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Chapter One







‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Reyna asked. The timid tone of the gruff lycan’s mind-voice made Gabriel frown.

“Yes, Reyna. We’ve planned everything out and once Kimiko finishes raising her last death knight, we’ll be ready.” As he spoke, Gabriel kept Dungeon Sense focused on a party of young adventurers delving the third floor.

‘But… that Swarm Skank hasn’t been messing with you, right?’

At Reyna’s comment, Gabriel recalled the many times Vesrah, a monstrously powerful psionic Swarm queen, had tried to sway or dominate him since they first discovered she laid claim to over half of the ancient Dungeon of Lostbarrow.

“No. I haven’t heard a peep from her since bonding Kimi. Given what happened when we first contacted Raeya, I’ve been studying mental magic. My defenses are far stronger now, so it seems like I’ve managed to cut her off at last.”

A shudder of rage and despair flooded his bond with the deceased lycan. ‘I-I just don’t want you and the others taking risks for me and Raeya. But… she’s… not really conscious now, right? Your horny undead sidepiece put her to sleep?’

Gaze distracted as a slender feline nyatari male blurred through the shadows to cut down another orc, Gabriel nodded. “Don’t worry, Reyna. Your twin doesn’t have any awareness as long as the seal is active. But we can’t try and help her until we reclaim the Soul Forge on the fourteenth floor. Besides, having you here in the flesh will make it much easier to convince Raeya that she’s safe.”

A warm, gooey love rushed across their bond, driving out the cold rage. ‘Thanks, Alpha. I’m just scared shitless that something’s going to go wrong soon. You’ve spent two months preparing this to help us. I’m not worth it. What if the gods decide to punish you for–’

Gabriel focused his will, crushing her pity party beneath his vast psychic prowess, blasting her with unconditional love, and just a hint of her own trademark snark. “You are worth it, Reyna. You’re one of my beloved bonded, and now that we can do something about your situation, I’m going to. Trust me.”

She sighed. ‘I do, Alpha. Thanks. So, what do you think of the B-Team’s performance today?’

Shaking his head at her blatant shift, Gabriel snickered. “Yalaen is coming into his own with his shadow sorcery. And their teamwork is definitely improving. The twins fight like they share a single mind, but even Yenna and Rendolyn are syncing well with them of late. I expect they’ll rate Silver next time they go for testing.”

‘Heh, pretty sure that feisty little redhead prefers Ren. But yeah they’ve really improved. Think they’re trying to keep up with Boobs? Silly hellhound’s been delving with them regularly.’

The petite flame-haired girl spotted her chance and darted forward, arcane energy dancing along the greatsword raised over her slender shoulder. She brought the gleaming blade down with ruthless precision, cleaving an orc’s extended arm as he whiffed at Claire.

Without hesitation, the armored inutari stomped in close and crushed the wounded orc’s head with her mace.

A faint brush against the back of his mind drew Gabriel’s attention to another bond. ‘Gabriel? Kimiko and Amara have completed the ritual successfully. Her newest death knight is getting ready, so if you still wish to proceed immediately, we should be ready within the hour.’

A dark, feral grin spread across Gabriel’s pale face. ‘Thanks, Sthuza. We’ll meet you guys down on the twelfth floor in an hour.’

‘It’s done?’ Reyna asked.

“Sounds like. Guess I finally need to talk to Estrial.”

His bonded lycan chortled. ‘Think Snakes ’ill ever forgive her for sacrificing you?’

Gabriel snorted. “Doubtful. Pretty sure Sthuza was secretly hoping I’d either want to torture Estrial, or forget all about that S-Crystal and leave her to the gorgon’s tender mercy.”

‘So, you really aren’t holding a grudge against the pointy-eared skank for how she set you up?’

Before answering, Gabriel paused for a moment, thinking back to his expulsion from the Academy and the chain of events that led to him lying nude on a sinister altar as the elven sorceress carved out his heart. “Honestly? No. If they hadn’t betrayed me, I never would have met Meri, or any of you ladies. While I’d prefer to avoid a repeat, it was more than worth it.”

A flicker of embarrassment radiated across their bond, so Gabriel left Reyna to her thoughts as he pulled back from Dungeon Sense. His grin softened as he considered his Prime’s recent sending.

It took over a month to get Sthuza to stop with the whole “Master” bit, but it seems she’s getting used to it. Mostly. Though, I think Kimi helping me show her some of her forgotten memories of Iylara helped with that.

‘Fuck, yeah. Snakes was really going hardcore at doing the whole “management” thing, wasn’t she? Like, I thought she was too serious to start with, but for a while there, she got way too focused.’

Gabriel sighed, nodding as his thoughts turned back to the weeks right after he bonded Kimiko. Or, rather, the oni forced him to. Sthuza had been furious, but seemingly more at her own perceived shortcomings than Kimiko’s callousness.

Thankfully, as she continued to prove her peerless ability to manage the dungeon and anticipate Gabriel and Merideva’s needs, she seemed to calm, even as her belly began to swell.

Pretty sure Kimi’s sincere effort to help her remember Iylara helped, as well.

Gabriel shifted Dungeon Sense to a wider focus and scanned Merideva’s Domain a floor at a time.

‘Whatcha looking for, Alpha?’

‘Just making sure none of the higher-ranked adventurers are in the dungeon right now. We’re going to pick a fight with Vesrah, and I don’t want to risk a Gold or Mithril-ranked causing a disturbance while we’re all down on the fourteenth floor.’

‘Ah, good idea. The only Mithril-ranked who delve here are the elf, the Brute, and that kinky harem group, right?’

Baroness Elaine and her best friend–Leryane, a Mithril-ranked elf–had taken to delving once every week or so with her new mage guard captain. They didn’t challenge the paragon minotaur boss, Jaras, instead farming his more mundane kin elsewhere on the sixth floor.

Chuckling at Reyna’s word choice, Gabriel nodded. ‘Yeah. Elaine, Sylvia, and Leryane delved a couple of days ago. And given his schedule so far, I figure Sir Darren and Molly won’t return until tomorrow at the earliest.’

‘So you’re just checking if that horndog nyatari is banging his wives in the boss room again?’

‘Something like that. Still not sure how to feel about them having an orgy every time they defeat Jaras. But Meri doesn’t seem to mind, and she’s making a ton of Dungeon Essence off them each week.’

‘Heh, just make sure Boobs doesn’t meet them, or she might get some wild ideas. Wish we’d had more time in Stillcrest. Bet having you bend me over Thomas’s cooling corpse and pounding my ass woulda been a blast.’

Gabriel felt Reyna’s grin as the soul-trapped lycan’s mind worked.

‘No, Reyna. I’m not going to manifest that prick in the Astral just so you can live out that fantasy. Pretty sure that’s not healthy.’

‘Aww.’ Reyna sighed. ‘You’re probably right. Still, kind of hot to imagine, though. Anyway, no sign of the pervy cats?’

Pulling back from Dungeon Sense, Gabriel shook his head. ‘Nope, which means it’s time to go.’

The faint red light from a row of crystals lining the ceiling brightened, then shifted to a soft blue-white, illuminating his “arcane sanctum.” When Amara, Kimiko’s archmage-level death knight, discovered Gabriel simply sat in Merideva’s Core Room or the lounge whenever he needed to work, she had been affronted, to say the least.

The Jackal-eared, bissian spellcaster, once an Orichalcum-ranked mage, had insisted he establish a proper workroom, or else she would cease tutoring him. Given the centuries-old beastkin knew more about magic than anyone Gabriel had ever met, he’d relented on the spot.

Rising from the silken meditation cushion in the center of seven concentric glittering rings that served as permanent foci for spellcasting, he padded across a plush rug.

Beyond the aether-enriched chamber, he entered a larger workshop. His eyes traced over the rich mahogany shelves burdened by priceless spell tomes, scrolls, and an assortment of meticulously organized trinkets. An ornate writing desk sat to one side, with a rugged metal workbench opposite it. Racks of naquala vials lined a small alchemy station.

After pausing to slip his boots on, he stalked across the textured stone floor, a safety feature Kimiko insisted on for the inevitable spilling of alchemical lubricants and reagents. Reaching the door, he pressed a palm against the hand-shaped panel.

Powerful runes flared into visibility as he disengaged three layers of arcane locks. A soft hiss escaped as the room’s atmosphere equalized with that of the greater dungeon beyond.

No sooner had the thick, dwarven steel door slid open, than a furry gray arm shot through, grabbing his wrist.

“Packmaster!” Cindra yipped as she yanked the six-foot-four Dungeon Master inside. She slammed him against her massive bust and wrapped him in a crushing hug.

‘Ha! Good thing you grew so much stronger after bonding that frigid corpse bride. Boobs would’ve snapped your back otherwise.’

‘Ha, ha. Yeah.’

Gabriel hugged his hellhound bonded, stroking her muscular back with one hand as he struggled to break free with the other. Unlike a few months ago, she only felt stronger, rather than completely irresistible.

“Packmaster done studying Stupid Boy’s magic now? Time to rejoin Packsisters and get fancy forge to save Grouchy Panties.”

Gabriel nodded, coughing to clear his throat after she released him. “Yes, Cindra. Sthuza said the others will be ready in an hour. So we need to signal Wannaga and Rade.”

The two monsters led Merideva’s minotaurs and orcs respectively and served as Gabriel’s primary interface with both factions.

“Ah, are you sure you’re ready for this, Gabriel?” a soft, feminine voice asked, emanating from all around the duo.

Gabriel smiled and reached out over his bond to Merideva, the Dungeon Core who had saved his life and given him a second chance. “Yes, Meri. We’ve massively overprepared for this. Between Sarzykx, Sthuza, and Torrik, we have everything planned down to the second.”

Merideva sniffled but leaned into his mental embrace, trust and affection flooding their bond. “If you’re sure. That nasty bug woman and her corrupted monsters were so terrifying, Gabriel. Maybe I should make some more minotaurs?”

He laughed. “Relax, Meri. We already have two hundred armed and armored, along with three hundred orcs. Plus all those undead Kimi has been organizing. We’ll outnumber the defenders ten to one, and I’ll circle with Amara and the others. Have faith.”

“Okay,” the Dungeon Core drawled.

“Don’t worry, Glowy Lady, Cindra and Birdsister will keep Packmaster safe.”

Gabriel squeezed the hellhound still pressed against his side as they walked back to their suite.


Chapter Two







After gearing up, Gabriel led his bonded down to the twelfth floor assembly hall where Merideva had the army of minotaurs and orcs assembling.

Hundreds of burly minotaurs in vanguard plate stood in sharp formation. Half bore huge tower shields and spears, while the others shouldered an assortment of polearms designed by Torrik.

The former adventurer had proven an excellent choice to manage the dungeon’s growing arsenal. Despite the dwarf being little more than half the size of the hulking monsters, they all showed respect and gratitude for his efforts in equipping them.

‘Those billhooks look mildly terrifying. Like one of those gnomish can openers. Fucking deranged midgets always make shit weird.’

Gabriel snickered at Reyna’s mind-voice as he surveyed the assembled troops.

After two months of preparations, Gabriel wasn’t too concerned about deploying so much of their strength in the assault. Over a mile of secured tunnels separated Merideva’s inner sanctum from any adventurers that might try and attack the Dungeon Core while he led the strike against Vesrah.

According to the Adventurer’s Guild, the strongest monsters prowling the first five floors were orcs. But in actual fact, hundreds of elite minotaurs, undead, and more lived in multiple barracks lining the hidden route to the Core Room. Even if most of them were currently deployed before him.

Gabriel had worked with Kimiko, Sthuza, and Torrik to implement scores of brutal traps to crush any intruders. While he doubted they could stop an Adamantite party, they would slaughter any larger assaults and likely winnow even elite adventurers.

To defend his beloved Core and Bonded from any concerted invasion by the Guild or a deranged archmage seeking ancient treasures, Gabriel had Torrik commission a minotaur-scale arbalest from a famous dwarven armory.

The massive crossbow weighed almost fifty pounds and required even the well-muscled bovine monsters to use a windlass to span. It also cost more than a Silver-ranked adventurer would earn in a year.

A braided steel cable served the role of bowstring, and combined with the obnoxiously thick ironwood stock and limbs generated obscene amounts of kinetic power.

Loaded with dwarven steel tips, the finger-thick bolts could punch through an unenchanted vanguard breastplate as easily as Cindra crunched chicken bones. Any defense weaker than Brynja’s heirloom mithril armor would fail under repeated strikes.

Torrik had howled with laughter when Merideva conjured a hundred identical copies in less than ten minutes.

Murder holes lined the halls, and Gabriel installed over a dozen of the arbalests as small-scale siege weapons. With two hundred kobolds and twenty imps assigned to monitor the lengthy route through a series of cramped warrens, there was zero chance any adventurers could breach before the alarm sounded and dozens of minotaur arbalists could reinforce the weaker guards.

As a test, Kimiko had sent twelve undead adventurers in a simulated intrusion. Armed and armored like two elite parties working together, they charged in, aiming to reach the Core Room.

They made it less than a fifth of the way before they reached the first arbalest turret. The clamor of gears clanked ominously as kobolds worked the complex cocking mechanism Torrik had designed.

A minute later, the ten who’d made it past the initial traps were pinioned to the walls.

Shaking aside all thoughts save the battle to come, Gabriel stepped forward and captured Syrkirus’s attention. Wannaga’s imposing brother gave a booming bellow. Two hundred hooves stomped in unison, echoed by excited Orcish shouts.

How many of them will fall to Vesrah’s forces?

Thoughts turning to the Swarm queen lurking in the depths of the dungeon, Gabriel scowled. His blue eyes hardened as he recalled the final, ominous conversation he’d had with the monstrous intruder who had claimed most of the Lostbarrow dungeon.

And part of my soul. Can we even beat her? Or will I fall to her corruption? Despite Sthuza’s assurances, I don’t think my moments of rage are solely down to her bonding Cindra and the others.

Boots and hooves scuffed stone, and a fearful murmur arose from the gathered monsters.

Reyna growled. ‘Hey, cool it, Alpha! Stop being all mopey and shit. I’m not an expert, but I don’t think terrifying your soldiers right before a huge battle is smart.’

Her voice shook Gabriel from his worries, and he refocused in the present. ‘Right. Thanks, Reyna.’

‘Heh, anytime, Fucker. Now, if you’re hellbent and determined to attack the bug bitch, get your game face on, and give these muscly brutes their orders.’

Movement along one side drew his eyes, and Gabriel smiled as his newest bonded enter the hall.

While he was aware Kimiko could shift into a much larger form, the white-skinned oni woman remained in her default one. Sleek and athletic, she slunk with supernaturally smooth grace. Her silvery-white hair looked well-groomed, no doubt brushed by Amara or Isomyra.

Despite her initial obsession with him, and the outrageous demands she’d made at the start, a week or so after they bonded, she had grown morose by the day. Eventually, she’d approached him and begged for forgiveness, seeming tormented by the callous way she’d forced his hand.

Through their bond, Gabriel sensed her sincerity, and he knew that only her elation and shock from recovering her sealed memories had kept her from considering his side sooner. And more importantly, how she made Sthuza feel.

When the oni approached his Prime with a similar apology, he had feared the gorgon might erupt in fury. But Sthuza proved the consummate professional, his prim Prime.

‘Heh, still, it was kinda funny to see Horns kneeling before her with her face pressed to the floor as Snakes tongue-lashed her. Damn, she can wield that slippery green thing like a fucking knife when she wants to.’

Several death knights followed behind the deadly daevonic wraith, drawing Gabriel back to the present. When the last one spotted him, she froze.

Gabriel had supported Kimiko’s plan to raise the elven sorceress as another death knight over Sthuza’s protest. Still, until he laid eyes on her slender, beautiful form, he hadn’t known how he would feel about the woman who had betrayed him months ago.

‘You sure this was a good idea? It’s not often you go against Snakes’ advice. After all, she’s fucking older than dirt.’

‘And Kimi is several times older than Sthuza. Though, not wiser most of the time. But even Sthuza admitted Estrial was sincere in accepting Kimi’s offer. And even just a Gold-ranked caster will make a huge difference today.’

‘For this “circling” thing?’

‘Yes. I’ve been training in the Astral with Amara, but adding Estrial will vastly boost the power of our spells. And I don’t want to leave any advantage on the table. Circle strength grows exponentially with more casters.’

‘You do remember when this bitch gutted you like a fish, though, right?’

Gabriel sighed, left hand rising to rub at his chest–right where Estrial had split his rib cage open as she sacrificed him to unseal a Domain Crystal.

‘Yes, Reyna. I remember. But given that was what led me to Meri and you girls, I’m not holding a grudge.’

‘Guess it’s fine, then. Though, ya might want to warn her not to talk shit about Boobs, or the others. You’ve got a tendency to hand out new assholes to anyone who insults ’em.’

Gabriel started to reply before recalling a few occasions where he might have gone a little overboard in punishing uncouth behavior.

’Ha, yeah, a little overboard. You’re the most overprotective ass I’ve ever known. But don’t start changing now. Think I’m getting used to it.’

Gabriel grinned. ‘Good. Because in a few hours, you’re going to be back among the living, and I’ll be just as “overprotective” of you.’

Reyna didn’t reply, but a flurry of strong emotions washed across their bond.

Refocusing on the warriors assembled before him, Gabriel stood taller, injecting all the confidence he could into his posture.

Merideva’s conjured monsters responded, snapping to attention as he strode closer.

“For those of you I haven’t met before, I am Gabriel Grimm, Dungeon Master to Merideva. You are here today for a great purpose.”

Several orcs whooped. Rade turned a harsh scowl on his unruly warriors. Cindra laughed, but Gabriel continued.

“Today we launch the first strike against the twisted abominations infesting our dungeon, and we will claim a relic vital to Merideva’s continued growth.” Gabriel paused, studying the horde.

Minotaurs, orcs, and kobolds swelled with pride, their inhuman faces locked on him. But he searched further, diving into his bond with Merideva to confirm that they were fully committed to this mission.

“The Swarm are ruled by Vesrah, a powerful queen. And they are far more dangerous than any of the adventurers delving Merideva’s dungeon. Some of you fought against Kimiko’s undead incursions two months ago. Even those battles were nothing compared to what awaits us today.”

Scores of eyes darted toward the beautiful white oni, who flashed a lopsided grin and gave a cheeky finger wave.

“Our losses will be heavy, but if you give your all, we will triumph. And that victory will give Merideva the final key we need to ensure her rule over the entire dungeon.”

Jaras raised a fist and lowed. Half a second later, hundreds of other voices rose, filling the massive stone hall with a riotous rumble.

Gabriel waited until they quieted before speaking again. “Forgemaster Torrik’s people have prepared lifts for our operation, and I believe Sthuza has already organized the rope crews.” He paused, glancing over to his Prime, who nodded, her head-snakes mirroring the movement.

He smiled. “Excellent. Now, your leaders have already been informed of the plan, but I want everyone to know the basics. I will lead the mages in cutting a hole through the twelfth floor, giving us an entrance that will be less defended than the lone staircase.”

While most of the assembled troops didn’t react, the older, more knowledgeable ones stared in awe at his statement.

“That is the reason Kimiko raised her newest death knight. In order to overcome the old Core’s defenses, I need all the power we can muster. Merideva has removed all the stone that’s within her Domain, and Torrik has installed the screw that will lift the plug once we cut it.”

“Once we breach Vesrah’s Domain, we have to work fast. We’ll be blasting through to the fourteenth, where you’ll be dropping close to the Soul Forge. The assault force is to charge outward and slay any Swarm-infested you find, then form a defensive perimeter while Torrik’s crew drops in and secures the forge.”

“Don’t ya worry, Lad. Me and the girls ’ill get it down right quick,” the Dwarf said with a broad smile.

Gabriel glanced over to the short, well-armored crafter. To his relief, Torrik had not only worked hard for Merideva, but had fully integrated with her monsters.

Arrayed around the squat male were twenty-two minotaur women, all garbed in brown gambesons and thick leather aprons. Gabriel didn’t ask why the entire engineering team was female.

Brynja, Cindra, and Sthuza stood together, all three armored and ready for battle. His Prime wore a suit of white leathers with two large quivers hanging from her hips. Given her petite build, the oversized containers looked massive.

The sight of his pregnant Prime preparing for battle set his heart racing with fear, but Gabriel fought down his overprotective instincts.

When Cindra caught his gaze, her glowing blue-on-black eyes blazed brighter. A mischievous grin spread across her expressive face, but she refrained from dashing over and hugging him.

‘Fucking hells. Even Boobs is treating this seriously. You think it’ll work? I don’t like you lot risking your lives for me, Alpha.’

Gabriel wrapped Reyna’s mental presence with his own, drowning her in love and acceptance. ’It’s our choice, Reyna. Besides, Meri needs the Soul Forge. We’ve made as much progress as we can without advancing our resources. But the first thing it’s being used for is putting your soul back in your body.’

Glancing around at the monsters arrayed before him, Gabriel watched for any concern. One and all, they stared back with focus and eagerness.

Given they were all Conjured by Meri specifically for this purpose, guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Still, I’d like to pull this off without horrific losses.

“Everyone to positions,” he barked, striding to join his bonded.

“Ooo! Pre-battle hugs!” Cindra shouted, dashing forward and jerking him off his feet.

Gabriel laughed as the towering seruuberc hellhound crushed him against her sleek breastplate and spun around.

“Don’t get too excited, Furball,” Sthuza said without much heat.

Cindra’s grin widened. Then she grabbed the slender gorgon and pulled, smushing her against Gabriel.

He laughed as Sthuza sputtered in protest and shifted his attention to Brynja. “Wanna join in and make it a group hug?”

The stoic valkyrie warrior princess’s stunning silver-blue eyes flared with excitement. She gave the faintest nod, and he held his arms wide, welcoming her.

“Ooo! Pack should have lots of hugs before battle.” Cindra spun to face where Kimiko stood off to the side with her death knights. “Chilly Sis should join Pack hugs.”

Sthuza stiffened against Gabriel, her head-snakes hissing, but she didn’t protest.

Turning inward, he touched all his bonds, curious to their reactions. Brynja’s radiated only pride and satisfaction. Ever since their date, and the subsequent escalation in their physical intimacy, the valkyrie had been filled with a proud sense of belonging.

Cindra’s bond was nothing but affection, love, and lust. For Gabriel and her sister bonded. All of them.

Reyna tried to conceal her innermost feelings, but the hope she felt at Kimiko’s presence and Cindra’s acceptance of the ancient undead was undeniable.

Similar hope leaked from his newest bond, though centuries of loneliness and an undercurrent of despair threatened to wash it away. But reading Kimiko’s soul was far harder than even Sthuza’s.

‘Pretty sure that’s because she’s cracked in the head, Alpha. I mean, I’m incredibly grateful she’s helping save Raeya and all, but… isn’t there a saying about not sticking yer dick in crazy?’

‘Kimi’s not crazy. She just… has different views on a few things,’ Gabriel sent, trying not to recall the daevonic wraith’s more unusual idiosyncrasies.

‘She hasn’t tried sleeping with you again since the ritual, but she almost killed that cute otter girl for smiling at you.’

Gabriel shook away Reyna’s mind-voice and checked on his Prime. While normally, Kimiko was the hardest to read, the sheer deluge of conflicting emotions and memories spilling out from Sthuza was indecipherable.

The gorgon despised undead based on Mistress Iylara’s distaste for Necromancy. And she still exhibited fear that the knowledgeable oni would supplant her as his Prime despite reassurance, but there was also a sincere desire to more firmly unite Gabriel’s bonded behind him.

Gabriel turned to face the pale oni woman and smiled. “Come on, Kimi. All of my bonded are Pack, and Cindra’s not going to let go until you join us.”

Several people chuckled as Cindra’s head bobbed. “Yep! Come get Pack Hug, Chilly Sis.”

Kimi took a step toward them, then froze, eyes wide with fear.

Isomyra, the large-breasted gnome death knight, snickered and gave her mistress a shove. “If ya don’t get over there, I’ll be more than happy to take yer place. Maybe tall, dark, and hunky could pound me against those huge mommy milkers.” She licked her gray lips while staring at Cindra’s massive breasts.

All hesitation and doubt on Kimiko’s face, and across her bond, ceased to exist. She spun in a blur. Grabbing the curvy gnome by the gorget shielding her throat, Kimiko lifted her up to eye level.

Isomyra’s glowing, pale-blue eyes flared wide, and she flailed her hands. “W-wait, Mistress. I-it was… just… a–”

Kimiko tightened her grip, choking off the death knight’s words. While undead didn’t need to breathe, it was hard to speak with a crushed throat.

Ryldor shook his head, sending thick white locks whipping about. The handsome, emotionless dro’ikyr sighed. “Mistress, you know none of us would ever seek to damage your relationship with our respected Dungeon Master. Isomyra was merely trying to support you in her own twisted way.”

The dark elf’s words calmed Kimiko, her incandescent rage vanishing like a counterspelled Light.

Amara stepped over and grabbed Isomyra by the ankle. “I will deal with the troublemaker, Mistress. Surely you won’t leave Dungeon Master Grimm waiting?”

Kimiko’s purple-white eyes flashed. Releasing the gnome, she shot toward Gabriel and his other bonded.

He braced, wincing but the walking cataclysm that was his undead bonded stopped at the last second.

Cindra yipped with excitement and grabbed Kimiko’s shoulder, dragging the athletic oni into her already crowded embrace. Brynja fluttered a wing, making space before wrapping both around the large clump of armored figures.

“Gah! Cindra, you are crushing me,” Sthuza grumbled.

“Don’t be silly, Snakey, everybody loves Pack Hugs.”

Reyna cackled in Gabriel’s mind as the gorgon squirmed in a futile attempt to dislodge the hellhound.

While his first two bonded tussled, he met Kimiko’s unblinking gaze. “You are my bonded, Kimi. I don’t want you feeling lesser or left out.”

A tender smile lit up the deadly woman’s exotic face, and their bond thrummed with gratitude.

As Sthuza continued to struggle, Gabriel squeezed once, then let go. “Come on, Cindra, hug time is over. We’ve got a Soul Forge to claim.”

Once they broke apart, he gestured toward the others. “Torrik, ready your crew. Mages, to me.”

“On it, Lad.”

Amara, Estrial, Leryane, and Kestria moved to join him.

The elven sorceress visibly swallowed when their eyes met. Despite being undead, Estrial was still beautiful. If anything, her paler hair and skin enhanced the stunning hue of her bright blue eyes. She radiated remorse and sorrow, but there was still a hint of her inner strength built over a century of adventuring.

Gabriel watched as the four supporting spellcasters moved into position around their target. “Okay, let’s do this.”


Chapter Three







It only took Merideva seconds to remove the last of the dungeon stone within her Domain. While it looked and felt like natural stone, it was almost impervious to mundane damage, so Gabriel and Amara had spent weeks planning how they would cut their way to the fourteenth floor where the Soul Forge sat.

All five casters turned inward, focusing on their mana pools, readying themselves for two rapid and powerful spells.

Once ready, Gabriel connected with his scepter. One of his first actions after securing Kimiko’s floors for Merideva had been reorganizing the nine spells stored within the powerful artifact taken from the s’kraith mage.

But now, he wanted one he had yet to master. Monomolecular Lash created an impossibly sharp and thin whip of charged aether that could cut almost anything.

Spinning up the spell, he held back from the swift casting the scepter enabled and began pouring mana into a growing triple-ring spell disk.

Amara and Kimiko joined his circle a second later, both women channeling even more power than he was. Estrial and Kestria took a moment longer, struggling just to merge with the more powerful casters’ nascent construct.

Gabriel lost track of his surroundings, his awareness swallowed by the complex magic before him. Minutes passed and his internal leylines itched as he pumped more mana into the spell than he had ever attempted.

At least in the real world. We practiced in the Astral Realm for weeks.

Sealing the spell construct after forming the final glyphs, Gabriel paused to recenter before pulling back. He glanced at each of the casters circling with him.

Kestria sagged, the shadowstalker kobold having strained to meet the minimum requirements to join. But her purple eyes blazed with pride, and her determination coursed along the thread connecting him to his loyal Minion.

Estrial’s face was drawn tight, but she nodded. Kimiko and Amara both mirrored her, though they appeared more relaxed.

“Get the lift team ready,” Gabriel said before releasing the magic straining to be unleashed.

A chorus of voices sounded off, but he ignored them. The glowing lash of charged aether manifesting before him demanded his full attention.

The twenty-five-foot-long Monomolecular Lash hung silent in the air, like a slash cut through reality itself.

Gabriel spared a second to ensure the spell had performed as intended, then directed the destructive magic down.

The lower end cut through the magically strengthened dungeon stone without a whisper. For the spectators, it had to be anticlimactic as he guided it lower, the glowing strand vanishing into the floor.

But with his senses attuned to magic, Gabriel could feel it carving its way through with terrifying ease.

He almost missed the moment it breached the thirteenth floor. Once certain it was correctly placed, he directed the spell construct to move.

Intended as an attack spell with incredible fluidity, Monomolecular Lash wanted to be wielded, but Gabriel had no intention of moving too fast. Amara had already warned him of how dangerous a weapon it was.

My first use carved Ralloderth to pieces. I won’t risk dicing any of us up in battle. But as long as I keep it rigid, this should work.

‘Should? What the hells, Fucker?! Didn’t you guys plan this all out?’

‘Yes. Now be quiet, I need to focus.’

Guiding the magic around took several minutes as Gabriel paid close attention to the angle, ensuring each twenty-foot-long side was carved at the proper slant.

If the plug falls through, it’ll ruin the whole plan. Meri needs this block as a buffer if we’re going to avoid having Vesrah’s corruption seep in.

Once he was confident he’d separated the trapezoidal prism of dungeon stone from the rest of the floor, Gabriel canceled the spell.

“Damn, that was far more draining than I expected,” Estrial muttered. She shook her head, turning to face him, eyes filling with awe. “You have grown incredibly powerful, Gabriel.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. Sometimes, it’s hard to believe I was still at the Academy just a few months ago.”

Amara waved Torrik over. “Is the screw still secure?”

The dwarf stomped up to the two-foot-thick steel rod drilled into the center of their new plug. He pressed one hand against the cold metal and snapped a spell token with the other. “Aye. Rock solid. We’re good to go, Lad.”

Breathing deep as he fought down the lethargy brought on by excessive mana exertion, Gabriel nodded.

“Then get the capstans spinning. We’ll start the next spell.”

“Master, how is your pool?” Concern colored Sthuza’s voice but failed to conceal the pride she felt at his success.
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“Almost three-quarters left. More than enough for this.” Without waiting, Gabriel spun up another triple-ring spell disk.

Since bonding Kimiko, he had spent hours everyday immersed in a crash course learning magic from Amara. Before Iylara had killed the jackal-eared bissian, she’d been an experienced archmage.

Gabriel traced the first glyphs for Disintegration as Torrik’s crews started raising the plug. Amara had impressed him with the powerful spell during their first encounter. The sort of magic typically reserved to veteran mages with decades of experience under their robes, Disintegration could destroy almost anything, given enough power.

And with all five of us circling, we should be able to blast through the thirteenth floor and straight to our target.

‘As long as Horns didn’t mix up the forge’s location, Alpha. Because this spell’s going to do some collateral damage, isn’t it?’

Gabriel snickered. ‘Just a little. But despite her idiosyncrasies, I trust Kimi’s spatial awareness. Now, please be quiet while I try and avoid disintegrating anything outside the target zone.’

No one knew whether Vesrah’s connection to the old Core, the one Kimiko had once known as Shin’yū was accurate enough for her to detect Gabriel’s first spell.

But she’d notice once Torrik lifted the plug free. And after they blasted through an entire floor, she’d have to respond.

An orc drummer set a steady beat for the scores of minotaurs straining at four massive capstans. Torrik had rigged them to turn a huge dwarven steel screw that would raise the plug.

More importantly, it would allow them to force the plug back into its seat once they finished the operation. While lifting a massive hunk of stone ceiling was beyond any of Merideva’s monsters, Gabriel had no intention of discovering Vesrah’s forces could push the plug out.

Circling amplified all spellcasting inputs, allowing mages to activate spells they could never manage solo and channel far more power than they could safely harness on their own.

But it didn’t accelerate glyph formation. Amara finished first, with Kimiko sealing her portion a minute later. Gabriel needed three more, having taken his time with a dozen or so still unfamiliar glyphs.

As he finalized the spell, Kestria and Estrial flooded the trio’s spell construct with all the mana they could push out.

Gabriel watched out the corner of his eye as the pair struggled to remain standing. Neither could manage such an advanced spell, so both were assigned as living mana storage for the primary casters.

He watched the twenty-foot-thick plug lift past the floor, marveling at the perfectly smooth sides of dense, super-hard stone.

Torrik’s lift continued up, revealing a gaping hole into a hellish pit of writhing, pulsating greens, purples, and black.

Just gazing at the physical symptoms of Vesrah’s infestation set Gabriel’s skin crawling. An unpleasant scratching, chittering sound seemed to emanate from below, reverberating in everyone’s minds.

He refrained from unleashing the empowered spell until Kestria collapsed, the loyal kobold having dumped the remainder of her pool.

In the seconds it took to finalize and cast the spell, Estrial fell to one knee, panting despite her undeath.

He released the spell.

A storm of intentioned mana exploded before Gabriel, blasting down into the shaft. It crashed against the infested floor and washed out to cover four hundred square feet.

Sickly green light flooded the thirteenth floor, blinding him for several seconds. As the glow receded, Gabriel grinned.

A square shaft had been carved straight through to the fourteenth floor. At the bottom, snow-covered, amorphous, greenish-purple corrupted stone surrounded a clean square of bare dungeon floor.

Sthuza glided to Gabriel’s side, a severe look sharpening her beautiful face. “First team, go.”

Torrik’s engineering crew tossed thick ropes into the pit, followed seconds later by a score of vanguard-plated minotaurs rappelling down them using specialized gauntlets.

The gorgon pressed against Gabriel, staring up into his face. ‘Are you all right, Love?’
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‘Just a little tired from spending half my pool. I’m good to go.’

‘I am still opposed to your joining the assault team.’

Gabriel shook his head. “I’ll be careful. Besides, you’re going to be right by my side the whole time, Sthuza.” His expression hardened. “And you will obey when I tell you to retreat. I won’t have you risking yourself and our child.”

While she was still as sleek, and possibly even more beautiful than the first time he’d laid eyes on her, the gorgon was halfway through her six-month pregnancy, her belly swelling by the day.

Sthuza’s pale green cheeks heated, and she nodded. “Thank you for not forbidding me from joining. I would be a nervous wreck if you made me stay behind.”

Ducking, Gabriel kissed her forehead, smiling when several head-snakes brushed against his cheek. “Just stay focused and provide cover fire for the frontline. Now, let’s go.”

As Amara and Estrial began another circle cast, Gabriel stalked over to the pit, and jumped.

Free-falling, he caught up with the second group of rappelling minotaurs before he triggered his cloudsteel ring and used Levitation to slow his descent.

Bellows rang out below, followed soon after by the clang and clatter of battle as the first team clashed with nearby Swarm.

He glanced out across the thirteenth floor as he passed, seeing a dozen or so corrupted monsters headed toward the gaping hole.

‘Uh, Fucker… aren’t they gonna be a problem?’

Gabriel shook his head. ‘Amara and Estrial are both highly skilled with Frost magic. They’ll seal off the bypassed floor with Ice Walls that’ll hold long enough for us to grab the forge and skedaddle.’

Putting the distractions out of mind, Gabriel raised his Spell Mantle, triggered the enchantment in his circlet, increased Levitation to slow further, then canceled it and dropped to the smooth stone, knees bending as he landed.

He drew his sword, already preparing a wide-area Haste spell. With how frequently he used the buff, he had no trouble tagging thirty armored minotaurs.

They roared when the powerful enhancement washed over their ranks. Several tore into hideously deformed humanoids with purplish tumors corrupting their original forms.

Seven of the hideous monsters lay scattered in pieces around them, having fallen victim to huge glaives and brutal mauls.

Thirty more charged across an icy field toward the defensive cluster, eerie in their silent approach. Gabriel raised Magesight, confirmed they bore no substantial magic, then discounted them.

He started toward an ice-covered stone edifice thirty feet away. “Cut them down and secure the area around the forge.”

“We obey, Dungeon Lord,” Arerax said.

‘Wait, wasn’t that Wannaga’s son? The hells he doing down here? I thought your fancy glowstone conjured monsters for this suicide mission.’

’They both insisted on his inclusion. And Sthuza warned me that to deny them would dishonor him. But he’s assigned to the team staying close at hand. We’ll all retreat together. Ideally, we won’t be leaving anyone behind.’

More minotaurs descended. A Swarm-corrupted form slipped past the battle and charged onto the bare stone.

A blue-and-gray blur slammed down atop the hunched figure. Ichor-like blood exploded from the bloated monstrosity as Cindra crushed it to the ground.

“Aww, nasty creepy messed up Cindra’s armor,” the hellhound said, her stylized wolf-head helmet morphing in a devastating pout. She spotted Gabriel and beamed. “Yay, Packmaster!”

“Nice kill, Cindra. Now stay focused and keep the Swarm from threatening the workers.”

Her helmet flashing a dopey grin, she nodded before charging toward the nearest attacker. As she ran, she grabbed the charm bracelet hanging from her left wrist. She pulled her right hand away, drawing an oversized adamantite greatsword.

‘With all the enchanted shit your two sugar mommas gave you guys, just how rich are you now, Alpha?’

Gabriel laughed. ‘I try not to think about it, Reyna. But probably… yes.’

The deceased lycan chortled, but he started into another Haste spell, anchoring this one to himself and his four bonded.

Brynja swooped down from the shaft and streaked over the melee, scouting for Vesrah’s response.

‘What do you see, Brynja?’

‘There are several corrupted frost giants approaching from the north, my lord. A group of smaller beings follow them, but the giants are throwing up a sizable snow cloud.’

‘Just be careful. If anyone attacks you, come straight back.’

‘Of course.’

Gabriel turned, scanning the horizon until he spotted a dozen fifteen-foot-tall, pale-blue humanoids trudging forward. Their huge feet crushed frosty ground, throwing up a growing cloud of snow and ice.

‘Oh, fuck me. Seriously? She has fucking giants?’

‘Could be worse.’

‘Worse how?’

‘A dozen dragons would be all kinds of inconvenient.’

Reyna snickered. Gabriel pushed her from his thoughts again, diving into the scepter wrapped around his arm. The briefest intention spun up Aetheric Lance, and he picked out the lead frost giant.

With the scepter’s casting assistance, he could fire off a Lance in the blink of an eye, but he drew mana from the arcanite armlet on his left biceps, pumping far more than the minimum programmed into the artifact. A blazing javelin of reddish-pink aether manifested in front of him.

Reaching out to anchor his spell to the target’s head took several seconds, but then he released his magic. Without waiting, Gabriel began another cast.

The Aetheric Lance streaked through the snowy air, homing on the lead giant. One of the huge creatures spotted the missile and bellowed, it’s shouted warning a booming thunderclap.

Gabriel glanced up in time to watch the missile impact. Armor-piercing, hardened aether blasted through the giant’s face, sinking a foot deep before detonating.

Blue-black blood, bone shards, and brains exploded outward, the hulking brute toppled, and its compatriots roared in anger.

‘Huh, I thought a giant would be tougher than that,’ Reyna sent.

Gabriel snorted, shaking his head as he unleashed his follow-up attack. The second giant raised an arm to shield her face, but his Lance shot straight through and pulped her eye.

Then it exploded. The back of her skull remained intact, but the gory shrapnel spraying out like confetti confirmed she was down.

‘They are tough, but I’m pretty skilled at Aetheric Lance, and my mana pool is huge. Thanks to all the charged arcanite I’ve got now, there’s no reason to hold back.’

Before he could prepare a third Lance, Brynja swooped down in a graceful arc, her mithril spear swelling to its larger form.

The tip blazed a brilliant yellow-white as she empowered it with her Reinforcement talent. None of the giants noticed her approach, their outrage focused solely on Gabriel.

Brynja’s white wings flapped hard, and she dove. Her empowered lance took the rearmost giant in the back of the head.

She surged forward, magically augmented wings boosting her speed as the mithril weapon blasted the giant’s head into mist.

Banking hard to her left, Brynja looped around, her lance shifting into a long-bladed spear. She swept it across another giant’s neck, slicing its throat and sending a torrent of brackish, blue-black blood gushing out before the first one fell.

Her second target grabbed at his ruined throat, trying to stem the flow of his lifeblood.

‘Damn, but Birdbrain’s a badass, ain’t she? And then there’s my dumpy ass. All I can do is claw a fucker and regenerate.’

‘This isn’t a competition, Reyna. I love all of you. Now, if you want to complain, wait until I’ve got you back in your body, so Cindra can tickle you, fair?’

A black-feathered arrow darted out, taking a giant in the eye. Four white-feathered ones followed after, if with less accuracy as they sank a foot deep into the huge humanoid’s barrel chest.

More arrows followed, peppering the frost giant with needle-sized wounds. Another black one took the huge monster’s other eye, and it flailed, bellowing in agony.

Glancing over, Gabriel spotted Sthuza surrounded by an ever-growing horde of orc archers. In her humanoid form, his Prime looked tiny compared to the heavily muscled green-skinned warriors.

Several head-snakes noticed his attention and swayed in greeting, their tiny emerald eyes latching onto him.

Cindra and the vanguard minotaurs cut down the last deformed monsters, and the hellhound loped over to Gabriel’s side. “Packmaster!”

Even as he prepared another Aetheric Lance and picked out an uninjured frost giant, Gabriel raised a hand to ward her off. “Focus on the battle first, Cindra.”

A playful pout spread across her armored muzzle before her glowing eyes flared. She spun on one heel and shot off toward the giants.

Twelve armored minotaurs sprinted after her while the rest formed a defensive line.

‘Aren’t you worried about Boobs rushing ahead like that? I know she’s tough, but one of those giants could squash her flat.’

Instead of answering Reyna, Gabriel turned his head and glanced up. Another thirty orcs were rappelling down the ropes, thick yew longbows harnessed behind their broad backs.

Then he released his spell, the Lance taking another frost giant in the neck, blasting a crater in the huge male’s pale throat.

Sthuza continued to loose arrows. Her target looked like an enormous pincushion now, as more orc archers joined in. While their arrows struggled to penetrate the thick coat and dull mail shirt she wore, the peppered giant was blind and bleeding profusely.

Two giants turned from their charge, tracking Brynja as the valkyrie looped back around, further weakening the group Cindra would face.

‘Oh, shit. You guys are gonna annihilate them,’ Reyna murmured. ‘If you’ve got Bug Bitch this outclassed, why have you been so worried about losing people?’

‘Because these aren’t her real troops. Remember all that time when Kimi borrowed the bracers to chat about how to bring you back? I spent plenty of it working with her death knights. Dougraine and Ralloderth have the most experience fighting Vesrah’s Swarm. And the dangerous ones are insectoid.’

‘Oh. Wait, so a band of giants isn’t a threat, but bugs are?’

‘We’ll have to wait and see.’

Kimiko and several death knights landed nearby, drawing Gabriel’s attention.

“Huh, I didn’t know the chitinous bitch had any more giants,” Isomyra said. “Mistress, mind if I go claim one before your sexfriend’s hotties spank ’em all down?”

Kimiko huffed. “Go ahead, but do not cause a scene.”

The ghost-white gnome bounced, her oversized breasts trying to bounce free from her armored lingerie. “Woohoo!”

“Armor up first, Myra,” Ryldor said, shaking his head.

She flashed a crazed grin, made more extreme by her glowing, oversized eyes. Then a suit of dark, dwarven steel spread from her plate bra and thong, sheathing her meaty figure in ancient armor.

Hefting a comically large, double-headed axe longer than her over one shoulder, the gnomish death knight stomped toward the approaching giants.

Gabriel refocused on the towering monsters and spotted Cindra squaring off before the closest. Despite her six-foot-eight, muscular frame, the statuesque hellhound looked petite and fragile compared to the looming brute raising a rusty, steel longsword overhead.

‘Uh, Alpha, Boobs isn’t gonna try and parry that, is she?’

‘She’ll be fine. He shouldn’t be that much stronger, and Cindra’s been training with Ralloderth and Ryldor.’

Reyna’s faith in Gabriel warred with concern for her sister bonded, but he kept his eyes on the hellhound.

She stood motionless, as though frozen in terror before the hulking monster.

“Hmph, puny mortal.” The male frost giant raised his eight-foot-long blade one-handed and threw a contemptuous slash as he strode past the foolish little person who’d dared challenge him.

Cindra’s hips wiggled, her tail mirroring the slight motion. Her eighty-pound adamantite greatsword hung in a casual overhead guard until the giant’s blade was mere feet from splitting her in twain.

Her muscular, supernaturally powerful body exploded into motion as she whipped her sword up and around, catching the descending steel in a textbook-perfect parry.

The screech of metal shearing rang out over the din of battle.

‘Squirrel-snorting gnomes! She cut his fucking sword in half.’

‘She only took off a quarter, Reyna. But that’s what enchanted adamantite does. There are few unenchanted things she can’t cut with it.’

Without pausing, Cindra lunged forward, twisted her wrists to redirect the massive sword, and brought it across her prey’s mail-armored knee.

Cindra’s razor-sharp greatsword carved through mail links, thick padded armor, skin, meat, and bone.

The giant screamed in agony.

Falling on his ass, he threw up a massive cloud of snow. He dropped his shortened weapon and clutched his ruined knee.

Due to his massive size, his rapid gasping and moaning sounded like a storm whipping through a haunted forest.

“H-how?” the giant asked, his rumbling voice filled with pain and mounting terror as his large ice-blue eyes shifted from his bloody stump to the armored hellhound.

Gabriel felt Cindra’s jubilant grin as she stalked forward, sword braced against her shoulder. “Packmaster doesn’t like seeing Pack hurt. So Cindra trained lots with Thrillseeker and Grumpy Butt.”

Reyna snickered as the giant’s pained looked morphed to utter confusion a second before Cindra beheaded him.

The hellhound spun back, her wolfish mask beaming when she spotted him watching her. ‘Packmaster saw? Cindra did good job?’

‘Yes, you were great, Cindra. Good job. Now, keep focused and stay safe.’


