and we couldn’t afford luxuries like a hairbrush.”
She crinkled her nose, glowing eyes staring into his, seconds from tearing up. “Plus… it was the first time I’d ever been allowed to not brush my hair. Well, my maids did the brushing… and making my bed… and cleaning my clothes.”
She sighed, looking away. “But still, I-I just wanted to relax and not worry about always looking presentable for a while.”
Gabriel grinned. “How long was ‘a while’?”
Head snapping up at his teasing tone, Kimiko scowled, pouting her lips. After several seconds, during which he gazed back without response, she wilted. “A couple of centuries… more or less.”
“Relax, Kimiko, I’m not judging.” Gabriel chuckled. “Besides, after my initial meetings with Sthuza and the others, I’ve got my share of embarrassing events.”
He shared the memory of meeting Sthuza, where he had fallen into a puddle of piss—and worse—all while wearing that hideous goblin-ass-hair robe.
Her lips curved upward as they watched him clean himself while waiting for Sthuza’s return. When she saw his reaction to Cindra’s first transformation, she frowned at him.
“What?”
Kimiko shook her head, silky white hair shimmering. “You need all the help you can get.”
Instead of replying, Gabriel shared meeting Reyna in the baron’s sex dungeon. Kimiko let out a girlish giggle, her eyes lighting up.
When he skipped ahead to Brynja’s entrance, the petite woman cackled, falling down and rolling about in manic laughter. “Oh, she’s going to be a hoot.”
Gabriel sighed. “Anyway, could we get back to spectating your ‘lost’ memories?” He gestured at the frozen scene around them.
She smiled, nodding as she settled back into his embrace.
The flow of time resumed in the dark cavern. A familiar-looking crystalline orb rested in past Kimiko’s lap. Its soft blue glow resonated with Gabriel, and he wanted to reach out and comfort the fearful Dungeon Core.
“It will be all right, Shin. I’ll take care of you, just like I promised.”
“Ar-are you sure, Kimi? If you didn’t find any people nearby, who’ll delve our dungeon?”
Unkempt Kimiko’s purple eyes flashed, her face tightening, but she smiled down and began stroking the dim Core. “Worst case, I’ll just draw some of those vicious green brutes into the cave. They may be animalistic, but they should work.”
Shin’yū wiggled about in her lap, letting out a soft sigh. “Okay, but… maybe we can keep this to ourselves?” He sniffled. “I-I think the others would mock me if I can only draw in orcs.”
A mirthful smile lit up Kimiko’s face. “Don’t worry, my darling Aibō, it’ll be our little secret. Besides, we’ve got all the time in the world. Just you wait. I’ll find so many adventurers for you that you’ll be the greatest Dungeon Core ever.”
Love and devotion radiated between the pair, reminding Gabriel of his connection with Merideva. Even within Kimiko’s sealed memories, he sensed his Core. Gratitude for her surged within him, mirroring what he felt between the other Dungeon Master and Core.
Melancholy fear flooded his new bond with Kimiko as she watched her past self comfort the young Dungeon Core.




Chapter Sixty

Shin’yū conjured a wretch. The pitiful, goblin-sized monster was the least form of devil. They were weak, but like goblins, a group of them could pose a serious threat to most people. The fact Kimiko’s Core was conjuring them explained where she had gotten so many corpses from.
Gabriel and Kimiko watched as her previous self left the tiny cave, only to return, kiting a lone orc, goblin, or the occasional forest gnome into Shin’s dungeon.
The young Core conjured more wretched and a drone much like Merideva’s. The Core and Master instructed the drone to carve two tunnels through the stone walls.
Then came a room. And another. Weeks became months as past Kimiko tricked more monsters and the occasional passerby into the tiny dungeon.
With each kill, Shin’yū grew a little stronger, and soon, dozens of wretched roamed the numerous tunnels branching off from his little cave.
Humans and elves began appearing within the dungeon as time raced by. They entered through that original cave, explored winding tunnels, and fought wretched.
When they won, they claimed tiny Magic Stones and departed. When they lost, they fed Shin’yū, and their belongings became treasures to tempt future adventurers.
Years passed in minutes. Gabriel and Kimiko watched as her past self spent hours every day sitting and chatting with the glowing Core.
Gabriel felt Shin’yū’s power grow. At first, he had been weaker than Merideva, but now, his presence was an oppressive blanket of power compared to Gabriel’s beloved Core.
“Can Meri grow this strong?”
His bonded snorted. “Yes, but Shin’yū is still only a fraction of what he was when I finished the ritual,” she said, sadness and longing coloring her voice.
More years flashed by, with Gabriel struggling to absorb the rush of memories. For the first time in a decade, past Kimiko left the dungeon.
A small shantytown had sprung up along the coast, and Gabriel realized they were looking at the earliest days of Lostbarrow.
Though nothing in the vivid vision dated it, he sensed Kimiko’s certainty that they were viewing events from two thousand years ago.
“But… that’s impossible. The dungeon was discovered barely a thousand years ago.”
Kimiko gave a half-hearted snort. “The second time, maybe. Or have you never considered why the city is called ‘Lostbarrow’? Because this is Whitewall.”
The slender woman whimpered as she and Gabriel watched the athletic oni walk around the primitive settlement, casually casting earth-shattering magic.
Enormous white walls of solid granite rose thirty feet high, towering over crude huts and lean-tos.
More and more people gathered around her, cheering, some dropping to their knees in worship.
Kimiko shivered.
Gabriel tightened his arms around her. “What’s wrong?”
“You’ll see soon enough,” she said, sniffling.
Time blurred, the sun streaking across a beautiful sky, faster and faster. Days turned into months as the beautiful oni erected ever more elaborate structures, building a veritable city in place of simplistic hovels.
An icy dread built deep within Gabriel once he noticed a pattern to the stone structures. Raising their viewpoint higher, he looked down on a well-organized city laid out with exacting arcane precision. While he didn’t recognize the roads or forest, the coastline was distinctive and similar to his own time.
“Everything lines up with the local leylines,” he whispered. “Almost looks like a ritual layout… only far too big. It’d take a thousand mages to cast.”
Myriad regrets, shame, and disgust radiated through his burgeoning bond with Kimiko, and he struggled to sort through them even as the city grew.
What had been hundreds of people, primarily orcs and humans, soon swelled to thousands. Elves and dwarves joined the bustling city, along with every species of beastkin Gabriel had ever seen, plus a dozen more.
Minutes later—a decade at least in the rapid vision—past Kimiko capped off her construction with a gorgeous alabaster tower, dead center of the city, its foundations sinking into the first floor of Shin’yū’s dungeon.
Icy talons of dread clawed at Gabriel’s mind. He swallowed a growing lump in his throat. “What happened to this city?”
Kimiko hiccuped, burying her face against his chest. Her voice was muffled as she spoke. “Please don’t hate me. I-I only did what I had to.”
Gabriel kept his gaze focused on the burgeoning city as he pulled the sobbing woman close.
Thousands of inhabitants gave the young city a vibrant, bustling nature. All manner of merchants and craftsmen set up shops to support the new Adventurer’s Guildhall near the base of the stunning tower.
More humans, elves, and beastkin flocked to Whitewall, and the despair leaking out from Kimiko’s bond grew.
Time slowed again, with Gabriel catching the tail end of an impassioned conversation.
“Please, Kimi. Forget about your patron. I don’t care if he gets mad, as long as you’re with me. Hells, even if he complains to ED, we can survive whatever punishment he levels.”
“I’m sorry, Shin, but I swore a favor, and there’s no putting it off any longer. The ritual is ready, and I have to follow through.”
“B-but, maybe the Brilliant One would accept if you became a lich instead? Please, it’d be so much safer. I-I don’t know what I’d do if the ritual goes poorly and destroys your soul.”
Bottom lip trembling, past Kimiko reached out to stroke the pleading Dungeon Core. “I love you too, Shin. Now, wish me success and have faith. I will return to you. The two of us, together forever.”
Shin’yū sniffled, his blue orb darkening before shaking side to side, swirls of pink bubbling up from within. “Fine. Have a good day, Kimi. I-I expect you back for dinner.”
Past Kimiko stood tall as she exited the dungeon. But once outside, she walked from her tower with the plodding steps of the condemned.
Her sleek, beautiful face was drawn tight, with dark bags beneath her eyes. Eyes that Gabriel noticed lacked the purple-white glow he had seen on his bonded and her monstrous self in the much earlier vision.
Resignation and lament filled those vibrant purple orbs as she erected a powerful wide-area barrier spell around the tower’s base.