Chapter Four







More of Merideva’s forces descended from above, so Gabriel joined Sthuza and the archers as the armored warriors formed a shieldwall before them.

A thump and clatter of metal caused several defenders to glance back. Torrik grunted, shook his head, then climbed to his feet.

When he noticed the stares, he huffed. “Ha, not done much rope climbing lately. Not to worry, we’re ready to move.”

The rest of his crew joined him, hooves clapping against bare stone as the minotaur engineers dropped down.

Gabriel nodded. “I’ll leave it to you.” He turned to Arerax, who stood with a squad of vanguard plated warriors in darker dwarven steel armor. With one metal hoof, Wannaga’s son stood out even in the matching suits. “Arerax, take your team and escort the movers. We need to get the forge moving, now.”

“As you command, Dungeon Lord.” The proud, natural-born minotaur saluted, then turned and started shouting orders.

“Any chance you can take a wall off the building around the forge, Lad?” Torrik asked as he hefted a coil of rope thicker than his meaty thigh.

‘Cindra, help Torrik remove a wall so he can pull the forge out. We need to hurry.’

A sharp yip sounded, followed by another giant’s agonized bellow, then Gabriel spotted a blue-and-gray blur streaking toward the large structure housing the abandoned Soul Forge.

“Thanks, Lad. The lass’s giant can opener will work just dandy.”

“Master, the abominations have arrived.”

Sthuza’s warning caused Gabriel to turn, and he spotted a teeming mass of glossy dark chitin flooding from a tunnel entrance along the opposite cavern wall.

Almost three hundred yards away, it was hard to discern where one Swarm monster ended and the next began. Their intent was obvious though, and Gabriel reached out through Merideva to warn the minotaurs still forming defenses.

“Insectoid Swarm coming from the west. Advance the front line another fifty yards and prepare to hold them off. Torrik’s moving for the forge now.”

Hundreds of minotaurs lowed, many shaking their polearms and hammers overhead.

Gabriel left them to their commanders and turned to Sthuza. “Think the archers can slow them?”

The prim gorgon frowned, nibbling her bottom lip as she studied the growing horde of nightmarish monsters who continued flooding from the tunnel. “I do not know. The ones who retain mundane appearances seem little tougher than their uncorrupted kin. But Swarm are supposedly a terrifying blight capable of devouring entire worlds. I cannot imagine this will be easy.”

Gabriel sighed. “Yeah, from what the death knights said, there’s a wide power range among them. Go ahead and order a few volleys. I’ll try fire.”

With a sharp nod, Sthuza raised her bow and drew an arrow. “Archers, loose with my shot.”

The unending horde of Swarm drew closer as Gabriel spun up Fireball. Splitting his focus, he traced glyphs two at a time, racing to finish before the main fight began. As he neared completion, he tapped the armlet again, siphoning more mana to enhance his area of effect attack.
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Not bad. And I’ve used less than a quarter of the arcanite on me. Now we just need to buy Torrik time.

‘Uh, Alpha, what if Bug Bitch decides to join the fight? You said she’s fucking terrifying.’

‘She likely resides much deeper in the dungeon. From what I’ve sensed and Kimiko’s experiences with her, I think Vesrah’s scared to risk herself. Hopefully, that’ll stay her hand long enough for us to get this done.’

Finishing his spell, Gabriel sealed and launched it, watching as a fist-sized orb of fire shot across the snowy plain.

The Fireball swelled severalfold before it passed the front rank of charging insectoids. It smashed against a huge, glossy black, beetle-like monstrosity.

Several people cursed at the brilliant flash of light as his spell swelled to a thirty-foot diameter, bathing scores of Swarm in a scorching inferno.

“Hopefully that affects them,” Amara said.

He glanced toward her voice to find her levitating down the shaft. Peeking up, he confirmed the thirteenth floor was sealed behind feet-thick walls of magically hardened ice. Estrial hung from a rope, appearing uncertain as she scrambled down with elven grace.

“Everything go to plan up there?”

The undead bissian nodded. “Yes, Dungeon Master. There are quite a few monsters scratching at our work, but young Estrial has a delightful affinity for Frost magic. Unless they can bring far more power to bear up there than they ever have before, we should have a good twenty minutes.”

“That’ll be more than enough. Torrik’s crew is already at the forge.” Gabriel pointed to where the dwarf stood instructing Cindra in dismantling the building without damaging their target.

Having split his focus, Gabriel watched as thick smoke dissipated, revealing a pile of twitching, scorched Swarm corpses forming a flood break against the looming horde.

Dozens of blackened monsters, many with charred limbs still smoking, continued charging despite gruesome injuries. Their uninjured allies left them behind, but none of Vesrah’s Swarm showed the slightest hint of hesitation.

“You got quite a few, too bad anything less than total destruction won’t slow them,” Amara said.

“Kind of like undead,” Estrial added, walking over to join the large beastkin mage. “With my affinities, I never felt comfortable using fire. And slicing them to pieces was such a chore.”

The elven sorceress’ voice held more doubt and hesitation than Gabriel was used to from the proud Gold-ranked adventurer.

’Hey, give her a break, Alpha. You’re wearing a Gold tag now, too. Plus, we did kinda beat the ever-loving shit out of her entire party, and the tribe of orcs that smashed all her limbs. Then Snakes stole her soul, and you had your undead nutter raise her as a fucking death knight.’

“If you two have enough mana left, focus on reinforcing our vanguard. We’re going to take losses, but I want those disgusting insects to pay for each kill.”

Staring at Gabriel, Estrial blinked several times before nodding. “I’ll do my best.”

Amara grinned before starting toward the main cluster of armored minotaurs, her adamantite gorget spreading out to form a sinister helmet. “As you command, Dungeon Master.”

“Do you have orders for me?” Ryldor asked with his typical monotone. The laconic dro’ikyr stood at ease, wrists resting on a pair of black hilts.

“You’re stuck on guard duty. Make sure none of them get to Sthuza, Kimi, or me while we work.”

As Ryldor nodded, Kimiko shook her head. “I’m not a real mage like you. I’ll have a much greater impact smashing heads.”

Gabriel frowned, glancing back to the athletic oni. “You’re not wearing much armor if you were planning to charge into the thick of things.”

Kimiko smirked, her purple eyes flashing as she traced black talons across her mail shirt. “Oh, I’m not that big on armor, Dungeon Master. I have no intention of letting them touch me.”

Gabriel opened his mouth to respond, but she winked, and then began to swell.

Kimiko stood similar in height to Sthuza, with a more muscular build. But within seconds, she towered over the nearby gorgon.

‘Fucking hells! She makes Boobs look small.’

Tilting his head back to view Kimiko’s larger face, Gabriel snorted. “Do you still have that tetsubo weapon?”

Kimiko flashed a wicked grin, revealing that her fangs had undergone similar growth. She snapped her talon-tipped fingers, and a massive ironwood and adamantite spiked club appeared in her grip.

Sthuza huffed. “Do you even remember how to use that, you ancient hag.”

Kimiko’s eyes twinkled, and she took a practice swing. It ripped through the air so fast it sent a flurry of snow swirling about the area. “Seems I do remember. Now, have fun staying with my beloved Dungeon Master as I go smite his foes.”

Gabriel sent a warning to Sthuza not to respond even as he shook his head. “If you’ve got energy to antagonize my Prime, go squash some bugs, Kimiko.”

The eight-foot-tall oni flinched when he used her full name. She gave a single nod, crouched, then leapt into the air.

As she rushed off to slaughter Swarm, Gabriel started a new spell circle, forming Armor Reinforcement. “I’m going to assist Estrial and Amara, Sthuza. The archers are all yours.”

“I will not fail.”

‘I know, my love. Just don’t let Kimi get under your scales. She’s not going to replace you. As my Prime or my first love.’

Gabriel split his focus again, leaving half to manage the routine spellcasting, and the rest he assigned to Cindra.

The lovable hellhound perked up the instant he brushed her bond, her armored tail wagging cheerfully as she stood straighter. ‘Packmaster need Cindra?’

‘Everything’s going to plan, Cindra. I’m checking on Torrik’s progress. Did you have any trouble with the building?’

‘Nice Shorty gave Cindra advice. Snakey’s gift cut right through. But he said to wait until they secure it before finishing.’

Gabriel slipped deeper into her bond to utilize her vision. The hellhound stood alert, greatsword held at the ready as she watched over the work crew.

A dozen leathery red imps fluttered above the massive stone edifice, helping the minotaurs secure all the thick ropes Merideva had conjured.

‘Hey, those little bastards are pretty damn handy, eh, Alpha?’

‘Yeah. Thankfully Kimi had six stored in S-Crystals, so Meri could conjure more. The undead version aren’t as useful.’

When Sthuza had suggested Merideva claim the imps and add them to her dungeon, Gabriel had been a little surprised, given they were a “gift” from Kimiko. While they were among the weakest, they were still devils.

Shaking away the distraction, Gabriel studied Torrik’s progress to gauge how long they’d need, then pulled back from Cindra.

Brynja swooped down to impale a large, arachnid Swarm just before it could tackle a wounded minotaur. The valkyrie’s lance ripped through its bulbous thorax, spraying a sickly purplish ichor into the air.

A hundred Insectoid Swarm crashed against the front rank of vanguard minotaurs. Already, two of the seven-foot-tall bovine monsters were down. Up and down their line, the proud, fearless warriors seemed to falter.

Concerned for the first time today, Gabriel began casting Heroic Confidence. He reached out through the Weave of Creation, tagging two hundred minotaurs and anchoring his spell to them.

‘Are you pushing yourself too hard, Alpha?’

He shook his head, even as it began to throb against the strain of spreading his magic so wide. The instant the last glyph solidified, he cast the spell, groaning at the massive drain on his mana pool.
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Along the rows of minotaurs, the effect of his magic became obvious. They stood taller, bellowing, and lashed out with renewed vigor.

“Ah, right, we forgot about that,” Amara said.

“About what?”

“Swarm have a passive psionic presence that can break the weak-willed. Even powerful adventurers will struggle under prolonged exposure.”

Shit.

Gabriel took a deep breath, running through a quick centering routine to calm his mind. “That’s a problem, but we knew they’d pose a threat. Think the one buff’s enough to shield them?”

Amara’s hand raced through a vaguely familiar set of glyphs, cast the spell, and her eyes glowed green.

‘What was that?’ Reyna asked.

‘Some variation on Magesight. Probably adds a layer of emotional data.’

Amara dismissed her spell before nodding. “I believe so. As we warned, no living creatures can risk staying near them for too long. Otherwise, you’ll fall to her corruption. But your magic is reinforcing their morale quite well. It might last longer than their souls.”

“Got it. I’m going to light a fire under Torrik.”

Gabriel sprinted to where Cindra stood near one corner of the forge housing. She raised her greatsword and slashed right through the stone blocks.

“Perfect cut, Lass,” Torrik shouted from inside. “One more and we’re good to push it out.”

Cindra spotted Gabriel and beamed, her wolf’s muzzle baring a fang-filled grin. “Ooo, Packmaster!”

Gabriel raised a hand to stop her as he ducked toward the open doorway. “Finish up while I check on Torrik.”

He found the dwarf organizing twenty minotaurs. They wove their thick ropes into a massive harness to help spread the massive load. “Torrik, any way we can speed this up?”

“We’re almost ready to go, Lad. Once she cuts that last corner, the whole wall can be pushed out.”

Gabriel nodded and spun back toward Cindra. “Make the cut, then move around the building, Cindra.”

“No problem, Packmaster!”

Her greatsword sheared through another stone wall, the raucous sounds threatening to deafen Gabriel.

Ignoring the discomfort, he reached for her bond, confirming she was out of the way.

Then he spun up a single circle for Air Blast and dumped the rest of one armlet’s mana into the spell. Rushing the cast, he released it, spreading it wide across the entire wall.

A massive pressure filled the room before stone cracked and shattered. An almost visible wall of wind shoved the entire side of the building outward, hurling stones fifty feet and throwing up more snow flurries.

“Damn, Lad. Didn’t know ya could do that.”

“Got the grease ready?” Gabriel asked.

“Aye.” Torrik glanced up to one of the imps. They all wore simple waist wraps, looking like a tucked leather loincloth, but several also bore bulging backpacks. “Zha’thik, get yer asses to spraying the path.”

“We’ll handle it, stumpy. Maybe while we do all the work, you can spend some time scrubbing that furry ass-rag off your lumpy face,” the imp spat back with a gleeful cackle.

Torrik rolled his amber eyes. “We’ll get it moving, Lad. But it’s gonna take several minutes.”

Frowning, Gabriel studied the large contraption again. They had already disassembled the upper frame and rings, all of which were now strapped down atop the main unit. The Soul Forge was still ten feet tall and had to weigh several tons given the sheer volume of crystal and metal.

“Let me try to lighten it. If this works, you can haul it faster.”

“What do you mean, Lad?”

Gabriel ignored the question, diving into the scepter and triggering Alter Gravity. Targeting a person was easy enough, and he had already used it to create a region of lowered gravity, but he had never attempted to alter so much mass at once.

‘Is this safe, Alpha?’

‘Probably.’

Reyna snickered. ‘Snakes will throw a hissy fit if you injure yourself casting magic again, Fucker.’

Busy pumping as much mana as he could into the spell construct, Gabriel didn’t reply. Once he’d drained a ring and his second armlet, he released the magic.

Even with the supplementary mana, he winced at the slight burning along his internal leylines. But the spell took effect, and he grinned. “Give it a try now.”

Torrik nodded, throwing a lead rope over his shoulder. The minotaurs took their places and as one, they all pulled.

The metal base scored the stone floor, sounding like nails on a chalkboard, but it moved easier than they had expected.

“That’ll make this a lot quicker.” Torrik glared up at a trio of imps brandishing alchemical sprayers. “You loafers get to work. Don’t let us get ahead of ya.”

“We’re waiting on you, Baldy-Beard. Your pitiful, stunted legs are holding up the whole operation,” a female imp sniggered.

“Bah, get spraying.”

Gabriel shook his head as the imps obeyed, grudgingly. They hovered just in front of the huge forge and started pumping the handles under their metal tubes.

An oily rainbow filled the air as they sprayed an alchemical lubricate across the stone floor between the rearmost minotaurs and the Soul Forge.

“Pull, you muscly bastards,” Torrik bellowed. “We’ve got places to go and loot to strategically relocate afore we get there.”

One of the minotaurs, a huge female with shaggy white fur and sharp tan horns started singing in a low, husky voice.

Gabriel watched with one eye as he checked on his pool.

Mana: 32%

‘Will you be able to hold out? This isn’t cheap, is it?’

‘May have to tap more arcanite, but yeah. I can handle it. The biggest expense is usually the initial altering of reality. Now I’m just maintaining a new normal. Still, everything’s starting to add up.’

Cindra rushed to his side, but Gabriel shook his head and pointed to the rope Torrik held. “Help move this thing, Cindra. The Swarm have a stronger effect on the living than we expected. I want us out of here as soon as possible.”

“Okay, Packmaster.” Cindra grabbed Torrik’s rope, braced it over her shoulder…

And promptly lifted the two-hundred-pound warrior off the ground.

“Cindra, get behind him, not in front,” Gabriel said, just refraining from facepalming.

She flashed a goofy grin, spun and repositioned. This time pulling without issue.

‘How strong are those ropes, Alpha?’

‘Meri conjured them, but she used professionally braided goblin-grass rope as the source to copy. Given they’re thick as my forearm, I don’t think even Cindra’s going to tear it.’

The hellhound joining helped the crew pull faster, and Gabriel decided to lend a hand as well, falling in behind a broad-backed minotaur.

Leaving part of his mind on the physical labor, he shifted over to his Prime. Merging with her senses was effortless, the gorgon welcoming him without a word.

She loosed another black-feathered arrow, taking a dog-sized Swarm cockroach in the eye. The disgusting monster chittered, its antennae flailing, but despite the arrow blasting a hole through its brain, it kept slashing at a minotaur.

The hulking brute bore a massive shield, which he used to fend off the Swarm’s bladed forelimbs as he struggled to smash it with a steel mace.

‘Fuck those things are tough. That guy’d smash a human flat with blows like that.’

’Yeah, but high-Essence insectoids are much tougher than most humanoids.’

‘I-I hate to admit it, but right now, I’m kinda glad I’m not there to help. Getting chewed up by those fuckers would give me nightmares.’

‘Yeah. I’m not much interested in facing off against them either. Thankfully Cindra and Brynja both have serious armor.’

‘What about your undead psycho? How’s she doing?’

The slightest intention directed to Sthuza had the gorgon surveying the battlefield as she readied another arrow.

A blur of white demanded attention as Kimiko pulped a five-foot-long arachnid into a gory mess of shattered chitin and vile purple ichor.

“Gods-damned abominations!” she growled, stomping on the twitching bug’s head as she shook the mess from her massive weapon.

Fury unsatisfied, she spun and assaulted another of the insectoid monsters. Interestingly, none of them seemed eager to attack her, preferring to strike at nearby minotaurs.

But that left them vulnerable to the most dangerous and least armored opponent on the field, so Gabriel wasn’t going to complain.

Sthuza’s focus shifted for a second, and she loosed another arrow, several orc archers supporting her attack. Then she glanced up, tracking Brynja as she swooped down.

Her wings flared brighter. She zoomed in, lance leading, and caught a horrible giant ant in the back. A blast erupted from the impact, spraying bright green goo into the air, but she’d anticipated it, banking hard left.

Some of it splattered across a minotaur’s shield and began bubbling, eating away at the forged steel.

‘Holy fucknuggets! Did you see that?’

‘Yeah. Looks like the ants have acid.’

‘The fuck kind of bug sprays acid from its asshole?’

Gabriel ignored the ranting lycan, instead sending a thank you to his Prime before withdrawing from her bond.

The clamor of pitched battle rose, with more pained lows from wounded minotaurs than he expected. More shouts erupted, and he spun to face the opposite flank.

Only twenty vanguard minotaurs held this side, the lion’s share focused on holding back the teeming horde from the west. But a group of humanoid Swarm stalked forth.

Two were reptilian saurians, reminiscent of the adventurers Gabriel had slain months ago, before recovering the Domain Crystal. They wore the primitive armor he’d seen on those earlier ones, but thick chitinous plates protected their leathery hides, and their reptilian eyes were now compound, fly-like horrors.

Four humans and an elf led their charge, all dressed in tattered rags, revealing similar chitinous armor coating their more slender bodies.

Behind the corrupted adventurers, a taller, blatantly female figure stalked with predatory grace.

‘Brynja, Kimiko, shift to the east flank, looks like we’ve got some elite latecomers,’ Gabriel sent. He let go of his rope and turned to Cindra. “Follow me.”

The hellhound nodded, then raced after him as he sprinted toward the minotaurs holding that side.


Chapter Five







Gabriel checked his Spell Mantle and the Force Helm from his circlet before drawing his elven saber. Reaching into the scepter, he spun up an Aetheric Lance and hurled it at the lead adventurer, a human female.

The glowing missile caught her in the chest and blasted a fist sized hole. Instead of a red flood as her lifeblood pumped from her heart, a vile blackish ichor oozed from the injury. She glared at him with purple-on-green eyes and bared her still human-like teeth.

“Claxyiya, I found the Dungeon Master,” she said, a chittering wrongness fouling her voice.

“Excellent, leave him to me. You weaklings deal with the fresh meat,” the statuesque, orange-skinned woman in the rear said in a surprisingly sultry voice.

“No bugs flirting with Packmaster,” Cindra growled. She charged past Gabriel, greatsword raised.

The corrupted humans shifted to intercept her, two brandishing black halberds while the woman and a taller male raised glossy, greenish-black shields and strange, curved… swords?

‘Cindra, watch out for those curved blades. There’s something odd about them.’

The hellhound gave an affirmative yip, then brought her sword down in a beautiful slash at the shield-bearing male.

Eighty pounds of enchanted adamantite crashed against that glossy shield, and Gabriel gaped as it bounced off, leaving only a slight gouge.

Cindra growled, wiggled her plump butt as she reset, then launched a rapid flurry of Haste-infused strikes.

The man caught four on the shield, to similar effect, before she knocked it out of position and scored a hit to his torso.

Gabriel expected to see the man split in half after Cindra carved through his ragged gambeson, but when she backed off, the wound was only a couple of inches deep.

‘Uh… that’s not good,’ Reyna sent.

‘Yeah, tell me about it.’

Gabriel readied another Aetheric Lance, harnessing extra mana from a charged ring. The instant it was ready, two seconds after Cindra backed off, he released it, targeted at her wounded foe.

Streaking across the battlefield, it slammed into the man’s already wounded chest and exploded. When the gore-filled cloud dissipated, it revealed a gaping hole through him, three-inches in diameter.

The corrupted human flinched back, but didn’t seem to care. He never even glanced toward Gabriel.

Oh, no… this is bad.

“Cindra, fall back to work with the minotaurs.”

“Aww, okees.” The hellhound obeyed, backpedaling to join ranks with the twenty heavily armored minotaurs.

Brynja shot overhead. Dipping low, she lined up a clean strike on the woman Gabriel had struck first, her lance blazing bright as the sun.

The corrupted female screamed, a horrible, stomach-churning sound as Brynja ripped her belly open with the empowered strike. She fell back, legs kicking in the air.

“They are quite durable, my lord,” the valkyrie said as she circled around and landed at Gabriel’s side.

He nodded. “Yeah. I need you to keep them off me while I focus on that vyrathar in the back. She called me out, so I’m betting she’s their leader.”

Brynja’s mithril-blue eyes studied Gabriel’s face for a second from behind the clear visor of her ornate mithril helm before she nodded. “I will protect you, my lord.”

As he calmed his mind, preparing for one of the most complex spellcasts of his short life, Gabriel split off a thread of focus to Dungeon Sense.

A thought shifted his consciousness up to the fifth floor, and he sought out Merideva’s Core Room. Instantly, the cheerful Dungeon Core sensed his presence and pulled him home.

“Gabriel! Is everything all right? Oh no, do you need to do the sex with that elven strumpet?”

Gabriel blinked. “What? No, Meri. Everything’s fine down here. I wanted to check on you before we start.”

As the excitable Core wrapped herself around his mental presence, Gabriel surveyed the large hall that served as the dungeon’s heart.

Polished stone walls, gray with white highlights, surrounded a darker stone tiled floor. The black altar on which Gabriel had been sacrificed months ago had been replaced by a beautiful, and far less sinister-looking black stone pedestal.

Merideva’s crystalline Core rested on a plush, black velvet cushion. Right next to her richly engraved pedestal sat a massive throne of that same enchanted stone.

Green-and-black cushions softened Gabriel’s throne. Prowling dragons carved from arcanite capped each armrest. Combined with the goblin-sized hunk of the valuable crystal splayed out behind the throne, they ensured he would never lack for mana while seated in Merideva’s inner sanctum.

I still think it looks pretentious.

‘Your throne?’ Reyna asked, chortling, before growing more serious. ’I know Horns suggested it, but you have to admit, that glowing rock really loved the concept. And her happiness is almost sickening whenever you sit there and let her rest in your lap. Besides, it definitely helps set the whole “dark, brooding dungeon lord” vibe, Fucker.’

Gabriel couldn’t help but agree. The pride blazing in the eyes of his living bonded the first time he settled back in the grand throne was etched in his mind.

‘Fair. It’s just such a far cry from the life I lived before all this started. Not to mention, I’m pretty sure it’s as large as King Thalion’s throne in Serenval.’

‘You can blame Snakes for that. She’s the one who helped the glowstone design it.’

Gabriel nodded. Since Kimiko revealed the truth about Reyna’s status, he had made a practice of having each of his living bonded wear the bracers regularly, allowing them to commune with their fallen sister. Once Kimiko transferred the lycan’s soul to a special S-Crystal, that became even easier to manage.

Pushing the throne from his mind, he confirmed Merideva’s personal guards were on full alert.

Her Handmaiden, Sarzykx, knelt beside the Core’s pedestal, looking far more massive than usual now that her armor was “repaired.”

When they clashed down on the sixth floor, Gabriel had blown a hole straight through her massive vanguard armor, ruining the unfathomably complex aetherium core that powered the advanced magitek suit.

Torrik had repaired the armor easily enough. But even with Amara and Kimiko assisting him, Gabriel had failed to restore the missing runes. Instead of a powered exoskeleton capable of full functionality for a week, the arcanite backpack they rigged for Sarzykx wouldn’t last more than half an hour, at best.

‘Still makes her stupidly dangerous, Alpha. And that scaly bitch is willing to sit there motionless for as long as needed, so she can conserve power.’

‘Yeah, still… I just wish there’d been a way to salvage more of their gear.’

’Heh, that nasty Swarm shit you cast really did a number on them. But you’re not going to use that stank-ass shit again, right? It was fucking terrifying riding along for that.’

‘No. Every time I do, I risk letting Vesrah in deeper. Besides, we’re much better prepared than we were back then.’

Fluffy, the monstrous, crystalline owlbear Merideva had begged Gabriel to capture for her, snored atop the huge cushion she conjured for him, head resting against her pedestal. The beast was bonded to the Dungeon Core and loyal but lazy. It didn’t help that she insisted on spoiling the dangerous brute.

He’s not exactly reliable, but he’ll cause a big enough scene to slow any sneak attacks long enough for Meri to escape.

Glancing toward the reinforced door leading out into the dungeon, Gabriel spotted Dougraine and Syrkirus. Both warriors wore dark vanguard plate armor.

Even after Kimiko restored the first death knight Gabriel had slain months ago, the former floor boss showed no interest in either a rematch or reclaiming the enchanted brigandine coat Gabriel had looted.

Instead, Kimiko provided a collection of ancient plate taken from her personal guard almost a millennium ago.

The styling held a foreign flare compared to Ailannor’s, hinting at the oni’s distant homeland. But each suit was heavily enchanted, adjusting to fit both the well-built human death knight and the minotaurs assigned to guard Merideva’s Core Room.

Hmm, Cuix is supposed to be here, too.

Curious, Gabriel reached out for his unintended Minion. He found her in the hall outside, flirting with a pair of orcs.

‘That cock-gobbling goblin’s got a one-track mind. Ever thought about getting rid of her, Alpha?’

Gabriel shook his head, knowing the lycan would sense his body’s movement. ‘Briefly, but she’s proved her loyalty, and I prefer leaving the goblins to her than risk winding up with an even worse one.’

‘Fair.’

“Okay, I’m shifting back. Dougraine, Syrkirus, I leave Meri’s safety to you. If anyone attempts to enter, take her to my wing and seal the barriers.”

“Do not fear, Dungeon Lord Grimm, we will protect the Crystalline Lady with our lives,” Syrkirus said, bowing his horned head.

Dougraine gave a sharp, respectful nod. “I have three squads spread out to detect any intruders, Dungeon Master. Lady Merideva will face no danger.” He fell silent, then twitched. “Please protect the Mistress, if possible.”

“No worries. I have no intention of losing any of my bonded. Even if Kimi could survive losing her body.”

The stoic death knight pressed his right hand against his breastplate and bowed low. “Thank you.”

Relaxing after confirming Merideva would be safe, Gabriel shifted back to his body.


Chapter Six







As Brynja stepped forward and intercepted a pair of corrupted humans, Gabriel focused on the orange-skinned Swarm, who had slowed her advance.

The statuesque vyrathar was an impressive example of her exotic species. Her sharp cheekbones and double-ridged brow lent her a harsh beauty. The six stubby ridges along her neck were the most Gabriel had ever heard of for the strange people. Smoldering silver eyes with dark, rectangular pupils gazed back at him.

Toned muscles and sleek, chitinous plates lent a dangerous air to Claxyiya’s feminine figure. A whipcord tail longer than Kimiko’s flicked behind her, and the four curled ram’s horns framing her dark hair marked her as an elder.

“Ah, if you stare at me with such fierce passion, Gabriel, I may lose my composure and claim you for myself,” she said, her smooth, sexy voice teasing at his mind.

‘What the fuck, Alpha? Don’t start flirting with that skank-ass bitch.’

Gabriel blinked, surprised to find his hand lowering to his side. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘She’s using some kind of magic to confound your mind. Or at least, make you think with your girthy monster tamer.’

Shaking his head, Gabriel frowned, then formed a blank spell circle. While he hadn’t noticed any mental attack, he trusted Reyna and had no intention of ignoring the potential threat.

He raised his sword again and began tracing glyphs for a formidable mental protection. One he’d asked Amara for after having studied the spells in Kelith’s spellbook.

As the glyphs solidified before him, he split off enough focus to cast Shadow Construct. The scepter-based spell took form in seconds, and he released it.

An inky, purple-black wall of shimmering shadows manifested behind him, shielding the work crew from the elite corrupteds’ view.

Won’t stop them from attacking, but it’s cheap enough and should reduce the chance of anyone targeting the Forge.

Resilient Mental Shield took half a minute to complete, but Gabriel made sure to wrap the closest minotaurs, Cindra, and Sthuza into the spell as he wove it. Given the potent enchantments in Brynja’s helmet, he knew better than to try and improve her defenses.

Cindra clashed with two of the corrupted humans, while four minotaurs intercepted the other pair. Her opponents proved strong enough to block her strikes, but the hellhound’s Haste and vastly improved skill kept them busy.

A black-feathered arrow streaked past, sinking into a saurian’s shoulder. Another followed seconds later as Sthuza focused on the less armored Swarm.

The remaining corrupted saurians charged for Gabriel. Brynja dashed forward, intercepting them twenty feet in front of him. They rained thunderous blows against her mithril shield, but the composed valkyrie held her ground.

Thoughts turning to the terrain, Gabriel glanced down and frowned.

Greenish-black and purple veins spread through the bare dungeon stone as Vesrah sought to claim the ground exposed by their destructive entry.

‘Fucking hells! She’s infecting the stone?’

‘Yeah. Kimi warned that Swarm spread that crap with their presence.’ Gabriel looked over his shoulder to where dozens of corrupted giant and troll corpses lay scattered about the main battle line.

A muddy slurry sloshed around the hooves of Arerax’s vanguard troops. Beneath the bloody mess, gray stone gave way to corruption, spreading swiftly from each fallen Swarm corpse.

Gabriel opened his mouth to question Torrik but snapped it shut again, opening his bond with Kuterug. The kobold rode atop a female minotaur’s shoulders, her colorful vision swaying side to side as she watched the team work.

They’re making progress, but we’ve got to hold longer.

Nodding to himself, Gabriel drew a pair of silver spell tokens, trickled mana into each, then snapped them as he split his focus to target two corrupted.

A roiling ball of flames shot toward Cindra, swelling until it struck the ground just in front of the swift hellhound.

The second raced at the statuesque corrupted leader.

Both exploded in sync, two large Fireballs erupting from the prepared spells.

Cindra gave an excited bark, throwing herself into a renewed offensive, smashing her way through a burning male as his partner flinched back from the fiery assault.

The eight-foot-tall vyrathar smirked at Gabriel and waved a manicured hand. He sensed a spike of… something as an invisible wall manifested before her.

The second Fireball washed over the unseen barrier, spreading dozens of feet to each side, yet none reached the smirking corrupted.

“Is that the best you have, Gabriel?” She shook her head, thick black mane fluttering behind her twitchy, elfin ears. “If you expect such parlor tricks to defeat me, I question the queen’s interest in you.”

Gabriel scowled, biting back any desire to retort, instead preparing Aetheric Lance with his full focus. Draining more arcanite jewelry dry, he harnessed twice the mana he had used for the last as he began weaving multiple penetration glyphs to enhance the versatile spell.

Activating Magesight, Gabriel frowned as the shield remained unseen.

Psionic then?

Brynja shouted, and he glanced to the valkyrie. One of the saurians lay unmoving near her feet, but the second hammered away at her shield with his massive maul.

“I am fine, my lord. Do not worry.”

‘Ha, Birdbrain can sense your attention now. Guess your affinity’s gone up, eh?’

‘Not important right now.’

Gabriel released his completed spell. Even having added every penetration glyph he could muster, the cast took less than he used to spend for a basic Aetheric Lance.

The glowing pink missile raced out and struck the invisible barrier. Brilliant sparks sprayed out around the impact site as his Lance punched through.

The vyrathar’s smirk vanished a split second before the missile exploded against her chitinous abdomen. She hissed in pain, her sharp features tightening in rage. “You will pay for that.”

“We’ll see,” Gabriel muttered distractedly, already preparing another spell. Tracing the glyphs with his sword, he drew an Acid Bolt wand from the holster on his thigh. He pointed at the furious corrupted and triggered the device as fast as it could discharge.

Not bothering to observe the results, he focused on casting a powerful Binding Shades to entangle the hoofed woman as she stampeded closer.

The crackle and roar of a furious fire drew his attention back to Cindra. A gout of viscous flames spewed from her lupine mask, reminiscent of Sarzykx’s heavy flamer.

The blue-white fire washed over a surprised human, igniting the corrupted’s tattered gambeson and scorching chitin.

‘What the hells was that?’

‘Cindra could always breathe fire, Reyna. She just doesn’t use it frequently.’

‘Oh. I thought you’d gotten her a flamethrower helmet.’

Gabriel chuckled while reholstering the drained wand and drawing one for Fire Shard. By the time he raised it, Binding Shades was complete, and he unleashed the spell.

Inky black tentacles erupted from the vyrathar’s shadow, reaching up to grasp her curvy body.

“Gah! Let go!” Jerked to a stop by the clinging shadowstuff, she struggled to stay upright. She glanced down at the amorphous goo wrapping her thicker in viscous shadows, then glared at Gabriel. A malevolent purple-black glow radiated from her silver eyes, and she thrashed about, straining against the binding magic.

Gabriel fired off his second wand, sending dozens of flaming slivers racing at the restrained woman. The moment it ran dry, he holstered it, drawing a silver elm wand loaded with Aetheric Missile.

‘Why don’t you use that soul-raping rod instead? Isn’t it more powerful?’ Reyna asked, worry building in her normally brash mind-voice.

‘If it would work, Kimi would have long since ripped out all their souls. Something about Swarm corrupts the soul enough to block out her Necromancy. Probably the same aspect that prevents Vesrah from corrupting undead.’

A fierce, biting wind washed over Gabriel. Not strong enough to unbalance anyone, but the persistent effect chilled to the bone. It blew in with a constant pressure, spraying snow against his Spell Mantle.

What now?

Sparing a glance to the greater battle, Gabriel confirmed the work crew continued unmolested, though even more corrupted ice trolls pressed Arerax’s warriors back.

A dozen minotaurs lay dead or dying, strewn across the icy battlefield. Dozens more had joined the melee, over a hundred forming an impenetrable wall of steel-clad flesh.

Two frost giants remained upright. The pair held the center, trying to breach the minotaur shield wall, but spears and halberds countered their greater reach, and the heavily armored minotaurs stood their ground against earth-shattering blows.

But corruption continued spreading past their line, the bare stone taking on a disconcerting blend of green and purple. It seemed to shift and writhe, even as it remained motionless and solid.

The chilling wind grew stronger, driving more ice and snow blasting across the chaotic battlefield. Clumps built along the battle line, melting against hot minotaurs as they fought desperately.

Orc archers continued loosing arrows, peppering the giants and leaving the more reasonably sized trolls to spears and hammers.

Gabriel shifted his attention back to Claxyiya when his third wand ran dry. Swapping out for another, he raised it, then winced when she ripped free from Binding Shades.

“You are mine! Gabriel!” she howled, a spine-chilling chittering leeching into her words as she stomped on a few last tendrils of shadowstuff before accelerating in a blur.

‘Oh shit, Fucker! She’s–’

‘Not now, Reyna!’

Gabriel activated Psionic Acceleration, throwing his full psionic potential into the enhancement.

The battle slowed to a crawl. Snowflakes floated past on the sluggish breeze, but he focused on the towering woman charging toward him faster than Cindra.

A long tail lashed side to side behind her, assisting her balance. Her black hooves barely touched the ice she raced across.

Her form-fitting tunic peeled back, exposing a massive semi-erect equine phallus, causing Reyna to gasp.

‘Gods damn! The fuck’s with that huge horse cock? It’s bigger than that fucking jungle troll’s.’

Gabriel ignored his bonded’s outburst, readying his saber as a chitinous spear erupted from Claxyiya’s left hand.

He got his sword up in time and winced, staggering beneath the impossibly heavy overhead blow.

Claxyiya’s eyes blazed with a disturbing blend of lust and outrage, sinister purple-black tendrils leaking out from beneath blazing silver. She reset in an instant and launched a dozen more strikes, slashing in from every angle in seconds.

Mithril rang against chitin. Gabriel’s hand throbbed around the leather hilt. He clenched tight with his right while manifesting an ikyr’tirkari from the bracer on his left arm. The stylized elven kite shield provided far more defense and meshed well with his fighting style.

He leapt back, interposed the translucent shield between them, and worked his feet back under him.

“That toy won’t save you, Gabriel. I will claim you.” Claxyiya leered at him, opening her mouth wide to flutter her long, dark tongue.

Then she screamed.

Gabriel staggered back, groaning as it felt like his head exploded. All across the battlefield, minotaurs, orcs, and his bonded cried out in pain.

Except for the undead… and Brynja.

Vision swimming, his thoughts sluggish and disjointed, Gabriel couldn’t spare the focus to question that strangeness.

Isomyra raced over, the curvy, heavily armored gnome slamming into Claxyiya’s leg.

The towering female corrupted chittered in outrage, but the disturbing sound was a soothing break from the unearthly scream, and Gabriel sagged back in relief.

“Shut the fuck up, you oversized goat!” Isomyra shouted. “If ya want some personal attention, I’ll take you and your freakish stump on if ya kindly keep your filthy mouth closed.”

Claxyiya scowled at the gnome death knight–who didn’t even rise to her waist–but backed up several feet. “Foul vermin. Go back to your disgusting Mistress, and I won’t end your pathetic excuse for life.”

Isomyra cackled. “Ha, Mistress would shove a spit through me and roast me for a century if I let you mess up her boy toy’s cute face.”

Feeling sick, like he’d lost a drinking game with Cindra, kept Gabriel from shaking his head at the outrageous byplay between the two monstrous women. The second he recovered his footing, he darted forward.

Psionic Acceleration heightened his Hasted speed, and he launched a textbook slash at the taller woman’s weapon hand.

Distracted as she shrieked at Isomyra, Claxyiya was slow to react. Enchanted mithril slipped between two chitinous plates to score rich orange flesh.

She hissed, jerking her arm back. Radiant yellow blood oozed from the shallow cut.

‘Fucking hells! How tough is this bitch?’

Gabriel stepped back, blocking the vyrathar’s lightning-fast counterattack with his force shield. ‘Don’t know, but I hope Vesrah doesn’t have many others of her caliber.’

Isomyra moved with a languid sluggishness, but the gnome was an experienced fighter, and she worked to support Gabriel, keeping their taller foe off balance as blades clashed.

Cindra recovered and engaged two corrupted humans, though the psychic scream had distracted her enough to spare the charred male she’d almost overwhelmed.

A black arrow struck Claxyiya’s shoulder but hardened purple-gray chitin deflected it away.

Gabriel peeked on the work crew and breathed a sigh of relief as Torrik led them in attaching the overhead ropes. Most were already drawn tight as teams of telyaks upstairs prepared to raise the forge.

‘I’m fine, Sthuza. Focus on directing the archers. We need to keep these things away from Torrik a little longer.’

‘Master! That monster is too dangerous, leave her to us.’

‘I’ve got this. Now, focus!’

Even with Isomyra’s assistance, the best Gabriel could manage was a stalemate with the powerful Swarm monstrosity. Claxyiya chittered and hissed as they fought. Her speed and power let her avoid most of the gnome’s attacks without giving Gabriel enough breathing room to try casting.

She parried his sword wide, pivoted with peerless grace, and back-kicked Isomyra. Already off-balance, the gnome stumbled away.

Gabriel braced his shield, but the vyrathar revealed incredible agility, pivoting hard and juking around to his exposed right.

Her sinister-looking chitin spear thrust straight for his heart. The tip struck his Spell Mantle, gray hexagons flaring into visibility as they resisted.

A pulse of purple-black flared around the jagged blade. Three tiny panels shattered, and a cruel smirk danced across Claxyiya’s sharp face.

The tip slammed against his brigandine, and Gabriel gasped as it pressed against his stomach.

But the enchanted armor held. Not hesitating, he twisted, sliding inside her weapon and slashed for her knee.

Yellow blood sprayed as his sword carved through to bone. Claxyiya screamed, struggling to stay upright.

“Oh no you don’t, bitch!” Isomyra shouted as the towering Swarm tried to withdraw. Her axe caught Claxyiya in the side, shattering a chitinous plate and drawing more blood.

“My queen, I need aid!” the no-longer-cocky woman cried. She leapt away from Isomyra, swinging her spear across to prevent Gabriel following.

The gnome started to charge back in, but a spike of doubt flared within Gabriel. He sent a blistering intent to stop, causing the gnome to skid to a halt, her massive sabatons grinding stone.

“The fuck’s wrong with you?” Isomyra asked.

Gabriel frowned; unsure what instinct held him back. Exhaling roughly, he shook his head. “She’s faking it.”

Claxyiya froze, then flashed the smuggest grin. When Isomyra grumbled, the taller woman winked at her.

Turning her attention to Gabriel, she studied him with knowing eyes. “I’m a little impressed, Gabriel. Maybe you will be worth keeping around.” Her dark tongue peeked out to lick full, painted lips. “I wonder if the queen will let me take you for a ride.”

“Fuck you, bitch! If this big-dicked fucker’s banging anyone else, I already called dibs!” Isomyra shouted. Glaring death, the pint-sized warrior charged in, double-bladed axe leading.

‘Gods damn. That gnome’s screwier than your walking cataclysm. Are all undead crazy?’

‘Everyone handles immortality differently, I suppose.’

With Claxyiya having backed off in her failed attempt to bait them in, Gabriel had enough space to cast again. Sword held ready, just in case, he wove Plasma Lance.

The Swarm monster’s glowing eyes jerked from Isomyra to Gabriel a second too late. Even as she lunged forward, thrusting her spear at his chest, he grinned.

A glowing reddish-pink javelin of crystallized aether manifested between them. In a blink, it shot ahead, tearing a hole through her weakened barrier.

Claxyiya scowled, juking to the side, but the missile caught her in the thigh, punching through chitin as it bore into her.

Her brows furrowed, and real fear dimmed her eyes as the hollow tube of aether pumped a flood of superheated plasma into her leg.

“Gah!” she wailed as a massive explosion destroyed the limb, blasting her backward.

“Hells yeah, Boss!” Isomyra cheered, leaping at the falling woman. Her axe crashed through the failing barrier, shattering it like glass, then ripped a divot through Claxyiya’s chitinous breastplate.

Riding the Swarm to the ground, the pale gnome struck with knees, gauntlets, and axe, throwing finesse aside in a flurry of savage, unhesitating blows.

Claxyiya whimpered and whined, flailing at the berserk death knight. Her remaining hoof scraped at the stone as she tried to crawl away, lifeblood gushing from the ruin of her left hip.

‘Fucking hells, Alpha. That was brutal.’

’You did call out my Lance as less impressive than Elaine’s, remember?’

Reyna cackled in his mind, her amusement a welcome balm to his throbbing headache. Though the migraine threatened to split his skull, his vision held steady if a touch blurry, and he remained upright.

Forgetting about Claxyiya, he scanned for Brynja and Cindra. The valkyrie flew a loop, dropping low to cut down a trio of hideous arachnid humanoids.

No clue what those bastards are. All those eyes and the extra limbs make them creepy as all hells. Looks like Brynja has them in hand, though.

Cindra stood a dozen feet from where Gabriel had last seen her. Two corrupted humans lay crawling in a gory slush.

Given they were both bisected at the waist, looks like Cindra got them eventually. Now, if we can just hold a little longer.

The hellhound was the center of attention, working her oversized greatsword in a graceful dance of death. The long blade tore through the air with a sinister elegance, promising death and dismemberment to anyone foolish enough to encroach on the proud canine’s territory.

A dozen of the spidery Swarm hung back, seeming unwilling to face her unstoppable flurry.

‘Damn. Boobs is really getting the hang of that sword, ain’t she? Fucking impressive.’

‘Ralloderth said it’s a desperation tactic for most fighters when facing overwhelming odds. Something to help hold out long enough for allies to join you. But with Cindra’s Infernal Endurance, she can keep that pace far longer than most would expect.’

‘Damn right she can. Pretty sure she’d ride you all day long if she had her way. Not sure she ever tires.’

Reyna’s words reminded Gabriel of a time when the bubbly hellhound had shown exhaustion.

The first time they’d met, before he even knew she possessed a humanoid form, the massive hellhound had saved him from a powerful arachne, only to be butchered in turn.

At least Sthuza was there to guide me in healing her. We need a proper healer to prevent a reoccurrence. Like when Reyna shielded me.

‘Hey, Fucker! We already agreed you’re not allowed to get all mopey about my short ass. Remember? Now focus and get your people back safe and sound.’

Jerking back, Gabriel nodded, scowling at having let himself become distracted. “Right.”


Chapter Seven







Gabriel scanned the teeming horde of oncoming Swarm, looking for any focusing on the lift crew. A thought toward Kuterug confirmed the Soul Forge was airborne.

Mana: 14%

Running low, but we’re almost done.

Despite his depleted pool, Gabriel slipped into the scepter wrapped around his arm and cast Umbral Leap.

With dozens of glowstones tossed out at the start, there were plenty of shadows for him to travel through. He shifted back from where Isomyra continued mauling Claxyiya.

The endless tide of corrupted besieging Arerax’s forces on the right flank continued to grow.

Hundreds of chittering six-legged giant bugs tried to overwhelm the vanguard minotaurs. But so far, Wannaga’s son held the line, shouting orders to keep the defenders solid.

“Fourth Horn, fallback at half pace. Fifth Horn, take their place.” Even among the huge minotaurs, Arerax stood tall, hints of his black fur visible beneath dwarven steel armor. “Reserves, get the wounded out of the way.”

The powerful bovine monsters chopped and bashed, rending insectoid limbs and shattering chitinous thoraxes. Riotous swirls of garish ichor coated the defenders, testament to brutal fighting against the myriad Swarm Vesrah had thrown into the battle.