A few pedestrians paused, calling out to her, but the previously affable oni ignored them.
When she pulled out a dragon’s hoard worth of charged arcanite, Gabriel’s throat tightened.
“Remember that ‘little’ favor the Brilliant One asked for? It was this ritual.” Kimiko let out a half-sobbing chuckle. “Studying Necromancy took me over three centuries, then I spent seven more preparing the ritual. All for this moment.”
Her voice was thick with shame and remorse, but Kimiko shifted in his arms, turning to stare out at the unfolding cataclysm.
The oni’s flawless spellcraft awed Gabriel as she wove dozens of spells in quick succession. When she activated and drained the pile of priceless arcanite to fuel the massive ritual circle she had erected across the city, he could only stare.
Horror warred with excitement within him, somewhat diminishing the dread radiating from his bonded.
A soul-chilling wave of power exploded outward, signaling the doom of Whitewall. Hundreds of people screamed and cried and clawed at the impenetrable barrier that erupted around the city in a futile attempt to flee. Others attacked the ominous purple-white field shielding Kimiko’s tower.
The thrum of unfathomable magic shook the ground itself. Kimiko slogged her way back down into the expansive, twenty-one-floor dungeon. She descended to the seventh floor, which Gabriel realized was far larger than any of them had imagined.
Hate, despair, and shame covered the female Dungeon Master’s face as she attuned with a series of seven priceless S-Crystals spread across the vast floor, forming a heptagram.
Then, she took up position at the center of the sprawling ritual. Without even checking, Gabriel knew she stood directly below the alabaster tower in Whitewall.
In his arms, Kimiko sniffled, her tail coiling about his waist, clinging to him as they watched her past self complete a cataclysmic ritual.
Her spell reached its crescendo, and a massive explosion rocked the vision. The necromantic magic ripped ten thousand souls from their mortal coils, drawing them all down to charge the S-Crystals as Kimiko climbed into the massive, enruned stone coffin from which his bonded had emerged.
Gabriel held his sobbing bonded as the memory cut away in a sea of vast loneliness, regret, and loss.




Chapter Sixty-One

Vast walls of deep-purple athyrundum rose overhead. They came together, forming a spectacular ceiling with countless crystalline stalactites glittering in the dancing light of a purple-white fire.
Exotic citrus melded with rich amber and myrrh, filling the cave.
Gabriel blinked.
The beautiful oni knelt, her firm ass resting on bare heels, next to a crackling fire.
No smoke rose, and the purple-white flames cast a ghoulish tint over his newest bonded.
Baggy pleated pants concealed her slender legs. She wore a skintight sleeveless shirt of the same black spider-silk Sthuza loved. Barely covering her ribcage, it left her toned abs on full display, yet sheathed her entire throat.
The flowing sleeves of her billowy white crop-top jacket were expansive enough to wrap her entire body. Elegant, flowing calligraphy accented the stylish outfit.
“Kimiko? Are you all right?”
A sad smirk teased at her lips. “I will be, Dungeon Master. Thanks to you, I at last can remember who I was.”
“You mourn Shin’yū?”
Eyes glistening, she nodded. “Yes. He… he is the Core corrupted by that foul abomination that dwells below, isn’t he?”
Throat tightening, Gabriel swallowed. “Yeah, It certainly seems that way.” He paused, licking his lip.
“What is it?”
He sighed. “I don’t know if it’s a consolation or not, but Iylara, the DM after your… death?”
Kimiko flashed a wry smile. “Yes, that ritual claimed my life, though I still cannot comprehend why the Brilliant One desired me sealed away. But about your Prime’s ‘Mistress Iylara’?” She arched an eyebrow.
“She fought Vesrah. Or Drayne… I don’t really understand the nuances of Swarm, but… she fought back. I think she saved the world by destroying her mind rather than submitting.”
Roiling emotions flared in Kimiko’s glowing eyes. “She lobotomized my darling Shin, didn’t she?”
Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, pretty much. At least that’s the impression I gleaned from a nightmare of Sthuza’s and Vesrah’s erratic ranting.”
A dark, vicious grin spread across Kimiko’s face. “Good.”
“Good? You’re not upset?”
“No, my dearest Dungeon Master, I am not. Shin would never have wanted to contribute to that vile alien’s conquest. And while you may not realize it yet, due to how young and naïve sweet Merideva is, Dungeon Cores have supremely powerful minds. I do not doubt my old friend worked with Iylara to do whatever damage they did.”
She patted the bare crystal floor beside her. Before he could think of moving, he sat cross-legged next to the petite woman.
“Sthuza doesn’t know, does she?”
Bewildered at the instantaneous shift, he took a second to reply. “N-no. She has deep-seated issues regarding that. I’ve been hoping to ease her into it, but…”
Kimiko giggled. “But you have so many pressing issues and are scrabbling to keep up with all the unexpected changes in your life?”
“Heh, yeah. It’s been wild ever since my first delve.”
Nodding, Kimiko shifted, sliding her legs out from under her, then leaning against him. “Yes, I saw that. You have managed it fairly well.”
“You saw my past when we bonded?”
“Yes. All of it. Even the cute, childish crush you had on that elven hussy.”
Gabriel flinched at the intense, almost crazed emotion she poured into those last two words.
“If you like, I could recreate her body and let you have your way with her… Perhaps we could even let her watch from that S-Crystal you’ve forgotten about.”
“What?”
Another girlish, delighted giggle escaped Kimiko. “You forgot all about letting your Prime steal her soul. If you prefer an elven lover, I would be more than happy to fill that role in your little harem.”
“I don’t have an elf fetish!”
Kimiko reached over and clasped his hand in hers. “Relax, Dungeon Master. I am only teasing. Besides, I can feel your desire for this form.”
As she wiggled against his side, he wrapped an arm around her slender shoulders. “You don’t have to keep calling me that. Just Gabriel works fine.”
“Very well, just Gabriel.”
“Ha, ha.”
Kimiko leaned her head against his shoulder, sighing. “Of your other bonded, only Brynja calls you by name, and even she does so infrequently.”
Gabriel chuckled. “Fair. But ‘Dungeon Master’ might prove a little awkward in Lostbarrow.”
“True enough. Then, perhaps if you come up with a nickname for me, I will return the favor?” Kimiko’s voice grew quiet and hesitant.
“How about Kimi?” he asked a moment later.
The oni rubbed her face against his bare chest, her skin cool but not chilling. Light glinted off her horns just inches away, but he felt no danger.
“Hmm, yes, I like it. There is a simple intimacy. Just as I once shared with Shin.” Kimiko paused, body tensing. Her tail teased down his spine before curling around his waist. “Perhaps I may call you Anata?”
“Sure, if that’s what you’d like.” Gabriel considered the word for several seconds before the meaning unfolded. “You or Darling?”
Kimiko nodded. “More or less. Not all words and concepts translate directly into Common.”
“Yeah. So many Elvish phrases make no sense unless you research them thoroughly.”
They sat there for several minutes, enjoying the quiet serenity of the stunning crystal cave. Gabriel studied the flawless walls, noting vague arcane symbols inside the purple crystal.
“Where are we, exactly?”
Kimiko’s tail twitched. “Ah… Remember that S-Crystal you wanted. The one you were going to destroy to slay me permanently?”
Gabriel nodded, cheeks heating. “Yeah. What—are we trapped in here?”
Kimiko shook her head, a dusting of dark gray coloring her cheeks now. “No, Dungeon Master. I had Amara press it against your back at the moment of climax. My thinking was to infuse your soul with mine, effectively making you my seventh spiritual anchor. Given we are here in some sort of astral construct, I assume it went according to plan.”
Gabriel nibbled his lip, thinking. “What will that do to me? To you?”
Shrugging, Kimiko snuggled tighter against him. “I am unsure. Hopefully, it will grant you a noticeable Essence boost. Given my other six crystals are hidden away and well fortified, we should never find out if you would, in fact, function as a spiritual anchor for me.”
Her voice grew quiet. “I’m sorry for forcing you into this. A-are you mad, Anata?”
She tensed and started to pull away, so Gabriel tightened his grip, holding her close. “No, Kimi. Surprised? Yes. More than a little overwhelmed by everything? Definitely, but I’m not mad, especially not at you. This is nowhere near how I expected things to turn out. But now… I wouldn’t want it any other way. You struggled and suffered so much; it’s time for you to get at least something approximating a happily ever after.”
The oni giggled, cuddling in close and sighing.
Gabriel was content to sit there, enjoying the simple intimacy with his newest bonded. Her whisper-soft breathing struck him as odd for an undead creature, but he found it soothing, along with the gentle touch of her whip-like tail.