Corruption spread beneath the brave minotaurs, and despite their stoic defiance, more and more of them began to falter.

Exhaling roughly, Gabriel prepared another casting of Heroic Confidence, looping in forty targets. Splitting his focus, he glanced down to where Torrik stood, directing his crew.

“How long will it take?”

Torrik spun, stunned to find the Dungeon Master looming at his side. “Five minutes. Maybe a bit less, Lad. That spell of yours made the blasted thing lighter, but it’s still a damn big hunk of metal and crystal.” He paused, winced, then asked, “Any chance you can make it even lighter?”

Instinctively, Gabriel shook his head. “No, I pumped Alter Gravity to the limit already…”

“Lad?”

Gabriel grinned. “I can’t alter the forge itself, but maybe I can target the surrounding area.”

“Iff’n ya can, Lad. It’d be much appreciated. The telyaks can handle the weight, but it’s still a struggle.”

Without canceling his nascent buff, Gabriel threw his second thread of thought into the scepter. A two-ring spell disk manifested before him, arcane glyphs blazing into visibility as the enchanted artifact practically forced his mind to cast.

Alter Gravity finalized an instant after Heroic Confidence. Gabriel released both together, biting his lip as he fell to one knee.

“Sandstone! Lad, you all right?” Torrik growled, turning to a pair of female minotaurs wearing gambesons and leather aprons. “Asteria, Talitha, grab the Dungeon Master and—”

Gabriel shook his head, flinging sweat from untidy black locks. “I’m fine, Torrik.” He groaned as his inner leylines frayed. Tasting blood, he spat, then stood. “Just get the forge into Meri’s Domain, then we’re out of here.”

“Aye, Lad.”

When Gabriel turned back to the growing horde threatening to overwhelm the left flank, Reyna growled. ‘Don’t even think about it, Fucker! You’re already bleeding, and you can barely stand. Everything’s lost if you screw up and fall here. Let the others do their job. You’ve done your part.’

‘I’m fine, Reyna. More importantly, as soon as we have the forge secured, there’ll be plenty of time to rest. It’s going to change everything.’

’You’re sure this isn’t about you feeling guilty over me still?’

Gabriel shook his head, then winced, vision swimming. ’No. I mean, I do feel guilty I couldn’t save you, but Meri needs the Soul Forge if we’re ever going to defeat Vesrah.’

A thunderous chittering blasted across the cavern, making Gabriel wince and drowning out the lycan’s reply.

Activating his ring, Gabriel Levitated up to get a better angle. When he spotted the newest attackers, his blood chilled.

‘Fucking shitmuffins! How many does that skank have?’

Hundreds of chitinous monstrosities flooded the cavern. They poured from every tunnel, the clatter of their tarsi a deafening cacophony of tapping as they charged. Unlike the hodgepodge of corrupted earlier, all of these Swarm shared a species.

A deafening chorus of chittering mandibles and scraping limbs thundered across the cavern from the ten-foot-tall Swarm soldiers and their smaller brethren. At a distance, one could almost mistake them for mere arachne. But as they drew closer, the glossy, obsidian-black chitin sheathing their entirety ended any comparison.

Six baleful purple eyes glared out from armored heads that seemed like twisted perversions of mortal life. Too many wicked mandibles snapped and rasped around shudder-inducing maws.

Fear bled across Sthuza’s bond. ‘Master, we cannot hold against such numbers.’

Gabriel did his best to send confident reassurance across their bond, even as he struggled to breathe, dread crushing him like the lightless depths.

‘Sthuza, I want you out of here now!’ Opening more bonds, he shouted commands. ‘Cindra, Brynja, withdraw. Kimi, get back here and start climbing.’

“How bad is it, Lad?” Torrik asked, somberly.

“Pretty bad. Huge centaur-like insects. Hundreds, at least.”

“Sandstone.” The dwarf ran a hand down his medium length, dark brown beard. Eyes hardening, he raised a small crystal wrapped in silver filigree. “Wannaga? Pull faster. We’re out of time.”

“Right, everyone, grab a weapon and line up! We stall them long enough for a safe passage, or this whole fight was for naught.”

As lightly armored minotaurs lowed and burst into motion, Gabriel grabbed the dwarf’s solid shoulder. “You’re not joining them, Torrik. Go ahead and get yourself up top.”

Torrik turned a dark scowl on Gabriel, then sighed, sagging. “Right. But, you and the lasses are coming right after, aye?”

“Aye.” Even as he spoke, Gabriel scanned the battle.

Finger-thick ropes of spidersilk sprayed through the air. Forming sticky nets, the Swarm soldier drones coated minotaurs by the dozen, slowing the powerful warriors.

‘What about Birdbrain?!’

Gabriel spun back at Reyna’s panicked shout.

Scanning overhead, he gasped when the valkyrie was nowhere to be seen. A flash of brilliant white amid the dreary, gory melee cut his brewing tension.

Brynja stood shoulder to shoulder with a pair of hulking minotaurs. The trio formed the tip of a sharp wedge formation, splitting the oncoming horde.

She bashed aside chitinous legs with a mithril round shield, retaliating with swift, deadly accurate thrusts of her spear.

The first soldier drones stampeded over the smaller monsters before her, chittering and screeching with unearthly voices that worsened Gabriel’s headache.

Gabriel spotted Cindra next, the large hellhound looking petite and outmatched against a pair of soldiers.

A black-feathered arrow struck one of the drones, crushing a glowing green eye. The monster’s other five remained locked on Cindra.

‘Sthuza! Get out of here.’

‘I am safer than the others, Master. Do not worry about me.’

’I need you safe, so I’m not distracted, Sthuza. Leave Cindra and Brynja to me.’

Head-snake hissing echoed in his mind as the gorgon sent a mental huff.

Another psychic scream rent the battlefield.

Knees stinging, Gabriel blinked. The metallic tang of blood drowned out the stench of death, offal, and fear.

Blinking several more times, hoping the world would come back into focus, he staggered to his feet, clutching his throbbing head.

‘Sthuza?’

Icy talons clawed at Gabriel’s heart as he stretched out along his bonds, seeking the women he loved.

Brynja’s and Kimiko’s blazed with their usual fervor, but those of his first two bonded were faint. And growing fainter.

Hyperventilating, Gabriel strained to spot Cindra. Four soldier drones stood where he’d last seen the lovable hellhound. Minotaurs were strewn across the bloody slush. All of them.

Fuck!

Kimiko screamed, voice cracking with fury, “Back, you foul spawn! Leave at once!”

Gabriel’s knees went weak when he spotted the oni’s brutal tetsubo rise overhead.

She brought it crashing down, and vibrant ichor sprayed high into the air, then fell like rain. Her insane strength and Haste-fueled speed whipped it around again.

Chitin shattering was audible over the chittering, whimpering, and ringing of steel. Another soldier collapsed, legs twitching.

“Get away from her!” Kimiko screeched, sounding even less in control.

‘Kimi, get Cindra out of here.’

A pale-skinned, horned head spun to face Gabriel. Kimiko’s eyes spasmed above a twisted mask of rage, but she nodded once before crushing another drone.

Sick with fear, he turned to find Brynja, hoping she was safe.

The valkyrie stood her ground, a dozen minotaurs holding the line at her side.

‘Why didn’t those beefcakes drop like the others?’ Reyna sent.

Gabriel shook his head. “Don’t know, and right now, I don’t care.”

He reached out through Sthuza’s bond again and sighed in relief when she stirred.

‘M-Master?’

Spinning, Gabriel cursed when he spotted the slender gorgon lying on bare stone under the shaft, a knotted rope hanging only a few feet away.

‘Brynja, fallback.’

The valkyrie cut a drone’s forelimb off, then glanced back at Gabriel. ‘My lord?’

‘Sthuza’s down and disoriented. Fallback and get her out of here.’

Brynja’s cool, silver-blue eyes flared wide, but she nodded, leaping into the air. Wings flapping, she banked around and raced toward the fallen gorgon.

Gabriel fought down the terror chilling his gut and drew another pair of silver spell tokens. Given the time and mana needed to imbue a token, he had chosen silver for most of his work.

Back when we were planning this, I thought these’d be more than enough. Now, wish I’d gone for mithril tokens.

‘C-can you kill that many?’

Gabriel gave a dark laugh before a cough choked him off. ‘Not a chance. But we don’t have to kill them today. All that matters is recovering the forge and surviving. Meri has close to a million DE banked. We’ll be able to conjure a real army once it’s setup.’

After activating each token with a trickle of mana, Gabriel picked his targets, two soldier drones on opposite sides of the battlefield.

He snapped both tokens, and a pair of the strongest Binding Shades he had ever cast shot out, blanketing the terrifying monsters in visceral shadows.

“That won’t hold them long,” he shouted, activating the enchantment woven into a silk choker wrapped around his throat. “Everyone fall back in orderly ranks. Tighten up our defenses.”

The few remaining minotaurs bellowed as half stepped back, then lashed out at the nearest Swarm, guarding their partners. They leapfrogged closer to the original spread of cleared stone.

Though now, Vesrah’s corruption covered all but the center of exposed dungeon stone. Pulsating tendrils of nightmare green violated the impossibly strong material.

Thicker tendrils wrapped around every fallen minotaur or orc, claiming their corpses for the Swarm.

Hundreds of shattered and rent undead lay scattered across the corrupted ground. Some twitched or crawled, their necrotic energy not yet spent.

A single trumpeting roar washed through the cavern, an aural assault that struck Gabriel a physical blow.

Staggering, he gasped, struggling to breathe. Power crushed down upon every living soul.

Armored minotaurs fell like puppets with cut strings. An orc archer near Gabriel cried for his mother, collapsing face first.

Brynja swooped low, barely slowing as she grabbed Sthuza, then started to climb.

‘The hells was that?’ Reyna asked, terror welling in her mind-voice.

‘Dragon? They had a recording of an ancient red back at the Academy.’

‘That skanky bug has a fucking dragon?’

Gabriel shrugged, swallowing at the lump blocking his throat. He turned inward, racing through a quick centering meditation.

The well-trained practice softened the supernatural dread threatening his mind, and his eyes snapped open. He spun, seeking Kimiko.

The towering oni raced toward him, Cindra draped over her shoulder. “Get out of here, Anata!”

Gabriel nodded before sprinting to the nearest rope.

‘Uh, Fucker. What about using that ring of yours? Can’t you just float your ass up?’

Despite the situation, Gabriel laughed, mirth pushing back against the darkness. “Nice catch. Yeah.”

Activating the cloudsteel ring, he rose twenty feet in two seconds, then slowed to survey the battlefield. Only a few dozen of the four hundred ghouls, ghasts, skeletons, and zombies Kimiko had deployed still fought.

The only orc still loosing arrows was Rade. The hulking warrior was Merideva’s “bestest orc,” but even he moved with sluggishness out of character for the powerful warrior. All the minotaurs were down, except those who’d stood near Brynja. Even now, those closest to where she’d swooped in for Sthuza staggered to their feet.

‘That has to be related to Birdbrain, right?’

Gabriel nodded. ‘Yeah. But is it related to her enchanted gear, or that she’s a valkyrie?’

Setting the question aside for later, he drew a pair of wands. Loosing Frost Shards with his left hand and Fire Bolts with his right, he sprayed magical death across the teeming mass of insectoid horrors.

Six abominations even taller than the soldier drones skittered from the closest tunnel, less than a hundred feet away.

Just glancing at the giant, thick-limbed humanoids churned Gabriel’s stomach. Each hulking brute dwarfed the ten-foot-tall soldiers, and he recognized what Amara called “overseers.”

They moved slower than the frost giants, but their long, chitinous legs ate up the distance. One wide head rotated with comical slowness, but once its compound eyes locked gazes with him, Gabriel couldn’t look away.

Scintillating colors danced across the myriad, angular surfaces of those black orbs, and he began descending.

‘What the? Stop dawdling and fucking fly higher!’ Reyna screamed in his head.

Gabriel grabbed a hold of his bonded lycan’s fear and rage, cloaking his mind in the desperate passion.

Finally, he blinked and tore his gaze from the monster’s psionic assault.

‘Holy fuckbucket. What the hell was that?’

‘Amara warned that higher tier Swarm can interfere with magic. Think it was weakening mine.’

A flash of white confirmed Brynja continued climbing toward safety, a drowsy gorgon held tight against her mithril breastplate.

Gabriel glanced down, spotting Kimiko almost racing up one of the ropes. Cindra hung limp across the enlarged oni’s broad shoulders, but her bond felt stronger.

He breathed a little easier. Another bassy roar reverberated off the cavern walls. Tracking back to its origin, Gabriel stared, jaw dropping.

A scaly maw large enough to swallow a wagon emerged from the largest cave on the opposite side of the cavern.

The shadowy, corrupted dragon’s fangs were like adamantite spears. Huge reptilian eyes glared with baleful malevolence, hints of purple-black twinkling on rich gold.

‘She actually has a fucking dragon!’

Reyna’s mind-voice shook Gabriel from his stupor. He racked his mind, seeking anything they could do to slow the stalking calamity.

“Isomyra,” Kimiko shouted. “Deal with that overgrown iguana.”

“Uh, Mistress? Seriously?” The gnome death knight had just reached the dangling ropes, dragging a familiar looking armored minotaur. A squad of vanguard-plated skeletons marched behind her, holding back a swarm of soldier drones. “The hells am I supposed to do? I wouldn’t even make an appetizer.”

“Don’t bother, Myra,” Amara said, drawing Gabriel’s attention.

The bissian mage stood directly beneath the Soul Forge, which was almost up to the cavern ceiling. “Dungeon Master, I think this is a useful purpose for the imps.”

Gabriel blinked, then grinned. “Good call,” he said distractedly as he reached through his bond with Merideva.

‘Meri, send all the imps you can. Have them scatter the alchemical bombs across the Swarm, but focus the ones with glue bombs in front of the dragon. I want the fires to incinerate our dead. No reason to give Vesrah more biomass to consume.’

‘Um, okay, G-Gabriel. I-if you’re sure. Y-you will come back, right?’

‘Already on my way out. Just need the bombs to distract them as we make our escape.’

A messy spray of glistening webbing streaked past Gabriel. Backtracking along its flight path, he spotted a trio of soldier drones aiming bulbous thoraxes up at him.

More grayish clumps and strands of spidersilk shot through the air. One struck him dead-on and clung to his Spell Mantle, flaring it into visibility.

Fear spiked along his bond with Reyna, but Gabriel ignored her muttering and started casting one of the few defensive spells mandated at the Academy.

A powerful spell went off below him, but a peek down revealed Amara, Arerax, Rade, and Estrial rising on a slab of magical ice.

Gabriel rushed his Missile Barrier, biting his tongue at the scorching pain along his leylines as he added Psionic Acceleration to Haste and traced the glyphs in a blur.

‘Isn’t that spell really basic, Alpha? How’s it going to stop such powerful monsters?’

Before replying, Gabriel sealed off the spell and released it, tapping another arcanite ring. A two-dimensional barrier grew just beneath Amara’s icy platform.

Webbing splattered against the defense before it could even fade into invisibility. Two more clumps struck it. Then dozens a second as more soldier drones shifted to ranged attacks.

‘It’s only basic in the sense it doesn’t work against magical projectiles. With the power I’m pumping into it, anything less than a catapult won’t be getting through.’

Mana: 8%

Gabriel canceled Psionic Acceleration, but left Haste, his Spell Mantle, Force Helm, Levitation, and Heroic Confidence active. Despite the steady drain on his pool, he sagged in relief.

◆◆◆

When Amara reached him, Isomyra stepped forward, smirking. “Wanna catch a ride, handsome?”

Snorting, Gabriel nodded, turning off the ring-based enchantment, his boots settling on the textured ice surface.

“Can you maintain the barrier until the forge is safe?” Amara asked, her massive helmet melting away to reveal her dark face.

“Yeah. Won’t be fun, but I’m keeping everything up until the plug drops.” Gabriel paused, studying his active spells in search of how many targets were still connected. “Most of the ones I buffed are dead.”

“We knew the risks, Dungeon Lord,” Arerax said, his rich voice strong despite obvious exhaustion. “Those who fell did so while serving the Crystalline Lady. None would complain at dying for such a noble purpose.”

“I’m just a little miffed at having underestimated Vesrah.” Gabriel worried at his bottom lip as he peered over the edge.

More Swarm piled into the center. The last undead fell beneath a chitinous, chittering tide. As one, the insectoid warriors stared up at the escaping intruders.

Webbing splattered against his barrier nonstop. Huge clumps formed, beginning to block their vision, but Gabriel reinforced the tap on his mana pool with more arcanite, ensuring the shield would hold.

Across the cavern, the corrupted dragon stalked from the shadowy tunnel. It loomed above the overseers. Purple-black tendrils hung from its spiny back. Pulsating growths squirmed about its sides and belly, nightmarish barnacles that shrieked with psionic voices.

“Hey, Mara, any idea who that was?” Isomyra asked, pointing a thumb at the massive creature.

The bissian death knight shook her head. “No, but the Mistress might.” She paused and glanced over to Gabriel. “Or your Prime.”

“Fuck, yeah. Sthuza probably knew the poor bastard.”

Isomyra snickered. “Poor bitch, ya mean.”

Arerax clopped over to the edge, taking care not to unbalance Amara’s platform. “Such a terrible fate for so majestic a creature. Truly, this Vesrah is a blight on the dungeon.” He turned to face Gabriel. “Our Herd will do whatever you need to defeat this foe, Dungeon Lord.”

“I know you will. And hopefully, with the Soul Forge, we can prepare for this newest threat.” Gabriel glanced up, spotting Torrik climbing even with the forge. “Torrik, get your ass up top and signal them to start turning that screw. I want it closing the instant the forge is secure.”

The dwarf twisted to stare down, then nodded. “Aye, Lad. I’ll take care of it.”

Dozens of imps streaked past the tangle of thick ropes holding the Soul Forge. Each of the small devils toted a satchel or ceramic cylinder.

One wearing a gold collar swept over and landed before Gabriel. “Hey, Boss. You order some mayhem and devastation?”

“Yeah, Tebru. Make sure you spread the blasts out evenly. I’m more interested in distraction and injuries than killing a handful of Swarm. And don’t crash into the barrier. They’re hitting it hard enough already.”

The imp’s tiny head bobbed rapidly, then slowed as he noticed the dragon. “Uh, glad I didn’t grab a sticky pack.”

As Isomyra cackled, Tebru’s wings flapped, and the little monster took off again, rejoining his kin. More imps appeared from above as the first wave dived toward the Swarm. Clay bombs rained down on the teeming horde.

Alchemical fires erupted in half a dozen places. Soldier drones screeched as white-hot flames engulfed them. Other imps began bombing farther out, burning hundreds of Swarm. The second wave hurled glass orbs that exploded just before impact. Waves of virulent green acid sprayed across the massed Swarm, drawing more tortured chittering.

‘Uh, Alpha, why aren’t they dying?’

Gabriel sighed, watching the same sight as his bonded. Amara shook her head, while Isomyra spat. “Fucking bugs are getting even more fire-resistant. Doesn’t look like the acid’s having much effect either.”

“No, it doesn’t. Which is all the more reason why Meri needs to conjure stronger monsters and better gear,” Gabriel said, eyes focused on a fully immolated soldier.

A glass bomb exploded above it, drenching it in the most potent alchemical acid Kimiko could produce. Other than more frantic wiggling, the Swarm seemed unaffected.

Isomyra chortled. “At least they don’t like being on fire.”

“I wonder if Elemental Fire would have more effect?” Gabriel mused, returning his focus to the larger picture.

The bombs sowed chaos among the Swarm but only a handful of drones fell to the alchemical bombardment.

“Unless you can find a way to defend against their psychic presence, I doubt any special attacks will ensure victory,” Amara said. The heavily armored mage frowned, glowing blue eyes narrowing.

Isomyra turned, tracing the bissian’s gaze down to the dragon. “Whatcha staring at, Mara?” She chortled. “Ha, looks like that lizard’s gonna try breathing on us.”

Gabriel shook his head. “We’ve got to be out of reach. And the cavern’s too small for her to take flight.”

He studied the huge monster. It appeared to gulp several times, akin to a cat hacking up a hairball. Switching to Magesight, he licked his lip slowly, pondering.

A swelling of energy followed each throat convulsion as the beast broke into a lazy trot. Huge, leathery wings unfurled, revealing more pulsating Swarm corruption.

“She is going to attack,” he said, spinning up a spell circle. “Fire?”

Amara shook her head. “Doubtful. Maybe lightning? That might have the reach to hit us?”

Without knowing more about the dragon, Gabriel focused on erecting a twenty-foot-wide spellshield, anchoring it ten feet from Amara’s platform. He reinforced it glyphs to counter Fire, Frost, Lightning, Acid, and Shadow.

“Don’t some dragons exhale noxious gas?” he asked.

Casting a spell of her own, Amara frowned. “Yes, but there’s no way she could produce enough to affect us at this range. Not before the plug seals the breach.”

The platform was twenty feet from the cavern ceiling when Gabriel completed his magic. A shimmering blue wall appeared without fanfare. Interposed between them and the dragon, it would easily shield them from any attack the dragon launched.

Still, the power continued to pulse within the huge monster’s throat. Unfamiliar concern scratched at the back of his mind. A glance confirmed Amara remained unsettled.

‘If you and the undead archmage are both concerned, something’s up, right, Alpha?’

‘Yeah, but… it doesn’t make sense. We’re almost home free now.’

Isomyra gulped. “Uh, Mara, how thick’s that ice up there?”

“Huh?” the bissian asked, sounding distracted as she sealed her own spell. With a sharp arm slash, she released it, and a glowing dome of magically hardened ice formed over the platform.

Isomyra pointed toward the frozen walls with which Amara and Estrial had sealed off the thirteenth floor.

Estrial shook her head, blonde hair fluttering. “Five feet at the thinnest. But they have barely scratched any of them so far.”

Gabriel glanced up at the smooth ice. “There are some shadows shifting behind them, but there’s no way they can break it at this point. Besides, that doesn’t explain the dragon.”

Amara’s platform continued up, passing twenty feet of solid dungeon stone before drawing level with the thirteenth floor.

Nothing happened.

Activating his speech crystal again, Gabriel called out, “Torrik, how long till the plug is in place?”

“Ya better get yer asses moving, Lad. Your crystal beauty says she’s almost ready.”

Everyone looked up, waiting. The massive Soul Forge, wrapped with dozens of thick ropes, continued inching toward safety, then… vanished without a blip.

‘You have it, Meri?’ Gabriel sent.

’Yep! Oh, thank you so much, Gabriel! We did it! Oh, it’s going to be so awesome. Just wait and–’

Gabriel pulled back from their bond, focusing on his physical surroundings.

“Lady Merideva secured it?” Amara asked.

“Yeah. We’re all good, so pick up the pace and let’s get up there before Torrik seals us out.”

The dwarf shouted orders, his industrious crew pulling the hauling harness and extra ropes out of the way.

Overhead, the twenty-foot thick, precisely cut stone plug descended. Its slow, grating pace belayed the sheer mass in motion, as well as the unstoppable power behind the massive steel screw system Torrik had erected.

Amara’s platform continued rising, but Gabriel couldn’t tear his gaze from the looming block of dungeon stone.

“Uh, they can’t stop that thing once it starts, right?” Isomyra asked, similarly razor focused on the narrowing exit.

Gabriel chuckled. “No. I wanted something to ensure we could prevent them from forcing the hole open again. Meri will need time to get it sealed properly.”

“Other than a few of those nasty spider-centaurs crawling across the cavern ceiling, I do not see how any of them could threaten us now,” Estrial said. The newly raised elven death knight shifted her weight side to side, nerves fraying.

Shrugging, Gabriel shook his head. “Honestly, I assumed Vesrah would have some airborne monsters.” He glanced at Amara.

“We’ve encountered some previously, but not many. Maybe they are more expensive to produce?”

Gabriel sheathed his sword as they drew within twenty feet of safety. “Whatever the reason, I’m glad we overprepared.”

“I agree, Dungeon Lord,” Arerax said. “Far better to have more grain than needed than risk–”

Gabriel’s headache spiked to pure agony, blotting out the minotaur’s words as a purple-black wave raced up the shaft, overtaking the levitating platform in less than a second.

Uncountable voices screamed. Some in sympathetic suffering and anguish. Others chittered and preached. Arrogant laughter shattered reality.

Knees aching, Gabriel curled up tight, clutching his head as though his hands could keep it from exploding.

‘You are MINE, Dungeon Master Gabriel Grimm!’

Gabriel bit his tongue, blood flooding his mouth as pressure built. Throwing his head back, he wailed, a wordless, unheard lament as some incomprehensible presence pressed down on his very soul.

His internal leylines were torrents of plasma burning him from the inside. Blood oozed from between clenched eyelids, and the cacophony of screams and shouts sounded submerged.

‘Did you really think you could steal from me, beloved? Or that I would ever release my claim on you.’

Mind-voices cried out in his head, begging, pleading, commanding. The voices of his bonded were indecipherable, merely noise adding to the unbearable pressure.

Beneath him, the platform exploded.


Chapter Eight







The first thing Gabriel noticed was a whistling sound as air passed him. Wrenching burning eyes open, he struggled to see through the blood.

Fuck!

The fourteenth floor raced up toward him. Growling, Gabriel flailed mentally, seeking the scepter while triggering his Levitation ring.

He connected with the attuned arcane conduit and triggered Alter Gravity. Even the slight focus needed to activate the automated spellcasting had him graying out.

Fifty feet from the charnel carpet below, he released the spell, hopefully reducing the effect of gravity.

Disoriented, he couldn’t tell if it made a difference. Seeing stone rushing up at him far too fast, he tried to reinforce his Spell Mantle, only to find it flicker and fail.

“Oh, fuck!”

Gabriel hit the ground hard, gasping as his left shoulder flared with a fresh ache. The sharp, new pain distracted from his internal injuries, and he sucked in a breath as he rolled to his right.

He forced his eyes open, then threw up in his mouth when he found a shattered orc face staring from an inch away.

Coughing, he rolled to one knee, head swimming as he tried to rise.

‘Calm yourself, my darling Dungeon Master. You are where you belong now. Do not fear. My children will not harm you.’

“Shut up,” Gabriel said, groaning. His jaw popped as he spoke, and the brief effort did nothing to alleviate the throbbing inside his head.

Something heavy landed nearby. Gabriel flinched, turning to face whatever Swarm abomination loomed over him.

“Lord, we need to move.”

Gabriel blinked twice before recognizing Arerax. More forms crashed down beside the massive minotaur.

Arerax grabbed his shoulder, lifting him to his feet. As he stood, Gabriel counted six more minotaurs, all in massive suits of vanguard plate. Several thick ropes fell to coil at their feet, each with a fraying end that appeared more crushed than cut.

“Dungeon Lord, can you hear me?”

“Y-yeah. Fuck that hurt.”

Arerax shook his huge helmet. “Lord, we are trapped. The plug is seated. Though, I believe Prime Sthuza ordered Torrik to reverse it. We need to hurry.”

“No! We can’t risk reopening it. Vesrah’s Swarm will overrun everyone.” Gabriel started to shake his head, then winced as the world lurched. “Gods damn. Guide me to the staircase.”

Arerax nodded. The shortest minotaur, a female with a bulging breastplate stepped closer and ducked under Gabriel’s shoulder. “Allow me, Lord Grimm.”

Gabriel glanced around. His vision swam, but he made out at least a score of imps swooping through the air. The tiny devils attacked the few soldier drones still standing near the center.

“Looks like that last attack inflicted some serious damage. Still, we don’t have long. Let’s go.”

The minotaurs wasted no time, stomping through the field of shattered, scorched dead.

“Lord Grimm, even if we can reach the stairs, you ordered the entire region of the twelfth floor turned into a trapped maze. I fear we won’t get through before these foul despoilers reach us.”

“I… I’ve got a plan,” Gabriel growled, teeth gritted. Breathing was growing harder, and something shifted in his jaw with every word.

‘Sthuza, can you hear me?’

‘MASSSTER!’

’Too loud. I’m injured; listen. Do not move the plug. Have Meri seal that damn hole, now!’

‘But, Mast–’

‘Trust me, my love. This isn’t the end.’

Gabriel staggered along, every step sending fresh jolts of pain through his body. Arerax led the minotaurs, plowing straight through the few soldier drones in their way.

The female helping Gabriel stay upright grabbed a shield from one of her fallen kin.

Despite his brief chat with his Prime, Gabriel’s bonds cried out for attention, terror welling among several.

Surprisingly, the most extreme response came from his newest. Despair and unhinged passion flooded Kimiko’s bond. It felt like the monstrously powerful daevonic wraith was trying to invade him via their connection.

Even without opening himself to her, Kimiko’s mind-voice echoed in his head, begging, pleading, praying for his return.

Sthuza’s not much better off. Strange that Brynja and Cindra are the calmest.

His bonded hellhound and valkyrie both radiated faith and trust. Cindra’s held a childlike purity, an absolute certainty that “Packmaster will return to Pack.” While Brynja lacked the same blind faith, her devotion to him was just as unyielding.

Terror mounted, leaking through from Merideva and Reyna. Both struggled to hold back, aware he couldn’t afford any distractions now.

‘Meri? I’m on my way back. Going to take the stairs.’

’Gabriel!? Oh, ED!! I was so scared. Did Rax and the others reach you?’

‘Y-yeah. What happened?’

’That nasty bug woman launched one of those super scary psychic attacks right before you reached my Domain. Then shadowy dragon breath sprayed up the shaft, shattering Amara’s platform.’

‘That explains why she didn’t attack sooner. Did the others make it?’

‘Yep. The ice shattered, hurling my death knights up. That big bissian’s really good at magic. She cast this really neat net spell to wrap everyone and pull you to safety.’ A surge of outrage and sadness teased through Gabriel’s bond with the lovable Dungeon Core.

‘Obviously, she didn’t catch me.’

‘That super nasty attack was focused on you, Gabriel. It was so powerful, though, it blasted everyone but the undead senseless. Well, except for Rax and the minotaurs with him.’ Merideva paused, curiosity pushing aside much of her worry. ‘When you passed right through Amara’s net, Rax and the others grabbed ropes and leapt after you. Oh, please come back to me.’

‘I will. Got to go.’

“Are you back, Dungeon Lord?” Arerax asked.

“Yeah. Checking in with Meri.” Gabriel coughed, dislodging a chunk of something thick and bloody. “Thanks for jumping down to save me.”

A proud smile curved the minotaur’s eyes, visible through his helmet. “You are the Crystalline Lady’s Lord. Wherever you go, whatever dangers you face, our Herd will be there to defend you.”

The female holding Gabriel adjusted her position, drawing a wince from him. “You and your bonded have revitalized our meadow. Even if we are to fall here, our only lament would be you joining us.”

The unquestionable sincerity in both their words and their large, dark eyes tightened Gabriel’s throat. “Thank you. Though, I’m not leaving any of you behind.”

Arerax chuckled. “The dragon may wish to argue with you, Lord Grimm.”

At his words, Gabriel followed his gaze. “Well, shit.”

The enormous purple-black, reptilian monster loomed off to the east. Dozens of shield-sized scales were missing, even more bore carbon-scoring. The dragon’s left flank smoldered, looking like smoked brisket.

As Gabriel stared up at the ferocious monster, it glared down at him. Then it’s throat convulsed and he cursed again.

“S-stop here. Huddle close.”

Confusion filled Arerax’s eyes, but the minotaurs obeyed instantly, four of them moving to shield Gabriel from impending death. “Lord Grimm?”

Gabriel dug through the token case slung under his left shoulder, having to shift against the woman holding him up. It took precious seconds to locate the correct spell token thanks to his impaired vision.

Still, he found it, drawing a mithril wafer before turning to face the dragon. “Stay close. This one… is smaller than usual.”

The minotaurs stomped closer, those with shields positioning them to cover Gabriel.

‘Uh, Alpha, a-aren’t you going to dodge?’

Reyna’s worried mind-voice made him smile. The feisty lycan had kept silent, not wanting to distract him, but terror had her seeking reassurance.

‘No way to avoid it. But she can only breathe so much… whatever she used. And it should clear out the closest drones.’

The trickle of mana needed to finalize a spell token strained Gabriel, and he realized the damage to his internal leylines meant he needed to avoid any actual casting.

Mana: 0.9%

He snapped the mithril token and mist flooded the area. It swirled around, rapidly forming a dome of deep-blue ice. Ten feet in diameter, Winterheart’s Aegis was one Amara had empowered at Kimiko’s command.

This should hold up to one blast.

‘Should hold? What the hells are you thinking? That’s a gods-damned dragon!’

Gabriel sent what calming comfort he could muster to soothe the scared lycan. Thankfully, his strained mind kept his other bonded from sensing his own concern.

“Okay, the instant the blast clears, I’ll drop the barrier, and we have to run.”

The minotaurs nodded. Arerax started to speak, but the dragon roared, and vomited death.

A tempest surged out—a maelstrom of iridescent purple and black, laced with white tendrils that crackled like slow-motion lightning. No mere fire breath, it was annihilation given visceral form.

The tide of corrosive energy ravaged the air, spreading wide as it raced toward the icy barrier, devouring everything in its path.

Gabriel bit his lip, fighting against nausea and exhaustion as the destructive force struck the dome. It scoured magically hardened ice, eating away at the barrier.

Yet, even as his magic resisted, the gaseous death continued moving. Surging over and around the sleek dome, it crashed into the cluster of soldier drones who’d blocked their path.

Against the terrifying ferocity of dragon’s breath, the Swarm monsters fell in seconds.

Minotaurs muttered quiet prayers to Merideva as Winterheart’s Aegis cracked. Gabriel leaned against Pheresh, the female who’d been supporting him, eyes closed. Seconds of rest couldn’t alleviate his physical pain, but he clung to the hope that this brief respite would ease the deeper, intangible sorrows gnawing at him. Plus, it made monitoring the barrier easier.

He waited until the cloying miasma lessened, then reached out, ready to cancel his spell. Finally, the dragon’s mouth snapped shut, cutting off the relentless cloud of death.

Gabriel snapped his fingers. Inches-thick ice shattered, erupting into a chaotic spray of thousands of razor-sharp, hardened shards.

Few drones remained intact after the dragon’s attack, so the exploding dome spent its fury on a hundred corpses.

“Powerful magic, Dungeon Lord,” Arerax said. The minotaur resumed marching for the staircase, moving away from the dragon. He glanced back over a broad pauldron, scowling up at the huge monster. “Perhaps some of us should stay behind to cover your withdrawal?”

Gabriel suppressed the instinct to shake his head. “No. I’ve got more spell tokens. But we need to hustle.”

Pheresh wrapped her right arm around his back, half carrying Gabriel as they followed Arerax. The other minotaurs spread out to the flanks, alert for any surviving drones.

The dragon stalked toward them, its footsteps loud as it crushed chitin and steel beneath sharp talons.

‘Why do you flee me still, Gabriel Grimm? You and I are bound as one. Submit to me. Join me, and no more of your little toys must perish. Their loyalty is… impressive.’

Gabriel ignored Vesrah, focusing instead on drawing the spell token he hoped would delay the dragon long enough for them to escape.

‘The hells kind of spell is going to slow down a hundred ton dragon?’

Despite the pain in his jaw, Gabriel grinned. ‘I imbued this token with a wide area Binding Shades in case we needed to restrain a few hundred Swarm. Hopefully, it’ll slow her long enough.’

Reyna huffed as he pulled the token free, activated it, and targeted the enormous monster.

Firing off the spell within, he discarded the depleted scraps, already turning away from the hundred-yard-wide field of squirming shadowstuff reaching up for the dragon.

Pheresh tightened her grip on his side and they sped up. “Impressive magic, Lord Grimm.”

Arerax charged ahead, two males following him to intercept a wounded drone. The Swarm’s glossy carapace was pitted from acid, and its left limbs spasmed, but still it squared off with the armored minotaurs.

The trio made quick work of the wounded monster, laying into it with vicious glaives. Arerax glanced back, confirming Pheresh and Gabriel continued moving. “The staircase is inside that tunnel, yes?”

“Yeah. At least if Kimiko’s map is right. Lead on, we’ll keep up.”

The dragon roared in protest, its sonorous bellows echoing off bare stone and countless stalactites, drowning out any response. The thunderous cacophony worsened Gabriel’s headache, so he worked through a centering routine he’d learned as a child.

Focusing increased the pressure behind his left eye, and he tried blinking several times before realizing he couldn’t see from that eye.

Well… that’s not good. Still, one’s enough to see the way out of here.

’How badly injured are you, Alpha? There’s so much pain I can’t believe you’re still conscious.’

‘I’ve been better.’

‘No shit, Fucker. But seriously… are you dying? Feels like there’s some dark fucking thoughts in the back of your mind.’

Gabriel scowled, worry about his bonded pushing back his own troubles. Diving inward, he clamped down on all of them save Reyna’s, determined not to cause Sthuza and the others even more suffering. Then he split his attention between hobbling along with Pheresh and reassuring Reyna.

He opened the Dungeon Interface, calling up the more detailed Wounds pane Kimiko had taught him to access.

Physical Trauma:

Skeletal: Thirteen fractured ribs, twelve broken bones (assorted), dislocated shoulder (left)

Soft Tissue: Torn ligaments (multiple), substantial bruising

Internal: Punctured lung, multiple hemorrhages (moderate), brain bleed (slight)

Sensory Impairment: Detached retina (left eye)

Mental Impairment: Moderate psychic trauma, Mana Fatigue - Extreme

‘It’s bad, but I’ve had worse injuries.’

The lycan sent a sad chortle. ‘Like when you let that four-armed battle maniac cut your fucking leg off?’

‘I was thinking more along the lines of when Estrial gutted me on that ritual altar.’

A heartbroken sob leaked across their bond. ‘But Snakes and that glowstone saved you those times. How are you gonna survive this?’

‘One step at a time. Just need to reach the edge of Meri’s Domain. Everything else comes later.’

Reyna sniffled, and he got the distinct impression of her shaking herself before she wrapped her mental presence around his, blanketing him in loving hope. ‘Okay, Alpha. You got this. Get back home so you can bring my short ass to life again, and I can give you a real hug.’

The dragon roared again as it strained against the shadowstuff binding it. Glancing back, Gabriel grunted as the huge monster broke free at last.

Thankfully, Arerax was less than ten feet from the small cave entrance they needed. He signaled two minotaurs to charge in, securing the tunnel before turning back to wait for Gabriel and Pheresh. “Your magic slowed the beast long enough, Dungeon Lord.”

“Yeah. But let’s keep up the pace.” As he spoke, Gabriel drew another spell token Amara had given him.

The silver disk held Boreal Genesis prepared to create over a hundred cubic feet of aether-enhanced ice wherever it spawned. Given the narrower tunnel they were entering, Gabriel figured it would make a wonderful door to slam shut behind them.

Pheresh half dragged the slumping Dungeon Master inside, hooves clacking against smooth, corrupted stone. The short minotaur huffed, her breathing loud through her helmet’s air holes as they rushed.

Twenty feet into the tunnel, Gabriel triggered the token, casting Boreal Genesis just inside the cave’s mouth. Magical ice swelled up to fill the passage, sealing off the massive cavern and the corrupted dragon.

Arerax exhaled in relief, mirrored by several others. “We are well and truly committed to the staircase now. Kravus, Grompen, take point. Kill anything that moves. We must return the Dungeon Lord to the Crystalline Lady.”

Two of the three male minotaurs saluted, bowed to Gabriel, then broke into a sprint, their armored hoof-falls echoing off rough stone.

Gabriel breathed deeply, wincing as it didn’t help.

That’s not good. My lung’s filling with blood, and a potion might worsen it. We’ve got to reach Meri’s Domain before I try healing.

The low din of claws scoring stone merged with the senseless chittering of countless Swarm, building toward a crescendo in Gabriel’s mind.

‘Come now, Gabriel Grimm. Cease struggling and merge with our Swarm.’

‘Get out of my head!’

Vesrah chittered in laughter, but as her mocking dragged out, her harsh, inhuman voice grew sultry. ‘You will never be apart from us, beloved. Accept your fate and I will grant your every wish.’

“Dungeon Lord?” Pheresh said.

Gabriel’s eyes snapped open. The female minotaur leaned in close, her thick helmet pressing lightly against his Force Helm. “What?”

Concern flashed through her eyes, and she swallowed. “You became unresponsive, Lord Grimm. Arerax, Kravus, and Grompen went ahead, clearing the path. There’s only one side passage that can threaten us now.”

“Good, good. Thanks.” Gabriel took a step, and Pheresh sped up. Drawing focus away from putting one foot in front of the other, he checked what spell tokens remained in his cases.

‘You don’t have anything for teleportation, right?’

‘No. Well, Umbral Leap, but it accesses Shadowspace, and I won’t risk a longer jaunt. Vesrah might be able to intercept it. Till we reach Meri’s Domain, gotta walk.’

His fingers brushed over multiple Aetheric Lance and Fireball tokens, though he’d already spent the higher tier ones.

Eight silver and six copper? Still have one gold spellshield left. Save that for an emergency, not sure my Mantle will hold up to an attack at this point.

‘Emergency? If this doesn’t count, the fuck would?’

Gabriel broke out into a coughing chuckle at Reyna’s affront tone. ‘It won’t last long, and I don’t have the mana to support it myself. Saving it till they’re right on top of us.’

He coughed more, spitting up a disconcerting volume of blood, but breathing came easier afterward, and he strained to walk faster.

“Careful, Lord Grimm. I have you. We will see you safely to the Crystalline Lady’s Domain, do not fear.”

“I know.”

The sound of fighting echoed down the tunnel. Gabriel closed his good eye, concentrating to confirm it came from ahead. Listening closer and recognizing Arerax’s pained grunt, he realized the dragon had ceased roaring.

Or at least, the ice blocks it out. Just glad she didn’t crack it open and breathe into the tunnel.

A bassy groan echoed, followed by several shouts. Underneath, talons rang out on stone.

A lot of talons.

“You three, go help Arerax,” Gabriel said, gesturing toward the trio flanking him and Pheresh.

“But he commanded us to–”

“Lord Grimm speaks with a voice second only to the Crystalline Lady. Do as he bids,” Pheresh said.

They smacked their thick steel breastplates in salute, then charged ahead, their hooves like thunder against the hard stone.

Gabriel spat more blood. “Let’s speed up. I’ll survive a bit of jostling.”

“As you command.”

◆◆◆

The battle ended before they caught up. Arerax leaned against the curved stone wall, left arm hanging limp as another minotaur tightened a leather tourniquet around the mangled limb.

“Dungeon Lord, we near the staircase.”

“Just a little farther,” Gabriel agreed.

Four soldier drones lay dismembered across the wider cave that connected two tunnels.

Kravus took the lead, with Arerax falling in behind Gabriel and Pheresh. They entered the last section before the staircase leading to the thirteenth floor.

‘Don’t you need to reach the twelfth, Alpha?’

‘Yeah, but there’s a landing on the thirteenth with access to the next set of stairs.’

‘How do you know all this?’

‘Before we decided to cut our way down, this was going to be our path in.’

They encountered five more soldier drones, along with a pair of corrupted humanoids. The corrupted fell to minotaur glaives without issue.

A pair of soldiers caught Grompen in an ambush, tearing the warrior’s leg off before Gabriel could blast them with a volley of Aetheric Missiles.

Fear of worsening the ache deep in his head, and the burning sensation scouring his leylines, he didn’t risk any actual spellcasts.

“Dungeon Lord, how many more of those do you have?” Arerax asked after they cut down the latest drones.

Gabriel awkwardly patted the tooled leather token case slung under his right arm. “Not enough. Left side’s empty, and most of the ones here are weaker. Doubt anything less than silver’s going to affect these bastards.”

“They are surprisingly durable,” Pheresh said. “I struggled to breach their armor during the main battle.”

“The stairs are just around the corner,” Kravus said, drawing everyone’s attention as he returned. “No sign of Swarm within.”

Gabriel pushed off the rough stone wall he’d been leaning against, letting Pheresh slip back under his shoulder. “Lead the way.”

Much like most of the staircases Gabriel had traversed since Merideva took him as Dungeon Master, the dark stone passage was large enough for the minotaurs to race up without worrying about their horns striking the ceiling.

This one held a gentle curve, but the two least injured minotaurs took point, alert for any more surprises. Grompen hobbled along last, using his polearm as a crutch.

As Gabriel stepped out onto the thirteenth floor, the pressure crushing his mind lessened, and he sighed in relief.

“We are not safe yet, Dungeon Lord,” Arerax warned.

“Whatever Vesrah’s doing grew weaker. Hopefully, it’ll fade once we reach the twelfth.”

An aged but well-built wood and iron door barred the way left. After checking the handle, Arerax directed two warriors with axes to tear it open.

Oak splintered and cracked beneath their powerful strikes. While they demolished the barred door, Gabriel sagged back against the wall.

A chill ran down his spine as more skittering crept toward them.

“They’re behind us,” Pheresh said, hand tightening around her axe’s handle. She hefted her pilfered shield and stepped forward.

Arerax joined her, the pair of armored monsters blocking the way down. “Get the Dungeon Lord out of here. We will hold them back.”

“Screw that,” Gabriel muttered, pushing off the wall. He staggered over, grabbing Arerax’s arm to steady himself. “Let’s get creative.”

Reaching into his dimensional storage belt pouch, he pulled out three ceramic flasks, handing them to Arerax. “Toss those down, would you?”

“What are they?”

“Alchemical oil. Try to get both walls and the stairs. Should slow them.” As Arerax complied, throwing the fragile flasks to shatter halfway down the stairs, Gabriel pulled several spell tokens.

“I thought you said those were weaker, Dungeon Lord?” Pheresh asked.

“These are utility spells. The Fire Bolts are useless but should annoy them.”

A loud crack of wood startled him, and the minotaurs working on the door cheered.

Arerax checked their progress before throwing the final flask. Several feet of corrupted dungeon stone glistened with an oily sheen now, and Gabriel chuckled.

“Okay, let’s see if I can make this Web dense enough to tangle them.” He triggered a silver token, directing the spell toward the greasy stairs.

“Won’t those strands negate the oil’s slickness?” Arerax asked. The stoic minotaur studied the expanding cluster of magical webbing as Gabriel spent a second one, leaving a ten-foot-long stretch of greasy stairs mired by the tacky substance.