Kimiko sat up again, tail remaining draped across his waist. “About my earlier teasing. Truthfully, if you have moved on from any lingering feelings about Estrial, I may have a use for her.”
Gabriel shrugged. “Uh, sure? Like you pointed out, between setting Meri up with the Domain Crystal, everything in town, and your little escapade, I forgot all about her.”
“Thank you, Anata.” Kimiko sighed. “Now, I suppose we should return to our sweet little Core and all my new bonded sisters.”
Before he could reply, everything vanished in a purple-white flash.




Chapter Sixty-Two

Gabriel opened his eyes and flinched. Huge, glowing purple-white orbs stared down at him from inches away.
The creepy grin spreading across Kimiko’s face made her unblinking gaze even more unsettling.
“Uh, hi?”
“See? Told ya he’d be fine. Now calm your tits, sexy.”
Gabriel turned toward Isomyra’s voice. The gnome sat on top of an undulating, web-covered green tail.
“Sthuza?”
“Packmaster!” Cindra’s happy yip gave him a split-second’s warning before the exuberant hellhound dashed over, toppling a shrieking Kimiko, and tackling him to the soft bed.
He grunted, then laughed as she licked his face, trying to speak at the same time.
“Calm down, Cindra. Give me a second to get my bearings.”
“Silly Undead is Packsister now?”
He nodded. “Yeah, but why did Sthuza shift back?”
“When Packmaster filled Silly Undead, you sent a huge wave of zappy energy through Packsisters.” Cindra flashed a lustful leer. “It felt really good. Maybe do it again for orgy?”
“There’s—”
“No orgies in my Core Room!”
“So, you three felt that enormous surge of power when it crashed over me?”
“Yes, Gabriel. As Cindra intimated, it was quite… electrifying.” Brynja’s face flushed, but a sly grin curled her lips.
“And that’s when Sthuza shifted back.” Gabriel nodded, then frowned. “So why is she webbed to the wall again?”
“Ah… Massster, that isss—”
“Your sexy serpent got her panties in a twist when Amara tagged you with that gem,” Isomyra said.
Standing near the bed, the beastkin undead shook her head. “It was a complete overreaction, given I am fully bound to Lady Merideva. I could not willfully harm our Dungeon Master even if I desired to do so.”
“Mine battle sister’s instinctive desire to defend Lord Gabriel is most understandable.” Brynja smiled when he glanced over, her wings fluttering.
Ryldor stood beside her, the dark-elven death knight shaking his head. “Which is why I suggested explaining Mistress Kimiko’s plan beforehand.”
“Would someone please free my Prime, then?”
Amara bowed her head. “Of course, Dungeon Master.”
Kimiko sat up, stretching her slender limbs. “There should be plenty of scale-safe solvent in that clay jug over by Ryldor.”
“Scale-safe?” Gabriel parroted.
She flashed an impish grin. “I suspected your young Prime might overreact a few times, so we brewed up a batch that won’t dry out her lovely scales. Most solvents are terrible for the skin.”
‘Young? Snakes is like a half million years old!’
‘Not quite. And you probably shouldn’t tease Sthuza like that once you’re back. Would hate to have to resurrect you twice. Besides, to Kimi, Ailannor is “young.”’
Cindra stole Gabriel’s attention—and breath—with a soul-sucking kiss before she leapt off the bed.
Dressed in only her skintight underwear, she darted over and grabbed the jug. “Cindra will help Snakey.”
“Let’s get to it, then.” Isomyra hopped off Sthuza’s scaly lower half and assisted Cindra with dissolving the alchemical webbing restraining the huge gorgon.
“So, since you’ve done the sex with Kimiko, she’s totally loyal?” Merideva asked, a little hesitancy coloring her voice.
His bonded tittered, snickered, and, in the case of Sthuza, hissed in aggravation.
Gabriel just smiled and nodded as he stroked Merideva’s crystalline orb. “Yes, Meri. Now that we’re bonded, and I’ve seen Kimiko’s life, we’re definitely on the same page. She’s been fighting the Swarm for a good two hundred years.”
“True, but now that I have given all that I am to you, my Dungeon Master, I think I’d like to become a full-time bed slave and fucktoy.”