“Doubt soldier drones will get tripped up that easy.”

“Then why–”

“Sthuza bought that oil from a gnome. A single vial’s supposed to burn for hours.”

Pheresh lowed. “But won’t the fire destroy the webbing? After all, the Swarm aren’t afraid of a little fire.”

Gabriel started to reply before a coughing fit bent him over. The female minotaur tucked an arm under his chest, then pounded his back as he hawked up a disgusting clump of gelatinous red goop.

“Thanks. And that’s why I’ve got this last token.”

The door openers finished before Gabriel’s vision stabilized enough, but he triggered the final spell token. Targeting the spread of webbing, he triggered Fire Resistance, grinning as the tough strands glowed brighter beneath Magesight.

“That’ll do it. Now, let’s go.”

As Pheresh guided him through the open door, he drew a smaller, white clay vial and handed it to Arerax. “Fire bomb. Throw it the second you see them, then catch up.”

Arerax nodded, but Gabriel frowned, locking gazes with the towering minotaur. “Do exactly as I said. Set it ablaze once they reach the webbing, then rejoin us.”

Arerax bowed. “As you command, Dungeon Lord.”

“Good.”

They crossed a small square chamber to another barred door, but the bar was on their side this time. Two minotaurs led the way up the next staircase, with two more hanging back to ensure no Swarm followed behind them as Pheresh helped Gabriel up the stairs.

Almost in time with his foot hitting the first step, a roar of flames and frantic chittering echoed from below. As the pained cries of soldier drones escalated, a dark, satisfied grin covered Gabriel’s face, but he focused on climbing faster.

Hoof stomps drew closer; three sets. “That won’t hold them long, Dungeon Lord.”

“Long enough, we’ll make it.”

‘No! I refuse to lose, Gabriel Grimm! Join me, or I will devour all their souls!’

Gabriel ignored Vesrah’s screeching, pushing his body to climb.

“Behind us,” Kravus shouted.

“To me,” Arerax bellowed. “For the Crystalline Lady!”

The front two pressed tight against the wall as Pheresh sped up, dragging Gabriel.

“Give ground but keep close. No heroics,” Gabriel said, ragged voice hardening.

Chitinous blades clashed with steel. Faster and faster, both sides lashed out, the ringing of their weapons blending into an earsplitting cacophony within the confined staircase.

Rounding the corner, Gabriel spotted the opening that marked the transition to the twelfth floor.

The line that demarked Merideva’s Domain.

Excited chittering. The spine-chilling ripping of flesh. A pained low sounded, cutting off too suddenly as another minotaur fell.

Ten steps separated Gabriel from safety. He leaned against the wall and flailed with his broken left arm. “Go help them. Lead them back to me.”

Pheresh shook her head. “But–”

Gabriel steeled his aching mind and scowled at the taller woman. Willed her to obey. “Do as I command.”

She gave a jerky nod, then spun and stomped down the stairs.

Putting the battle out of his mind, Gabriel staggered up, one step at a time. His legs were leaden, and his vision blurred, but he forced past such trivial issues.

‘Meri, you there?’

‘Of course, Gabriel. Oh no, are you okay? You’re so close. What’s wrong?’

‘Transfer Sarzykx’s flamer into the Inventory, and drop it outside the twelfth floor door. Then unlock the door to the twelfth floor stairs.’

‘Uh, are you sure? Okay.’

Gabriel chuckled wetly as the frightened Dungeon Core clung to his mental presence even as she did as he requested.

The door above him creaked open, and a flicker of light vanished, leaving an enormous magitek weapon abandoned on the bare stone floor.

Unlike Sarzykx’s powered armor, the s’kraith’s heavy flamer wasn’t damaged during their battle, but Gabriel had depleted most of its refined pyromethium fuel. And given the price to conjure a single refill, he had no intention of replacing it.

But there’s enough for a couple seconds of use, and in these tight confines, that’s more than enough.

The din of battle swelled into a furious cacophony, aggravating his throbbing headache, but Gabriel continued climbing.

One step, then another. He ignored every ache, the pained cries of wounded minotaurs, and the hideous screeching of enraged Swarm.

He slumped against the door, falling to his knees. Taking a deep breath, he reveled in reaching Merideva’s Domain.

The overwhelming pressure crushing down on his soul diminished further, leaving him feeling almost too light.

He grinned maniacally and grabbed the massive flamer. Exhausted as he was, even dragging it to the door was grueling, but he sat in the doorway, positioning the devastating weapon.

“Arerax, get your asses up here, now!”

“There are too many. We will hold them,” Pheresh replied.

Gabriel growled. “Do as I say. I’m safe.”

Several lows rang out, but Gabriel merely waited.

Hooves clopped closer, and he wrapped his good hand around the grip, fingering the trigger.

Kravus staggered up the stairs, dragging Arerax by his backplate. Both minotaurs were coated in eerie fluorescent green ichor. Blood flowed from the larger minotaur’s armor, seeping out from the joints.

Kravus blinked when he spotted Gabriel and the massive weapon resting half in his lap. “Dungeon Lord?”

“Present from Meri. Now, get yourselves into the hall.”

“But, the maze will slow us down. We will be overrun.”

Gabriel bit his lip, not looking forward to the next few minutes. “I told you, I’ve got a plan.”

The male gave a shallow nod and resumed dragging the larger minotaur up the stairs.

Arerax grunted with each bump, but he still drew breath.

Another burst of chittering drew Gabriel’s attention back toward the fight. Pheresh shuffled backward, a hoof searching for the next stair before she stepped up again.

Two soldier drones crowded her, but she held them at bay with her shield, though it looked like it would disintegrate under a gentle breeze at this point.

“Pheresh, three more steps, then jump through the door,” Gabriel said, eyes glued to the berserk Swarm.

She gave a subtle nod, but it still took her thirty seconds to comply.

When she crouched low, preparing to jump, the leftmost drone lunged. It’s serrated spear punched through her knee, but she shield-bashed it in the face, then leapt.

Gabriel aimed at the charging drone and squeezed the runic trigger. A geyser of emerald-white fire roared from the flamer, scorching the air with incandescent fury.

He caught the more aggressive drone head-on, and the creature shrieked as its armored carapace exploded under the unbearable heat.

Without hesitation, Gabriel shifted his aim, bathing the second Swarm in flames hot enough to burn Cindra.

The stench of cooked insect and char filled his nostrils, making his stomach heave.

More soldier drones charged up the stairs, shoving their dying brethren aside. Gabriel sneered and directed the flamer into the center of the staircase.

Screeching and exploding, a dozen Swarm fell to the potent flames before the weapon ran dry.

Gabriel shoved the flamer aside, letting it clatter to the floor. It vanished instantly, absorbed by Merideva.

He flopped back fully into the room, and Kravus slammed the door shut. Kravus hobbled over and helped the male secure the locking bar, then both slumped to the hard stone.

“You can teleport from here, Lord Grimm?” she asked, laboring to breathe.

Gabriel nodded. “Yes.”

Kravus tore off his helmet. His wide tongue lolled from his mouth as he panted. His rich black fur was sweat-soaked and matted with blood. “You should do so now. We won’t last long enough to clear the first stretch of the maze. It was an honor serving you and the Crystalline Lady.”

Gabriel grinned. “That’s good, because you’re service isn’t ending just yet.”

The pair stared, mouths going slack as they struggled to understand his meaning.

Expression darkening, Gabriel rose to his knees and started toward Arerax’s unmoving form. “You all jumped back in to save me. No one ordered you to, but the seven of you saved my life. Willingly sacrificed your lives for mine.”

They both nodded. “We will do anything to assist the Crystalline Lady, and her champion,” Pheresh said solemnly. “We do not fear death in her service. Nor yours.”

Gabriel reached out for the prone minotaur and removed his helmet. Arerax’s dark-furred face stared up lifelessly as he pressed a hand against it. “Funny you should say that.”

One of the onyx studding his bracer flickered for a second. Then Gabriel turned toward the pair of sitting monsters and drew his sword.

‘Holy fucksticks, Alpha! You’re going to steal their souls?’

‘They deserve a better reward than being left to die. And with the Soul Forge, Meri can restore them to life.’

“Dungeon Lord?”

“You said you’d do anything, and you’re not afraid to die, right?”


Chapter Nine







After slaying both minotaurs and storing their souls in his bracers, Gabriel Translocated across the floor.

Color and sound washed over him. He tasted blood, and everything condensed down to a singular throbbing agony.

More sounds assaulted him, but these were welcome, the excited and relieved voices calling out, though Gabriel couldn’t understand the words.

Strong arms wrapped around him, and he gasped. More people piled in until he was drowning in warmth and physical contact.

“Ccceassse your anticcss, Cccindra. Let him breathe,” Sthuza said.

“The hells happened to you?” Isomyra asked, snorting. “Look like ya got swallowed, chewed up, and shat out.”

“Sssilenccce, abomination!” Sthuza screeched.

Gabriel winced at the gorgon’s fury, reminded of just how badly his head ached. “Keep it down.”

A brilliant pink light blazed with the intensity of the sun. “Yeah! You all have to stay super quiet because my specialist, most amazing DM is really hurt.”

A soft cough interrupted before Merideva could continue. “Forgive my forwardness, Lady Merideva,” Ryldor said, “but perhaps you should also refrain from shouting?”

Isomyra snickered, then grunted when someone smacked her head.

Gabriel sighed and cracked open an eye. Cindra clung tight to him, which explained the crushing hug.

Brynja knelt at his side, her bare hand resting on his shoulder. Sthuza crouched behind Cindra, trying to pull the larger woman off him, to no avail.

Kimiko stood a couple feet back, surrounded by death knights. Including Dougraine and Ryldor, who had been protecting Merideva in the Core Room.

Turning toward the pink glow, Gabriel rolled his eyes at the Core’s presence.

“Okay, if the forge is secure enough for Meri to be out here, it’s time for me to get healed.”

“Yes, Master,” Sthuza said, sniffling. Her head-snakes stretched toward him, rising over Cindra’s head. After one more fruitless tug, she released the hellhound and pressed in, wrapping her own arms around Gabriel.

◆◆◆

Cindra insisted on carrying Gabriel up to the fifth floor. While he could Translocate and get home quicker, the hellhound was cautious of his injuries, and after Vesrah’s surprise psychic attack, he treasured the simple intimacy.

Syrkirus headed down to join Rade in commanding the survivors along with another hundred freshly conjured of their respective species.

While Kimiko had arranged buckets of a dangerous alchemical binding agent to fully seal the plug before Merideva restored the floor, no one wanted to take any chance of Vesrah’s malevolent corruption seeping through. And until they were certain, a small army of minotaurs and orcs would remain on site, guarding.

Cindra carried Gabriel across the floors and up a series of concealed staircases intended for dungeon monsters rather than the more obvious passages designed for adventurers.

Despite her monstrous strength, she demonstrated the incredible tenderness Gabriel knew she was capable of.

‘Crazy how Boobs can be such a goofball nonstop, then turn super serious and careful when you really need her.’ Reyna flashed a series of sharp memories where the seruuberc hellhound had proved the most reasoned and patient of his bonded.

Gabriel chuckled, wincing, then waving off the concerned looks of several monster girls crowding around Cindra. The gray-skinned beauty flashed a fang-filled grin, seeming to understand Reyna had made him laugh.

‘Yeah. You ladies are amazing, and each of you have hidden depths.’

Reyna clamped down on their bond, but uncertainty and hope trickled through before she regained her composure. ‘Really? Even me?’

‘Yes, even you, my lovely little lycan. Despite the rough, unforgiving life you’ve lived, you never let go of your gooey core of sweetness.’

Reyna scoffed.

‘Don’t believe me?’

‘How the fuck am I “sweet”?’

‘Mother once said, “there is no love a mortal can show greater than the willingness to sacrifice their life for another’s.”’

Desperate, disparate emotions flooded Gabriel’s bond with the prickly lycan, and he smirked. ‘You shield yourself with a gruff front, but we both know you’ve fully embraced our strange little family. Our Pack.’

Reyna huffed.

‘Besides, remember how sickeningly sweet and tender you get after sex?’

The lycan screamed in his mind, but Cindra stepped past the reinforced door to Merideva’s Core Room, and Gabriel shifted his attention back to the living.

Merideva floated over to hover above her cushion, her glow bright and pink. “Um, should we heal you first?”

Coughing wetly, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. Given the punctured lung and internal bleeding, pretty sure I’d die before we finish installing the forge.”

Several people stared, faces showing a wide range of surprise and fear.

“You said you were fine, Master.”

Brynja nodded at Sthuza’s words. “Yes. I thought you merely suffered from mana exhaustion and overstraining yourself. If we had known…” The valkyrie reached into her belt pouch, no doubt seeking one of the potent healing elixirs they had procured a month ago.

“No, I need focused healing. Pretty sure you don’t just chug potions when you’ve got wounds like this.”

Frowning, Estrial took a hesitant step toward Cindra, her glowing eyes glancing at Sthuza.

The gorgon huffed, head-snakes splitting their focus between worrying over Gabriel and glaring at the elven death knight. “Yes?”

Estrial flashed a fragile smile. “I-I agree with Gabriel. Serious internal injuries can heal incorrectly with potions. Do, do you have any experienced healers?”

“First, Cindra, set me down, please,” Gabriel said, gesturing to the lavish throne near Merideva’s pedestal.

Cindra nibbled a dark lip, white canines peaking out. “Is Packmaster sure? Maybe Cindra should hold you close, just in case?”

“It’ll be fine. Now put me down.”

As the hellhound complied, Kimiko edged closer. Her pale face drew tight as she studied him. The vibrant glow of her purple eyes darkened. “If your body was lifeless, I could mend it in minutes.”

All the living women turned to glare at the lean oni. “What? I’m a pretty fair hand at fleshsculpting, if I may say so.”

Isomyra stepped away from the other death knights, turning in place and waving her arms. “Yeah, just look at the glorious work the Mistress did on my perfect body.”

“Cindra prefers Packmaster alive. Maybe Dark Horn’s shamans can help?”

Sthuza continued to scowl at Kimiko for several seconds as multiple voices spoke up.

Raising his uninjured arm, Gabriel drew everyone’s attention. “I appreciate the spirit of your words, but I’m not interested in turning undead.”

Kimiko stared unblinking. Her head tilted to one side, then the other, shifting far enough to make Gabriel wince. “With my S-Crystal merged into you, death shouldn’t be a major concern. Besides, with the Soul Forge, Lady Merideva can restore you.”

“I ssstill cannot believe you did that!” Sthuza shouted, head-snakes rising to loom above her. Their tiny emerald eyes joined her in glaring at the taller monster girl.

“Hey, you should be thanking the Mistress. The hunk’s way stronger since he absorbed all that Essence she dumped into him,” Isomyra snapped.

Sthuza stepped toward the pint-sized death knight, but Cindra swooped in and wrapped the gorgon in a crushing hug. “Relax, Snakey. Pipsqueak has good point. Packmaster’s scent grew even richer after mating with Chilly Sis.”

The clatter of hooves approached, drawing everyone’s attention as four minotaur shamans entered the Core Room. They bowed to Merideva, then moved toward Gabriel.

“Perhaps Kestria could assist them as well, Gabriel?” Brynja suggested. The valkyrie stepped over to stand at his right, ready to defend him if one of Wannaga’s shamans decided to attack.

Gabriel reached inside his Soul Vault, contacting the shadowstalker kobold Minion. The sleek little kobold chieftess appeared without fanfare, then darted forward, her enchanted staff in hand.

“War Chief can direct healing with dungeon largess, yes?” Kestria asked.

When Gabriel nodded, she turned to the oldest-looking minotaur, a towering gray-furred woman in a homespun robe. “Herd healers have power?”

“It is an honor to assist Dungeon Master Grimm. We shall follow your command, chosen Minion.”

Gabriel relaxed as five healers worked together, infusing his body with potent healing magic. Opening the Dungeon Interface, he helped direct their efforts, starting with the broken rib piercing a lung. Their soothing power eased his aching head, and Gabriel split his focus, leaving part for healing while shifting the rest to his bonded. “Okay, while they fix the mess I made, let’s go over what happened.”

Cindra beamed. “Cindra killed lots of foul-smelling bad guys.” She stepped closer, pushing a minotaur aside as she stuck her head in front of Gabriel’s chest.

Laughing at her antics, Gabriel ran his fingers through her wild, light-gray mane. “I saw. Your training with Ralloderth and Ryldor really paid off.”

“Yep! Speedy Corpse gave Cindra lots of good advice. And Silent Soul taught ‘katas’ that helped overwhelm crunchy meanies.”

“You were great out there.” Gabriel shifted his gaze across the faces staring back at him. “You all were.”

Amara gave a respectful nod while Isomyra cocked an elbow out, hand on her hip, other arm raised, fingers flashing a V symbol.

“I know we lost most of the troops Meri conjured, but were any of you injured?”

The death knights shook their heads, as did Brynja, Sthuza, and Cindra. The hellhound’s expressive face twisted with conflicting emotion, and Gabriel frowned.

“Cindra, what aren’t you telling me?”

Cindra pouted for a second before her irrepressible charm bubbled through, and she graced him with an adoring smile. “Cindra didn’t get hurt, but twice, nasty screaming made head ache.”

Sthuza bit her lip, then nodded. “The Furball raises a valid point. While none of us were injured during the fighting, Cindra and I both lost consciousness during that final attack.”

“Did that massive strike affect any of you?” Gabriel asked the death knights.

They all shook their heads.

“That was some of the abomination’s soul magic mixed with a psychic blast.” Kimiko huffed, arms crossing over her breasts. “The attack itself was similar to Rallo’s Mindstrike, only she swamped the entire region with it.”

Gabriel paused, thinking back to his lessons with the psychic dastet. The four-armed death knight had almost beaten him during their fight months earlier, but he’d taught Gabriel how to blend Psionic Acceleration with Haste to achieve otherwise impossible speeds.

Once the jovial undead submitted to Merideva, he had offered to teach Gabriel how to use his psychic powers.

Physical augmentations came easily to the young Dungeon Master, but he struggled to match the centuries-old dastet’s finesse with mental attacks. Still, Gabriel made time every day to work with the laid-back swordmaster since psionics didn’t deplete his mana pool.

More options for defeating foes, possibly without slaying everyone, appealed to him, and now that he’d claimed Kimiko as a bonded, he had no need to worry about how resistant undead were to mental assault.

“So,” Gabriel mused, “that was a psychic attack from Vesrah.” He paused, thinking back to his clash with the vyrathar woman. “Didn’t Claxyiya do something similar? A psychic scream or such?”

Amara nodded. “Yes. But your defenses were strong enough to resist her, and you shared that resilience with your bonded. Unfortunately, none of us realized Vesrah possessed any corrupted capable of such power.”

“Is that how her previous attacks on you felt, Master?” Sthuza hugged herself, looking thin and vulnerable.

Gabriel beckoned her over with his good hand. “More or less. Like someone driving white-hot nails into my brain. Sometimes, it feels soul deep.”

As he wrapped an arm around the gorgon, Kimiko stared. Shaking herself free and blinking, she sighed. “That’s because it was also an attack on your souls.”

The oni turned an unblinking gaze on Brynja, causing the valkyrie to stand taller. “What?”

“Oh, right,” Isomyra said, bouncing on her toes. “That disgusting shit washed right by little Brynja without a trace.”

Amara nodded, the bissian shifting to smile at Gabriel. “Not only did Claxyiya’s attack have no effect on her, she also resisted Vesrah’s. More interestingly, so did the warriors near her.”

Gabriel blinked. He focused on the valkyrie, peering into those silver-blue eyes. “Really?”

She squirmed but held eye contact, cheeks heating. “I felt an unpleasantness wash over me, but it did not impair my ability to fight. As for the brave minotaurs fighting alongside me… Those closest stood their ground while many others collapsed as one.”

“Hmm, perhaps it is related to her people’s origin as divine escorts for souls?” Sthuza asked. Several head-snakes bobbed in agreement.

“A good point,” Amara said, looking lost in thought.

Gabriel glanced at Kimiko, who shrugged. “It makes sense. And her soul does have a delightful radiance that sets my skin crawling.”

Brynja flinched at the oni’s words. Her wings fluttered behind her, and she started to back away.

Kimiko raised a hand. “Don’t worry, it’s not unpleasant. There’s just this… tingle when you’re nearby.”

The death knights nodded. “Yeah, I’ve already gotten used to it,” Isomyra said. “Makes me wonder what it’d feel like to have your legs pinning my head in place while I eat ya out.”

Brynja’s blush deepened, and her blonde eyebrows furrowed.

“Packsisters don’t play with outsiders,” Cindra said with a hint of menacing growl.

Isomyra raised both hands, warding off the towering hellhound. “Don’t worry, gorgeous, I wouldn’t dream of slipping in uninvited.”

Cindra’s frown flipped back to a brilliant grin, and she nodded before hugging Brynja.

Gabriel considered this new insight, his attention split between healing and how to make use of Brynja’s unexpected ability. “Sthuza, even with the forge, Meri can’t just conjure more valkyries, right?”

“No, Master. The Soul Forge allows you to conjure with the efficiency Lady Merideva already possesses. It also enables conjuring specific types and variants, but the Eternal Dungeon’s rules mandate a Core already possess six of a species before more can be created. An exception relates to your Minions, but valkyries are too powerful for that.”

‘Heh, think you can find five other birdbrains waiting to be bought?’

‘Not likely.’

Brynja cleared her throat. “Ah, Lo–Gabriel. Perhaps we could make time to visit Mother’s Aerie? I-if you were to complete the challenge she set for me, we might convince some of my sisters to swear allegiance to Lady Merideva.”

“Ooo! Can we?” Cindra yipped, jumping up and down and dragging the elegant valkyrie with her.

Gabriel glanced at his Prime, then at Merideva’s orb. “Would that work?”

Merideva floated up, her pink glow brightening. “Totally! Oh, just imagine how awestruck everyone would be if I show up with loads of graceful valkyries in shiny armor.”

The Dungeon Core’s voice grew more animated as she began babbling about showing off to “all those snooty buttheads.” Gabriel tuned her out, especially once Cindra joined in, egging Merideva on.

“Anyway, I’ve already promised to visit Brynja’s mother,” he said, facing Sthuza and Kimiko. “Maybe we should arrange that before we drive Vesrah out, instead of after.”

His two, centuries-old bonded glanced at each other, then nodded. “That seems a wise course, Master.”

Kimiko rubbed her face, then reached up and brushed stray hair back behind her horn. “I must agree with the snake. Leaving the dungeon will be risky, but there may be a shortcut we could take.”

Banishing the scowl she shot at the taller woman, Sthuza turned back to Gabriel. “There is. While it has been centuries since I traveled, I took the time to update my knowledge at the Guild. An old dungeon in Valimar reactivated not too long ago. Within that dungeon is a portal entrance that lets out in the Dragonspine Mountains.”

Gabriel pictured a map in his mind, considering the distances. “Okay, Valimar is more than a week’s ride from Lostbarrow. Then there’s the time needed to reach Vadis’s Aerie once we hit the mountains.”

“Ooo, maybe Pack can use fancy horse gear Snakey bought?”

Gabriel’s eyes flipped between Cindra and Sthuza. “What?”

A faint darker-green colored the gorgon’s cheeks. “Baroness Elaine was quite gracious in stabling our horses after the excursion to deal with those giant centipedes. Since we have such fine mounts, I decided to procure superior tack for them. It seemed wise to help reinforce our image as up-and-coming adventurers. Between the shoes, saddle, and bit, they should be able to maintain a much higher pace.”

“Okay, but what about Cindra?” Gabriel glanced over where the hellhound danced around with Brynja.

A frown curved Sthuza’s dark-green lips, but Isomyra spoke up. “Need something tough enough to haul those huge honkers of hers, right?” The gnome pointed a thumb at Kimiko. “Pretty sure the Mistress turned Ryldor’s mael’tuil a century or so ago. For such a skinny fucker, he had a monstrous lizard mount. Maybe that’d work?”

Kimiko scowled at Isomyra’s words, then flinched, shifting to lopsided grin, left eye twitching, as Gabriel turned toward her. “Ryldor has no use for the scaly brute. And it would be more than enough to carry your beloved hellhound.”

Sthuza furrowed her brow and stared at the pale oni. “While mael’tuil are not unheard of, can it at least pass for normal at a casual glance?”

“Won’t be a problem,” Amara said. “And given how long Mistress Kimiko left the poor beast in storage, I’m sure it’d love to take a trip.”

Gabriel turned his attention back to Brynja. “That’ll help with reaching Valimar, but how long would it take once we reach the mountains?”

The valkyrie squirmed in Cindra’s grasp. “I believe I know of the portal she mentioned. There is a dungeon-like cave where we played when I was younger. If I’m correct, it’s a short flight from ho–from Mother’s Aerie.”

When Brynja corrected herself, Gabriel smiled, soaking in the joy radiating from her bond. he started to nod, but thick-fingered hands grabbed his head, pinning him in place.

“Do not move, Lord Grimm,” the elderly minotaur said, leaning closer. Her calloused fingers traced his left cheek before she peeled his eye open.

Wincing at both the stinging and the sudden shift as what had been darkness become a red-hazed cloud, Gabriel grunted. “Damn. I forgot about the eye. Already got used to just the one.”

“Can you heal it, or will we need to arrange a replacement?” Sthuza asked, voice tight as she pressed in. Dozens of emerald eyes peered down at Gabriel, and he frowned at their manic glint.

The old shaman lowed, turning his head side to side. “Please close your right, Lord Grimm, then follow my finger.”

Doing as instructed, Gabriel exhaled as his vision didn’t vanish. All he could make out were shapes, the world bathed in red, but he tracked what he assumed was the minotaur’s finger as it moved.

“He will recover, though the blood will take time to drain. It appears he overextended himself magically.”

Several women nodded, scowling at Gabriel, and he couldn’t resist grinning. “Maybe just a little bit. Other than the fall, everything was either psychic or self-inflicted.”

The shaman nodded. “I do hope you take better care of yourself, Dungeon Lord, you are precious to the Crystalline Lady, and thus vital to the Herd.”

“I’ll try and refrain from throwing around that much magic again.”

“Oh, Master, it was so terrifying when you fell,” Sthuza breathed, turning and wrapping him in a crushing hug that revealed her supernatural strength.

“Easy on the ribs, Sthuza. Going to be a while before everything’s solid again.”

Cindra rushed over and wrapped both of them in her even stronger arms, though thankfully, she restrained from crushing them. “Packmaster has bad habit of getting hurt. Maybe Cindra needs more Packsisters to help keep him safe.”

“We’ll have Reyna back among the living shortly, and I think five is plenty,” Gabriel said. He arched an eyebrow at Brynja, and the valkyrie flashed a shy smile but joined them as the healers backed off.

After several minutes of hugging, and more than a few soft sobs, his bonded pulled back. Behind them, Amara caught his attention and nodded toward Kimiko who stood alone.

Gabriel spread his right arm out in invitation, keeping the left stationary to speed healing. “Come here, Kimi. You and your undead were a huge part of our success today. Without you, we wouldn’t have the Soul Forge or be bringing Reyna back.”

Violet eyes flared bright, and the daevonic wraith shot toward him. Sthuza hissed in surprise, but Kimiko slowed at the last second to gently embrace Gabriel.

He couldn’t feel her firm, toned muscles through her mail, but held Kimiko as she snuggled closer, half climbing into his lap. She rubbed her face against his neck, but kept her horns well away from his face.

“I’m so sorry, Anata,” Kimiko blurted in a rush, her clawed fingers clutching at his gambeson. “I didn’t realize that foul despoiler could launch such a powerful attack. Not in the few minutes we were down there. That corrupt slut played it so quiet, I was sure you were safe.”

Stroking her back, Gabriel let his newest bonded vent. Sthuza glared at the oni while Cindra edged closer, looking tempted to join her in his lap.

Thankfully, Brynja distracted the statuesque hellhound, and Merideva floated over to ask Sthuza about the Soul Forge.

Once Kimiko calmed down, Torrik stepped forward, a wry smile peeking through his thick beard. “Feeling up to checking out yer new toy, Lad?”

“Definitely.”


Chapter Ten







Torrik and Amara led the way to the Soul Forge’s new home. To ensure its safety, from overly curious adventurers and any Swarm reprisals, Gabriel and Merideva had extended the hall that held Torrik’s workshop.

Branching off directly from the Core Room, it meant Gabriel and his bonded would be only a few rooms away. And the only way in was past the multiple death knights and armored minotaurs guarding Merideva’s inner sanctum. Plus Sarzykx, her demure s’kraith Handmaiden.

Stepping past a steel door Sthuza had ordered in the city, Gabriel stared at the massive crystal and metal structure dominating the huge chamber. Torrik and his assistants had reassembled the massive structure.

Seven giant adamantite rings topped a multi-ton platform. Bands of flawless, vibrant athyrundum glittered along the inner face of the polished metal rings.

At rest, the twenty-foot-wide rings formed concentric circles, hovering motionless in place.

“Is it ready?” Gabriel asked, staring up at the dungeon artifact. Kimiko’s knowledge had allowed them to acquire it, and he smiled at the thought of the huge boost it would provide to Merideva.

We’ve banked almost a million DE, but conjuring our own would have cost ten million and change, even for Meri. Now to see how much more we can get for our money.

Sthuza walked up to the base and examined the polished silver panel and its numerous runed crystals. Nibbling her lip, she brushed a hand across the controls, then glanced at Kimiko and huffed. “I would appreciate any insight you have as a former Dungeon Master.”

The oni bit back a smirk and looked to Gabriel, who nodded. “Of course, Prime.” She stalked over to join the shorter woman and pressed a palm to the largest crystal.

Pure white radiance blazed around her slender hand. Other crystals lit up, and she nodded. She glanced at Sthuza, flashing a lopsided smile. “It appears to be functional. But, perhaps our Dungeon Master should attempt to conjure something simpler before restoring his fallen bonded.”

Gabriel strode toward the pair, ignoring the slight twinge in his still healing leg. Floating near his left shoulder, Merideva followed along, her brilliant pink glow brightening.

“Okay, the smaller crystals are warnings or alerts, and the actual input is the palm crystal?”

Sthuza and Kimiko nodded. “Yes. While I imagine Kimiko has a great deal of experience activating a Soul Forge, I rarely used one. Still, you should find it quite simple to utilize. While you are attuned, open the Dungeon Interface and select a creature or item to conjure.”

Gabriel twisted around so he could see Merideva with his good eye. “You sure you don’t want to go first?”

The crystalline orb wiggled in midair and gave a short, rolling nod. “Yep! You and your awesome bonded found it for me, so it’s only fair you use it first, Gabriel.”

Moving closer, he swallowed and reached out, placing his hand on the large square crystal.

A spike of magic surged into Gabriel, and he bit his lip, but the vague burning along his leylines faded, and he felt the raw power of the unfathomable construct thrum beneath his touch.

“Are you all right, Master?”

Kimiko frowned, eyes narrowing.

He shook his head. “Fine. Got a bit of feedback with attunement. No big deal. Though, I definitely need to lay off casting for a few days.”

“Yes, I can only imagine how strained your internal leylines are after the performance you gave earlier,” Amara said. “A few more months and you may be stronger than any archmage I’ve ever known.”

Glancing to his right, Gabriel found the bissian death knight and his other bonded standing closer. Amara’s hand was wrapped around Cindra’s right wrist, and he nodded thanks for her preventing the eager hellhound from touching the Soul Forge.

“Okay, here goes,” Gabriel said, opening the Interface.

He compared the Dungeon Essence prices to what they had been before. Merideva’s full roster of available monsters remained unchanged, but now he could conjure them without a surcharge. When he switched to magical items, the vast price reductions stunned him.

“Wow, an S-Crystal for B-rank monsters barely costs more than a single minotaur now.”

“Yes, Master. Many such items are far cheaper for us to conjure than purchase.”

Kimiko nodded. “Back when the city was first forming, I sold a lot of minor magical trinkets to earn the coin needed to buy what Shin’yū couldn’t conjure.”

Gabriel paused, studying the descriptions. “But unlike a traditional summoner, I can bind Meri’s monsters to a gem, then release them without having to support their presence, right? Jessandra summoned over a dozen, but the strain almost broke her.”

“Yep,” Merideva chirped. “You could carry like a million of my super awesome monsters in your bag and throw them out to slaughter anyone who gives you lip.”

Sthuza met Gabriel’s gaze and smirked. Several head-snakes rolled their tiny eyes, hissing in amusement.

“Oh, could Packmaster make more brothers and sisters for Wolfy and take them out on hunts with Cindra?”

Isomyra laughed. “Doubt there’s enough forest in the whole damn kingdom to feed you and a few dozen wolf drakes.”

“I’ll leave conjuring more monsters to Meri. Same with the crystals, though…” Gabriel paused and glanced at the onyx studding his bracers. “I’ll make some for Arerax and the other minotaurs I captured. That way Meri can commune with them and arrange their replacement bodies.”

“Oh, right,” Merideva said, her cheerful voice turning morose. “You had to kill them so that evil woman wouldn’t steal them.”

“Yeah, but we can restore them.” Gabriel did as he said he would, conjuring an S-Crystal for each of the minotaur souls trapped in the bracers. The gems floated before him, and it took only seconds to transfer the captured souls.

“Meri, have a chat with them and see if there are any rewards we can arrange for them,” he said before handing the now filled crystals to Sarzykx. “They went well beyond the call of duty leaping down to save me.”

“Quite. We owe them a great debt.” Sthuza turned to Merideva, smiling. “If you need any assistance, please let me know, Lady Merideva.”

“Sure thing,” the Dungeon Core replied. “I’ll make sure they’re all super happy. They did rescue my most specialist DM after he stumbled and fell.”

Gabriel sighed, rolling his eyes as Isomyra cackled. “Now, let’s see how customizing works.”

Gaze drifting to polearms, he scrolled through until a promising design caught his eye: a shortened, vaguely sword-like billhook.

As he focused, the Soul Forge materialized the weapon’s blueprint in his mind. Every facet of its physical structure, from haft to head, flashed before him at an astonishing pace. Instincts kicked in, filtering the torrent of information, and he selected materials before activating the forge.

Two of the seven rings moved. Slowly at first, they picked up speed, one spinning vertically, the second horizontally. A soft white light grew in the center.

With a single thought, Gabriel added two enchantments, and another pair of the six-inch-thick metal rings lurched silently into motion.

Ten seconds later, the rings slowed to a still, and the glow vanished. A thick-bladed billhook, a dead ringer for the one carried by an adventurer Gabriel killed months ago, sat on the platform. The orichalcum blade and dark ironwood handle marked it as far higher quality, as did the flawless runes etched across it.

“Hmm, looks a little short for Beef People,” Cindra mused. The hellhound’s glowing eyes scanned across the assembled group of monsters and bonded before one corner of her mouth curved up. “Ooo! Packmaster made special gift for Grouchy Panties.”

‘How the fuck does she figure that? Wait… Is she right, Alpha?’

Sthuza and Brynja both smiled as Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. You ladies didn’t face Marwood, but he cut through quite a few of Meri’s monsters before we tricked him into that pit. And I couldn’t help but notice how effective his unusual billhook proved. Well, billhack according to the Interface.”

“It seems you got the length correct for Miss Reyna’s restored body,” Sthuza said, arching an eyebrow at Gabriel before sharing a sly smirk with Kimiko.

Gabriel grinned, not rising to his Prime’s bait.

‘Wait… does that mean it won’t be right if your chilly sugar momma altered my proportions? Or that…’

Snickering, Gabriel focused reassurance and calm through his bond with the lycan. ‘Relax, Reyna. It’s going to be fine. I added a scaling enchant and one for amplifying momentum. Besides, I gauged the base size according to your current concept of your body. Trust me.’

Reyna humphed, but didn’t press him. Gabriel reached out and clasped the six-foot-long polearm near the middle and pulled it from the Soul Forge. Turning, he performed a few careful, one-handed swings. “Balance is spot on, despite me barely touching the original.”

Amara ambled closer, leaning in to study the runes which glimmered with powdered massara amber. “Hmm, scaling and an impact… no, a momentum enchantment?” She lifted her head to meet his gaze and grinned wolfishly. “From what I’ve seen when you drag her to the Astral for training, excellent choices. I take it you will be perusing the subspecies options?”

Gabriel grinned wider, and Reyna grumbled, but he ignored her confused mind-voice. Turning to Sthuza and Merideva, he held out the conjured weapon. “So, does it pass muster?”

“It looks like a conjured weapon to me, Gabriel,” Merideva said matter-of-factly. “It’s not as pretty as that sword I had your Prime give you.”

Gabriel met Sthuza’s gaze, both rolling their eyes at the Core’s less-than-accurate recollection.

Sthuza accepted the billhack, and inspected its full length, from pointed orichalcum butt to the even sharper top spike. After running her hands along the grain of its polished ironwood shaft, she stepped aside and took a two-handed grip.

The petite gorgon performed a series of thrusts and slashes. Her long, flowing white-and-green skirt fluttered around her as she glided about, striking with the grace of an elven bladedancer.

She stilled a few minutes later, panting lightly as she offered the billhack to Brynja. The valkyrie cradled it before her, eyes narrowed in focus as she stepped back from the Soul Forge.

She smiled up at Gabriel. “I sense no flaws in its construction. Nor the enchantments.” Her expression turned mischievous as she shooed the others away from the Soul Forge. “I now see why you had Reyna training with other weapons. Once she gains experience with it, she will be able to make far better use of her claws with this than those curved swords.”

’Hey, what’s wrong with my swords? I like those swords. Those are my “I helped a monster-fucker kill a giant spider bitch swords.”’

Gabriel chuckled, shaking his head before returning his focus to the forge. “Okay, let’s do this. Meri, you have her body, ready?”

The Dungeon Core bobbed, floating near Sthuza. “Yep. Want me to transfer her inside now?”

‘Uh, are you sure you’re ready for this, Alpha?’

“Hmm, actually, we talked about me upgrading my bonded, but it might be wise to experiment with a Minion first.”

Several grins appeared as a strangled gasp near the doors announced Cuix’s presence. Sthuza grabbed Cindra’s shoulder before the hellhound could dart off, but Gabriel ignored them, focusing instead on summoning his kobold Minions.

Kestria didn’t let him finish explaining before shoving Kuterug and Sathru toward the Soul Forge. Gabriel split his focus between Sthuza’s guidance and the construct as he upgraded the two kobolds to shadowstalker.

Afterward, he double-checked his Interface and confirmed the enhancements had only used Dungeon Essence.

“That was so cool,” Merideva gushed as the three black-scaled kobolds left the room, Kestria dragging the others off to training.

“Cindra will buy cute sneaky-sneak clothes for new sneaky Packfriends. Ooo, can Packmaster make Cindra all cute and shadowy?”

Apparently, one of the books Kimiko purchased to aid Cindra in learning to read was about a a secretive clan of “ninjas” from a far distant land. The hellhound had fallen in love with the concept and insisted Kestria and the few randomly conjured shadowstalkers wear the exotic dark-patterned outfits, complete with hoods and half-masks.

Shaking his head at the memory, Gabriel smiled as Reyna snickered in his mind. “Maybe later, silly pup. It’s time to bring Reyna back.”

Merideva wiggled in midair. “Should I place her now?”

Gabriel forgot to breathe for several seconds before diving into a short meditation to calm his nerves. A slight nod was signal enough for the Dungeon Core.

One second, there was nothing but open space within the forge’s rings. A flash of light, and a short, relatively muscular female body floated in the dead center.

Dead. Reyna’s dead body. Her corpse.

‘Hey, enough with that dark brooding drivel. Honestly, I never expected to come this far, but now you’re right at the cusp of bringing me back. You can’t fucking clamjam me now, Fucker! Shove my soul inside me, and then we’ll see if you can’t shove something even bigger inside.’

Suppressing a laugh, Gabriel pressed his hand to the crystal. He called up the Interface, seeking a list of available modifiers for the current subject.

Reyna Keenclaw

Dungeon Bound: (Base Species: Badger Lycanthrope)

Sex: Female

Age: 24 (Deceased)

Soul Essence: 845

Bonded Monster to Gabriel Grimm

Affinity: ∞

Upgrades: 0

Threat Rating: -

Upgrade Options:

Primal

Paragon

Moonbound

Feral

Hmm, yeah, definitely don’t want to lean into feral. Reyna’s wild enough already. Paragon would boost her base Attributes and Essence growth, but my bonded have bound souls, so that’s something of a dead-end. And Moonbound is too unpredictable. Looks like Primal will give her the biggest boost. I just hope this works the way I think.

‘Uh, Alpha, what are you doing, and why are you getting nervous?’

‘Just planning a little surprise for you. Now, are you ready?’

Reyna snorted. ‘Fuck no! Do it anyway. I doubt there’s such a thing as being ready for having your soul ripped out or shoved back in.’


Chapter Eleven







Anchoring Reyna’s soul into her body proved trickier than conjuring a weapon. It shimmered and danced within the S-Crystal, resisting Gabriel’s grasp.

On his third try, he focused on the intricate network of ethereal threads weaving through her essence—a mind-bending tapestry that pushed the limits of his will. He managed to pull her soul free and shove it towards the Soul Forge.

‘Hey, Fucker, that tickles.’

Gabriel concentrated, ensuring every thread of the lycan’s exposed soul entered the forge before he breathed again. Attention back on the upgrade list, he confirmed the price hadn’t changed, then toggled Primal.

A surge of power coursed through his Spiritual Presence, almost blasting him from his body. He gritted his teeth, growling the discomfort down as he stared at Reyna’s motionless form.

Two metal rings lurched, then three more. Everyone watched with bated breath. Cindra gave an excited yip when the final two rings spun up.

All seven rings built speed until they became a glittering blur of crystal and metal.

Gabriel kept his gaze locked on Reyna’s silk-robed chest. Her unmoving chest.

Come on. This has to work.

The rings slowed, and Gabriel’s heart stopped.

Reyna gasped, sucking in a noisy breath. “Fuck, shit titties! My throat’s drier than that noble’s pussy.”

Gabriel blinked several times as the short lycan rose to sit in midair. Her head turned side to side before she spotted everyone staring at her.

But her bright amber eyes saw only Gabriel. “Hey, Fucker. Miss me?”

Gabriel laughed. Slowly at first, building to near hysterical laughter. Eyes growing wet, he grabbed his belly, head leaning back as a massive weight lifted from his shoulders. Nodding, he wiped his eyes. “Yeah. Glad to see you back among the living, my darling bonded lycan.”

Reyna’s lips twitched to one side, but undisguised joy filled her eyes. “So, do I just hop down, or what? Cause floating in midair is kinda freaky.”

“Yay, Grouchy Panties!” Cindra dashed past Gabriel and grabbed the much smaller woman.

Reyna yelped as the hellhound jerked her from the forge, pulling her into a crushing hug. Wide, amber eyes stared over Cindra’s muscular shoulder, begging Gabriel to save her. Chuckling, he beckoned the large monster girl closer. “Come on, Cindra. I need to hug her, too.”

“Ooo! Pack hugs!”

Cindra spun Reyna around, limbs flailing like a child’s doll, as she rushed over to add Gabriel to her spine-popping hug. “Come on, Snakey, Birdsister. Pack needs special hugs.”

Sthuza huffed but strode over to join them, studiously ignoring the hissing laughter of several head-snakes and the chortling of two death knights. Brynja kept pace with her. The valkyrie smiled at Reyna, arms wide as she joined the group hug. “It is good to see you in the flesh, dear sister.”

Reyna twisted in Cindra’s embrace until she could see the pair. “Hey, Birdbrain. Ready to let Alpha pop your cherry yet?”

Brynja jerked back, pale face burning as she stammered nonsense.

“And you had to ruin the mood.” Sthuza sighed. The writhing laughter of her head-snakes undercut the gorgon’s words.

“Ooo! Grouchy Panties should mate with Packmaster first to make sure new body works right.”

Now it was Reyna’s turn to imitate a beet. The lycan struggled against Cindra’s powerful arms to no avail. “Hey, what the hells, Boobs. I’m not a damn exhibitionist like you.”

“Cccindra!”

“No doing ‘the sex’ in my shiny new Soul Forge!”

“I’m happy to watch or help,” Isomyra added, leering.

Gabriel exhaled, chuckling as he looked over his bonded as everyone argued. Spotting Kimiko still hanging back, he released Cindra and beckoned the oni closer. “Come on, Kimi. You’re part of this crazy family.”

“Pack,” Cindra corrected before resuming her playful bickering with an exasperated Sthuza.

“Pack,” he said, waiting for Kimiko. “Besides, you’ve spent more time with Reyna than anyone since we shifted her soul to that S-Crystal.”

Kimiko shot forward, slamming against him and Cindra, joining the hug with a frenetic intensity second only to Cindra’s. He glanced down at the boisterous lycan and grinned. “Besides, don’t you want to check how she’s adjusting to her altered body.”

Reyna froze. Her head turned with janky movement until she could meet his eyes. “Y-you noticed? D-do you not like it? I-I just thought–”

Leaning in, Gabriel pressed his lips to hers, cutting off her rambling. “Relax, Reyna. It’s your body, and I want you to feel comfortable in it.”

Reyna sniffled, then licked her lips as though savoring his brief taste. “But… do you like it? Did I have her change too much?”

“Cindra thinks Grouchy Panties looks delicious. And your scent is even better.” The hellhound ducked her head and licked Reyna’s cheek, drawing a sputtering, half-hearted protest.

Gabriel chuckled. “You still look like you, Reyna. But I’d have to be blind to miss your bust increasing.”

“Heh, yeah.” She shimmied in Cindra’s arms, drawing attention to her enhanced breasts. “Th-they’re not too big, are they?”

“Relax, Miss Reyna, you look most proportional,” Sthuza said, smiling at the shorter woman.

Gazing at the pair, Gabriel figured they had similar busts now, though each had a unique silhouette as Reyna was stockier than Sthuza’s slender elven build. He nodded at Sthuza’s words and said, “Trust me, Reyna, no one’s going to complain. As long as you are satisfied.”

She squirmed more, and the others pulled back until only Cindra and Gabriel held her.

“Come on, Cindra, she needs to inspect her body.”