Having been about to reply, Gabriel choked in surprise as Cindra and Sthuza each protested for wildly different reasons.
“It is inexcusable for one who never needs sleep to waste Master’s time in bed.”
“It’s not fair if newest Packsister gets more time with Packmaster in bed. Cindra wants to be fucktoy, too.”
Gabriel groaned as even Brynja joined in, all four women debating who he should take to bed and how often. Merideva wiggled in his lap, seeming to settle down as it became apparent that Kimiko had fit right in with Gabriel’s other bonded.
Ignoring their bickering, Gabriel focused on the Dungeon Core. “Have you had any trouble with her undead forces? Kimiko said she instructed them to take orders from you.”
The glowing pink orb bobbed in his lap before stilling and encouraging him to continue stroking. “Yep. They all started bowing and kneeling the moment you two passed out.”
Gabriel let out a quiet sigh at the confirmation they no longer had to worry about more undead incursions. “Glad to hear it.”
“But I’m still going to need you to go down and claim the floors she filled with undead for me. I can’t do that myself. And even though she seems like a floor boss, I don’t think she can transfer those floors to me. You’ll also need to help claim the Domain Crystal for the secret passages.”
Gabriel nodded. “Not a problem; I more or less expected that to be the case. And as much as I’d like to say, we’ll wait till tomorrow, or next week. Don’t worry. Once we have our little meeting and get everyone caught up, I’ll take Kimiko and any others who want to come and head down so we can get that out of the way.”
“Are you sure that is necessary, Master? Perhaps you should rest, just for the night.”
Gabriel shook his head, Kimiko matching the movement. “No, the Dungeon Master is right,” Kimiko said. “Now that I have shifted to join you, there is no telling how long it will be before those Swarm abominations decide to claim more of the dungeon. While I left as many thralls as I could patrolling the tunnels and access points to the lower floors, without my presence or that of my death knights, they cannot do more than slow a Swarm attack.”
Sthuza glared at the smaller woman. “Then perhaps you should have thought of that before you threw all your death knights at Master, forcing him to slay them.”
“Eh, they’re easy to raise again. It’s not like you destroyed their souls.”
Leaving them to it, Gabriel climbed off the bed, only to notice the loose purple robe hanging from his shoulders.
A glance at Kimiko showed the sinuous oni wearing a rich black robe that set off her pale skin.
Amara cleared her throat. “The mistr—rather, Kimiko—set those kimonos aside for after the ritual. I hope you do not mind our forwardness, Dungeon Master.”
Gabriel shook his head, fighting the urge to complain about the title. “Thanks.” Sighing, he glanced around the crowded Core Room.
Syrkirus stood watch by the door leading out to the larger dungeon. Four of Gabriel’s Minions huddled near the hulking minotaur. Sarzykx stood beside Merideva’s plinth, tail now still and relaxed.
Gwenaelle lay stretched out next to Sthuza’s head. The wolf drake flashed her fangs in a lazy yawn before settling down again.
Sthuza had her two unrestrained arms folded over her chest, glaring at Kimiko. Head-snakes swayed, seeming to wave at Gabriel.
“Don’t worry, Sthuza. Everything went according to plan. Now we need to clean up, get our newest members situated, then claim Kimiko’s territory for Meri.”
The gorgon huffed, but one of her head-snakes caught Gabriel’s eye and winked.
‘I love you, my Prime.’
He stepped over to where his clothes sat on a cushion and began dressing.
As he did, Kimiko chatted with her death knights. Cindra stepped up toward Sthuza’s humanoid half, blocking his view of the pouting gorgon.
Sthuza and Kimiko broke into an argument as Cindra and Isomyra finished freeing the gorgon. Soon after, the grinning hellhound grabbed both women, smashing their faces against her huge breasts.
Brynja edged closer to Gabriel, her eyes locked on the struggling trio. “The addition of Kimiko to our sisterhood no doubt represents a substantial increase in combat effectiveness. But are you sure you can handle another woman with a seemingly endless sexual appetite? I would have thought Cindra alone could prove too much.”
Gabriel sighed at the mental image of trying to keep up with his powerful bonded and their insatiable lust. “Oh gods, don’t remind me. At least Meri did a thorough job of building this new body. Otherwise, Cindra would’ve already drained me dry.”
“Oh, you want to be drained dry?” Kimiko called out as best she could with Cindra’s breast smothering her. “I think I still have a succubus body stuffed in a casket somewhere. I could easily fix that up and wring out every drop of delicious cum from you.”
Cindra frowned at the petite undead struggling to break free of her hug. “No! Bad Packsister. No draining Packmaster dry. And no sucking his soul out through his tasty dick!”
“Aw, why do you have to be such a wet blanket? Even if I accidentally killed him, I could just bring him back as a death knight. Just imagine how much more endurance he’d have without all the weak frailties of that mortal meatsack he’s stuck inside of.”
“Absolutely not!” Sthuza hissed.
Cindra nodded sharply. “Yep, Packmaster’s body is super-awesome and was made by Glowy Lady special for him.” The statuesque hellhound glanced over to Gabriel and grinned. “Besides, Packmaster will keep growing and become even bigger than Cindra.”
Reyna sniggered in Gabriel’s mind as Sthuza rolled her eyes. Kimiko smiled, a mischievous glint flashing through her glowing gaze.
◆◆◆
 
Gearing up for the trip down to the seventh floor, Gabriel gathered his brigandine and bracers, then started to dress.
“Anata, if you do not mind, could I have Dougie’s soul back?”
“Huh?” He turned to spot the cute oni standing amid three death knights.
“Dougie?” Brynja asked.
“Yeah, big bad tough guy? Strong silent type.” Isomyra grinned. “Last time ya saw him, he was probably wearing your fancy vest.”
“Y-you call Dougraine, a former floor bossss, Dougie?”
Kimiko turned toward Sthuza, her lips twitching. “Why shouldn’t I?”
Isomyra cackled. “She can. But we don’t, and I recommend ya avoid that nickname unless you like getting pounded black and blue. And not the good kinda pounding like your Dungeon Master passes out.”
Grinning, the gnome turned back to Gabriel. “By the way, any chance yer interested in passing out some more poundings like that?”
Cindra grabbed Isomyra’s arm, dragging the tiny death knight back from Gabriel. “No flirting with Packmaster. Pipsqueak will steal Silly Undead’s thunder.” The hellhound shuddered. “And thunder’s bad.”
“Hey, who you calling Pipsqueak? I’m certifiably Funsize!”
Gabriel tuned out the goofy duo’s antics, focusing on Kimiko. “What did you mean about Dougraine’s soul?”
She flashed a serene smile, pointing at the bracers piled atop his armored vest. “I gave those to Dougie so he could capture your bondeds’ souls, or yours, if my entreaty fared poorly and he was forced to slay some or all of you.”
“The bracers?”
The oni nodded, her grin continuing to widen in a disturbing parody of cute. “Yes. I found them in my crypt when I first woke up. They appeared to be quite ancient. There are several runes I have not yet managed to transcribe, but the enchantments are stable.”
An unpleasant dread crashed down in Gabriel’s gut like he’d swallowed a lead weight. His shoulders slumped. “How do they work?”
Kimiko blinked, lips turning down. “Y-you were not aware of how the magic functions? I assumed you knew. Well… it was kind of weird that you kept one of your bonded’s souls trapped with you like that. I figured it was perhaps a weird fetish of hers? Anyway, you need only touch your victim after slaying them, and one of the onyx gems will capture their soul. There are limits to how powerful of a soul could be trapped.”
“Massster, that would explain what happened with Thomasss.”
Gaze unfocused, Gabriel nodded slowly. “Yeah… yeah, it would. And Reyna.”
‘You monster-fucking, big-dicked, undead-loving, magic-farting asshole!’
‘Reyna—’
’Gods damn it, Alpha! I knew you were gonna steal my soul!’




Afterword

Hello! Thanks for reading Dungeon Bound 5. 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, and it tells 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.
It came down to the wire, but I followed through on my pledge to get book five out before the end of the year. I want to thank everyone who has stuck with me on Gabriel’s journey.
2024 will see swifter releases, both Dungeon Bound and a new series I already have a rough draft for.  DB6 is sitting at roughly 30k words.
I want to make Paperbacks available in 2024, but writing more books comes first. There will also be more short stories and semi-regular newsletters in the coming year.
The best way to keep updated on future releases is to join my mailing list. If you prefer Facebook, be sure to follow AuthorBastianKnight to read my posts.
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 several great Facebook Haremlit groups. Many amazing authors and readers hang out there, eager to talk about all things harem.
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