“Aww, but Cindra really missed Packsister.” The hellhound sniffled. “Will Grouchy Panties join Pack tonight?”

Hope, excitement, and hesitation washed over the lycan’s round face before she replied. “I’m not joining a fucking orgy on my first night back from the dead.”

Cindra pouted, her full lips quivering as her vibrant eyes glistened.

“Gods damn it, Boobs,” Reyna muttered.

A hint of mirth pulled at Cindra’s lips. “Maybe Pack could have giant cuddle puddle?”

The lycan huffed, then nodded, tossing her strip of white-blonde hair bouncing about.

“Before that, we’ve got a dinner to attend,” Gabriel said, drawing a half-dozen energetic responses.

“You cannot be ssseriousss, Massster!”

“Ooo, Grouchy Panties can have tasty coolfire.”

Brynja spun, a radiant smile lighting up her face as she descended on Reyna. “We commissioned the perfect dress for her, Gabriel. The subtle green will enhance her captivating amber eyes.”

The lycan froze mid-protest. Her mouth creaked open but emitted no sound.

“Are you sure, Gabriel?” Merideva asked, darting over to hover near his face. “You were super injured, and we’ve barely used my awesome new Soul Forge.”

“Are we invited?” Isomyra asked, gesturing to her fellow death knights.

Before Gabriel could reply, Kimiko streaked over and got nose-to-nose with the curvy gnome. Her unblinking gaze promised unyielding torment.

Isomyra squeaked, raising her hands as though to shield herself. When her trademark smirk started to slip out, presaging another snarky comment, Kimiko hissed and slapped her.

The bikini-armored death knight flew ten feet through the air before slamming against the wall and crashing to the floor, grinning. “I’ll take that as a no.”

Reyna snickered. “Heh, you guys can still eat and drink, right? You’re not like mundane undead?”

“That is correct, Miss Reyna,” Amara said. The tall, well-armored beastkin graced Reyna with a welcoming smile. “And may I congratulate you on your return to the living. Your bosom companions have spoken fondly of you, and I am pleased to see you restored to good health.”

Reyna shifted her weight, glancing down at her bare feet. “Uh, right. Thanks.”

Isomyra cackled. “Don’t worry, girl, we’re long used to being dead. Being glad you’re back to needing food, sex, and shitting ain’t nothing to be embarrassed about.”

Merideva gasped. “Oh, no! Do mortals need the sex?” Her glowing orb flashed a darker shade before darting over to slam against Gabriel’s chest. “Are you going to die? I didn’t mean to keep you from the sex.”

Before the crystal orb could spin toward Cindra and make everything far worse, Gabriel plucked her from the air. “Relax, Meri. Unless it’s related to battle, or maybe Kimiko, never take Isomyra seriously.”

Amara nodded sagely. “Yes, it is most unwise to get caught up in dear Myra’s pace. She will drag you down to the mud, then beat you with her vast experience at frolicking in the muck.”

Snorting, Isomyra shook her head. “Nah, if I manage to drag that brooding hunk of man into the mud, there’s much better things to do than fight.” She shot Gabriel a lecherous wink.

“We’re fine, Kimi,” Gabriel said, stopping the glowering oni before she could attack again. “Come on. If we’re to make Elaine’s party on time, we need to get ready.”

“Master, you drained your pool dry, and suffered multiple injuries. Surely, we can beg off.”

“Aww, but Fluffy Twins were so excited for party. And Friendly Elf said Sad Eyes has lots of coolfire.”

Gabriel glanced at his Prime. “Sthuza, Elaine arranged this whole thing in our honor. It would be an insult if we don’t show.”

“Gabriel is quite correct, Lady Sthuza,” Brynja added. “The baroness wants to celebrate our noble lord’s promotion and show the city leaders how important he is.”

“I think it’s more about that monster extermination we took part in,” Gabriel said. “Given how few mages and elite guards Elaine has, our joining in was a major boost to the barony’s safety.”

As Sthuza scowled, several head-snakes dipped down and gazed into her larger emerald eyes. After a brief staring contest, she huffed, tossing the slender serpents behind her. “Fine. If you are certain you will be okay.”

“Thanks, my love. And don’t worry, As soon as I shower, I’ll tap that huge arcanite orb and start restoring my pool.”

The gorgon pursed her lips and glanced at Kimiko. “If there is any trouble, you will eliminate all threats to Master, yes?”

Kimiko bared her sharp teeth in a wicked grin, sinister shadows dancing in her violet eyes. “As the Dungeon Master’s Prime commands.”

Sensing a dark eagerness building through his bond with the pale oni, Gabriel sighed. “Let’s try and keep our responses proportional, if anything were to occur. But at this point, I feel comfortable trusting Elaine and Leryane. Aren and Molly, too.”

“Yes, Master. They have proven their loyalty, and the baroness has done an admirable job redirecting attention from you, but the countess will be in attendance tonight. Along with the most prominent citizens in Lostbarrow.”

Reyna flinched, edging behind Brynja. “Uh, maybe I shouldn’t join you tonight. I could use some time to get used to breathing again.” She nodded to herself. “Yeah, I’ll stay behind and guard Meri.”

“Nope, that won’t do,” Cindra declared. The hellhound dashed over and picked Reyna up, again spinning her around like a child with her doll. “Pack will go to fancy dinner and celebrate successes.”

Gabriel touched Cindra’s shoulder, and she paused. Meeting Reyna’s eyes, he said, “If you truly don’t want to attend, it’s fine. But I was thinking it would make the perfect event to unveil your triumphant return.”

Eyes narrowing, Reyna stared back at him for several seconds before snorting. “Ha, fine. I’m game, Alpha. But don’t expect me to blend in with all those high society biddies.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. I love you just the way you are, Reyna. Crude and spunky.”

Her tanned cheeks heated, but warmth glinted from her gaze. “Fucker.”

Gabriel turned to Brynja. “So, you found a dress for her on your last trip?”

The valkyrie nodded. “Yes. It’s a delightful halter-neck with high slits to show off her powerful legs.”

“Wait, show off my legs?” Reyna asked. “You do realize I’m not a sleek, towering beauty like you, right, Birdbrain?”

Sthuza giggled. “Do not fret, Miss Reyna, the tailor we commissioned is most capable. She crafted each of our dresses to flatter the lady wearing it.”

“O-okay. Yeah, so one of you measured my corpse? Um…”

“Don’t worry, Grouchy Panties. Cindra helped Snakey grope new body.”

“We did not grope her you… Furball.”

Cindra shot Sthuza a mischievous leer. “Snakey spent a lot of time studying Grouchy Panties boobs.”

The gorgon’s response was a cacophony of flustered hissing, her head-snakes thrashing, but from the deep blush coloring her cheeks, Gabriel suspected Cindra wasn’t exaggerating too much.

“Anyway,” he said, reclaiming everyone’s attention. “I pushed the attack up two days, so Reyna could join us at the banquet. But we only have a few hours before it starts, so let’s get moving.”

◆◆◆

Gabriel struggled a little with slipping his left arm through his tailored black-and-gold doublet. The velvet jacket was form fitting and gave him a dashing air, but his shoulder and upper arm still ached from the fall.

The shamans practically rebuilt half of it, given how many fractures there were. Maybe a day or two until the pain subsides. Not much more magical healing can do for me.

’Then maybe you should work on avoiding getting mangled so much, Alpha?’

‘Reyna?’

‘Yeah? Something wrong?’

‘Didn’t mean to send to you. I was just thinking.’

‘Ah… um, I still feel close to you. You know, mentally. Like we’ve been over the past few months.’

‘Well, shit. You’re fully anchored in your body now, though, right?’

‘Seems like. Thanks for pulling me back from the dead. It feels great to be back among the living. I’m helping Boobs stuff her huge sweater puppies into this obnoxiously tight top. I swear, everyone of ’em picked the tightest fucking outfits. Like so bad Snakes bought a bunch of these goofy nipple covers ‘cause there ain’t room for underwear tight.’

Gabriel chuckled. ‘It’s the in style with much of the nobility. But, if you’re not comfortable with the dress they picked for you, you can wear something else. Elaine’s not going to cause a scene, and I’ll keep Sthuza and the others from complaining.’

Warmth surged across their bond, reinforcing the directness of their connection. ‘Thanks, but I can manage. Who knows, maybe it’ll be fun. And, if you’re having trouble dressing yourself, maybe ask your main Minion?’

After struggling with his doublet again, Gabriel took Reyna’s advice, summoning Kestria to come assist him. Someone knocked at the door to his bedroom less than a minute later.

When Gabriel had Merideva enlarge the wing he shared with his bonded, Sthuza had suggested adding an anteroom and quarters for his five Minions. He’d agreed, happy to assign the loyal monsters a living space of their own.

It also provided an additional layer of security for his bonded and their private rooms.

The three-foot-tall shadowstalker kobold peeked in, then darted over when he nodded.

“Hey, Kestria. Mind helping me with this jacket? I don’t have full mobility in my shoulder yet.”

Kestria’s head bobbed. “War Chief was gravely injured, but tribe is happy to help.”

Gabriel blinked when the petite monster bolted from the room. Before he could question her behavior, she returned with Kuterug and Sathru. The pair flanked the chieftess, then lifted her up to their shoulders.

Chuckling, Gabriel allowed them to help him slip into the stylish jacket. Kestria ran her small, clawed hand down the side, pressing the alchemical ribbons to seal the buttonless fabric.

The shaman fussed with the gold tassels decorating his shoulders, then all three stepped back, smiling up at him. “War Chief looks like great hero. Tribe knows humans will be impressed.”

“Ha, if Cindra doesn’t tear it off me before we get there.” He glanced at the full-length mirror beside an enchanted wardrobe. “Thanks, ladies.”

“Service to War Chief is service to Crystal Chief,” the three chorused.

“Aren’t you glad I told you to take them as Minions, Gabriel?” Merideva asked. A pink glow crept closer as the Dungeon Core slipped through the open door.

“Hey, Meri. Are the girls ready?”

The orb bobbed, a hint of blue circulating amid the rich pink hues. “Yeah, but… you can’t fit your armor over that silly jacket, can you?”

Gabriel shook his head. “No, but wearing blatant armor to a formal dinner like this would be uncouth, if the guards even let us enter.”

More blue filled Merideva’s crystal body. “But, Gabriel, what if someone attacks you. You’re my precious DM, I-I can’t let you go out without your fancy Spell Mantle. It’s saved you several times already.”

Reaching out, Gabriel palmed the Core, thumb rubbing the hard, warm crystal. “Don’t worry, Meri. Sthuza planned for this weeks ago. The day Elaine sent over the invitation, she commissioned a cape for me.”

Merideva wiggled in his grip, similar to how Gwenaelle would when she wanted him to stroke a particular spot. “How does a cape equal that super durable armor?”

Laughing, he shook his head. “It’s not armor, just a fancy half-cape in a timeless, understated style. But it has the anchors for a Spell Mantle, so I’ll be fully protected.”

Merideva floated out as Gabriel finished dressing. Kestria stayed long enough to help secure the intricate mithril chains binding his new cloak, then left.

After months of habit, slipping his sword belt around his hips was second nature, and he checked that the dragon-hilt sword was effortless to draw before reaching for the mithril-and-adamantite scepter resting on a plush cushion atop a massive ironwood dresser.

Gabriel directed the potent magical artifact to slither up his left forearm, ensuring he had two arcane conduits at the ready. A quick check confirmed the arcanite infused in them was fully charged.

‘You’re not planning on a fight, are you, Alpha?’

‘Of course not. But I’m not taking any chances with your safety, either.’

‘Okay, Fucker. But save the overprotectiveness for Snakes. Tight as her dress is, she looks even more pregnant.’

‘Yeah, I didn’t realize gorgons only gestate for six months. Seeing her belly swell is making this so much more real.’

‘Relax. Snakes is older than dirt, and Kimi’s twice as old, they know how to handle everything. You already did your job, trust a girl to handle her side of things.’

Checking his reflection once more, Gabriel confirmed his Gold tag was positioned prominently enough to deter most trouble. Then, he headed for the massive lounge connecting every suite in their wing.

Three figures stood together near the door to Merideva’s chamber. Gabriel ignored the shorter, hooded pair, his full attention on Cindra.

The beautiful hellhound wore an impossibly tight shirt and skirt combo of rich blue lanataek wool. Her top concealed every inch of her fur and skin from throat to wrists. The luxurious fabric strained against her massive breasts, ending below her sternum and highlighting sculpted, dark-gray abs.

An equally skintight blue skirt hugged her luscious hips and powerful legs. Tracing his eyes down her muscular figure, Gabriel spotted a pair of sandals with silk straps rising halfway up her calves.

Pure black spidersilk peeked through the slit running from hip to ankle, confirming the hellhound wore a pair of tights to conceal her true nature.

I can’t imagine mistaking her for an inutari like Callie and Claire, but no one’s raised a fuss so far.

‘Ha, bet Boobs could walk naked straight through the market and no one would notice anything. Seriously, Alpha, those tits of hers are outrageous.’

‘Get a good feel while you were helping stuff her into that top?’

’She’s way more than a fucking handful. Now, don’t let her get frisky and pop those beauties out. We don’t have time to repack her.’

Cindra glanced over, eyes sparkling with approval. Gabriel braced for the inevitable pounce, but instead, she flashed a brilliant smile.

“Hi, Packmaster, Cindra loves your new clothes. Is that the little cloak Snakey bought?”

“Uh, yeah. Thanks. That suit looks great on you. Gives you a delightfully sophisticated air. Maybe you can wear it on our next date.”

The door opened, and several women emerged.

“I think not, Ma–Gabriel,” Sthuza said, strutting in. “High society would ridicule both you and her if she was to wear the same outfit in a row.”

“That’s why Snakey ordered three different sets. Cindra also has similar gray and black clothes.”

Gabriel didn’t reply, jaw dropping as the rest of his bonded slunk into the lounge.

Sthuza wore a gorgeous strapless dress that hugged every curve from her modest bust to halfway down her firm thighs. The tight, hunter-green fabric highlighted her swelling belly, reminding Gabriel of his child growing within the gorgon’s womb.

The rich, crimson braids concealing her head-snakes were artfully drawn back and up, woven through a pair of mithril rings. A green silk choker cradled an intricate mithril dragon’s head. Matching, fingerless evening gloves clung to her toned arms. Her elegant nails remained undisguised, a deep green that paired well with her human disguise’s pale skin. Understated green heels gave her an extra inch that, combined with her towering coiffure, brought several head-snakes to eye level with the six-foot-four Dungeon Master.

Brynja followed the disguised gorgon. The valkyrie’s large white wings spread out behind her. As usual, she wore a king’s ransom of enchanted mithril jewelry holding her massive vanguard plate.

Gabriel barely noticed, distracted by her stunning beauty. Easily the most beautiful woman he had ever met, Brynja stood only inches shorter than him, her flawless face radiant.

A shy smile graced rich red lips, and her silver-blue eyes widened as she watched him take in her appearance.

The valkyrie’s stunning gown sheathed her athletic figure in shimmering blue-black silk, yet exposed far more skin than Sthuza’s. A generous cutout revealed tantalizing cleavage, drawing attention from her slender neck and priceless jewelry. The gown hugged her waist and traced shapely legs down to understated shoes. A daring slit, reaching well past her left hip, ensured unimpeded movement without sacrificing an ounce of allure.

When she stepped forward to stand beside Sthuza, the movement revealed a hint of lacy black panties.

She gazed lovingly at Gabriel, smile broadening as he committed her appearance to memory, alongside his beloved Prime’s. Then she flapped her wings and folded them in close.

Reyna froze mid-step, amber eyes wide after Brynja removed her hiding spot. “Uh, hi?”

Already overwhelmed by the beauties on display, Gabriel struggled to respond as he drank in the lycan’s unexpected appearance.

Her greenish-black dress was cut very low, showing off more of her enhanced breasts than she ever had before. The sleek halter-top left vast stretches of smooth tan skin exposed and highlighted her well-muscled physique.

Like Sthuza’s, her dress was sleeveless, but instead of satin, delicate, flattened mithril ribbons wrapped around her long gloves in an intricate weave, drawing attention to those powerful limbs.

The dress tightened beneath her bust, running past her waist to lend her legs a longer look. Broad slits along both sides revealed toned thighs. Her well-sculpted calves were wrapped with silk ribbons, securing the most ridiculous shoes Gabriel had ever seen.

Reyna flinched when he noticed the five-inch platform heels. Tapping Psionic Acceleration, he blurred forward before she could back away.

Weak arm cupping the small of her back, he reached up and brushed the beginnings of a tear from her smoky eyes. “You’re gorgeous, Reyna.”

She sniffled, frowning. “Damn it. Don’t make me cry, Fucker. Amara spent forever applying all that makeup.”

The slightest caress of their powerful bond revealed the lycan’s nebulous hopes, and Gabriel flashed a dark, cocky grin. “Well, we certainly can’t have that. I don’t want anyone outside our Pack seeing you with smeared makeup.”

He broadcast an image of Reyna with streaked mascara and smeared lipstick, lost in the throes of a powerful orgasm, across their bond. The lycan writhed in his embrace, pressing against him.

“Are you good to spend the evening in those shoes?”

Reyna snorted. “Snakes planned ahead. Strong as the enchantment is, I might have to take ’em off just to sit down. No chance of tripping or stumbling, even if I wanted to.”

“That could be interesting,” Gabriel said, grinning.

Sthuza huffed. “Massster, there isss more than one way to ruin a lady’sss preparationsss. Should we not prepare to leave?”

Gabriel leaned in and kissed Reyna. Her lips tasted of cherries. He kept it chaste, not wanting muss Amara’s artistry. “Right, let’s… wait, were’s Kimiko?”

“Chilly Sis is still dressing.” The hellhound pointed back to the room where the trio had come from.

Gabriel arched an eyebrow at Sthuza, who shook her head, triggering a faint hissing. “While we were shopping, Kimiko discovered a boutique selling outfits supposedly designed by someone from her original world. She insisted on wearing such an impractical outfit, but the belts seem to have stumped her.”

“Seriously?”

Reyna chortled. “Yeah, she’s trying to wear a whole ship’s worth of fabric. Amara and the shortstack are still trying to tie that outer belt.”

“Wait up, I’m ready!” Kimiko called. A strange wooden sound echoed as she sprinted through the doorway. Not having looked where she was running, she skidded to a halt just before slamming into Gabriel and Reyna. “A-Anata?”

“That’s a new look, Kimi. I like it.”

The oni beamed, her dark lips spreading in a too wide smile. She stepped back and turned a slow circle, lifting her arms to display the voluminous sleeves.

Shimmering black silk with a subtle floral pattern of gleaming silver enveloped his undead bonded. The layered kimono de-emphasized her feminine curves, lending the terrifyingly powerful daevonic wraith an eerily innocent air.

A broad, darker black belt wrapped tight around her waist, cinching the demure robe. Her legs were hidden beneath at least two robes. White stockings concealed her sharp-clawed toes and set off a pair of strange, wooden… sandals?

Her silvery hair was pulled back behind her horns, bound up in a simple but stylish bun. Subtle purple rouge highlighted her face, drawing attention to her sharp eyes.

Still smiling far too wide, she licked her lips. One of her eyes twitched even as the other ceased blinking. “D-does it fit me? It smushes my breasts down too much, doesn’t it? You hate it, don’t you?”

Voice rising, she started breathing louder, rough breaths that grew more exaggerated, reminding Gabriel that she didn’t even need to breathe.

“It looks great, Kimi.”

She froze, except for the twitching eye. Her inky-black tongue slithered out past elongated canines, weaving side to side. “Really?”

Gabriel nodded, not breaking eye contact.


Chapter Twelve







“Yes, Kimiko, that ensemble looks wonderful on you. An interesting blend of exotic, demure, and mature.”

The oni brushed against his mind, and Gabriel welcomed her in. Though a mental–or soul-based–connection existed with each of his bonded, only Sthuza as Prime approached him often.

Well, and Reyna. But that’s different.

Now, Kimiko sought reassurance of his true intent, even as her luminous eyes studied his every twitch and reaction.

After a few seconds, an oversized smile split Kimiko’s face, and she spun on her wooden sandals, silk fluttering around her. “He likes it!”

“Yay!” Cindra cheered, rushing over and clasping the smaller monster girl’s hands. She led Kimiko in a circle, dancing and laughing.

Sthuza huffed. “He would not lie to you. And it is a gorgeous outfit, even if it is more complicated to wear than vanguard plate.” She shifted her attention to Gabriel, stepping closer and adjusting the folds. “How is the attunement with your cape, Ma–Gabriel?”

“Perfect. They empowered every rune flawlessly. Thanks for planning ahead.”

His Prime beamed, her joy radiant even through her human disguise. “I am most pleased you found it satisfactory.” She brushed imaginary lint from his shoulder, smiling up at him as he pulled her into a tender hug.

Cindra and Kimiko calmed down, and Sthuza sighed. “It is time we head out, unless you wish to be fashionably late?”

Gabriel shook his head. “I don’t care for social games. While I prefer a friendly relationship with Elaine and Aren, since they’re important locally, our focus is the dungeon.”

As his bonded gathered their belongings, Sthuza draped a viridian feather boa over her slender shoulders, the rich green matching her eyes. Watching them with a soft smile, Gabriel paused when he realized there were more people than expected.

Near the Core Room door, the two figures Cindra had been huddled with puttered about.

“Uh, Cindra, who are you friends?” Gabriel asked.

“All Packsisters are Cindra’s friends. And Packfriends. Lots of Glowy Lady’s Beef People are, too.” The hellhound flashed him a goofy smile, her blue eyes dancing with mischief.

She knows what I meant.

‘Course she does. Boobs is way smarter than she acts. You’re surrounded by all these fucking amazing bitches. And don’t start trying to console me, I know you like my short ass. But seriously, Boobs is just too much.’

Gabriel chuckled. “Cindra, who are the two lumpy characters wearing those highly concealing cloaks?”

Cindra darted desperate looks at each of the women in the lounge, seeking support.

Reyna and Isomyra snorted. Kimiko and Sthuza mirrored each other, shaking their heads, then noticed the other’s behavior and turned to scowl at one other.

Cindra locked gazes with Brynja, pouting her full lips. When Gabriel glanced at the valkyrie, she flashed a smile. “We warned her you would notice, Gabriel.”

Something in Brynja’s amused, expectant tone struck Gabriel, and he reached out through his bonds. All of them.

Then he sighed.

Stalking over to the pair of cloaked figures inching closer to the door, Gabriel shook his head as he pulled down one hood, then the other.

“Hello, Cuix, Kestria.”

“Kestria greets War Chief.” The shadowstalker kobold bared her tiny fangs in a happy smile, violet eyes staring up hopefully.

“Aww, how’d you notice, Big Boss Guy? We’s were super sneaky.”

Gabriel stared at his sole goblin Minion. After accidentally claiming her as a Minion, he’d upgraded her to a goblin war leader, unlocking a limited magical talent.

Since bonding Kimiko, he had asked Amara to help train the inexperienced goblin. Her magic still lagged far behind the kobold shaman, but she had proven her loyalty to Merideva, and Gabriel didn’t have the heart to get rid of her.

Reyna snickered. “Hey, Alpha, what’s the harm in letting ‘em come? I mean, you didn’t even bother to warn Sad Eyes about me attending, did ya? Add in Boobs’ skintight top, and I bet no one ’ill even notice those goofballs beneath their cloaks.”

Cindra cupped her massive breasts, lifting them and stretching the rich blue fabric straining to contain them. “What’s wrong with Cindra’s sexy top? Packmaster’s scent grew when he saw Cindra.”

“Nothing’s wrong with it,” Isomyra said. “Think I’mma get a similar outfit. What’s the point in having huge tits if you don’t wave ’em around and get all the boys drooling.”

Sthuza and Kimiko glared at the curvy gnome and hellhound, both crossing their arms over their more modest busts. Gabriel bit back amusement at their similar reactions.

Instead, he pulled Cuix’s cloak open, exposing the goblin’s garish outfit. And the kobold whose shoulders she rode. “Seriously?”

Sathru grinned up between the goblin’s pink-stocking-clad legs. “May Tribe join War Chief and his mates in celebration of Chief’s greatness?”

Gabriel turned toward Kestria. “You’re on Kuterug’s shoulders?”

Kestria’s smile widened, and her small head bobbed. “Yes. Tribe and smooth-skinned sister agreed to switch roles during dinner.” She raised an arm concealed beneath her oversized sleeve and opened her cloak, revealing two kobolds dressed in stylish trousers and small black tunics.

“Well, at least you three don’t look like a streetwalker’s boudoir exploded on you.” Gabriel rubbed his temple.

Cindra stepped over, head tilting to one side as she peered into his eyes. “C-can little Packfriends not join? Green Chew Toy and Crunchy Chew Toys want to celebrate Packmaster, too.”

Cuix pouted, lips quivering as tears streamed from her large yellow-and-black eyes. “Aww, come on, Boss Guy. I’s wearing my best panties.”

Snickering laughter erupted. Cindra’s lips twitched, and Gabriel sighed, yielding before she unleashed the dreaded puppy dog eyes. “We’ll see. But there’s no way they can sneak in. Even if Captain Albright and Leryane don’t search us, they’re not going to let cloaked strangers into Elaine’s home. I’ll draw my Minions back in, and maybe they can come out later, if it won’t cause a scene.”

“Yay!” Cindra grabbed all four of the pint-sized monsters, drawing them into a powerful hug. She spun them about as yipping, screaming, and laughing filled the lounge.

“Well, now that that issue has been addressed, perhaps we should head out, Master?”

Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, I’ll check in with Meri on the way.”

◆◆◆

After ensuring Merideva’s Domain remained secure, and confirming Vesrah hadn’t made any further attacks, Gabriel led his bonded out of the dungeon. He carried the large red arcanite orb, slowly siphoning stored mana into his pool.

Given they were all dressed in finery instead of armor, they took the secret passage leading up to the two suites Sthuza had purchased in the Careless Queen Inn.

Gabriel had stayed in the rundown inn ever since being framed and expelled from the Academy. When Sthuza bought the neighboring building and arranged an expansion for the motherly innkeeper, Darlene Spaulding, he’d been thrilled.

A staircase concealed within the stone wall separating the two buildings allowed unseen passage to and from the dungeon. After two months of entering and exiting, plus dinner and drinking most nights, Gabriel and his bonded were a common sight.

Gabriel often chose to use the second exit, slipping out of the building without drawing Darlene’s attention, as the cheerful, rotund innkeeper often made a fuss over him.

Tonight, they were reintroducing Reyna to Lostbarrow, and where better to start than the owner of the building where they “lived”?

Gabriel led his bonded down the well-worn stairs, with Reyna on his arm. Despite a brief protest when Sthuza first suggested their order, the lycan seemed rather comfortable now, though her cheeks remained a touch flushed.

The tapping of high heels as they descended the stairs and stepped out into the not-yet-smoky tavern drew bored eyes toward them.

Loud inhales caused other patrons to turn, and Reyna bumped against Gabriel as every adventurer and laborer in the long, wide hall stared. Two waitresses, a pair of feline nyatari, focused more on Gabriel while a third gazed longingly at the women’s beautiful dresses.

Gabriel recognized several regulars, including Yalaen, but not the twin inutari sisters who tended to accompany the young pantheran.

The purple-and-gray furred beastkin smiled and waved, one of the few onlookers not staring with blatant lust. He wore a formal silk doublet and form-fitting breeches that looked at odds with the rough-and-tumble crowd of adventurers.

Seeing the undisguised looks directed toward his bonded set Gabriel a little on edge, but the way Reyna pressed against him, her fingers stroking his wrist did wonders to calm him.

“What’s the fuss now…” Darlene asked, trailing off as she noticed the six people dressed to the nines. As her warm brown eyes studied their stylish appearances, she nibbled her bottom lip, seeming confused.

Then her jaw dropped before a brilliant smile blasted away her harried look. “Is that who I think it is?” she asked, dodging between crowded tables as she dashed over.

Reyna gave a shy wave with her free hand. “H-hi, Darlene. Longtime no–”

Darlene slammed into Gabriel and Reyna, wrapping them in an emotional hug that cut the lycan off. “Oh, dearie! I’m so glad you’re okay. Gabriel’s been so worried about you.”

Reyna squirmed against the older woman’s embrace but didn’t use her far greater strength, making Gabriel grin as he let her soak up Darlene’s unbridled kindness.

The rosy-cheeked woman leaned back, studying Gabriel’s face, and frowned. “Oh no, what happened, dearie? You look a fright.”

“Don’t worry about me, Mrs. Spaulding. Had an incident with a psychic monster and I might have overexerted myself. It looks worse than it is. Already had a healer tend to everything, so I’m just a bit sore.”

Darlene brushed stray locks of black hair from his face and gave him a disbelieving look. “Will your eye recover?”

Sthuza led the others over to join the trio, drawing Darlene’s attention. “Hello, Darlene. As Gabriel said, do not worry, he should be fine soon. Though, I must insist he refrain from casting any more magic until he recovers. Now, have you been well?”

“Well is an understatement. Business keeps booming, thanks to a certain party of rather famous adventurers treating this old place like it’s the best tavern in Lostbarrow.”

“Happy Cook’s lair is best in city,” Cindra declared. The towering hellhound glanced around the room, making eye contact with onlookers until they nodded in agreement.

“Hah, you lot have been a delight.” Darlene released Gabriel and Reyna, her gaze tracing over the party’s elegant clothing. “And I must say, but you all look gorgeous. You’re going to make a lot of men jealous.”

Reyna laughed, a bright, carefree sound that brought a smile to Gabriel’s lips. “Bet there’ll be more than a few bitches glaring at us, too. Alph–Gabe’s a damn good-looking hunk of man. And we’re rocking a disgusting wealth of jewelry and dresses tonight.”

Several female adventurers, along with the waitresses, nodded at Reyna’s comment.

“Ooo! Shadowy Cat should come meet Grouchy Panties,” Cindra said, her rich voice booming over the general din.

Reyna imitated a beet, drawing a smattering of laughter as the hellhound charged over to grab Yalaen and drag him toward the others.

The slender, androgynous pantheran gave a half-hearted wave, lips peeling back in a shy smile.

With his large eyes and furred muzzle, he was the most bestial-looking adventurer in the tavern. Despite his more monstrous appearance compared to the numerous nyatari, inutari, and a lone kitsune, Yalaen was mild-mannered and reserved.

Callie and Claire, a pair of far more outgoing inutari adventurers had taken the young male into their party after Gabriel intervened on his behalf during a dispute. Ever since, the pantheran had been unfailingly polite.

“You have a Shadow magic talent, right?” Reyna asked, smiling at Yalaen. With her crazy shoes, she was almost eye-to-eye with the petite male.

“Uh, yes? H-how?” he asked.

Sthuza smiled, stepping in to stand beside Reyna. “Gabriel made sure Reyna knows all about our adventures over the past few months. As a lycan, I suspect she can relate to some of the struggles you have faced.”

Yalaen’s dark nose twitched, and a more sincere smile spread across his muzzle. “Ah, that would explain the faint scent. Werebadger?”

Reyna nodded. “Yep. Without Gabe, I’d never have made it into the Guild.”

Sthuza started. “Ah, that reminds me…” Trailing off, she drew a small, green-scaled purse seemingly from her silver bracelet. She rummaged around, sinking her arm to the elbow in the four-inch-wide purse.

“Wanna share with the rest of us?” Reyna asked.

“Hmm?” Sthuza replied without looking away from whatever she searched for. “Ah, here we go.”

She held up a beautiful rose quartz wrapped in delicate gold wire. Noticing the others staring at her, she flashed a smug grin. “I just realized another detail I need to share with Elaine.”

As the others returned their attention to Darlene and Yalaen, Gabriel studied his Prime. ‘What are you planning, Sthuza?’

The gorgon fluttered long lashes at him, cheeks dimpling. ‘Whatever do you mean, Master?’

‘You’ve been plotting with Elaine, haven’t you?’

‘Of course. As your Prime, it is my duty to ensure your interests are handled with minimal fuss so you can focus on supporting Lady Merideva and managing the dungeon. As for this, it would not do for Reyna to be left Steel-ranked merely because she was dead while we were promoted.’

‘I was kind of looking forward to seeing her surprise when Reyna shows up without warning.’

Sthuza giggled, a soft hissing just audible. ‘I suspected as much. So I am only going to ask that Guildmaster Olphelia bring another Gold tag.’

Gabriel didn’t bother asking for clarification, instead leaning back against the polished wood bar as Darlene gushed over Reyna.

Seeing the lycan’s obvious excitement, he was content to stay quiet and allow the others to chat while he focused on the arcanite. Sthuza cuddled in on his right, sighing as she settled in close.

‘After such a brutal battle, taking a moment to savor the little things in life is quite rewarding, is it not?’

Gabriel nodded. ‘Yeah, it is. And I love seeing Reyna so unburdened. Raeya’s fate has weighed on her since before we met.’

‘Yes. It seems in the excitement of her resurrection, she seems to have temporarily set that pain aside. Soon enough, you will correct that wrong as well. Have you given much thought to their future?’

‘Reyna and I talked about Raeya a few times. She doesn’t want her sister joining the harem, and neither do I. One half-feral werebadger is all I can handle.’

Sthuza laughed, drawing a couple curious gazes, but then Cindra reclaimed their attention back with a goofy joke. ‘Yes, I think you have more than enough furry bonded as it stands. Perhaps Darlene could hire Raeya? If not, I am sure Elaine could find a safe position for her, at least until she gets her feet under her.’

Eyes on Reyna and Cindra as the pair put on an unintentional comedy skit, Gabriel nodded. ‘Might work. I’ll worry about what comes next after we figure out how to treat Raeya’s trauma. Kimi and Reyna said she’s pretty messed up right now.’


Chapter Thirteen







Darlene let them go after promising they would return after the banquet. An understated black coach awaited them, arranged earlier by Sthuza.

The gorgon had thrown a fit when Gabriel asked why they couldn’t walk to the castle, as they often did. But after seeing his bondeds’ gorgeous outfits, he agreed it was the right choice.

While luxurious inside, with plush velvet benches, there wasn’t enough space for all six of them to sit. Once again, Sthuza had planned ahead, and she settled into his lap with a self-satisfied smile at Reyna sitting opposite, clutched tight by Cindra.

The trip along the streets of Lostbarrow proved uneventful as Brynja pointed out her favorite cafés and teahouses to Reyna. Approaching the baroness’s castle, Gabriel glanced out the window and frowned. Bright banners and clean stone gave the fortified entrance a much improved appearance. “Did Elaine redecorate?”

Sthuza chuckled. “It has been three weeks since you last visited.”

“Once we decided to go for the forge, I needed to cram. Think I learned more magic in the past two months than I did my first ten years in the Academy.”

“You spent the early years establishing a solid foundation of knowledge upon which to build,” Brynja said from beside Cindra. “And your… unique practice arena no doubt assisted your recent studying.”

“Fair. Still, where did all the banners come from?” Gabriel pointed at a pair of bright red and gold flags framing the fortified gatehouse.

The heavy gates sat open, the portcullis raised. A dozen guards stood watch, inspecting a short line of guests seeking entrance. Another coach stopped and an older couple in lavish finery exited.

As their own slowed, Kimiko pointing at a group of six armored men bearing the same, unfamiliar gray-and-black surcoats. “Any idea whose heraldry those idiots are wearing?”

“I’ve never seen ’em before,” Reyna said.

“Cindra doesn’t recognize them, but Polite Guard doesn’t seem to like them.”

Sthuza nibbled her lip as Gabriel stepped down from the coach, then lent each woman a hand. “Well, we are personal guests of the baroness, so we should be fine. We even have a formal invitation this time.”

A tall, attractive brunette in Fayhallow white-and-blue livery spotted the party as they approached. Smiling, she waved at Cindra, who drew far more attention with her energetic response.

The guards gave each guest a cursory inspection, confirmed they were on the list of invited, then waved them past.

Sthuza looped her arm through Gabriel’s left, standing comfortably as they waited. Soon enough, the couple ahead of them, a dame and her husband, stepped past the guards, and Gabriel led his bonded to the front.

A sergeant in Lostbarrow red-and-gold stood behind a dark wood table, holding out a hand while watching the previous couple leave.

Sthuza handed him a white parchment tied with a red-and-gold silk ribbon. He turned, then visibly gulped when he spotted Gabriel. “Ah, Sir Gabriel and party. P-please, enjoy your visit.”

“Wait right there,” an older man barked.

The group of six unidentified guards stomped closer, their leader glaring at the man who’d accepted the invitation. “You can’t just let them pass without confirming their identities.”

“Hey, calm down, Trevor,” the Fayhallow brunette said. She joined the crowd, eyes focused more on the six men than Gabriel’s party. “These adventurers are well known in Lostbarrow. And the baroness issued explicit orders regarding their handling.”

Trevor spun to scowl at the woman. While he wasn’t short, the fiftyish man had to tilt his head up to meet her gaze, undermining his feeble intimidation attempt. “I don’t care what orders you have, Lena. The duke’s envoy and daughter are inside. No one enters until inspected.”

Lena’s jaw clenched as she bit back whatever retort she wanted to make. Instead, she turned to Cindra. “Do you six mind?”

Cindra shrugged and glanced at Gabriel. “Packmaster?”

Brynja stepped forward, wings unfurling to full breadth. “If you can do so without intrusive magic or any physical contact, I believe this would be acceptable. But no one is to touch any of my battle sisters.”

Trevor’s face reddened, a vein pulsing at his temple. “I don’t care how much wealth you savage adventurers amass, you don’t command Duke Mornstead’s guard.” When Brynja stared back without flinching, he swept his gaze across the others.

Gabriel’s right hand tightened into a crushing fist as the six men in the duke’s livery leered at his bonded.

‘Relax, Alpha. This is the natural result of a bunch of hot bitches getting dressed up. We’re sexy as fuck. But all these watery shit-stains can do is look. Revel in their envy. Just look at the others, none of us give these losers a second thought.’

Exhaling, Gabriel nodded. The movement drew Trevor’s attention, and the man glowered.

He pointed at Gabriel’s ornate sword. “Were you imbeciles going to let a filthy commoner carry a weapon inside?”

All six Fayhallow and Lostbarrow guards froze. Lena sighed, while the man behind the table trembled, face pale.

“Gabriel Grimm is a highly respected local adventurer,” Lena said. “The baroness–”

“I don’t care what that washed-up has-been said. I’m not letting this thug in with that sword.”

A faint hissing rose, causing a few guards to glance around, unnerved. Cindra let out an ominous growl, and Gabriel reached through their bond, trying to soothe her outrage.

“You’re not taking my sword,” he said, causing the ducal sergeant to hesitate.

Lena turned to the sergeant behind the table “Larry, this is the baroness’s party.”

Sighing, Larry nodded. “Yeah. Look, if you’re uncomfortable with the security arrangements, feel free to remove Lady Jacalyn and the envoy from the grounds.”

The pulsing vein along the older man’s temple threatened to burst as he gritted his teeth.

“Hey, Trevor, wasn’t Grimm the name of that murderer?” another ducal guard asked.

Everyone twitched. Cindra’s growl shifted lower. The hissing grew louder, and several of Sthuza’s red braids writhed.

Not blinking, Trevor nodded slowly. He licked his chapped lips, eyeing the party. “Yeah, you’re right. And he had a white-winged freak, a slutty mutt, and a sexy redhead. These bitches fit the bounty, don’t they?”

More ominous growling erupted, and several heads whipped around to stare in horror at Gabriel.

Freak? Slutty? Mutt!? I’ll devour their gods-damned souls!

Sthuza released Gabriel’s arm and stalked toward the older human.

“You’re all under arrest for the murder of–”

“Oh fuck! Someone shut that idiot up before they’re all dead,” Reyna shouted as she charged at Gabriel.

“Cindra not mutt! Pureblood. Cindra will teach stupid dummies lesson.”

Brynja put a hand on the taller woman’s shoulder. “Please, allow me, dear battle sister.”

Gabriel opened his mouth, right hand rising to cast a delightful little spell, when Reyna leapt at him.

She slammed against his chest, squishing her soft breasts to his face. Her arms wrapped his neck, her strong legs clamping around his waist. “Better hurry, Birdbrain, I don’t have mesmerizing tits like you and Boobs.”

Trevor trembled with rage. “What do you think you’re–”

Two of his men drew arming swords and started to intercept Sthuza.

“Oh gods,” Lena cursed. “Please don’t kill them.”

Cindra flashed a fang-filled grin. “No promises.”

Gabriel stalked forward with his squirming burden, each step causing guards to quake.

“Keep them from Snakes and I might be able to calm Alpha down,” Reyna said, gripping Gabriel’s head. Tilting him back to stare into her amber eyes, she flooded their bond with love and joy.

Gabriel slowed, the absolute adulation roaring into his soul warred with a swirling, multifaceted rage that demanded he act.

“Come on, Alpha. Focus on me. Ignore those fart-sniffers and grab my ass. You’ve got to feel how firm it is. Pretty sure Kimiko gave me a bit extra.”

Lust washed across their bond as the lycan ground her crotch against his stomach. Instinctively, his hands obeyed, gripping her bare, muscular legs and tracing up her thighs to a round, full ass.

“That’s right, just play with your horny little bitch, Alpha.”

“Stop that!” Trevor shouted. As his men advanced on Cindra, he focused on Sthuza and dropped a hand to his own sword.

“No!” Kimiko screeched.

A terrifying wail blasted across everyone. Lena and Larry remained standing, the latter half-collapsed over his station. Four of their men fell to a knee behind them, as did three ducal guards.

Before Trevor or Sthuza could react, Kimiko darted between them. She seized the older man’s face in a vise-like grip, her sharp black nails digging deep and drawing blood. Her maniacal cackling froze souls.

Necrotic energy erupted around her, filling the air with an otherworldly chill. Trevor screamed in agony and shock.

The two guards with drawn blades raised them, eyes burning with fear and outrage.

Brynja intercepted the pair before Cindra could shred them. She grabbed the closest man’s wrist and twisted, hard. A sharp crack elicited a pained yelp. He dropped his sword and clutched his right arm.

The second guard threw a panicked slash at the breathtaking valkyrie. With a swift flap of her wings, she shifted just out of reach.

Magic flared around her hands and feet. In the blink of an eye, massive, mithril sabatons enclosed her feet. Matching armor shielded her arms from finger to elbow.

She caught the guard’s followup strike on the back of a runed vambrace, knocking the blade away.

Her other armored fist crashed against his surcoat-covered breastplate. The metallic clang was lost beneath Trevor’s agonized scream.

Brynja leaned in close, her elegantly decorated face an impassive mask of divine beauty. “Stand down before I am forced to hurt you.”

“Fucking bitch! Alwyn, get over here,” the man gasped, stumbling back from the dangerous woman.

At his cursing, Reyna glanced away from Gabriel but didn’t stop grinding her breasts against him. “Gods damn it! Shut your fucking pie holes if you don’t want to get soul-fucked for all eternity, you stupid cockweasels.”

“Cindra can help stupid dummies keep quiet.” The hellhound took a step toward Brynja and the two guards, but Sthuza reached out and entwined their arms. “No, Cindra. I do believe Brynja and Kimiko have the situation well in hand.”

An irresistible need to dominate, to spread out and devour everything, warred against mounting arousal within Gabriel. The shouting, screaming, and fighting vied for his attention. But Reyna was right there, and they had yet to consummate their relationship in the Mortal Realm.

“That’s right, Fucker. Focus on me. Don’t you want to pin me to the bed and fuck me senseless?”

Gabriel growled again, but with less rage and more lust. He reached up and pulled Reyna’s head down.

“Gonna ruin my makeu–”

Capturing her lips with his, Gabriel kissed the feisty lycan. She continued grinding against him. He kneaded her taut ass with his left hand, ignoring the faint discomfort from still healing injuries.

The first guard Brynja had crippled backed away from the immaculately dressed valkyrie but Alwyn, the last one still standing after Kimiko’s powerful wail, drew his sword and moved to assist her target.

Brynja frowned. “I cannot allow you to damage my dress. If you insist on continuing your aggression, I will have no choice but to subdue you both.”

Alwyn shook his helmeted head and raised a heater shield with his left arm. “You’ve assaulted the ducal guards. All you stuck up bitches are going down.” He glanced at his partner, confirming the man had recovered. “You good, Steffan?”

Steffan nodded, then leered at Brynja. “You cunts are fucking crazy, thinking you’re tough just because your big shit in this backwoods dung heap. Our commander’s Adamantite-ranked.”

“Ooo! Does that mean Packmaster will add shiny tag like Cindra’s sword to collection?”

Sthuza sighed. “I would prefer not, but given the ilk of people connected to Duke Mornstead, I fear it may come to that.”

Brynja stood motionless as the two guards advanced. They spread out, moving to flank her, yet still she waited, silver-blue eyes watching.

Alwyn sneered at her. “Surrender and this will go easier, ya stuck up cunt.”

The valkyrie shook her head in disappointment. Steffan charged in, yelling as he brought his gleaming steel blade arcing toward her right arm.

Brynja spun, ducked inside his strike, and punched him in the underarm. Padded armor did nothing to dampen the Reinforcement-enhanced gauntlet as she landed a brutal strike.

The blow blasted the breath from Steffan’s lungs, and he sagged, sword dropping from his hand.

Alwyn held his tongue, stepping behind the valkyrie and striking between her wings.

Crouching down before leaping up, Brynja shot fifteen feet into the air. Her wings flapped, stirring a pleasant breeze before she somersaulted and dropped back to stand a few feet from Alwyn.

“You damn inhuman freaks think you’re so special! We’ll see how cocky you feel after you’re wings are clipped.”

Gabriel broke the kiss with Reyna, a fresh surge of outrage dulling the lust. A hint of anguish leaked across a different bond, drawing his awareness inward.

Reyna’s yellow bond held love, lust, and a forceful desire to prevent a slaughter. The white tether connecting him with Brynja was slightly thinner. A faint sense of horror and loss radiated across it, tinged with age and sorrow—as though the valkyrie had put her terrible experience behind her.

But where is the one bursting with outrage and hunger?

“Feeling better now, Alpha?”

Gabriel blinked at the lycan’s face just inches from his. He nodded. “Yeah, I think so, thanks.”

“Good, let’s watch. I think Birdbrain’s about to finish her little scuffle.”

Reyna didn’t bother climbing down, so they both turned and watched.

Steffan rose to one knee, then staggered to his feet, looking pained and unsteady, but no threat at the moment.

Alwyn threw a series of careful thrusts, striving to keep the dangerous valkyrie unable to retaliate given her shorter reach.

But when Brynja noticed Gabriel watching them, her pale cheeks flushed, and she flashed a brilliant smile.

Alwyn feinted, then reversed his movement and launched a brutal slash at Brynja’s unarmored belly.

She batted the enchanted blade aside with a gauntlet, magical sparks spraying about, then her wings flapped, and she was behind the arrogant, armored man.

A vanguard sabaton struck him in the back of the knee, and he fell hard to the road, dropping his sword.

Crying out in pain, Alwyn reached for his weapon, and Brynja shot into the sky again.

She rose higher, twenty feet, then more. With a proud shriek, she raced down, wings tucked tight behind her.

“The hells is she doing?” Reyna muttered as they all watched the valkyrie streak toward the ground, a vibrant glow surrounding her left knee.

“Seems like that imbecile’s words might have bothered her a touch more than she let on,” Larry said. The man looked hungover, clutching his head as he staggered over, but he kept his eyes on the impending crash.

Brynja slammed down on Alwyn’s back. The thick mithril protecting her knee crushed his backplate. A painful squeal erupted as dwarven steel crumpled, and bricks shattered beneath the prone guard.

He gave a single pained grunt, then fell silent as Brynja rose to her feet. The entire backplate was deformed, with a deep impression of her knee along the right side.

“Well, that human supremacist ass-maggot deserved at least a few broken ribs,” Reyna said darkly.

Steffan lurched toward the valkyrie, brandishing a gleaming dagger in his left hand. Gabriel started to shout, but Cindra leapt at the man.

He cried out as Cindra tackled him. She rose to her feet and watched as he reached for his dagger once more.

Without hesitation, the thousand-pound hellhound raised a foot and stomped down on his thigh.

Spectators winced at the audible crack of bone as she shattered his femur like a dry twig.

“With how goofy she can be, it’s easy to forget Boobs is every bit as brutal as the others,” Reyna said.

Gabriel nodded, then smiled at Cindra when she glanced his way.

The background of tormented screaming fell silent, and everyone turned toward Kimiko and Trevor.

Dressed in her flowing formal kimono, the athletic oni appeared even more terrifying than usual as her vicious, vindictive expression was so at odds with the demure, innocent styling of her outfit.

She crouched at the ducal guard’s side, one hand holding her voluminous robes back from the sobbing human. The other still clutched his face, blood welling around her black nails.

“P-please, n-no more,” Trevor wheezed, sounding fifty years older, his voice raw and scratchy.

Lena hesitantly stepped closer to Sthuza and pointed to where Kimiko crouched over Trevor. “Ah, c-could you stop her?”

Cindra laughed as the disguised gorgon arched a scarlet eyebrow.

“Please? Trevor was entirely out of line, but killing any of these bullheaded idiots will cause trouble for the baroness.”

Sthuza stared over Lena’s armored shoulder, meeting Gabriel’s gaze. “I believe you would have more success with her, Ma–Gabriel.”

He chuckled as Reyna snorted. Spanking the lycan’s firm butt, he convinced her to let go, then strolled over to loom above the madly grinning oni.

Only moving her neck, Kimiko twisted her head around enough to make Gabriel wince as she stared up at him, violet eyes dancing with malevolent glee. Her full lips spread wider than should be possible, baring perfect white teeth and pronounced canines.

“This disgusting vermin threatened you. He called your beloved bonded such spiteful slurs. He intended to strike your pregnant Prime. Would you prefer to shred his soul yourself?” Kimiko shifted where she squatted, rubbing her thighs together, a lecherous glint joining the merciless vengeance in her dark eyes.

“Do not try tempting, Massster!”

“Hey, hey, calm down, Sna–I mean, everyone relax,” Reyna urged, rushing over and grabbing Gabriel’s left hand. She wrapped her fingers over the mithril dragon of the scepter coiled along his arm, trying to prevent him from activating it.

“Packmaster’s magic insides are hurt,” Cindra said, dashing over to join the short lycan. “Bitter old fogy isn’t worth Packmaster injuring self.”

The vibrant glow of Cindra’s eyes captivated Gabriel, and he used that distraction to calm his mind. “You’re right, thanks.”

“Yay! Cindra loves helping Packmaster.” The hellhound dashed forward and crushed him against her voluptuous breasts, tail blurring behind her.

“Heh, of course Boobs can calm ya down. Those tits should be against the law.”

Gabriel focused on Kimiko and Trevor. The oni tilted her head to the opposite side, neck stretching too far as she stared up at him without blinking.

“I appreciate you being angry on my behalf, Kimi. But let him go, please?”

Kimiko let go of Trevor like she’d been scalded. Shaking droplets of blood from her nails, she stood up and turned toward the baroness’ guards, a demure smile on her face. “May we enter the party now?”

Everyone ignored her sudden shift, their attention glued to the ancient, withered man wearing Trevor’s armor.

Five bloody wounds marred a desiccated, wrinkled face dotted with age spots. The man’s mouth hung open as he rasped with each pained breath.

“Uh… the fuck did you do to him?” Reyna asked, inching closer as though fearful of catching whatever had ravaged the middle-aged human.

“Nothing much,” Kimiko replied lightly. Then her demure smile twisted in a snarling mask of raw spite and hate. “And far less than his insults deserved.”

Lena gulped but marched over and crouched at the wheezing man’s side. Two fingers pressing against his withered throat, she checked his pulse. “Well, his heart’s still beating.” Standing, she turned to Kimiko. “Will he survive?”

Kimiko licked her lips, blinking too fast for several seconds before nodding. “Of course. I mean, he might die of old age a bit sooner than he otherwise would have, but I didn’t kill him.”

Brynja and Sthuza walked over and joined them, staring down at the pitiful man.

“They didn’t hit you, did they?” Gabriel asked, inspecting the valkyrie. Her armor was back in jewelry form.

Brynja shook her head. “Only one of them had any ability to fight, and I believe I made the futility of continuing clear to him.”

The guards who fell when Kimiko belted out that piercing wail were back on their feet but unnerved.

Larry ignored them, picked up the invitation, and moved to Sthuza. “I wish to apologize for this appalling interruption. P-please enjoy your evening.”

Lena turned to the Lostbarrow sergeant. “You good to manage this shit, Larry? I’ll run inform the Captain.”

He nodded, sighing. “Please. I’ll make sure these thugs survive. Ask Garlyn to contact the Watch. They attacked the baroness’s guests, and I’m sure she’ll want them charged.”

“Yeah, no doubt.” Snorting, Lena broke into a steady jog through the gatehouse.

Sthuza slipped her arm through Gabriel’s left and guided him toward the gatehouse. “I hope we do not encounter any more of these arrogant fools.”

“Yeah, you and me both,” Gabriel said. “Let’s avoid this ‘envoy’ if possible. I have no interest in becoming better acquainted with the duke and his people.”

Cindra grabbed Brynja’s arm and dragged the valkyrie after the others, leaving Kimiko and Reyna standing there, surveying the battered and weary guards.

“I think that went well,” Kimiko said.

Reyna snorted. “Hells, it’s still better than my first visit here. Come on, let’s catch up before Boobs chugs all the good booze.”


Chapter Fourteen







Exiting the gatehouse, Gabriel surveyed the substantial changes to the castle’s courtyard since his last visit.

The scorched, slumping remains of Tobias Falken’s tower, and the attached barracks had been cleared away. Marking posts and guide ropes cordoned off a new foundation.

Everywhere he looked, the walls appeared crisp and recently maintained. Manicured grass added a subtle sense of peace alongside polished flagstone paths leading to each building.

“Elaine’s really cleaned the place up since the last time I was here,” Gabriel said.

Sthuza nodded at his side.”Yes. They were still clearing away rubble from the tower last week.”

Cindra caught up with the strolling pair and slowed, dragging Brynja by the arm. “Cindra thinks Sad Eyes Pack isn’t as good at building as Packmaster’s. Glowy Lady is much faster.”

“I doubt many nations could match Lady Merideva’s efficiency, dear battle sister,” Brynja said while adjusting her dress. “By most standards, I would say they are making excellent progress.”

Rapid pattering behind them drew Gabriel’s attention, and he glanced back. Kimiko and Reyna rushed to catch up, the oni’s gaze locked on his arm looped through Sthuza’s.

“I thought the barony was broke.”

Gabriel nodded at Reyna’s words, but Sthuza responded first. “It was, but that unfortunate situation came about due to the previous baron’s profligate spending and the massively diminished dungeon.”

“Yeah, the number of adventurers delving has skyrocketed,” Gabriel said. “Which boosts Guild revenue and the taxes Elaine collects. Didn’t you notice how much more crowded the streets were today compared to when we met?”

Reyna laughed. “Yeah, I didn’t realize so many people could fit in the damn city. And there’s way more beastkin around than I remember.”

“Yep! Sad Eyes wants lots of nice people around. Tail Watcher encourages them to come and play in Glowy Lady’s lair.”

Reyna and Brynja responded, chatting with the cheerful hellhound while Gabriel focused on the guards stationed at the keep’s entrance.

The tall, decorated double doors were reinforced and enchanted to secure the last line of defense, not that they had slowed Gabriel and his bonded three months ago.

Now, they stood open, guarded by two tall men-at-arms in Lostbarrow livery. Their plate armor gleamed in the afternoon sun, but Gabriel focused on their faces.

Both men flinched when they noticed his party approaching, but they snapped to attention, halberds pressed against their shoulders in a nonthreatening position. “Welcome, Sir Gabriel, ladies.”

‘Ha, that’s a bit much, don’t ya think, Alpha?’

‘Far better than our first welcome. Are you okay with this? I want you to warn me if you feel uncomfortable here, or if anyone says anything.’

‘Don’t worry, Fucker. After everything that’s happened, I don’t care about her limp-dicked husband. We killed everyone who hurt Raeya, and you’re going to bring her back, right?’

‘Definitely.’

Shifting his focus to his surroundings, Gabriel found his Prime chatting with the guard who’d greeted them.

“It was nothing major, and I trust the baroness will handle the situation. There is no need to let such poor behavior disrupt tonight’s event.”

The guard bowed his head, then swept his free hand toward the open doorway. “Please enjoy your evening.”

◆◆◆

Gabriel entered the keep, Sthuza gliding along at his side, then froze.

The vast, barren great hall with its lacking maintenance and bare spots from missing paintings was unrecognizable.

Dancing white lights floated just below the polished wood ceiling. Subtle, masterfully woven tapestries lined the long walls, depicting varied scenes of hunting, delving, and dancing.

Elven figures dominated the vibrant images, though a few aged ones in a distinctly different style held human nobles done in the traditional colors of Lostbarrow.

A dozen round, dark wood tables filled much of the previously empty room. Polished silverware and crystal glasses sat before each leather-upholstered chair.

At the far end, a larger, rectangular table dominated a raised platform. It stretched the breadth of the hall, chairs lining only the far side and ends. The tall, decorated backs grew shorter and simpler from the center most which looked more like a throne than a dinner chair.

A crisp red and gold banner displayed a raven, amulet, and sword instead of the sword and tower of Alberik’s family.

“What does the different banner mean?” Reyna asked, edging closer to Gabriel and Sthuza.

He shrugged, still taking in the far more ostentatious decor.

Dozens of people milled about the hall, all dressed in finery. Beautiful women wore tight-fitting gowns, most favoring reds and golds. Almost as many wore Fayhallow white and blue, but an isolated cluster clashed, their black and grays reminiscent of Mornstead heraldry.

The best-dressed men wore tight doublets, more than a few of them struggling to conceal paunches within the unforgiving cut. Broad shoulders, often bedecked with gaudy gold or silver epaulets, were everywhere.

Gabriel recognized more adventurers than he’d expected to see, including several familiar, younger ones clumped together.

Guests sipped from crystal flutes. Several beastkin servers in crisp livery carried trays loaded with assorted wines, others bearing rolls of sliced meat, cheese, and dainty crackers.

Guards in parade-polished armor and bright surcoats or tabards lined the walls, displaying Lostbarrow and Fayhallow. Two armored figures in Duke Mornstead’s colors stood near the clump of isolated guests.

Movement to his right caught Gabriel’s attention, and he turned to the nearby guard.

Sylvia, the Gold-ranked Fayhallow mage assigned to defend Elaine, stood tall and professional, though she flashed him a sincere smile, her sharp eyes lighting up. Her head dipped in respect. “Welcome, honored adventurers.”

“Ah, it is good to see you, Sylvia,” Sthuza said. “Do we require formal admittance, or may we simply join the other revelers?”

“Baroness Lostbarrow knows how boring some of her most important guests find such formality and felt a more relaxed evening was in order.”

Gabriel chuckled. “Glad to hear it. While Brynja and Sthuza could handle anything, I’m not at all used to this sort of thing.”

“Don’t worry about it, son,” a booming, cultured voice said.

Turning, Gabriel smiled as Sir Darren strode over to meet them. The Mithril-ranked knight who oversaw Stillcrest cut a far more impressive figure than most of the men in the room. His white and gold doublet and black pants did nothing to hide his powerful body built over decades of adventuring.

An attractive, black-haired inutari woman slunk along, arm in arm with the tall human, her sharp eyes alert behind mithril-rimmed glasses. It was the first time Gabriel had seen the minor noble’s maid in anything other than her black-and-white uniform or armor.

Her low-cut red and gold dress clung to generous curves, and long satin gloves sheathed her defined arms.

“It is wonderful to see you again, Aren, Molly,” Sthuza said, smiling. “I must say, that dress is quite lovely.”

A faint blush colored the stern inutari’s sharp face as Aren beamed. “Isn’t it? I’m just happy to get her out of that stupid maid outfit for an evening. Molly’s always so worried about propriety.”

Molly huffed. “One of us has to be.”

Gabriel grinned, gesturing to his other bonded as they approached. “You’ve met most of my companions, but let me introduce Kimiko. And I’m not sure if you remember Reyna?”

Aren smiled to each woman in turn, his face lighting up as he faced the short lycan. “I’m glad to see you made it home at last.”

Reyna blushed, squirming under the gaze of the two powerful adventurers. “Uh, yeah, it took a while, but I knew Al–er, Gabriel would solve everything, eventually.”

“Ooo, is that coolfire?” Cindra asked, gesturing to the slender glass in the large man’s hand.

He chuckled. “Afraid not. But Elaine’s pulled out all the stops tonight. There are plenty of wines to choose from, and I’m sure we can slip some icefire out later tonight.”

Sylvia stepped forward. “The baroness asked me to guide you to her once you arrived. If you all are ready?”

Aren laughed. “Yeah, probably best to get all the introductions out of the way.”

“Lead on,” Gabriel said, reclaiming Sthuza’s arm.

The Fayhallow mage led the eight of them across the hall, guests moving aside upon spotting them.

More people turned to watch, and Gabriel’s nerves frayed at the sheer amount of eyes focused on him and his bonded.

‘Relax, Master. Many are merely interested to know why Sylvia is escorting us. I do not sense any true hostility.’

‘Neither do I. I think most are drooling. You five put all these other women to shame. And that’s just on looks, if they knew how amazing you each are, some guys would drop dead from envy.’

Sthuza covered her mouth as a girlish giggled escaped her lips.

A group of well-dressed guests shifted aside, revealing Elaine and Leryane standing with another tall, athletic woman.

All three wore gorgeous gowns. Elaine’s matched Leryane’s, the baroness’s red with gold to the elf’s gold and red. A high slit on opposite sides revealed both women had toned legs, though the cuts were more conservative than those of Gabriel’s bonded.

The third woman’s sequined white and blue dress clung to her slender figure, sheathing her from mid-throat to ankle. Though again, a high slit exposed a stocking-clad leg.

Her stark white hair was bound in an elaborate coif, a handful of artfully positioned locks hanging free. Glittering mithril jewelry draped from her neck, wrists, and fingers.

A delicate-looking, darker-blue leather belt hugged her waist, draping down to her right hip where a mithril-hilted elven courtblade hung. The light, sleek weapon was a necessity for any noble visiting an elven court, which made them popular with human nobles in neighboring lands.

Where the courtblade was an elegant accessory for civilian use, the longer, curved saber hanging from a bejeweled belt cinched around Leryane’s narrow waist was a weapon of war. Both swords blazed with magical power, noticeable even against the backdrop of magic from the collection of expensive enchanted trinkets spread across the three women.

Leryane noticed their approach first, smiling and nudging the baroness. All three women focused on Gabriel. Fixated even.

‘Well, that bloody eye is fucking eye catching, Alpha.’

“Did one of Edric’s guards do that?” Elaine asked. “My gods, how?”

Even as Gabriel shook his head, Leryane stepped closer, peering hard at his face. “No way the girls let any of those punks touch Gabe. And there’s no external trauma.”

“No, we were doing some… delving and I got injured while separated.”

Elaine frowned. “What kind of monsters remain in the dungeon that could inflict such a wound? Is your vision impaired? Do you need a healer?”

“Do not fret, Elaine,” Sthuza said. “All of his physical injuries have been dealt with. I fear Gabriel once again overtaxed himself during a frantic battle. It was a series of unforeseen issues that cascaded.”

“So we don’t need to lock the dungeon down?” Leryane asked, sharp violet eyes watching both Gabriel and Sthuza.

He shook his head. “No. It was a one-off event. There are some… psychic monsters deeper within, and I got caught by surprise. Lost my concentration, fell, then had to fight my way back to the others.”

A flicker of magic teased the aether around them, and Gabriel focused on the third woman.

She flashed an inquisitive grin. “You noticed? Impressive. More to the point, are you well enough to be up and walking? With such severe mana fatigue, you must have been healed from near death or drained your pool dry.”

Gabriel suppressed any reaction beyond a single eye spasm. But the faint hissing from Sthuza, and the way she stiffened at his side spoke volumes.

“A little of both actually,” he said with a sigh. “It was rough, but we worked it out.” He grinned down at his Prime. “Sthuza suggested staying home, but we’ve got a lot to celebrate tonight.”

“Hiya, Friendly Elf, Sad Eyes,” Cindra said, waving. The three women smiled at the cheerful hellhound, then Elaine’s green eyes threatened to leap from her head.

“Miss Keenclaw?” she gasped, face paling.

Reyna waved and stepped closer to Gabriel. “Uh, hi? Thanks for inviting us, I guess.”

“Wait,” Leryane said, pausing to look at each of them. “You brought her back?”

Gabriel grinned. “It was just a matter of time. Now, I believe some introductions may be in order?”

Leryane and Sthuza chuckled. The unnamed woman, who had to be Countess Fayhallow, nodded, smiling as she stepped closer. Sylvia moved to her side and gestured. “Please allow me to introduce my lady, Countess Sarah Fayhallow.”

The countess extended a jewelry-draped hand. For a split second, Gabriel panicked, still uncertain how to address the peerage. Then he remembered Elaine mentioning the noblewoman was an adventurer. Gripping her hand, he gave it a firm shake and met her gaze.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Gabriel. I am deeply grateful to you for saving El’s life… multiple times as I understand it.” Cerulean eyes flashed with mirth. But a cunning glint suggested Elaine had told the older woman about when he and his bonded attacked Baron Alberik.

“It was my pleasure to assist the baroness in defending her title.” Gabriel paused, glancing at Elaine. “Sthuza mentioned Count Fayhallow recently confirmed her status. Congratulations, Baroness Lostbarrow.”

Leryane snorted. “Don’t let the fancy digs throw you, Gabe. You’re among friends here, and there’s no need to stand on formality.”

“Do you ever stand on formality, Ryane?” Elaine teased.

The dark-haired elven adventurer laughed. “Nah. I’m both too old and way too young for all that stuffy theater.”

Releasing his hand, Countess Fayhallow grinned at Gabriel. “As you can see, El and I are old friends, and I simply adore the easygoing comradery you only find among soldiers and adventurers. Please, call me Sarah. And introduce me to your gorgeous partymates.”

Leryane laughed. “Yeah, what the hells is your trick, Gabe? You’ve got a full party of the most stunning ladies in the city. As impressive as they are, there’s got to be more to you than powerful magic and a handsome face.”

“Packmaster’s cock is huge, and mating with him is the best.”

Mouth open to speak, Gabriel froze. Several women turned to Cindra, eyes wide. Then Leryane and Sarah howled with laughter. Reyna and Elaine joined in the raucous amusement, drawing the attention of half the room.

Sthuza sputtered wordlessly, while Brynja blushed, looking away from Gabriel. He turned to Cindra who flashed a shit-eating grin, tail wagging.

‘Guess that’s her idea of breaking the ice,’ he sent to his Prime.

’Apparently. While I am half-tempted to strangle the smug Furball, she may have properly read her audience. It is the sort of crude speech common among adventurers.’

After the laughter died down, Gabriel introduced his bonded to the countess. Sthuza slipped from his arm to chat with Sylvia, Molly, and Leryane. Elaine drew Reyna aside for a quick, whispered conversation that left both women with misty eyes.

‘Everything all right, Reyna?’

The lycan sniffled. ‘Yeah, she just wanted to apologize directly. I-it hit me more than I expected. That mess with her shithead husband seems so distant now. I mean, I… I fucking died, and you brought me back. Totally destroyed all my expectations and… I guess I just need time to get my head straight.’

Gabriel drew his shortest bonded closer, wrapping an arm around her as they watched the others talk.

‘Are you feeling excluded, Master?’ Sthuza sent, her mind-voice teasing.

‘Hardly. This is way outside my comfort zone, and while I insisted on coming, the less I have to engage, the better. My head still feels like a minotaur tap danced on my skull. Besides, think I’ve got more eyes on me than Brynja or Cindra.’

‘Well, you are rather handsome, Love. And you look even more dashing in that outfit. I simply adore the cape.’

Gabriel smiled, enjoying the pure emotions flowing across his bond with the gorgon. Glancing over, he found her with a glass of wine. While the pregnant woman drinking drew a few suspicious gazes, the adventurers among the crowd didn’t bat an eye, given how common enchantments were.

‘Yeah, and Snakes said your daughter’s just as immune to poisons and shit as she is, so it’s basically like flavored water. Lucky bitch. Even with my regeneration, would need to abstain, just to be safe.’

Scanning the crowd mingling, Gabriel again noticed a young woman with rich blue hair staring at him with surprising intensity.

‘Some of the gazes are more intense than others.’

Sthuza chuckled. ‘Ah, so you are aware you have captured the Lady Jacalyn’s attention?’

‘You know her?’

‘Leryane identified her when I first noticed her fascination with you.’

‘So, who is she? And why is staring? I didn’t kill her husband or father did I?’

More rich laughter danced across their bond. ’No. No, but you did kill her younger brother.’

‘Oh shit. Is she going to be a problem? I’d prefer to get through this dinner without another incident.’

‘Sir Triscol Blakemore is her younger half-brother, and Leryane does not believe they were particularly close. Perhaps she is merely attracted to your commanding presence. You carry quite the impressive Spiritual Presence now, Master. And Lady Merideva greatly boosted your innate Charisma, if you recall.’

‘Great. I’d actually forgotten about that cocky asshole until we ran into those ducal guards.’ He sighed. ‘This “envoy” is going to cause trouble, isn’t he?’

‘I fear so. Sir Edric Greyheart arrived a week ago and has been haranguing Elaine over Triscol’s death ever since.’

‘Fine. We’ll go with Elaine’s story for now, but if he comes after any of you, I’m putting him down. We’ve got far more important issues to deal with than self-centered nobles. I want to focus everything on defeating Vesrah.’


Chapter Fifteen







After mingling with guests for half an hour, Elaine nodded across the room. Standing near the raised table, Captain Garlyn Albright saluted, then struck a small bell.

A clean, melodic tone rang out, and the din of polite chatter died away. More eyes turned toward Elaine and Sarah. “Greetings, ladies and gentlemen. I welcome you to my home. Now, I believe it is time to dine.”

Liveried servants directed guests to preassigned tables. For some reason, Gabriel was unsurprised to find himself and his bonded sitting at the raised table.

Elaine took the throne-like chair in the center, then pressured him to sit at her left, with the countess claiming the chair to her right.

When Cindra sat beside Sarah, Gabriel glanced at Sthuza, but the gorgon seemed unconcerned. Kimiko sat at one end, opposite from Leryane. Reyna sat beside Sthuza, while Brynja flanked Cindra.

Servants flooded out from doors concealed alongside the massive staircase behind the huge tapestry. The scent of roasted meats and delicious sautéed vegetables filled the air.

As Cindra rumbled in hungry excitement, Elaine stood, smiling out at the crowd of nobles, adventurers, and city officials.

“Before we begin, I want to say a few words. The past few months have been trying for me, and only through the support of close friends and new allies have I been able to survive.

“But tough times are nothing new to Lostbarrow. For over a century, our barony has been in decline. For decades, my late husband’s house has tried to deny that reality, but we all knew the truth, did we not?”

She paused as heads nodded. More guests focused on her as she continued. “But even as I struggled with personal grief, the dungeon has revitalized, and with it has come a massive influx of adventurers.”

More heads bobbed, smiles breaking out among the assembled crowd.

“It has been five years since we have hosted a dinner such as this, but I felt it appropriate given the bright future we now march toward. While it will take years for our city to recover, already, great progress can be seen.

“Olphelia says the Guild has experienced over a two thousand percent increase in the sale of Magic Stones, and with the number of adventurers arriving every day, I fully expect that to continue growing.”

Several Guild agents seated at a nearby table whooped, drawing attention. The silver-haired Guildmaster scowled at her companions.

Elaine smiled and waited for the cheers and laughter to subside. “Security in the land has improved as well. At this point, I can only imagine most of you have heard at least one tall tale about our most recent extermination effort.”

Heads nodded, and Gabriel noticed more than a few gazes turn his way.

“I won’t bother recounting that adventure since I could only diminish the outlandish rumors making the rounds,” Elaine said, grinning. “But I will say those armored centipedes proved a serious threat. And that brings me to my guests of honor.”

As she paused, everyone focused on Gabriel. Elaine placed a hand on his shoulder as he shifted in his seat.

“Our newest hometown hero and his impressive party were essential in preventing that mission from turning into a disaster. I’m still in awe of the magical power he demonstrated that day.”

Elaine focused on the table of high-ranking Guild officers. “Olphelia, would you please bring me the case?”

The short-haired, stern Guildmaster rose, picked up a polished wooden case and moved to stand before the baroness. “They are all updated save the extra Gold you requested, Elaine.”

“Thank you,” Elaine said, accepting the understated box. Grinning, she turned to Gabriel. “While we have had our issues before, I am sincerely grateful for all you have done to help Lostbarrow over these past months.”

Jaw clenching, Gabriel braced himself as he guessed what was within the case.

‘Elaine is trying to reward you, Master. To show her gratitude to all of us. Given how we first met, I am quite impressed by her efforts. Please do not let her gesture upset you.’

‘I get it. I’d just prefer not drawing so much attention.’

As he conversed with his Prime, Elaine announced that the Guild had promoted his entire party.

As she spoke, each of his bonded stood and accepted a new Gold adventurer tag.

Seeing the pride on Brynja’s face as she removed the Silver plate from her bracelet helped him relax. Reyna moved woodenly, and Sthuza guided the stunned werebadger back to her chair.

When only a single gleaming rectangle of inscribed Mithril remained in the velvet-lined case, Elaine held it out to Gabriel. “You have repeatedly displayed awe-inspiring magical prowess that far exceeds your years. Thank you again, Gabriel Grimm.”

“Grimm!” a man shouted.

Elaine’s brow furrowed, and she spun to glare at the speaker.

A large-bellied man in a garishly ostentatious black and gray doublet and silk tights stood at the table opposite the Guild’s. Two armored guards–one a human male, the other a stern-looking nyatari female–stood behind him and Lady Jacalyn.

The other four at his table all wore less extravagant outfits in the same colors. But while they scowled up at Gabriel, and Jacalyn stared in surprise, the outraged man was red-faced.

“You would reward that murderer!? I demand you have him arrested at once!” the man thundered, spewing spittle as he shook a fist toward Gabriel.

Elaine’s face hardened. “Sir Edric, out of deference for your liege, I will forgive your outburst. But you will avoid interrupting this party again, or I will have the guards eject you.”

Edric’s face darkened, and he glared at Gabriel, as though willing the taller man to die. But after a second, he wilted, gave a shallow bow, then sat beside the attractive, blue-haired woman.

Her sharp features drew tight as she leaned in and whispered angrily in the man’s ear.

“Hmm, where was I? Ah, yes, your promotion, Gabriel.”

He stood up, faced the baroness, and pressed his right fist to his chest as he bowed respectfully. “Thank you, Baroness.”

Elaine’s eyes swirled with conflict as he accepted the Mithril token and replaced the Gold one anchored to his doublet’s collar.

Before he could sit back down, Sarah stood and cleared her throat. “If I may, Elaine.”

Elaine grinned, nodding.

The countess faced the crowd. “At Baroness Lostbarrow’s request, my husband petitioned the king on behalf of young Gabriel.”

Sthuza stiffened at his side. Murmurs rose as the older woman continued to speak, but Gabriel focused on his Prime.

‘What’s going on, Sthuza?’

‘I now suspect the guards were not merely being polite earlier.’

Stunned by her suggestion, Gabriel half-listened as Sarah announced his investiture as a Knight Errant. He accepted a leatherbound scroll with enchanted seals proving the document’s authenticity.

There was a mention of needing to appear in court eventually for formal recognition, but Gabriel missed the details, reeling at the unexpected promotion.

Cheers and excited whoops shattered the peaceful atmosphere, with Cindra’s boisterous howl echoing off the walls. Furious grumbling emanated from the envoy’s table, though Lady Jacalyn flashed a sincere smile.

’You okay, Alpha? Or is your noble lordship more appropriate?’ Reyna sent. Gabriel met the lycan’s twinkling gaze and smiled as her teasing pulled him back from the sheer surprise.

‘Just taken aback. Never dreamed of anything like this. But if it helps us keep smooth relations with Elaine and the kingdom I’m fine.’

‘But doesn’t this mean you have all sorts of noble duties and shit?’

‘No. Knights Errant don’t fit under any nobles. It’s mostly a title used for adventurers the kingdom wants to bind closer. The only string attached is being obligated to serve in defense of the kingdom if Ailannor is attacked. Technically, King Thalion could already conscript me for service based on the entrance contract at the Academy, so nothing really changes.’

Gabriel settled back in his chair as the crowd quietened. Elaine resumed speaking for a few minutes before servers rushed out with trays of artfully prepared food.

Dinner came in three courses. First was a fresh, colorful salad. Plates of rich green lettuce and bright purple keltyr leaves with a raspberry vinaigrette. After taking a bite and enjoying the crisp salad and tangy dressing, Gabriel glanced over, curious at how Cindra would react to the leafy dish. He blinked.

The hellhound sat beside a bemused countess holding an empty plate as her large tongue slurped up the last drops of vinaigrette. Brynja met his gaze and shrugged, wings folded tight behind her.

Servants brought out beautifully roasted quails over a bed of savory seasoned rice with airy rolls. While most guests received a small gold-ringed plate with one or two plump birds, a young nyatari placed a massive platter in front of Cindra.

Elaine grinned at Gabriel as the hellhound licked her lips. “It is not uncommon for some people to have different nutritional requirements. I made sure the chefs were aware of Cindra’s appetite.”

Reyna snickered. “Don’t bother trying to fill her up. I’ve never seen her turn down another round.”

“The young lady has a proper appetite,” Aren said, laughing. Sitting beside him, Molly pouted, already tearing into one of the three juicy quails crowding her plate.

Everyone dug in, some with more grace and formal etiquette than others. Elaine and Sarah flinched each time Cindra crunched a mouthful of quail bones.

The hellhound’s appreciative murmurs provided white noise for brief snippets of small talk as people enjoyed their food. Given even Sarah picked hers up with her fingers, Gabriel followed suit.

The fowl was cooked to perfection with plump, moist breasts and rich juicy legs. Crispy skin coated liberally with salt, pepper, and a hint of spicy feylaran zest delivered just enough tangy heat with every bite.

Before long, every plate held nothing but stripped bones, and people resumed talking in small groups. Except for Cindra’s platter.

That one was licked clean with not even a stray rib left.

Sarah engaged Cindra, the hellhound recounting the trip out to exterminate the huge armored centipedes a month ago. The countess listened with rapt attention as Cindra cheerfully described the fight.

‘There is no need to worry, Master. At this point, I must assume the Furball says the outrageous things she does with intent. While she can be most uncouth and seems to delight in saying the quiet part out loud, she never reveals that which would actually endanger us.’

‘True. Still, we just met Sarah, and I’d rather not get drawn into any more noble entanglements.’

‘I understand. From what Elaine has said, I believe we can trust the countess well enough. For now, let us relax and pretend we are mere adventurers celebrating a new milestone.’

‘You’re right. Hells, I’ve passed Mother at this point. When I was a kid, her whole party seemed so powerful. Five Gold-ranked adventurers… Now, I’ve killed multiple Mithril-ranked, and we’re the “hometown heroes.”’

Pride and satisfaction swept across his bond with Sthuza. ‘And you have grown substantially since that battle, Love. Would Triscol even last ten seconds against you in a duel today?’

Memories of that frantic clash played through Gabriel’s mind. He’d been weary and worn after barely defeating the s’kraith invaders and their advanced magitek weaponry.

‘Well, my pool’s about as dry as that time. Still, I see what you mean. I’ve learned a great deal studying with Amara. Plus an extra two months of practice. Not to mention how Kimi boosted my SE.’

Elaine drew Gabriel into a brief talk about the dungeon. Given her relationship with the new Guildmaster, she had her finger on the pulse of the Adventurer’s Guild. Where Alberik had taken a hands-off approach to managing the city’s primary income source, the retired mage was throwing herself fully into the subject.

He had just finished describing a “newly discovered” section of the ninth floor that could be announced to the public when servants returned with another course.

Each gilded plate featured a sumptuous assortment of fruits, airy pastries, and edible flowers, each dusted with one of several colorful, magical sugars.

Gabriel found the sweet roll coated with moonflower pollen the tastiest, while Cindra made her preference for the emberdust brownie crystal clear. Though, the hellhound moaned with every bite. Sthuza and the others were more restrained but still murmured in satisfaction as they devoured the fantastical dessert.

After everyone finished, the staff returned and efficiently bussed the dishes. Elaine rose, asking everyone to stand and step away from the tables.

Sylvia and four women in senior Academy robes stood before the raised platform and began casting a triple circle spell.

Most guests watched with excitement as they traced glyphs and power built. Gabriel toggled Magesight and studied their progress.

“Did you use an item, or is that a special talent of yours, Gabriel?” Sarah asked, drawing him back from the well-crafted spatial transport magic.

“Hmm? Oh, Magesight, right? It’s more of a talent. A relatively recent development.”

Sarah chuckled. “I see. Perhaps, one you discovered roughly three months ago?”

Gabriel flinched, again wondering how much Elaine had told the countess. “About that.”

For that matter, how much does Elaine actually know? She’s never pressed me, but she admitted to reading some secret notes Alberik had.

Sylvia and her circle finished the spell. Bright light flared up to engulf every table and chair in the hall, save those on the platform.

Magic continued to build until each target disappeared beneath the glow. All at once, the blue light vanished, leaving the hall empty save for the standing guests.

A single clap rang out, quickly escalating into a thunderous applause that reverberated through the hall. As the cheers subsided, servants glided forward, carrying stools and positioning them before the raised platform.

Five fair-skinned elves, clad in sleek black suits adorned with crimson and gold accents, descended the staircase behind the grand banner. They flanked the raised platform and settled onto their stools. Each unfurled a padded case, revealing elegant musical instruments poised and ready.

“Ooo, Sad Eyes likes music, too?” Cindra asked, stepping over and crowding Elaine and Sarah.

“Indeed. It can hardly be a proper party without a dance. Though, as I informed everyone, this will be a touch less formal than most balls.”

Cindra’s eyes flared brighter, and she grabbed both noblewomen in a spine-popping hug before dropping them and dashing over to Gabriel. “Packmaster has to dance with Cindra.”

Laughing, Gabriel held out a hand to the statuesque hellhound. “Of course I will, silly pup. But we should wait until they’ve warmed up.”

A suspicious glint flashed through those luminous blue eyes, and Gabriel tugged Cindra closer, wrapping her in a hug. “And no, not that kind of warmed up.”

“What, worried she’ll strip their clothes and get hot and heavy with a bunch of snooty elven bards?” Reyna asked.

A growl of disapproval escaped from Gabriel as he shook his head. “No. I was thinking about a more literal interpretation.”

Reyna’s eyes widened, then she cackled madly. “Oh fuck, yeah. Boobs would totally start some fires to help ‘em ’warm up.’”


Chapter Sixteen







The guests spread out along the walls, leaving plenty of open floor space for any who wished to dance.

Small groups formed, and servers returned carrying trays of drinks. Many of the city officials–easy to spot thanks to their less flamboyant dresses, doublets, and robes–claimed wine glasses.

The adventurers, many of them young beastkin, paired off and moved out into the open space, eager to dance.

The flutist started up first, her rune-etched mithril flute producing clear, airy notes. Next, a slender elven male drew a bow across his cello, joined seconds later by the other musicians.

A relaxed melody emerged as they performed, and Rendolyn started dancing like no one was watching. As the redhead gyrated, her short skirt fluttered.

Two white-haired inutari rushed over to join her, dragging an embarrassed pantheran with them. Claire manhandled Yalaen close as her sister grabbed Rendolyn’s hand.

“Well, looks like your young friends are eager to dance,” Elaine said.

Leryane chuckled. “I don’t think they’re much younger than Gabe. Even if he does feel older than you and Aren sometimes.”

Gabriel ignored the chatting pair as he glanced at his bonded. He didn’t recognize the song. But the slow, steady beat was perfect for dancing.

Stepping over before Sthuza, he executed the ritualized bow he’d learned as a child, when one of his mother’s companions taught him to dance. “Would you care to dance?”

A radiant smile lit up her face. “I would indeed, Love.”

Gabriel took her hand, pulled her close, then walked backward out into the center of the room. Gripping her hip with his free hand, he matched the beat, falling into a slow Ailannori waltz.

“Ooo! Cindra dances with Packmaster next.”

“Ah, do we need to claim our positions now? Or is it based upon the order we met?” Brynja asked. The gorgeous valkyrie glanced around the room, studying as others began requesting dances.

Standing next to Kimiko, Reyna snorted. “You can go ahead of me. Not that I even know how to dance. And my stumpy ass would look ridiculous next to him.”

Elaine watched Gabriel and Sthuza settle in. “It appears Gabriel is practiced enough that I am sure the two of you would be just fine, Miss Keenclaw.”

The lycan blinked at the noblewoman, face scrunching up as she looked for a hint of mockery. “Really?”

Elaine nodded, watching as Gabriel and Sthuza parted, the disguised gorgon spinning out before he pulled her back into his arms. They gazed into each other’s eyes, oblivious to the world around them.

Standing beside her, Sarah said, “The two of you will cut an impressive appearance. Have no fear. But don’t feel pressured to join in. Not everyone enjoys dancing.”

“I, however, do,” Aren declared. “Molly, would you do me the honor?”

The black-haired inutari huffed, but excitement flashed through her sharp eyes. “I suppose you would cause a scene if I refused.”

Without missing a beat, the broad-shouldered man nodded. “Absolutely.”

The women nearby laughed as she took his outstretched hand, and the pair joined the dance.

“So,” Leryane started, “think Gabe would be up for a few extra dances?” When Kimiko’s head snapped around, and she glared at the elf, Leryane raised both hands. “After all of you, of course.”

Kimiko’s eyes narrowed and she ceased blinking. Cindra grabbed her shoulder and pulled her stumbling over to lean against the hellhound. “Packmaster can dance with Pack, then take turns with Packfriends. Spending time together is important. Besides, Sad Eyes and Friendly Elf don’t have partners.”

Elaine flinched but shot Cindra a sad, appreciative smile. Leryane grinned, turning back to watch the growing number of guests dancing.

“Could I slip in there as well?” Sarah asked. “We’ve only just met, but I believe I would enjoy being a ‘Packfriend.’”

Kimiko shifted her unblinking stare to the older noblewoman. Cindra’s head tilted side to side before she nodded. “Sure. Packmaster might protest, but Cindra thinks he should play more.”

Reyna chuckled. “Just don’t start flirting too much or one of these two might do something… extreme.”

“Hells no,” Leryane said. “Sure he’s hot, but he’s also more than a little terrifying. Not to mention, I’ve seen you ladies fight.”

“I’m married,” Sarah said with a mischievous grin. “And while Gabriel is quite impressive, the age difference is a bit much.”

Reyna threw her head back, howling with laughter. Kimiko’s scowl deepened, and she bared her teeth.

As the others joked, Brynja focused on Gabriel and Sthuza. The pair glided across the polished floor, having eyes only for each other.

Sthuza gracefully twirled away from Gabriel. He pulled her close again, turning, then dipped her low, gazing into her vibrant eyes.

Bent backward with only his arm keeping her from falling, she beamed up at him as the music built. Rising, they moved together, bodies gliding in sync.

As the song drew to a slow, fading end, Gabriel pulled her close. Her modest breasts and rounded belly pressed against him, and her arms slipped around his back.

‘Thank you, Sthuza. This was wonderful. It’s been over a decade since I danced, and it was never so enjoyable.’

She nibbled at her lip as he gazed down into her brilliant green eyes.

’It has been centuries for me, Master. But now I am quite grateful you insisted on us attending tonight. And while I would not turn down another, perhaps you should invite my sister bonded before any of them cause a scene?’

When she looked away, Gabriel followed her gaze to where his other bonded stood with Leryane and the two nobles. Cindra bounced on her feet, and given her mass and the enchanted heels she wore, he could only hope she didn’t damage the floor.

Kimiko stared back with unfocused eyes, dark lips twitching to the left. Compared to her, Brynja and Reyna appeared normal, but even they watched eagerly.

“Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.” Gabriel kissed Sthuza’s forehead, then led her over to the others.

The musicians started a new song just as they met up. “I recognize this one,” he said, smiling at the myriad beautiful women standing together.

Elaine and Sarah nodded. “I am not surprised. It is a very popular piece across the kingdom,” the countess said.

The moment Sthuza stepped away from him, Cindra shot forward, a huge grin on her expressive face. “Cindra dances with Packmaster now?”

Gabriel caught her by the shoulders, preventing the muscular monster girl from tackling him. “Soon, beautiful, but I think we’ll need a more energetic song. Would it be all right if I claim Brynja for this one?”

Cindra froze, then her head bobbed fast enough to make onlookers wince. “Yay, Birdsister.”

He paused, turning to face the elegant valkyrie. “If you would do me the honor, Brynja Vadisdóttir?”

Brynja blushed, but her lips spread in a sincere smile. “I would be honored. Though, I must confess I do not know any local dances.” She looked out across the growing number of couples spread across the hall. “And given my wings, we would need to keep back from the others.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll manage,” he said. Taking Brynja’s hand, he started back toward the center, than paused and glanced at Cindra. “Think you could stay calm and dance with Sthuza?”

The gorgon’s lips quirked to one side as Cindra’s face lit up. “I am sure Cindra can restrain her enthusiasm enough if not dancing with you.”

“Hey, there’s an idea,” Leryane said, grabbing Elaine’s hand. “Come on, El. Dance with me. You probably haven’t busted a move in years, have you? We can both shake off the rust before taking turns with the local hero.”

Eyes flaring, Gabriel watched the dark-haired elf drag the baroness past.

Countess Fayhallow met his gaze, mirth flashing in her eyes. “I do hope you don’t mind, Gabriel. But you have made quite a reputation for yourself lately. And the three of us lack dates tonight.”

Sylvia walked over, a relaxed expression on her often-serious face. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure Keldoryn knows we’ll need at least seven more dances.”

Shaking his head, Gabriel guided Brynja out to an open stretch of floor near Leryane and Elaine.

Brynja moved with liquid grace. A light blush colored her flawless cheeks when he positioned her close, a hand on her flared hip.

Nodding his head with the beat, Gabriel gazed into her mithril-blue eyes. Her wings fluttered as they began.

Brynja bit her bottom lip in focus, concentrating on following his lead. They moved in a lazy circle, swaying to the languid music.

Despite her hesitancy, the valkyrie caught on quickly. When the music picked up, he spun her away, and she circled around him, wings spreading.

Gabriel watched the noble warrior woman lose herself in the beauty and peace of the dance. Her heels clicked with every step as she looped around, wings tucked back, and he recaptured her hand.

When he pulled her in close, she draped her arms over his shoulders and pressed her forehead against his. “Am I doing this right?”

“You’re a natural.”

She flashed a dazzling smile. “This is nice. Most of our dances are aerial in nature, but I rather like how intimate this feels.”

Gabriel slipped both hands down to her hips, holding her close as they swayed. “I rather like it, too. But I’d love to dance through the sky with you. You’ll have to teach me.”

Sthuza and Cindra bounced past the duo, drawing a giggle from Brynja. The hellhound bopped about, lifting the smaller woman from her feet and spinning her around.

To Gabriel’s surprise, Reyna and Kimiko danced their way closer. Reyna’s faced scrunched as she focused intently, while the oni glided like a professional dancer. Kimiko matched her partner’s performance yet had eyes only for Gabriel. She never missed a step even though her head tracked Gabriel without a glance at the lycan.

Four more women meandered in their direction. Callie and Claire had swapped partners. The two couples danced around each other, drawing amused glances from the twins, Aren and Molly.

As the music faded again, Brynja pressed a kiss to Gabriel’s cheek. “Thank you, Gabriel. Now, I believe you have a few other ladies waiting in the wing.”

A lively tempo surged, and Cindra practically launched herself at him, the larger monster girl pressing close. He deftly caught one hand while gripping her hip with the other, expertly navigating her boisterous enthusiasm.

Despite her earlier antics with Sthuza, Cindra proved an attentive partner as he led her through a simpler dance. Dancing with the lovable hellhound proved as intimate and enjoyable as the earlier two. When the music slowed again, Cindra dipped him, then claimed a wet kiss.

Kimiko materialized between them, her incredible strength on full display as she pried the muscular hellhound off Gabriel. The ancient undead glided with perfect posture, synchronizing her movements to his as they flowed with the sensual melody.

Throughout the song, she remained silent, a radiant smile curving her full, dark lips. Her unblinking violet eyes held his captive, twin pools of bottomless love. Gabriel found himself drawn to the startling passion radiating from those fathomless depths.

When the dance ended, he kissed her pale cheek, eliciting a dark flush and widening her grin into an ecstatic beam.

Flush-faced and panting, Reyna stumbled back from a grinning Cindra, and Kimiko swapped places, drawing the hellhound away as Gabriel caught Reyna’s hand.

“Are you all right?”

Reyna laughed, a rich happy sound that made Gabriel smile. “Yeah, just Boobs being Boobs. Spent half the dance smothering me with those huge sweater puppies. Uh, I probably left some lipstick on her fancy top.”

Chuckling, Gabriel swept the lycan into a fast-tempo dance. “Don’t worry, Reyna. That’s what magical cleaning is for.”

“Ha, yeah. Boobs has given ya plenty of practice at that, hasn’t she?”

“Yes, but right now, it’s just the two of us. Let’s enjoy ourselves.”

Despite her earlier concerns, Reyna proved more than capable, following Gabriel’s lead as they glided across the floor. Other couples floated around them, providing a sympathetic barrier against the general crowd.

Several pleasant minutes later, another couple approached, causing heads to turn. “Excuse me,” a polite, cultured woman asked.

Releasing Reyna, Gabriel turned toward the voice.

Jacalyn stood demurely, the armored nyatari two steps behind her. Duke Mornstead’s daughter smiled, hands folded before her. “May I ask for a dance, Sir Gabriel?”

He paused, thinking back to the ducal envoy’s outburst. “Uh, you do know about…”

The catgirl’s lips tightened as Jacalyn nodded. “That you slew my half-brother in a Guild-sanctioned duel over the Lostbarrow title? Yes. Do you hold a grudge against my house as a result?”

“… No? But Edric sure seems to. And there was an altercation with some of your guards outside.”

Jacalyn winced. “Yes, Mai told me about that despicable encounter.” The noblewoman shook her head, rich blue locks fluttering behind her. “I must apologize for that on behalf of my family, though, they were not my guards. Dame Mai is my sole defender. Those others are assigned to Sir Edric’s mission here.”

Fighting back a frown, Gabriel nodded. “Thank you. But I’m still–”

Cindra dragged Sthuza over to join them, beaming. His Prime rolled her eyes at the hellhound’s enthusiasm. “I see no harm in a simple dance, Gabriel. You are the man of the hour.”

“I imagine Lady Jacalyn has been besieged by a great many scheming men already,” Elaine said, approaching the group with Brynja. Leryane and Kimiko followed the pair. “I’m certain the more ambitious vultures of society would have been circling around Sarah and me, if not for you and your lovely ladies.”

Cindra nodded. “Smelly men with dark thoughts are scared of Pack.”

“Yeah, even tired as he is, Fu–Gabriel’s still got that whole dark, powerful vibe going,” Reyna said.

Jacalyn took a half step back. “Ah, you are tired, Sir Gabriel? I do not want to impose.”

Gabriel extended a hand. “It’s fine. I’d be honored to share a dance with you, if you would, Lady Jacalyn.”

Her sharp-featured face lit up with excitement, and she darted forward, slipping her hand in his.

Before pulling her closer, Gabriel glanced at her guard. The stern-faced nyatari flashed a slight smile and stepped back to give them room.

The bards started up a fresh performance, and the other ladies paired off. Aren surprised several people by inviting Kimiko with a formal flourish.

She froze, face blank, then glanced at Gabriel.

‘There’s no harm in dancing, Kimi. Unless you don’t want to. Aren’s a friend and won’t try anything. Hells, he may just be interested in talking about oni. He wields a huge tetsubo, after all.’

When Kimiko accepted the older man’s invitation, Molly slipped over and claimed Cindra. Sthuza drew Reyna close while Brynja slipped away to stand watch beside Dame Mai.

Jacalyn matched Gabriel with refined grace, proving a practiced dancer. Up close, it was obvious she had at least a hint of elven blood.

A slightly pointed ear peeked past a curtain of luscious blue hair as she glided through the dance. Though she started out demure, joy radiated from her angular, soft-gray eyes as they both sank into comfortable movement.

The tempo increased, and her smile widened. “Thank you for accepting, Sir Gabriel.”

“Just Gabriel is fine. If it’s not obvious, I’m not much used to all this formality. I’m just an adventurer.”

Jacalyn smirked. “‘Just an adventurer’ is it? Well, you have earned a most impressive reputation as a mere adventurer, Gabriel. I was surprised to learn who you are. Originally, I thought you were just a handsome man, but you’ve been instrumental in Lostbarrow’s recent uptick.”

Uh oh. Is this part of a scheme?

‘Relax, Alpha. I’m pretty sure she’s just interested in you. She was asking everyone about the dungeon. Maybe she longs to be an adventurer?’

‘It’s a little weird how you can still pick up on my thoughts when I don’t broadcast them.’

‘Eh, I was stuck in your head for a while, Fucker. Don’t worry about it. Now, pay attention to your partner before she gets suspicious.’

Gabriel snorted and refocused on Jacalyn. “I’m blessed with an amazing party, and we’ve had some good fortune delving.”

“Your partymates are certainly breathtaking. And according to the testimonies about that terrible coup those idiots attempted, all quite powerful.”

Gabriel missed a step, but she flowed right through his stumble, smile never wavering. “Ah, I didn’t realize you’d have read those.”

She laughed, a refined, mirthful sound that brought a smile to his face. “I’m very interested in dungeon delving and have been following all developments regarding Lostbarrow since word spread about its newfound vibrancy.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty wild. There’s been a major influx of adventurers of late.”

“I noticed. That was–”

“Get away from her, monster!” Edric shouted.

Jacalyn froze, eyes wide. Gabriel spun to face the red-faced ducal envoy.


Chapter Seventeen







Edric stomped toward Gabriel, accompanied by four armored guards. The big-bellied man glared, pointing a meaty finger at Gabriel. “Get your bloody hands off Lady Jacalyn, you gods-damned murderer.”

“Cease at once, Edric,” Elaine said, voice mired in fear and fury. She rushed over with Sarah, Leryane, and Sylvia.

Gabriel’s bonded joined him, all facing the furious man. Cindra gave a menacing growl, while a disturbing leer spread across Kimiko’s face.

“Lady Jacalyn, that man is a duplicitous murderer. He worked with this washed up mage to kill your honorable brother. Get away from him at once.”

Jacalyn clung to Gabriel’s side, trembling. “I-I’m so sorry, Gabriel. I…”

Instinctively, Gabriel shifted her to his weak side but well clear of his belted sword. Otherwise, he remained still, observing the ducal envoy.

The man blazed beneath Magesight, a well-crafted, inactive Spell Mantle anchored to his doublet, and over a dozen enchanted trinkets, mostly defensive in nature. Peering closer, Gabriel studied the man’s aura.

Hmm, decently powerful. High Gold, maybe even low Mithril rank? He’s got more Essence than Sylvia or Elaine.

“You do not command my lady, Edric,” Dame Mai warned in a firm voice. Her hand hovered near her sword hilt.

Gripping her saber, Leryane raised her free arm to hold Elaine back.

“I am only concerned about her safety, Dame. As you should be.” Edric reached for his gilded smallsword. The four men flanking him mirrored his aggressive stance as he turned toward Elaine. “I am taking this criminal into custody.”

“You have no right!” she snapped.

Cindra’s warning growl dipped lower, a throaty rumble promising violence. Her motionless tail jutted out behind her. A rustle of scales presaged the restless hissing of concealed head-snakes as Sthuza’s elaborate braids shifted.

Leryane winced. “Don’t do this, Edric, you won’t live to regret it.”

Jacalyn stepped forward, scowling at the red-faced nobleman. “Stop this at once, Sir Edric. Gabriel didn’t murder anyone. You read the Guild’s report, didn’t you? Triscol challenged the baroness, and Gabriel served as her proxy.”

The overweight man’s scowl softened a touch as his focus shifted to the younger noblewoman, his lips turning white. “Lady, there is no way this jumped-up Academy reject defeated Sir Triscol in fair combat. The new Guildmaster is a friend of that harlot. No doubt they prepared an ambush, then covered it up.”

“Seriously? You’re questioning the Guild now?” Leryane asked, shaking her head.

“Don’t pretend you’re not part of this, you repugnant deviant.” Edric’s words drew several outraged shouts. Elaine stormed forward, but Leryane pressed her back.

“This is pointless. There’s a bounty on Gabriel Grimm’s head. As representative of Duke Mornstead, I am taking him to stand trial in Aelberg.” Edric’s face scrunched up in focus, and a faint wave of pressure spread out.

Jacalyn shivered, and Sylvia winced, but no one else reacted.

Was he focusing his Spiritual Presence to intimidate us? Not very impressive.

Reyna blinked. “Uh, not likely, fuck-face. You’re not big enough, and there’s nowhere near enough of you pricks to take Alpha anywhere.”

Eyes wide, Edric blinked.

“I grow bored,” Kimiko said darkly. “May I reap their souls now? I think I’d enjoy another dance.”

Several people flinched at the chilling malevolence dripping from the oni’s voice. Edric gulped, lips quivering, then recovered and drew a gleaming carminium sword. Fire erupted along the brilliant red blade.

The four men-at-arms behind him mirrored the action, and the sound of more drawn blades rang out in the now silent hall. Leryane shoved Elaine back, saber held before her.

Cindra’s head tilted to the left, the right, then she shot Sthuza an inquisitive look. The gorgon gave a subtle head shake, and Cindra shrugged.

Sword drawn but held low, Dame Mai grabbed Jacalyn’s wrist and dragged the noblewoman behind her.

Gabriel stared at the furious envoy, fighting down the instincts urging him to slaughter the cocky man and his guards.

“You’d threaten Duke Mornstead’s lawful agent?” Edric demanded, glaring at Kimiko. The oni’s lips twisted into a mildly terrifying smirk, and she winked.

Cindra shot the fuming envoy a pitying look. “Stupid round-face is all bark, no bite. Should stop yapping before Packmaster gets mad.”

“Ha, yeah. Alpha’s all bite, no bark,” Reyna said, chortling.

Turbulent emotions flared in Edric’s eyes, then they threatened to pop out of his skull. “Keep talking like that you slutty mongrel, and you’ll be sold to the filthiest brothel I can find.”

“Oh fuck,” Reyna said, torn between laughter and shock. Kimiko cackled, the sinister sound causing several spectators to shiver.

“Gods damn it,” Leryane spat. “Barrier, Now!” The elf stepped forward, fully shielding Elaine as Sylvia muttered a series of command words, triggering multiple magic items.

Edric jerked back, and the four ducal guards stepped forward. Raising their swords, two focused on Cindra, the others advancing on Gabriel.

“Please don’t kill them, Gabriel,” Elaine said with a dejected tone that suggested she didn’t hold out much hope.

“Do not stress your pool, Master,” Sthuza warned. “They are not worth it.”

“Enough,” Gabriel rasped, a dark timbre bleeding out through the lone word. “Put your swords away and apologize before I rip your fucking souls out and grind them to Essence.”

Focusing inward, Gabriel drew upon his Spiritual Presence, his aura, and visualized projecting it as a tangible wave aimed directly at the five hostile men, centered on the outraged envoy.

Everyone fell silent.

For long, agonizing seconds, not a sound disturbed the deathly silence of the hall.

Pale, shaken faces hung slack-jawed. A score of ludicrously dilated eyes stared at Gabriel, not daring to blink.

Exhaling, he took a calming breath, sucking in a comforting emotional sense, a slight smile teasing his lips.

“Holy hellhound tits, Fucker. That was mildly terrifying.”

At Reyna’s breathless declaration, sound and movement returned. Edric, the four guards, Sylvia, and Jacalyn collapsed.

Dame Mai caught her primary before the noblewoman hit the ground, and Sarah dashed over to grab Sylvia.

“W-what was that?” Jacalyn gasped. “Was t-that Gabriel?” She stared at him, stunned. Her bodyguard’s flinty gaze likewise locked on him, but she didn’t brandish her blade.

Cindra bounced over and wrapped an arm around Gabriel, rubbing her face against him. “Packmaster’s soul feels so strong.” She snuffled at his hair, then sighed in contentment. “And his scent is so yummy.”

Elaine, Sylvia, and Sarah all stared as the hellhound ground herself against him, completely oblivious to their gazes.

Brynja cleared her throat. “Ah, my lord, perhaps you should rein in your aura?”

“Huh? I thought I did,” Gabriel said. Focusing inward again, he drew every fiber of his being in, imagining it as a dense cloak wrapped tight around him.

Several people gulped as though desperate for breath.

“Thanks, Gabe,” Leryane muttered. “Hells below, that was way beyond what you’ve exuded before. How powerful are?”

Was it that impressive?

‘Uh, yeah, Alpha. My knees went all wobbly, and it felt like Boobs stomped on my chest.’

A massive spike of pride roared across his bond with Kimiko, and he glanced at the oni. Her twinkling eyes and ridiculous, fang-filled grin gave him a good idea of why his Spiritual Presence felt so different.

The last time I would have done anything similar was that mess with Triscol. Before I bonded Kimiko.

’I wasn’t there for that one, but when you scared those punks in the tavern, it was so fucking different. That was a little scary. This was fucking terrifying.’

Movement behind Edric picked up as guests began to recover. Gabriel ignored them, stalking over to loom above the kneeling envoy. “Okay, let’s make this clear, Edric.”

The noble tilted his head back to make eye contact and gulped.

“I killed Triscol in a Guild-sanctioned duel when he challenged Elaine for the barony. He put up a decent offense but fell to a single Aetheric Lance. That’s not on me, Elaine, or the Guild. He failed to defend himself.

“Then, to make matters worse, when he fell, his second attempted a coup. His men murdered over a dozen innocent people when they tried to kill Elaine. After such a despicable act, with over a thousand fucking witnesses, you want to pretend I’m the criminal?”

Edric’s mouth opened and closed several times, and he swallowed again. “T-there’s no way a mere Aetheric Lance would tear through his Spell Mantle.”

Leryane’s raucous, barking laughter drowned out whatever the envoy said next. “Seriously? You’re an idiot, Ed. This whole party was a celebration of Gabe’s promotion to Mithril. Do you know why El had him boosted again, barely two months after pushing his Gold tag through?”

“You were Silver-ranked two months ago?” Jacalyn asked. The blue-haired noblewoman leaned heavily on Dame Mai, panting.

Elaine gave a dark, somewhat bitter laugh. “Gabriel was Copper-ranked less than four months ago.”

Stupefied faces stared at the baroness, then at Gabriel.

Ears twitching, Dame Mai licked her lips, eyes narrowing. “Truly?”

Gabriel sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah. I only became an adventurer after being expelled from the Academy. Needed a way to earn some coin.”

“Wh-what kind of monster are you?” Edric whispered.

“The kind who doesn’t appreciate assholes coming in and insulting my friends and family. My Pack. Now, if you want to leave intact, you will crawl over there and apologize for your outrageous insults and beg forgiveness from these ladies. Otherwise, I’m going to demonstrate how much damage I can do without resorting to magic. My pool may be drained, but I don’t need it to crush the five of you.”

A wicked light danced in Kimiko’s violet eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want me to deal with them? He even threatened your Pri–primary woman.”

Reyna snickered at Kimiko’s near misspeech. A strange look passed between Elaine and Leryane.

Gabriel stared down into Edric’s fear-flared eyes. “Thank you, Kimi, but no. I don’t think they’re our enemies, just overzealous and rude.”

“Do you want to bring charges against them, Gabriel?” Elaine asked. “Edric’s behavior here was repugnant, but his guards outside started a fight. I can have Watch Commander Granger here within the hour.”

Still studying the emotions hiding in the fat-faced man’s eyes, Gabriel shook his head. He reached deeper, tapping one of the Psionic lessons Ralloderth had taught him.

‘Are you gonna melt his brain, Alpha?’

‘Not likely. I’m still an absolute amateur, but from what Ral explained, I’ve been tapping my Talent instinctively to see through spell encryption. After his lessons, I understand the basics of reading surface thoughts. And I’d bet Edric is all but screaming his at the moment.’

Gabriel’s eyes narrowed, and the round-faced man flinched. Then he shuddered and gasped, sagging.

“Edric?” Leryane asked, dropping to kneel beside the trembling man.

‘Was that your doing, Master?’

‘Just confirming my suspicions. He’s thoroughly convinced this is going to blow up on him. He had orders to push and dig, but Viktorin Blakemore will be pissed when he hears from Elaine and Sarah.’

Gabriel pulled back from the sniveling man’s unguarded mind. “As long as Edric sincerely apologizes, and you ladies accept, there’s no need to drag this unpleasantness out.”

Edric’s head snapped up, faint, desperate hope softening his pale face.

“Like I said, we’re not enemies. Duke Mornstead is our rightful lord, and I think Edric understands me now. But,” Gabriel paused, a sinister grin spreading across his face. “If he decides to show any more disrespect, I will view him as an enemy.”

Leryane chuckled darkly. “How many enemies do you have, Gabe?”

Thoughts of Vesrah danced through Gabriel’s mind, and his expression hardened. Edric and Leryane paled, flinching back as he spoke.

“One. But not for much longer.”


Chapter Eighteen







After Sir Edric kowtowed and apologized to Elaine, Sarah, Cindra, and the others, radiating sincerity, Captain Albright escorted the ducal envoy and his guards from the hall.

Dozens of guests said their own goodbyes, thanking Elaine for the “exciting” evening before fleeing. Under the watchful gaze of Dame Mai, Lady Jacalyn offered her own apology for her father’s men, though Elaine and Sarah brushed aside the younger noblewoman’s worry.

Gabriel put the disturbance out of mind and focused on his bonded. Amusement and excitement still blazed within their bonds, though as the party drew down, they seemed unwilling to let the night end.

With most of the guests leaving, he summoned his Minions, causing a brief stir before Leryane and Elaine calmed the guards. Kestria led her fellow shadowstalkers to the sole remaining table where Brynja and Reyna sat, drinking.

Cuix fixated on Captain Albright, haranguing the armored man into a conversation Gabriel pointedly ignored. Gwenaelle performed a cursory inspection of the entire hall before gracing Elaine and Sarah with the supreme honor of stroking her silky fur.

The peaceful atmosphere washed away any lingering stress, and Gabriel relaxed, enjoying another dance with each of his bonded, then inviting the other ladies in turn.

When Cindra suggested they relocate to the Careless Queen, Elaine and Leryane were quick to invite themselves. To Gabriel’s surprise, Countess Fayhallow proved even more excited.

Cindra dragged Callie and Claire’s party into the mix, and everyone packed into coaches as Sylvia and Captain Albright organized an escort.

Gabriel rode with his bonded, sitting back and soaking in their excitement as they discussed their favorite parts of the party. This time, Reyna and Sthuza swapped laps to sit on, and he wrapped his arms around the spunky lycan as she and Kimiko laughed about the mess with Edric.

Close to a hundred drinking, boisterous patrons packed the expanded tavern. As Gabriel and his bonded entered, dressed in luxurious finery, heads turned, and the room fell silent.

Darlene exited the kitchen, a laden tray braced over her shoulder. She glanced around at the quieting crowd, then to the door, a huge smile spreading across her rosy-cheeked face. “Gabriel Grimm, did you drag the whole party back to my little inn?”

“Hey, Mrs. Spaulding. Not quite, but we might have picked up a few hungry mouths.” Gabriel started toward the sole empty table in the far corner. For months now, it had served as their personal space. None of the regulars would touch it, and they warned away newcomers, reserving it for Gabriel and his bonded.

Mainly Cindra.

Dressed in her skintight blue top and slinky skirt, the beaming hellhound followed at his side. She dragged Reyna and Kimiko with her, Sthuza and Brynja gliding along behind the larger monster girl.

“Now this is a proper adventurer hangout,” Sarah declared. The countess’s intelligent eyes drank in every detail, a smile gracing her refined face as she joined Elaine and Leryane in following Gabriel’s party. “You just cannot match the authentic air of barely restrained violence, lean hunger, and irrepressible thrill-seeking without a dungeon nearby to draw real adventurers.”

Leryane nodded. “Yeah, you’re going to love this place, Sarah. Darlene’s an amazing cook, and she’s got a great selection of booze.”

Aren and Molly stepped in next, then waited as Callie and Claire’s party joined them. The large man appraised the previously rowdy crowd at a single glance and chuckled. “Think someone may have to play musical chairs tonight. We can’t all squeeze in at your private table, son.”

Standing beside it, Gabriel paused. “Yeah. Ten’s tight but doable. Fifteen’s not going to fit.”

The noblewomen joined Gabriel’s party, then turned toward the entrance where three officers and six men-at-arms loitered. Sarah arched an eyebrow at Elaine. “I think we’re safe enough here, wouldn’t you agree?”

Elaine nodded, moving to sit in the chair Leryane pulled out for her. The elf glanced over at Gabriel, lips quirking in a wry smirk. “Yeah, long as we refrain from insulting Gabe’s lovely ladies, this is the safest spot in the barony.”

Sthuza and Reyna chuckled as Cindra nodded. “Yep, everybody knows better than disrupt Happy Cook’s lair.”

Sylvia glanced at her fellow officers, then nodded. “We can stand by the walls.”

“Nonsense, dearie,” Darlene said from the bar where she placed the heavy tray. “Just give me a moment to make some space for everyone.”

“Ooo, Cindra will help.”

At the hellhound’s cheerful announcement, several adventurer groups near Gabriel’s table twitched. Laughter boomed from a large, dark-skinned man. Tilting his head back, he drained a frosty glass mug, then stood. “Come on, boys, it’s not wise to get between Miss Cindra and her Pack.”

His companions nodded, all chugging their own drinks. Several grinned as they rose, a young nyatari waitress rushing over.

“No need to leave early,” Cindra said. “Happy Cook has extra tables, just for Pack.”

“I do indeed, darling. Would it be too much to ask you to grab one and bring it out?” Darlene joined the waitress and started dragging the sturdy, dark table away from Gabriel’s corner.

“Nope.” Cindra grinned, blue tongue peeking between pearly white teeth. She streaked across the room, crashing through a heavy swinging door along the far side.

Aren laughed, disengaged from Molly, and moved to help. The standing adventurers joined in, along with Captain Albright and four men-at-arms.

Sarah whispered to Reyna, and the lycan chortled as everyone in the tavern watched the men shift four tables back, clearing a sizable space around the corner booth.

The door swung open again, forced wide by a large table held overhead. Cindra appeared a second later, with a goofy grin as she carried the ten-foot-long hunk of dark wood one-handed.

Her reason for doing so became evident when she stepped through, half-dragging a second table, complete with six chairs teetering atop it.

Gabriel and Brynja helped her bring them over, and two minutes later, everyone settled around the three tables. He guided the valkyrie and Reyna to sit beside him, earning an approving nod from Sthuza, who set about distracting Cindra.

Callie and Claire claimed the second table while the guards clustered around the third and served as a barrier separating the nobles from the general crowd.

Three waitresses, and the lone waiter–a quick-to-smile, rail-thin inutari–rushed about, taking orders. They returned loaded with drinks, including frosty mugs of ice-cold dwarven beer.

Despite the sudden influx, Darlene had no trouble feeding the adventurers, nobles, and guards. At Cindra’s insistence, everyone tried the oross stew along with several plates of the fried potatoes Leryane loved.

Gabriel sipped at his surprisingly effervescent beer, savoring the chilled drink despite the still cool weather. After the food disappeared and chatting took center stage, he focused on his bonded.

All five radiated with joy as small talk turned to adventuring tales. Aren and Sarah proved especially interested in Brynja’s homeland in the Dragonspine Mountains.

The valkyrie’s cheeks, already flushed from wine at the ball, reddened as she grew more animated. Watching the beauty speak with her hands and wings as much as words, Gabriel pulled Reyna closer, tucking the petite lycan against his side.

Reyna snuggled in, pressing her face against his chest and breathing deep. Ducking down to kiss her head, he focused on his Prime.

‘It’s Reyna’s first night back among the living, and I was thinking she might like a little more privacy than what Cindra considers proper Pack sleeping arrangements.’

Sthuza smiled over the shorter woman, rubbing her rounded belly. ‘I believe she may surprise you, Love. But I noticed how enthralled you have been with Brynja tonight. Perhaps it is finally time to claim her fully?’ The gorgon smirked, eyes flashing. ‘For weeks now, you two have teased and played, yet you never go all the way.’

Surprised at her suggestion, Gabriel took another drink and focused again on the breathtaking valkyrie. Despite being surrounded by beautiful women in stunning outfits, Brynja still dominated the room. Half the patrons snuck glances at the radiant beauty every time she stood, wings fluttering as she acted out another thrilling moment of her story.

‘Maybe you’re right, but we’ll have to see. Unless she lays off the ale soon, I doubt she’ll stay awake long enough to make it home.’

As Sthuza giggled, Gabriel relaxed, enjoying the company and Brynja’s impressive storytelling. Eventually, talk turned to Gabriel’s injury and mana exhaustion.

He had no intention of letting anyone outside the dungeon learn of Vesrah, so he wove a tale about a new boss they’d “discovered” on the tenth floor.

Molly gave a long-suffering sigh as Aren perked up, blue eyes shining with childish delight. “Did you guys fight the boss?”

As the others turned toward him, Gabriel finished off his beer. “Yeah, he’s a four-armed death knight. Based on some species I’ve never seen before.”

“How was the fight? Better than that huge minotaur on the sixth?”

“Pretty rough. He’s strong and skilled but lacks the vanguard plate.”

Reyna snickered. “What? Not gonna warn this battle junkie about the boss’s little gimmick?”

A bright, boyish smile undermined Aren’s image as a distinguished adventurer and noble. “Oh, he’s got a trick?” The older man glanced at Molly, eyes twinkling with mischief.

The inutari sighed. “Please don’t rush off without listening, Aren. Not every battle is safe to solo.”

When the pair turned back to Gabriel, he continued. “He wields four scimitars, and he’s damn skilled with them. But the real challenge is his insane speed.”

A serious expression washed away Aren’s childish mirth as Gabriel wove an alternate story of defeating the dastet death knight. Brynja and Cindra joined in, adding details from their extensive experience training with the master swordsman.

Another round of drinks arrived, and Gabriel pulled back, allowing the others to answer Aren’s questions. Leryane and Sarah asked almost as many as the jovial man, while Elaine sat quietly, seeming lost in thought.

As he sipped what had to be at least his twelfth beer, Gabriel put the arcanite orb away and wrapped his arm around Reyna.

The lycan had downed even more than he had, and a faint red flush colored her cute face as she cuddled against his side. Her silk-sheathed body felt delightful, and his thoughts turned toward carrying her back to their room.

Reyna rubbed her face against his chest, snuggling closer. “Alpha, I-I’d been hoping maybe we could…”

Ducking down, Gabriel kissed her head along the edge of her thick blonde hair. “Want to slip out now and head back? Sthuza can manage the others.”

They flinched when Cindra gave a loud shout, raising an oversized tankard as she led a noisy cheer from everyone sitting at the next table over. Callie and Claire leaned against the boisterous hellhound, sloshing beer without noticing. Molly watched her daughters with a studious gaze that suggested they would be having a long, unpleasant talk once sober.

Aren and Leryane sat at the far end with Sarah, all three hunched low as they schemed. Elaine slumped against Leryane, dozing as the elven adventurer tenderly stroked her hair.

The clatter of steel rang, and Gabriel’s head spun toward the noise. Brynja and Garlyn Albright stood between a pair of tables, blades drawn. The officer had stripped off his gauntlets and cuirass at some point, leaving him comical looking in heavy vanguard pauldrons, codpiece, and leg armor.

Red-faced with a silly smile, Brynja remained gorgeous in her tight blue-black gown. Feet spread in a balanced fighting stance, she bared one long, sleek leg, displaying flawless skin.

Half the patrons watched, cheering drunkenly as the pair swayed on their feet. The valkyrie flapped her wings, causing the closest spectators to lean back, sputtering and spilling their drinks.

A flicker of dread stabbed Gabriel’s heart until Sthuza huffed. Glancing at his Prime, who watched the pair continue their drunken swordplay, he relaxed. “What’s with the impromptu exhibition match?”

The gorgon huffed again. “Sylvia and Garlyn both found Brynja’s story of fighting frost trolls captivating. At some point, she decided that to properly convey the scene, she needed to act it out. They are making a spectacle, but…”

Ren laughed, drawing Gabriel and Sthuza’s attention as she strolled past, carrying a pair of tankards that seemed even larger than normal given her tiny frame. “Aye, it’s just a normal night for adventurers. Delve hard, play hard.”

Sthuza rolled her eyes but nodded, a sly grin teasing her full lips. “Yes, and at least it is not Cindra giving the demonstration this time.”

Still tucked in tight, Reyna chortled. “Yeah, bet Boobs is the main reason Darlene has extra tables in back.”

The disguised gorgon nodded before taking a sip of dark-purple wine. “Of course, though other patrons manage to destroy a few chairs when they get rowdy.”

Gabriel surveyed the crowded tavern with new eyes. Even at a glance, scores of adventurer tags glinted in the warm, indirect lighting from crystals among the rafters. Bronze and Iron predominantly, but far more Silver and Gold plates gleamed than he would have expected.

“Do we need to arrange some security?” he asked.

“I do not think so; Darlene is quite beloved by her regulars. The few times any cretins have tried to cause a scene, other patrons stomp them down. Thoroughly.”

“Aye,” Ren said. “This place is the most popular spot in the city. No one wants any wankers messing up a good thing.” She gave a throaty laugh. “And if they make a fuss when Cindra’s around, she puts ’em down hard. Used to be a divot in the floor over there where she stomped one, literally, til Darlene had it mended.”

Gabriel’s lips pursed. “Sthuza, Has Cindra killed anyone here?”

Ren’s red eyebrows reached for her hairline before she laughed.

Sthuza smirked but shook her head. “No. Despite my initial hesitancy about her, I must admit she has proven quite insightful. She modulates her intensity to the situation admirably. The incident in question was when a Gold-ranked tank got handsy with one of the waitresses.”

Reyna stiffened. “Fucker deserved whatever Boobs gave him then.”

“For a moment, I worried his partymates would finish what Cindra started, but they dragged him off with cracked ribs, bruises, and a rather pronounced dent in his breastplate.”

Ren nodded, expression hard as the lycan’s. “At least he came back once he sobered up and apologized to Katelynn. But with you lot hanging out here, no one gets too out of line.”

Gabriel relaxed back into his chair after Sthuza’s assurances that Cindra wasn’t causing any serious problems. With Reyna tucked in tight against him, he watched as the drunken valkyrie and guard captain acted out what sounded like a tense fight against a pack of frost trolls.

What their performance lacked in accuracy, they made up for with comedy. Brynja morphed her mithril longsword into its massive lance form mid-swing, then went tumbling after the weapon as she whiffed at Garlyn.

Cindra barked laughter as he spun too fast and collapsed in a heap, holding his head and rolling around. Amused cheers egged the pair on, and they clambered right back into the reenactment.

Gabriel kissed the top of Reyna’s head, and her arms tightened around his chest. “So, like I said, I’m sure Sthuza can manage things if you want to slip out early.”

“I’d like that, but I… I was hoping you could fix something first.” The blend of serious and fearful was so unlike the spunky werebadger that Gabriel sat up.

“What’s wrong, Reyna?”

She shook her head, thick strip of blonde hair brushing against his arm. “Nothing’s wrong.” She sighed. “Given how many times we’ve, you know…”

“Had sex in ‘Fuck Space’?”

Reyna snorted and smacked his shoulder. “Fucking asshole. But yeah, since then. I’ve kind of looked forward to being alive again and doing it for real.” Her head tilted back, so their eyes met. Confused emotions gleamed in those wet, amber orbs.

Smiling, Gabriel shifted, drawing a startled squeak as he lifted her up to straddle his lap. “So have I. And now I’ve got my lovable little lycan in my arms.”

Reyna bit her lip and started grinding against his crotch, then froze and sighed. “Yeah, but I want you to do some magic before you fuck my brains out for the first time, and…”

“I went and strained myself so badly Sthuza might have Cindra knock me out if I even try.”

Reyna smirked, chuckling. “Pretty much.”

Still gazing into her eyes, Gabriel paused. “What kind of magic are you asking for?”

The sturdy lycan shrank in on herself and tore her gaze away before whispering. “Um, I–I want you to erase my memories of b-being with Tom and the couple guys before.”

Gabriel froze. A furious blizzard of outrage stilled his heart, scouring away every other emotion and leaving an icy rage. “I’m not fucking with your mind, Reyna.”

“Hey, calm down, Fucker,” Reyna growled, slapping his chest as she glared up at him, her usual feistiness back on full display.

Staring down at her fierce scowl, Gabriel took a deep breath. A faint, woodsy scent mingled with smoke, perfume, and booze. The pleasant blend calmed him. “Why?”

Reyna swallowed, reaching a hand up to scratch at her short black fuzz. “Fuck, this seemed easier in my head. I-I don’t look back fondly on the guys before you. I wanna be like Boobs and Birdbrain. Or Snakes.”

“All you need to do is be you, Reyna. You’re the spunky, foul-mouthed lycan I fell in love with.”

“Gods, you can be so corny, Alpha.” She laughed. “Sweet, but corny.”

Gabriel smirked and gripped her hips, enjoying the smooth silk beneath his hands. He teased his thumbs underneath, caressing warm skin, unsurprised to find she wasn’t wearing panties. “Still stands. So what brought this on?”

She cocked a blonde eyebrow, lips quirking as she stared at him. “Seriously? I’ve been in your head for months. You’ve been studying that twisted shitstick’s spellbook ever since Elaine handed over Raeya’s remains.”

Gabriel sighed, glancing at the baroness. She remained asleep, resting against Leryane. The elf’s angular ear twitched, shifting as she tried to listen in on whatever brought up her friend’s name.

“Given what they did to Raeya, I figured she’d be more comfortable with a woman, so I left handling her to Kimi. And I know she took you along to chat with your sister.”

Reyna sagged, anguish dampening the fire in her eyes. “Yeah. Rae’s so fucking angry and scared. Kimi can suppress it while we chat, but… we both know you’re going to use that mind-bending shit to fix her.”

Nibbling at her lip, Reyna gazed up at him with pleading eyes, looking wrong. Fragile. “So why can’t you do that for me, too?”

“You’re not broken, Reyna. Hells, neither is your sister. But the last month of her life was nothing but terror, and I won’t make her bear that burden. You’ve shared countless memories of her, and she’s such a sweet, gentle soul. I can just seal away everything from when that asshole abducted her, and she can live the life they tried to ruin.”

Despite the tears leaking from her eyes, Reyna flashed a grateful smile. “Thank you. Saving Raeya means the world to me. But I was chatting with Kimiko and…”

Gabriel glanced over at the end of their table. The oni sat with his Minions, stroking Gwenaelle’s fur, the wolf drake lounging half in her lap. At her side, Cuix and Kestria chattered. Sathru and Kuterug tussled over the last few smoked ribs.

The undead woman sensed his attention and turned. Her pale face spread into a wide smile, then she noticed Reyna’s expression, and her eyes flared.

After leaning down to whisper in Gwen’s furry ear, Kimiko rose, walked over, and dropped into the chair beside Gabriel. She shot Reyna a teasing grin. “You asked him?”

“Yeah. Fucker’s being all noble and shit.”

Kimiko laughed, a rich, throaty sound but a hint of darkness seeped through. She gazed into Gabriel’s eyes while licking her lips. “You wish to protect her from her own decisions?”

“I’ve never been a fan of mental magic. Professor Reysandoral regaled us with countless tales of mages lobotomizing people by accident or twisting them into entirely new people. Plus, there’s the whole aspect of dominating someone into a mindless thrall.”

Kimiko froze at his mention of dominating thralls. Fear and shame flashed through her eyes and across their bond before she shook herself. “What Reyna’s asking for is nothing like that. And having a cooperative target for your first time would make things much simpler.”

Reyna nodded vigorously enough to bounce in his lap. “Yeah, Raeya’s not going to be very… accommodating when you work on her mind. But you can get some easy experience with me, and I can help when you do her.”

“Precisely. And do not worry. Between your psionic talent and Reyna’s assistance, the magic will almost guide itself. The spell you’re studying responds to intent, so you’ll target only the memories she wants expunged.”

Sighing, Gabriel rubbed his eyes, tired and confused. “I, I’ll think about it, Reyna. But no promises.”

Both women smiled. Reyna flung herself against him, wrapping him in a spine-cracking hug. “Thanks, Alpha!”

“So, you want to wait for our first ‘real’ night together until I’ve recovered?”

Reyna nodded, reaching out to trace her fingers along his jaw. “Yeah, if you don’t mind?”

“Not at all. I’m just glad you’re back. If you want to wait, that’s fine.” He glanced around at his bonded.

“Ha, yeah, you’re not exactly wanting for wet holes to stick your dick in, are you?” Reyna’s smirk widened at his offended scowl.

“Ooo, is Packmaster horny? Cindra is wet and ready.”

Gabriel’s head tilted back, and he ran a hand down his face at Cindra’s eagerness, ignoring Reyna’s raucous cackling.

Leryane snickered. “Sounds like it’s time for you to call it a night, Gabe. I need to get sleeping beauty back home, anyway. It’s been a blast.”

“Yes, it was most delightful meeting you all,” Sarah said. The countess beamed, her eyes dancing with mirth as she rose.

Watching them leave, Gabriel finished his drink, then gazed at his bonded. Kimiko and Sthuza flanked Cindra, the pair locked in heated whispering as the hellhound listened.

Reyna bumped against him, and when he glanced her way, she tilted her head toward Brynja who snuggled against his other side.

“Bet those two are arguing over who gets to teach Cindra tonight. Probably best to ignore them, and since I’m holding out till you’re rested, maybe you should show Birdbrain some special attention?” Reyna grinned. “You’ve been staring at her all night. And I don’t blame you, that dress looks gorgeous on her.”

The valkyrie stirred, blinking owlishly. “A-ah, you wish to celebrate this most momentous day with me, my lord?”

Gabriel refrained from rolling his eyes and hugged Brynja closer. She nuzzled against his neck, a wing draping over him.

Reyna snorted. “Yeah, you were fucking awesome in that battle. Totally saved Snakes, so why shouldn’t you claim his attention?” She shook her head, glancing at the other women, grinning. “If you slip off now, I’ll keep the crazies from chasing after ya.”

Gabriel rolled his eyes, a smile tugging at his lips. A glance at Brynja confirmed the valkyrie was very eager, so he rose and offered his hand.

“Thank you, mine lord.”

When he remained silent, eyebrow arched, her cheeks heated, and she flashed an embarrassed smile. “Gabriel.”

“Much better,” he replied, leading her toward the stairs. Ignoring Reyna’s scheme, he looped his Prime as they headed for the concealed dungeon entrance.

Alone in their suite, Gabriel paused, turning to inspect the gorgeous valkyrie. A delightful pink blush brightened her cheeks, and a brush of their bond confirmed she was a little tipsy.

While she wasn’t drunk, Gabriel wasn’t sure he was comfortable advancing their relationship while Brynja was even slightly inebriated.

Reyna picked up on his hesitation, her mind-voice projecting a snicker. ‘Relax, Alpha. If you’re worried about her consenting and shit, just pop over to Fuck Space and pound her senseless there. Or give her one of those hangover potions Snakes bought. Bet Birdbrain has a case of ’em in her room.’

After thanking the snarky lycan for the advice and assuring Brynja that everything was fine, Gabriel asked which plan the valkyrie preferred.

She deferred until they reached the lounge, so Gabriel strolled through hidden passages with her nestled against him.

Better to take it slow. Besides, the Astral Realm feels just as real, and it won’t be long before I earn her mother’s approval.

‘Heh, whatever you say, Fucker. Bet you’re just looking forwarding to breaking her in twice.’


Chapter Nineteen







Gabriel summoned Brynja to his Astral Sanctum, or as Reyna referred to it, “Fuck Space.” The beautiful valkyrie appeared in a flash, lips curving up when she spotted him.

Her gorgeous bluish-black halter-top clung to her sleek, athletic figure, emphasizing her full breasts and curvy hips. Excitement lit her stunning silver-blue eyes.

“My lor–”

Brynja cut off at his arched eyebrow, her cheeks heating. “Gabriel, I apologize for my reticence in giving the last of myself to you.”

Stepping closer, Gabriel cupped her cheek. His smile softened as she nuzzled against his palm, her wings fluttering. “You have nothing to apologize for, my beloved valkyrie.”

“But if I am to truly be equal to mine battle sisters–”

She cut off as he traced her red bottom lip with his thumb. As he paused, leaving it in place, a mischievous glint flickered through her stunning eyes before she kissed it noisily.

“Brynja, you have nothing to prove either. The five of you are all unique, with different needs, wants, and interests.” Despite himself, Gabriel smirked as thoughts of Cindra and Reyna danced through his mind.

‘Heh, don’t forget Horns, Alpha. That chilly bitch is fucking cracked. Even if she’s really starting to grow on me.’

Brynja giggled, thoughts no doubt running along a similar line. “Still, my–Gabriel. I find myself torn between my long-cherished dreams and the intense demands of my body. I-I want to lie with you, as man and wife. Yet…”

Wrapping an arm around her back, Gabriel tilted her head up and gazed into her eyes. “Don’t push yourself. But if you’re comfortable going farther tonight, we can do so here.”

Brynja nibbled at her painted lip. “Would it not be more… real in the Mortal Realm?”

“Not really.” When her brow rose, he grinned. “Trust me, with as often as Cindra has pestered me both here and in the flesh, I can safely state it’s very hard to tell the difference.”

‘I’ll say. Remember that time we woke you up with that triple blowjob? Boobs totally fooled you.’

Gabriel forced down the erotic memory of waking to a trio of darkly gorgeous succubi pleasuring him in what had felt like reality. Ignoring the lycan’s snorting laughter, he gazed into shimmering pools of mithril. “If you’d prefer we wait, Brynja, we will. But you’ve been more forward the past few days…”

Cheeks heating and wings fluttering, Brynja waved her arms and shook her head. The blur of motion made no sense given the excitement pouring across their bond, and Gabriel smiled, waiting for her to compose herself.

“No, verily I truly desire union with you my–betrothed?”

Ignoring Reyna’s sputtering cackles, Gabriel pulled Brynja tight against him, a hand rising to cup her cheek. “Yes, betrothed. And don’t worry, my dutiful valkyrie, I will best your mother’s trials and claim your hand. It won’t be long.”

Brynja’s already radiant smile brightened, drawing more snickers from Reyna before Gabriel sensed the lycan pull back from their bond.

“Then tonight, I wish to give myself to you fully, my lifemate.” After emphasizing the term, Brynja darted in, pressing red-painted lips against Gabriel’s. A subtle heat and rich cherry burst in his mouth as the valkyrie’s tongue surged forth in a measured assault. He met her eagerness head-on, a hand sliding up to cup the back of her head, fingers teasing through silky blonde hair.

Brynja moaned–a lower, lustful tone–and ground herself against him. Soft breasts pressed against his chest, and his other hand slid down her bare back, eliciting a shuddering gasp.

Tongues dueling, the pair lost themselves to the brewing intimacy before pulling back, both panting. Brynja licked her lips, arousal blazing in her brilliant eyes.

She stepped back, and his mouth opened, but she silenced him with a finger against his lips. “My dear battle sisters helped me select this dress, Gabriel. Sthuza was careful to ensure it would not pose any challenges for tonight.”

He cocked an eyebrow, lips tugging to the side as the valkyrie reached up behind her neck. Vast white wings unfurled, stretching out wide, but his eyes remained glued to her gorgeous smile.

Though a hint of trepidation flickered in her eyes, she met his gaze with a boldness she normally restricted to the battlefield. She unlaced the silk straps of her slinky, blue-black dress, and the thin fabric cascaded down, exposing her pert mounds.

Eyes drawn to the pair of cute pink nipples already hardening into points, Gabriel licked his lips and drank in the stunning woman standing topless before him.

Her dress clung to her full hips, highlighting her almost too symmetrical abs and impressively large breasts. Brynja sucked in a breath, then exhaled, beaming as he stood there, basking in her revealed beauty.

“And here I thought you looked amazing in that dress.” Gabriel shook his head, unable to tear his gaze away.

Brynja leaned forward, lending a delightful sway to her full breasts, as she wiggled her hips and worked the tight dress down farther.

Lacy black silk covered her crotch, so thin Gabriel could make out her manicured bush, a slender strip of blonde hair. The strands of silk holding up her black panties were outrageously skimpy, and he smiled again, knowing one of the others had no doubt encouraged the often conservative valkyrie to dress in so daring a pair.

Once the dress passed her hips, it fluttered down to pool around her low-heeled shoes. Biting her lip, Brynja stepped to the side, leaving the shoes behind.

Down to tiny strips of lace, she blushed brighter, fidgeting but unwilling to attempt concealing her nudity at such a late stage. “Ah, w-what do you think, Gabriel?”

“That I’m the luckiest man in the world. You’re… beautiful beyond words, Brynja.”

A flurry of emotions washed across her face, mirroring the deluge cascading through their bond, and Gabriel smirked. “And your beauty is far from the reason I’m so lucky. You are truly one of a kind, and I am eternally grateful we met. And that you chose to join us. Join me.”

Distracted by his words, Brynja froze, and he dashed forward, hands grasping her tight round ass and sleekly muscled back, as he leaned in for another kiss.

Gabriel took ruthless advantage, savoring her taste and dominating their kiss as he guided her backward toward the bed. When her legs bumped against the edge, she twitched, peeling away enough to catch her breath.

“Ah, G-Gabriel, should we not first engage in foreplay? And I believe you remain rather overdressed for such amorous aggression.”

A playful smirk curved Gabriel’s lips. “I can feel your arousal, Brynja, and I didn’t manifest that wet spot spreading across your panties.”

The valkyrie’s blush deepened, but her eyes flashed with lust, and a tremor raced along her wings as she reached down. “But you have yet to undress, Gabriel. P-perhaps–”

Gabriel snapped his fingers. In a flash, both their garments vanished, a testament to his mastery over the Astral Sanctum.

Brynja squawked, eyes flaring wide before lust washed away surprise. She swallowed, arousal, excitement, and a hint of nervousness dancing along their shared bond. Despite numerous intimate encounters, tonight marked a new frontier for them–the first time they would venture past oral sex.

Sensing her apprehension, Gabriel stepped in closer, his touch gentle on her cheek as he whispered, “There’s nothing to fear, my love. I’m right here with you. We’ll go at whatever speed is right for you. For us.”

Gently, he guided her to sit on the bed. She scooted back, then paused, more anxiety flitting across their psychic bond. “Ah, Gabriel, I-I may have some difficulty with the uh… traditional position.”

He chuckled. “Human tradition or valkyrie?”

“The former. My… cousin told me that there are multiple positions where our wings don’t prove an obstacle, but–”

“Would you prefer to be on top?” Gabriel suggested, watching Brynja’s reaction. A hint of resignation flashed in her eyes, and he grinned. “Or should I change it so laying on your back won’t hurt your wings here?”

“That would be most wonderful.”

It took seconds to modify their pseudo-reality, and Brynja giggled like a child, diving backward and rolling across the bed, reveling in the unfamiliar comfort.

Gabriel watched, smiling, until she settled down, shooting him a hooded look. He climbed atop the bed and crawled over her, admiring her angelic appearance, wings spread out across the mattress.

His bouncing erection drew her eyes, and her breath caught in her throat as he moved to loom over her. She stared up into his eyes, pure love and devotion radiating from those mithril pools.

Tracing a hand down her toned side, drawing a girlish giggle as he teased along her hip, Gabriel continued, fingers slipping under her thigh. As he lifted, spreading her legs and sliding into position, he leaned in for another passionate kiss.

Brynja returned his enthusiasm threefold, her tongue darting into his mouth. Her hands caressed his back, fingers tracing muscle definition he’d never had before meeting Merideva.

“I have been looking forward to this for some time, Gabriel.”

“So have I, Brynja. My valkyrie lifemate.”

Gabriel emphasized the term, suspecting it held meaning to Brynja.

He was right.

Her startled, ecstatic shriek was so piercing he wound up restoring his hearing, then kissed her again to cut off her worry.

He reached down, adjusting his rock-hard shaft, and lined up with her glistening slit. Pressing his tip against her soaked entrance, he gripped her hip, thumb stroking the well-groomed triangle of golden-blonde hair.

“Are you still comfortable, my beautiful winged warrior?”

“Yes, please, my beloved lord. I willingly yield myself to you here, and soon…”

“Soon,” he agreed, then pressed forward. Her silken folds spread in welcome, swallowing his member without resistance.

Brynja gasped, but her lips spread in a contented smile, so Gabriel pushed deeper, eyes locked on her beautiful face as emotions danced across.

A soft moan resonated from both as he sank in, inch by agonizing inch, savoring the wet, tight heat of her channel. Brynja bit her lip, a fond smile gracing her face as she gazed up at him with adoration.

She reached up and cupped his cheek in a gesture of intimacy and trust as he sank deeper. A radiant smile spread her lips. “I can see why my dear bond sisters are so eager for this.”

“We’re still getting started,” Gabriel said before thrusting the final inch, groaning at the silken heat engulfing his manhood.

Gabriel took his time, relishing the entire experience. The physical pleasure was amazing, but the adoring love flooding their bond was breathtaking.

He knew the magic connecting them made sex with any of his bonded more intense. But the subtle differences added a delightfully unique flare to joining with each woman. Brynja’s joy rang out with a brighter tone. Powerful undercurrents of devotion and adoration lent it a euphoric nature that drove him wild.

Even so, his thrusts were slow and tender, allowing them to acclimate to this new level of intimacy. A soft coo escaped Brynja’s lips as her wings trembled with pleasure, and he settled into a steady, sensual pace.

Soon after, she began rocking her hips up to meet him, adding a slight wiggle that intensified their shared sensation. Words tumbled from her lips, sweet and quiet.

All the while, she watched him with hawk-like intensity, her brilliant silver-blue eyes blazing with adoration and unwavering trust. “Gabriel…” she breathed, his name a prayer on her tongue as they edged closer to the precipice.

He mirrored her arousal, tapping his psychic powers to sync his climax with hers, allowing her to take the lead in their journey of shared passion.

Brynja leaned up, wings wrapping around him in a feathery cocoon. She cried out, her orgasm squeezing his manhood in a milking motion that sent shivers down his spine.

The scent of cedar mingled with musk and filled his nostrils as his own orgasm triggered. His cock pulsed, and his balls churned, pumping a torrent of seed and spraying it deep inside the cooing valkyrie.

Her wings fell away as the tide of bliss receded. Gabriel breathed deep, gazing down at the red-faced, beaming woman. “You all right, Brynja?”

Her smile turned goofy, and she nodded. “Most all right, my hu–beloved.” She sucked in a shaky breath, wings fluttering. “Now that I have experienced it, I regret resisting dear Cindra’s myriad entreaties.”

Gabriel chuckled, then kissed her forehead. “As long as you’re happy, it’s perfect, Brynja. Besides, it was more than worth the wait. The question now is: do you want to go again?”

Wings shot up to wrap around him again, pulling him close as the valkyrie’s head bobbed. “Dear Cindra suggested I should claim at least three ‘loads.’”


Chapter Twenty







Gabriel yawned and stretched his arms. Or at least, he tried to.

A feathery wing and a silk-clad body clung to one arm, pinning it beneath a slumbering valkyrie.

His left arm might as well have been encased in stone. Even before his eyes opened, he knew Kimiko held that one, the deceptively strong oni wrapped tighter than Cindra’s shirts.

A part of me is still a little disturbed by her nature, her… issues. But she’s been nothing but loyal and supportive. If not for her, I’d have kept unconsciously using the bracers’ Soul Trap until Reyna’s soul was forced out and lost. Her presence disturbs Sthuza, but that’s resolvable with time. Maybe Cindra was right last night and all she wants is to not be in charge for a change. She spent centuries being the responsible partner to her Core, and then more leading the fight against Vesrah.

Coming more awake, he took a deep breath, wincing at the massive weight pressing down atop him. Cindra’s glowing eyes greeted him from inches away, the perky hellhound grinning wide, blue tongue lolling.

“Morning, Packmaster.”

Gabriel chuckled. “I take it you decided we shouldn’t sleep alone, and you dragged Kimi along with you?”

Cindra nodded without the slightest hesitation. “Yep. And Grouchy Panties.” The hellhound leaned over, lifting some of her half-ton body off him and easing his breathing. “See?”

“Gods damn, Boobs. Why are you jerking me awake?” Reyna asked, yawning. “Bad enough you barged in on me and Horns last night.” She blinked at Gabriel, then grinned. “Morning, Alpha.”

“Morning.” Gabriel sighed, focusing on Cindra, who sat astride him, wiggling her plump ass against his crotch. “Going to get off, so I can stand up?”

“Aww, but maybe Pack should have orgy before starting big adventure?”

Reyna squawked, and Kimiko shot to her feet, standing on the bed, tail lashing.

“Hmm? Just a few more minutes, Gabriel,” Brynja cooed, snuggling closer. Wings fluttering, she sat up, rubbing her eyes.

“Morning, sleepyhead. Comfortable?” Gabriel asked, smiling at the tousle-haired valkyrie.

A shy smile teased her lips, and she nodded. “Indeed, My–Gabriel. I had a most wondrous night. And to wake up here with all my bond sisters is quite comforting.”

Cindra stilled, glancing at the valkyrie, then around the room. “When did Snakey leave?”

“Sthuza was here, too?” Gabriel asked.

Cindra’s head bobbed. “Yep. Cindra was good girl and brought Pack to snuggle while Packmaster claimed Birdsister.”

“Good girl indeed. As for Sthuza, she’s probably getting things ready for our trip.”

Cindra jumped to her feet. “Think Snakey will get more special snacks for campfire food?”

Brynja’s eyes widened, then she and Reyna rose, moving to join Kimiko in readying clothes.

Gabriel followed after, enjoying the lingerie-clad beauties before him. “I’m sure she will. Even with enchanted tack, the trip will likely be twice as long as when we chased Estrial.”

At the mention of their desperate pursuit of the elven sorceress, Gabriel shivered, remembering the impetus of the whole adventure.

Kimiko’s peaceful expression vanished, replaced by a nightmarish snarling oni with ominous glowing eyes. “Should I punish her? She has served her purpose.”

“No, it’s fine, Kimi.” Gabriel cupped her cheek, and her furious intensity melted away as she leaned into the gentle touch. “She had her reasons, and while it sucked, I’ve moved past it. Now we focus on recruiting more valkyries so we can crush Vesrah.”

While dressing, Gabriel reached out to his Prime. ‘Sthuza, everything all right?’

‘Good morning, Love. And yes. Lady Merideva desired your input regarding a new adventurer party, but I told her I would deal with them.’

‘Did they cause a problem?’

‘Not particularly. They were under the impression that Lostbarrow’s dungeon would not enforce the party size limits. Lady Merideva did not want to escalate things without waking you, but I felt you needed more sleep.’

Gabriel pulled on his gray-and-green gambeson, pleased at how little his left shoulder ached. ‘How many? And how many died?’

‘Only eight. I felt it might be best to let them escape without fatalities since they were only Silver and Steel. I slipped up to the fourth floor so I could “run across them” and save them from a dozen elite orcs and two shamans.’

Wincing in sympathy at how outclassed the reckless adventurers must have felt, Gabriel slipped into his brigandine and grabbed his sword belt. ‘Thanks for handling that.’

‘Of course. How do you feel today?’

Mana: 40%

‘Much better. Up to forty percent mana, and the worst of the aches are gone.’ He gripped his sword hilt and spun up Cleanse with the thinnest trickle of mana. A faint hint of burning raced through him, his inner leylines protesting the weak magic.

Canceling the spell and letting the dusting of power vanish, he frowned. ‘I’ll need to wait at least another day before casting anything serious.’

‘Did you injure yourself just now, Master?’

‘No, but I felt the warning if I’d kept going.’

Gabriel wasn’t sure if he sensed or imagined Sthuza’s frown and the shaking of tiny head-snakes. ‘Please do not strain yourself. Everything seems stable at the moment. Vesrah has made no further attempts on the twelfth floor, and Elaine has the city under control. You can afford to take a few days to rest and recover.’

‘Don’t think I have much choice, at least if I don’t want to make things worse. My body feels good, though, so I’ll spend some time training with Brynja or Ryldor. And apparently I’ve got even more reason to study Kelith’s screwed up spells.’

‘There is no need to worry about Reyna, Master. Have faith in her. This will help her truly break free from her past and feel more equal as one of your bonded.’

‘You knew? Of course, she told you about this beforehand.’

‘Yes, but we had no desire to deceive you, Love. It took her weeks to work up the resolve to ask Kimiko, and even longer to confess to you. She is a headstrong, stubborn young woman, but she is just that. Young.’

Gabriel sent the mental equivalent of a snort. ‘Uh, she’s like a year younger than me, Sthuza.’

’True, but while you lived a sheltered but well-educated life, Reyna and her sister struggled to get by for years. You were bullied for being such a talented, driven student; they were harassed and belittled for their blood. Now, she finds herself placed alongside a valkyrie princess, the most impressive seruuberc hellhound I have ever seen, and a greater gorgon. In her mind, she needs this to be our equal.’

‘You forgot about the apocalyptic undead capable of tearing out souls with a single glance,’ Gabriel teased.

‘Yes, Master. Simply consider her point of view and give it some time. I am confident she would be willing to compromise and lie with you in the Astral Realm again if your appetite becomes unbearable.’

Rolling his eyes at Sthuza’s teasing mind-voice, Gabriel led Cindra and Kimiko into the lounge.

◆◆◆

After checking in with Merideva and her guards, Gabriel ate breakfast with his bonded in the Careless Queen. There was a simple intimacy as Brynja sat beside him, and the valkyrie’s face barely heated at Reyna’s good-natured teasing.

He devoted several hours in his sanctum, poring over Kelith’s scrawled notes on how best to utilize a variety of mental spells.

‘It’s hard to believe that little turdlette was Elaine’s kid. She seems so much more composed and refined. And she wasn’t born a noble, right?’

‘No, but the more I read over his notes, the better I understand him. To me, Kelith was the spoiled, entitled brat who expected the entire world to dance for him. But everyone has their own story, their own experiences that color their perception of life.’

‘What do you mean, Alpha? How complex could the little prick be? Even with all that money and power, he was fucking with girls’ minds.’

’Yeah, but reading between the lines, I’m pretty sure he was dominating them and having them coddle him. He was popular, wealthy, and charming; he didn’t need magic to make them sleep with him. And I remember plenty of stories about him sleeping around, so he wasn’t forcing their silence either. At least, not about the sex.’

‘So… what? He was making them pretend to be his mommy? Did Sad Eyes not breastfeed him enough or something?’

Gabriel snorted. ’No, probably more like holding him, showing him a tenderness and compassion that he wouldn’t admit to needing. Elaine said Alberik became increasingly obsessed with restoring the barony. His father was a real piece of work, crushing his son under unachievable expectations. I think Alberik passed that on, and Kelith was no better at handling it than his father.’

‘Do you regret what you did to him?’

‘Not in the slightest. Though increasingly, I find myself not regretting much of anything. Maybe I’m growing more confident. Or, it could be a bond having a larger impact on my mind.’

‘Are you talking about us… or Vesrah?’

‘I don’t know. Don’t worry about it. Right now, I’m going to nail down this spell, and if you still want me to help with your memories… we’ll deal with them once I’m certain I’ve mastered it.’

True to his word, Gabriel refrained from spellcasting, or recharging the multitude of depleted arcanite he’d accrued during the brief, brutal battle against Vesrah’s forces.

Hours later, eyes aching from staring at tiny script and arcane glyphs, he gathered Brynja, Cindra, Reyna, Ryldor, and Amara.

While the bissian death knight couldn’t teach him magic without taxing his leylines, she had centuries of experience as a battle mage, and Gabriel sought her insight while training whenever possible.

She also proved an excellent sparring partner for Cindra as both canine beastkin shared similar physical prowess and there was little danger of Cindra’s enthusiasm causing any lasting injury to the well-armored archmage.


Chapter Twenty-One







Ryldor worked with Reyna, teaching her the basics of fighting with her short polearm. The dro’ikyr’s dispassionate nature let him ignore the lycan’s snark as her frustration grew.

Gabriel trained with Brynja, the valkyrie beaming for their entire session. Despite her youth and preference for spear and lance, she was a master swordswoman and an effective teacher.

Four hours of sparring and lessons left Gabriel with a pleasant sense of exertion, and they broke for dinner. Afterward, his bonded gathered to plot their trip.

Gabriel settled onto his favorite leather sofa, with Cindra and Reyna leaning against his sides. While the hellhound never needed an excuse to cuddle, Reyna put on a show of being tired from so much training following her recent resurrection.

Dressed in only a pair of baggy lounging pants, Gabriel relaxed in the comforting embrace of his bonded. Sthuza sat across from them, recounting what the adventurers delving the dungeon had done for the day.

His bonded were similarly dressed for relaxation. Cindra was half naked, as usual, and with Reyna wearing little more, there was a lot of delightful skin pressed to his.

Cindra squirmed against him, sniffing at his neck as he stroked her muscular back. Opposite her, Reyna sat on her feet, an arm draped over his shoulders, her fingers teasing through his hair.

After the pair distracted him yet again, Sthuza met his gaze, then rolled her eyes. “Perhaps you two could restrain yourself long enough for Gabriel to make a few decisions regarding our upcoming trip?”

“Packmaster trusts Snakey.”

Reyna snickered.

Straightening up but not pushing either bonded away, Gabriel focused on his Prime. “Cindra’s right, but, I’m listening. Is it safe to assume you’ve already purchased all the supplies we might need?”

Sthuza smiled, several head-snakes nodding. “Yes. Though other than foodstuffs, we already had most everything I imagine could be useful.” A faint frown tugged at her lips as she glanced at Kimiko. “Thanks to Kimiko’s hoarding, we will be able to rest in far more comfort than I initially anticipated.”

“Oh?”

“Not sure if you should accuse anyone of being a hoarder, Snakes. We’ve all seen your room.”

Sthuza blushed while Cindra and Brynja laughed. Not wanting to hurt the gorgon’s feelings, Gabriel bit back his own chuckle as she glared at Reyna.

Kimiko leaned forward, peering at Gabriel. “Should I cease collecting everything I find?” Her eyes widened, a crazed glint emerging as she begged to be commanded.

“No,” Gabriel said in a rush, hoping to cut her off before she could work herself up. “I’m grateful that both of you have amassed so much loot and freely shared it. Ignore Reyna’s teasing.”

‘What’s wrong, Alpha?’

‘Kimi makes extreme logic jumps and seems determined to mold herself to my desires. I don’t like the idea of changing any of you.’

‘Yeah, she does have a few oddities, but I like her.’

Expression placid again, Kimiko shifted in her chair. “When do you wish to head out? Sthuza and Lady Merideva already conjured an S-Crystal for the mael’tuil Cindra will ride.”

“Actually, after your suggestion, I prepared one for each mount. With Master’s abilities, we can safely store them away while we traverse the dungeon, then redeploy when needed.”

“Good idea,” Gabriel said. “And if we’re going to discuss the trip, let me call Meri in here.” Reaching across his bond with Merideva, he invited the Dungeon Core to join them in the lounge.

Ten seconds later, the sturdy door to the Core Room opened silently, backlit by vibrant pink light.

Merideva squeezed through the gap as Sarzykx pushed the door open. She shot straight for Gabriel, thumping against his chest. “Thanks for inviting me, Gabriel.”

Two large, muscular women stepped into the room, then glided to their knees on the rug just inside the door. Sarzykx had proven a reliable Handmaiden for Merideva, serving as part-guard, part-secretary.

She knelt on the right side of the doorway, while Wannaga’s daughter, Synphis, took the left. The dark-horned minotaur matched the lethal s’kraith in size, though Gabriel had already discovered the reptilian marine was even stronger than she appeared.

Sarzykx can match Jaras in raw strength. And he’s one of the strongest around.

‘Pretty sure you’re getting up there too, Alpha. I don’t care what your weird Interface says; you’re way stronger than you were back when you almost choked the life out of me.’

Chuckling, Gabriel kissed the lycan’s forehead, drawing a blush that undercut her petulant pout. Then he strafed his gaze across the faces watching him. “Now that we’re all here, I’m thinking we leave the day after tomorrow.”

“Are you sure that is wise?”

Kimiko stiffened, snapping a harsh glare at Sthuza. Before they could snipe at each other, Gabriel raised a hand. “Okay, first off, Kimi, it’s important for all of you to raise any questions you have. I’m not perfect.”

The oni blinked, lips pinching tight.

Cindra squirmed, half crawling into his lap, a goofy grin spreading across her dark-gray face. “Packsisters will help Packmaster always find best answers.”

Gabriel nodded. “That’s the goal. Just because I’m the Dungeon Master, doesn’t mean I’m infallible. I’m only twenty-five, and I spent most of that time cloistered away in the Academy. I like to think I’ve got my ego under control, despite the efforts of certain, unnamed ladies to swell it up. But if you have doubts about my plans, I’d much prefer to hear about it before we get started rather than in an after action report.”

Brynja and Sthuza smiled, while Reyna chortled. “Yeah, if you let them swell your head the way some of those tight-ass nobles do, you wouldn’t be able to stand up by now.”

Myriad emotions flickered through Kimiko’s dark eyes as the powerful undead stared at him. “Sorry, Anata. I-I am still… struggling to unify my different histories.”

“You don’t need to apologize, Kimi.” Gabriel slipped his arm out from behind Cindra and beckoned the oni over. “You’ve effectively lived three wildly different lives. I can’t imagine what that’s like, and while we got off to a rough start, you are a part of this family now.”

Cindra beamed at the pale woman as she hesitantly approached. “Yep. Chilly Sis is Pack.” Lips curving up, the hellhound lunged out, grabbed the athletic oni, and pulled her down onto Gabriel’s lap.

Grunting as they both slammed against him, Gabriel gave Kimiko a kiss on the cheek and a one-armed hug. While they resettled, he focused on Sthuza. “As for it being wise, yeah, I do. I already feel much better than yesterday. Two more nights and a day without any spellcasting will give me plenty of rest.

“And the sooner we leave, the better. After seeing how well the troops near Brynja fared compared to the others, we need more valkyries. This isn’t just about expanding Meri’s Domain and ruling the dungeon. If we fail, Vesrah…”

Sthuza’s sleek green face tightened. “That chitinous vermin will flood out one day and devour the entire world. Maybe more.”

Kimiko shifted against Gabriel, drawing his attention. When their eyes met, he nodded, urging her to speak. “I was thinking over my encounters with her forces over the centuries. It is hard to truly fathom the mind of such an alien creature, but it occurs to me that she is overly cautious.” She turned to Sthuza. “Would you agree based on what you know, Prime?”

The gorgon twitched, slender green tongue darting out as she considered. “I concur regarding the impossibility of discerning the inner workings of her mind. Given what we know of Vesrah, and the limited research I have done, yes. She identified herself as a ‘queen,’ and Swarm queens are supposedly capable of producing endless legions of terrifyingly powerful drones. Those soldiers we faced were more challenging than I expected, and if she had emptied the lower floors and surged out on mass, could we even stop her?”

Cindra snuggled closer and rested her chin on Kimiko’s bare shoulder. “Remember how Chilly Sis secretly wanted Packmaster to claim her? She didn’t use all her grumpy corpses to beat Pack. Maybe Rotten Soul wants same?”

Several people shouted, drowning each other out. Gabriel focused inward, recalling his numerous telepathic encounters with Vesrah. After the arguing died off, he shook his head.

“No, at least, she doesn’t want to become a bonded and serve me and Meri. Most of the time, she seems unhinged but wants me as her consort or mate. To father an endless army to conquer the entire Mortal Realm.”

“Either of you old fossils know anything about bug-monster breeding habits?” Reyna asked, amber eyes flitting between Kimiko and Sthuza.

Both centuries-old women scowled at the lycan, who flashed a cheeky smirk.

Head-snakes dancing above her, Sthuza said, “There was nothing about their practices. The only mention of types were: workers, soldiers, overseers, guardians, and queens.”

Still glaring at Reyna, Kimiko nodded. “They have some method of absorbing or consuming biomass and producing additional drones, but I have seen nothing more detailed.”

“And, she can obviously corrupt living creatures,” Gabriel said. “Kimiko warned us that was the case. But I didn’t expect it to be so quick.”

“Does the method of her recruitment matter?” Brynja asked. “We lack the knowledge to make perfect plans to counter her, yet we must fight.”

“Yes. But I agree with Kimi,” Gabriel said, drawing a too-happy smile from the oni in his lap. “We can’t afford to give Vesrah any more time than we have to. So we’ll race north, slip through Kormyr to the dungeon, and meet Brynja’s mother.”

“Will we run into another DM?” Reyna asked. “Cause as badass as you are after just a few months, a veteran one must be seven shades of terrifying.”

Merideva wiggled side to side in midair, her glow brightening. “Nope. My specialist DM is super awesome. Normal ones don’t grow anywhere near as fast as Gabriel. And I don’t think they’ll even notice him.” She paused, glow dimming. “Well, unless he tries using his Dungeon Abilities or attempts to steal their Domain.”

“Uh, yeah, don’t try that, Alpha.”

“I’ve got no interest in anything outside Lostbarrow. Well, and Brynja’s Aerie. Everyone I care about is in this room, and we already have far more wealth than I ever dreamed of. But we’ll still move through the other dungeon with all the speed and stealth we can manage.”

A sly, knowing smirk spread Cindra’s plump lips, and her glowing eyes flashed with mirth.

“Ha, fat chance of sneaking through, Alpha. Snakes is the only one I think might be capable of a ‘stealth mission.’ And she’s like a two-ton, four-armed snake monster capable of turning people to stone with an angry look.”

Cindra beamed, looking prouder than Cuix when she boasted of not soiling her panties. Across from her, Brynja’s face was redder than it had been last night as she performed drunken battle reenactments.

The valkyrie cleared her throat. “Ah, my focus always leaned more toward being a vanguard warrior rather than a stealthy specialist.” She paused, and her voice was whisper quiet as she continued, “Grimsa was far better at sneaking and deception.”

Reyna threw her head back cackling. Calming, she wiped away tears, still grinning. “Yeah, that’s putting it mildly. I love ya like a sister, Birdbrain, but you didn’t earn that nickname just ’cause you have those beautiful wings.”

A series of emotional highs and lows danced across Brynja’s face at Reyna’s words. Pleased agreement, then unbridled joy at being called “sister.” An embarrassed blush dusted her flawless cheeks for several seconds before she realized the lycan’s meaning.

“Brynja might be a little straightforward, even gullible, but that’s a part of her charm,” Gabriel said.

Sthuza frowned, though several head-snakes writhed with hissing laughter. She turned to smile at the unsettled valkyrie. “I agree. If not for your delightful naivety, you would be almost unapproachably perfect.”

“Anyway,” Gabriel said to steer the conversation back on topic. “Before we leave, I want to be sure Meri’s safe.”

Sarzykx thumped her breastbone with a clawed fist. “We would give our very lives to protect Lady Merideva.”

“I know. And I assume Arerax and the Honor Guard have settled in.”

“Yep! They’re so awesome and super loyal, Gabriel. Thanks so much for personally selecting them for me.” Merideva rubbed against his chest, fighting to slip between him and Kimiko.

Laughing at the Core’s silly antics, Gabriel reached around Reyna to rub the crystalline orb. “I’m glad you like them, Meri. You can add more, right?”

She bobbed up and down. “Yep.”

“Good. Kimi, would you have your knights join us?”

The oni’s head bobbed, and Gabriel winced as a surge of magic erupted from her.

“The hells was that?” Reyna grumbled.

Gabriel chuckled, and Kimiko froze, a cute embarrassment darkening her cheeks. “Kimi threw a little more power into that sending than needed.”

“So, Meri, do you have any complaints about Ryldor and Anthraxa?”

“Nope. Well, he’s kind of quiet, and sometimes I almost feel like I’m boring him. Thraxa is great, though… she’s a little lazy.”

“Don’t worry about, Ryl,” Isomyra said from the doorway beside Amara. The curvy gnome dashed in, then dropped to the carpet before Kimiko. “He’s always bored. Some of us wonder if the ritual went wrong, but I figure he was probably that dull back when he was alive.”

The dro’ikyr marched in alongside Anthraxa, both of them armored, with swords at their hips. They joined the gnome, kneeing before Kimiko.

Estrial sprinted in, the newly raised death knight panting for breath from running, despite no longer needing to. Dougraine followed a second later, the larger man also in armor.

But where Ryldor and Anthraxa came from guard duty, the stoic male’s armor bore rents, exposing pale blue-white flesh.

“You summoned us, Mistress,” he said, kneeling with a strict discipline the others lacked.

“Okay, so I’d like to add Ryldor and Anthraxa to Meri’s Honor Guard. You’ve both proven reliable and strong enough to defend her.” Gabriel glanced around at the assembled crowd. “Does anyone have a problem with that?”

“No, Dungeon Master Grimm,” Dougraine said, his dark voice solemn. “We are honored to be considered for such an important role.”

“If you tire of holding the frontline, let me know. I’d be happy to station you up here, too.”

Dougraine bowed low. “Thank you, Lord.”

“Huh, what about me?” Isomyra asked with a pout. The “fun-sized” death knight batted her impossibly thick eyelashes at Gabriel, a teasing smile on her full lips.

“I had a different idea for you.”

Staring up at Gabriel, Isomyra gulped.

“We’re heading out, for at least a week, maybe more. And while we’re traveling, we’ll need to handle a watch at night.”

Kimiko stiffened in his lap. “I could stay up and manage that.”

Gabriel leaned in to kiss her nose, and her eyes crossed. “I know you could, but that’s not fair. We can have Isomyra stand watch each night.” He turned back to face the gnome. “That is, if you’re interested.”

“Oh hells fucking yeah! I’ll go pack right now.” She leapt up and dashed out of the lounge accompanied by laughter at her rush.

“Well that’s settled. So, let’s drill down to the details on what route we should take,” Gabriel said. He turned to Brynja and Sthuza, eager to hear their opinions.

◆◆◆

In the end, Gabriel decided their route himself. Since Brynja flew most of the way from her home, she had bypassed much of the terrain they would need to cover.

His high hopes for wisdom from Kimiko and Sthuza crashed within minutes, as neither had traveled in centuries. In the oni’s case, she struggled to accept that Kormyr was a proper nation rather than a hard-scrabble petty kingdom claimed by a young upstart almost a thousand years ago.

Sthuza’s knowledge was more recent, but even a short chat convinced Gabriel he knew more about the current state of affairs in the region.

And I ignored almost everything but my studies.

‘Ha, yeah, I didn’t expect much from Horns, but Snakes can be oddly blind to shit for all the eyes she has.’

Gabriel spent an hour grilling Brynja, working out a reasonable lay of the land.

Planning finished, Gabriel led them back up to the Careless Queen for a delicious fish dinner. Yenna’s family provided all the seafood Darlene needed, and the innkeeper continued to impress with her wide range of dishes.

Gabriel took Sthuza to bed alone, eager to spend some quality time with his Prime. Cindra ran off, tail blurring, as she clutched Brynja and Kimiko’s hands. He grinned at Reyna’s conflicted face as she bounced along atop the hellhound’s muscular shoulder.

Putting the others out of mind, Gabriel focused on Sthuza. The mother of his first child—a concept he still struggled to comprehend—and threw himself fully into the night’s passion.

Her venom proved as effective as ever, and as they finally fell asleep in each other’s arms, his smug grin couldn’t be contained.

◆◆◆

With their plans set, Gabriel spent the next day training, splitting his time between practicing new spells and refining the basics of his swordsmanship.

Brynja had helped shake off the rust accrued over the decade since he’d abandoned the training his mother, the Grim Lady, put him through. But now, Gabriel spent his time studying under Ryldor and Ralloderth, the death knights having literal centuries of experience.

The dastet guided Gabriel in integrating Psionic Acceleration into his combat style. While Gabriel still found the psionic enhancement taxing, just two months of practice allowed him to sustain it much longer before his brain threatened to melt.

Collapsing back against the pale wood wall of the training room Merideva had crafted for him and his bonded, he closed his eyes and worked to steady his breathing.

“If I were still alive, I believe I might resent your pace of learning,” Ryldor said. The laconic dro’ikyr death knight sank to kneel, butt on heels, without a sound. Despite an hour of intense sparring, the slender male appeared utterly unaffected.

Ralloderth boomed with laughter. “He takes to it like a natural. I’m eager to see how high he can climb before plateauing.”

Reyna jogged over to Gabriel, carrying a chilled metal bottle filled with cool water. “Here, Alpha. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

He accepted and chugged the refreshing liquid, coughing as some went down the wrong way. “Yeah, not far off. I’m still getting a feel for how far I can push with psychic powers.”

“Aren’t you going too hard? I mean, you can keep training in Fuck Space, right?”

Even as Gabriel finished off the water and shook his head, Ralloderth spoke up. “The Dungeon Master has the right of it. Far better that he grow intimately familiar with his limits now, in training, rather than in life-or-death battle. Unlike with magic, there’s no easy way to gauge how stressed your mind is.”

Reyna peered at the pale, four-armed death knight, lips pursing. “Like when you almost killed him down on the sixth floor?”

“That was a most thrilling battle.” Ralloderth smiled at Gabriel, his glowing blue eyes focused. “Though, with how rapidly you’ve grown, I wouldn’t last ten seconds in a straight, all-out fight now.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll get you bound to the boss spawner down on the tenth floor before heading out.”

Ralloderth’s grin split his face. “Excellent. Think there are any adventurers willing to brave the depths to face me?”

“Betcha anything Mr. Moneybags will be down there within the week. Probably already would’ve tried if he could get Molly and the others to drop everything and go.”

Recalling Aren’s eagerness when he described fighting Ralloderth, Gabriel chuckled. “Yeah. But there are another half dozen or so Mithril-ranked in the city now. And over a hundred Gold, according to Sthuza’s latest check-in. Once Aren’s tested you, I’m sure you’ll see plenty of action. We may even draw some of the duke’s more powerful guards looking for a challenge without having to leave the duchy.”

“Well, if we’re heading out tomorrow, I better squeeze in more practice with this new cow chopper you gave me,” Reyna said, rising to her feet and grabbing the polearm braced against the wall.

When the lycan started forward, Ryldor saluted and settled into a relaxed stance. Gabriel watched Reyna spar with the skilled undead, enjoying the simple pleasure of seeing her so alive.

Brynja joined him, and they sat in simple, intimate silence, watching Reyna train. Her wings fluttered against him, and Gabriel pulled her closer. “Since Reyna’s upgrade worked out so well,” he said, grinning as the valkyrie stiffened, “I was thinking about upgrading the rest of you.”

Her wings twitched. “Oh?”

“Yeah, Cindra would be a little expensive, and both Kimi and Sthuza are out of the question for the moment. But thanks to your Reinforcement talent, there’s an upgrade path for you that looks perfect, if you’re interested.”

Unbridled excitement and hope flooded across the bond he shared with Brynja, though her noble face remained calm and composed. “I confess, my–Gabriel, I am indeed interested.”

“Ever heard of a Valkyrja?”

Brynja’s silver-blue eyes snapped open, her jaw slackening. After a second, she swallowed, then gave a slow nod, wings frozen behind her. “Yes. My dear battle sister, Astryn, is a Valkyrja. They are quite rare, a type of Soul Adept, able to manipulate aether without mana. Aunt Sindul said they are a throwback to our distant ancestors.”

Gabriel grinned. “Could be. The description is annoyingly vague, but it does mention the Soul Adept enhancement. After Reyna finishes, we can go to the forge and arrange things.”

Brynja leaned in, face heating, and kissed his cheek. “Thank you, Gabriel.”

Pulling her closer, he sighed as they turned back to catch Ryldor disarming Reyna.

Recovering the Soul Forge was risky, but so worth it.


Chapter Twenty-Two







After a long, messy night with Cindra, Gabriel woke early and readied himself for the trip. His other bonded rose, joining him. Darlene laid out a hearty breakfast, though Kimiko and Isomyra abstained, instead heading out and readying the horses.

To avoid drawing attention with Cindra’s, the two undead led their living mounts through the gate. Three majestic horses trotted along beside a bluish gray, two-legged raptorix. Gabriel and the others met them down the road outside, where Kimiko handed Cindra an inky black S-Crystal.

The hellhound activated it with ease, an eager grin lighting up her beautiful face.

“What the fucking hells!?” Reyna shouted, dancing back.

Gabriel stared along with Reyna and Brynja, stunned speechless by the eight-foot-tall, four-legged lizard. Glossy, black, gray, and blue scales armored the thick, muscular brute from snout all the way down it’s ten-foot-long, whip-like tail.

When it’s large head swiveled toward Cindra, a flicker of worry danced through Gabriel’s chest, but the cheerful hellhound rushed forward, wrapping her arms around the lizard’s thick neck.

“Hi, Surefeet. You want to be Cindra’s horse?”

Still staring, Gabriel froze when the mael’tuil turned to gaze at him and shot a disbelieving, inquisitive look.

The powerful reptilian monster remained motionless, so after a second, Gabriel nodded.

Surefeet flashed a mouth full of fangs and dipped its head. Cindra yipped.

“Gnome-fucking ogres, that’s crazy.”

Sthuza’s lips twisted to the side at Reyna’s words, but her sharp emerald eyes remained on Cindra and her new mount. “It seems the beast acknowledges Cindra as its rider.” She glanced at Gabriel. “And you as its owner?”

Gabriel shrugged, returning the uncertain look. “As long as it’s safe for Cindra, I don’t really care.”

Still hugging the neck, which was thicker than her chest, Cindra turned an affronted pout on the Dungeon Master. “Surefeet isn’t an it, Packmaster. Cindra’s mount is a good girl.”

Gabriel focused on Surefeet, who nodded, flashing a fang-filled grin. Reyna didn’t take Cindra’s word for it, skirting around the huge lizard and peeking under Surefeet’s rear legs.

“Huh, looks like Boobs is right.” The lycan edged closer, ducking to get a better look of Surefeet’s underside.

Suppressing a snicker, Gabriel arched an eyebrow at Sthuza.

The gorgon giggled. “Reyna, I do believe you would find it challenging to identify such a creature’s sex by visual inspection.”

Isomyra cackled as Reyna leapt back, spinning, her face heating. “But Lady Cindra’s right. Ryl’s mount was female.”

Gabriel examined the monster, noting the thick bands of rune-covered leather and mithril buckles anchoring the large saddle. “Are you comfortable mounting up, Cindra?”

Her head bobbed. “Yep. Chilly Sis taught Cindra how to ride.” Putting action to words, she gripped one of three rounded horns along the saddle’s front and swung herself up with the ease of an elven gymnast.

Surefeet shook herself, an almost cute motion that started with her head and ran down her length. She twisted her neck and gazed back at Cindra, who preened and nodded, then turned to face Gabriel.

“You’re more intelligent than I expected, aren’t you?”

Another sly smile, made a touch terrifying by six-inch fangs.

“Then, let’s saddle up and head out. I want to get as far as we can before stopping for the night.”

Gabriel approached Nocturne, the huge black stallion he’d claimed after killing Thomas, the man who had caused Reyna and Raeya so much suffering. Though he had only taken Nocturne out a few times, twice for monster exterminations, Gabriel made a point of visiting the impressive horse on a regular basis.

Sthuza’s sleek, stormfeather raptorix proved far more accepting of the gorgon. But when Isomyra and Kimiko activated S-Crystals and summoned their own undead mounts, the living ones recoiled.

“Seriously?” Reyna muttered. “Fucking size queen.”

Isomyra howled with laughter as she climbed, literally, up the side of a massive warhorse. The huge beast stood at least a hand taller than Nocturne, who was already too large for most humans.

The gnome flashed a shit-eating grin, settling into the customized saddle that seemed more like a child’s seat bolted atop a full-size one.

Gabriel checked that his gear was secured, closed the saddlebags, then mounted. Nocturne snorted, prancing for a few seconds as he adjusted to being ridden.

Brynja and Reyna mounted their horses without trouble despite the presence of multiple monsters.

“Those are the same horses from before, right?” Gabriel asked.

Leaning along her raptorix’s neck and scratching its scaly chin, Sthuza nodded. “Yes. I purchased mounts for us before that extermination quest.” She glanced over to where Kimiko settled atop a black-furred horse with glowing purple-white eyes. “Fortunately, your newest bonded already possessed a suitable one.”

Reins in hand, Reyna clicked her tongue and guided her horse in a circle around the open field. “That undead horse’s shooting some sinister looks. He won’t try and eat my Charlie, will he?” She glanced over at Cindra riding on Surefeet. “Already got to worry about Boobs and her mini-dragon.”

The hellhound faked a pout at Reyna, a goofy grin slipping back into place on her cheerful face. “Don’t worry, Grouchy Panties, Surefeet won’t eat Pack or Packfriends.”

Surefeet gave a powerful trill and twisted her neck to stare up at her rider. Then Cindra’s grin widened. “But maybe Surefeet can eat any troublemakers Pack runs into?”

Laughter rang out as everyone settled in. Minutes later, the horses settled down, accepting the more monstrous mounts and riders.

Sthuza and Gabriel rode at the front, leading the group along the road east.

Between the enchanted tack and horseshoes, they won’t tire unless we drive them at a gallop all day, but it’s still a decent trip. And I’m not looking forward to sitting in the saddle for days on end. Sore enough with our shorter excursions.

‘Think you’ll be up to a different kind of riding tonight, Alpha? ’Cause Boobs is shooting you some serious “come fuck me” eyes right now.’

Twisting in the saddle, Gabriel took in the scene of his bonded and Isomyra riding behind him. The gnomish death knight looked comically small but displayed the effortless ease of a seasoned rider.

Brynja sat tall, wings tucked behind her, the valkyrie took her role as his guardian serious. She flashed him a vibrant smile before returning to surveying their surroundings.

When his eyes met Reyna’s, she smirked and nodded toward Cindra. The hellhound’s expressive face bore a lustful grin, her glowing eyes bright as she stared back at him. Her mael’tuil glided along with incredible grace for such a large creature.

After a shared moment with Cindra, Gabriel faced forward again, reaching out to Reyna. ‘That’s a pretty normal look for Cindra. How about you? Want to do some extracurricular riding of your own?’

Reyna snorted. ‘Real smooth, Fucker. But um… maybe? If you can do some magic without turning yourself inside out or anything.’

At the reminder of what the lycan wanted him to do, Gabriel frowned, clamping down his discomfort to keep her from sensing it across their bond.

‘Might need to wait another day or two, then. But soon, Reyna. I don’t want to risk any mistakes when tampering with your mind.’

‘I’ll wait, Alpha. And once you do, we can see just how durable my new body is. Pretty sure you made me way stronger and tougher with that “Primal” upgrade shit.’ She paused, and a sultry flicker of arousal teased across their bond. ‘Touch hornier to boot. Maybe Boobs is Primal, too? Might explain her insatiable lust for your cock.’

Laughing, Gabriel returned his attention to the winding road ahead. Dense, old growth forest surrounded them. Even without casting a spell, he could sense wildlife watching the group pass, but since none of the more sensitive women reacted, he relaxed, settling into a smooth motion with Nocturne’s measured pace.


Chapter Twenty-Three







An hour from the city, Cindra glanced around, then grinned at Gabriel. “Maybe Packmaster could let Chew Toys and Wolfy out for fresh air?”

“I doubt they’d enjoy trying to keep pace, Cindra. I’ll bring them out when we stop for the night.”

Cindra flashed a devastating pout, and several women snickered. “But Snakey got Packfriends tiny mounts and everything.”

Brow rising, Gabriel glanced at his Prime, who smiled. “Indeed. There were several smaller beasts intended for children or gnomes at the market not long ago. I procured four breezefowls for your Minions.”

“That little cock-gobbler riding a carnivorous chicken? Oh, this I’ve got to see,” Reyna said, laughing.

They took a quick break as Gabriel summoned his Minions, and Sthuza released four of the wolf drake-sized birds. The kobolds beamed at the gorgon, thanking her before mounting with incredible grace.

Cuix clambered up on her tenth try, tears welling in the goblin’s face as she pointedly ignored Reyna and Isomyra’s cackling. Once settled, she wiggled into the saddle and flashed a huge grin at Gabriel. “Thanks, Big Boss Guy. Me and the tail lickers will be the bestest scouts. We’s make sure no stupid hummies sneaks up on you’s.”

Cindra’s head bobbed. “Wolfy will sniff out any bad men and warn Pack, right?”

Gwenaelle trilled, rubbing against the hellhound.

Smiling at the comradery between his bonded and Minions, Gabriel moved to remount. “You were right, Cindra, but now we get back to riding.”

‘Thanks for arranging this, Sthuza. I’m sure they could use the time outside.’

‘Of course, Love.’

◆◆◆

No bandits disturbed their ride. Reyna pointed out the site where the Free Brothers of Tallridge had tried to collect their toll. Proud satisfaction graced Brynja’s face as the others recounted the criminals’ fate.

The first travelers Gabriel spotted were a trio of humans in stained, rugged tunics and trousers, trudging along beneath bulking packs. They took one look at Cindra’s huge mount, then dashed off the road, hiding in the woods.

Gabriel and Sthuza shared a grin. Reyna snorted with laughter. As they passed the spot where the terrified peasants fled, Brynja called out in a gentle voice, assuring them the party meant them no harm.

An hour later, as the sun dipped toward the horizon, they met a small caravan of merchants. Two covered wagons, piled high with stamped crates pulled off to the side, yielding the road to what the traders assumed were powerful adventurers.

Sitting high above the humans and nyatari, Cindra gave an enthusiastic wave, drawing hesitant smiles as they passed.

“Is violence a common occurrence along these roads?” Brynja asked, a few minutes later. “Everyone has seemed most skittish.”

“Travel carries an added layer of danger compared to staying at home,” Gabriel said. “Elaine’s increased the patrols, so it should be better than under Alberik, but everyone we’ve seen so far has been mundane citizens. To most people, even a Gold-ranked adventurer is an unstoppable force.”

“Can’t blame ’em,” Reyna added. “Alpha’s riding an impressive warhorse, but with all these exotic beasts, Nocturne’s practically normal looking.”

Cindra laughed, stroking Surefeet’s neck as she trilled. “Pack has best mounts.”

“Don’t worry. Those weaklings were scared, but they looked healthy, and their clothes were well-cared for. Pretty normal look for your typical peasants.”

“Sad Eyes and Friendly Elf want people safe and happy. With Packmaster’s support, city grows and everyone gets better life.”

Reyna nodded. “Yeah, the attitude in Lostbarrow’s hugely improved. And more people means more trade.”

“Which allowed Elaine to restore the guard presence Alberik curtailed,” Gabriel said.

Still disguised as a human redhead, Sthuza smiled at him. “Yes, I am rather pleased we were able to come to an arrangement with her. Elaine has proven far more accommodating than I anticipated, and her efforts to restore the city serves Lady Merideva’s needs well.”

As the others shared their thoughts on the recent changes in Lostbarrow, Gabriel slowed Nocturne, dropping back to ride alongside Kimiko. The pale oni’s face showed no sign of life, slackened, with her glowing purple-white eyes unblinking.

“How are you doing, Kimi?”

She blinked and shook her head, mouth working in silence. Blinking several more times, she turned to him, tongue wetting her dark lips. “I am fine. You mentioned having me shift back to the dungeon in case the Swarm tries anything. If I cannot do so, it’s important to know early on.”

“So you were back in Meri’s Domain?”

The oni nodded. “Yes. I…” She glanced ahead to where Sthuza rode near the front, confirming the gorgon wouldn’t overhear. “I can control my salamander corpse from here without issue. Though, a few hours ago, I lost the ability to simultaneously use the senses of both bodies.”

“Oh, hopefully that means you can shift back over any distance if you focus on just one at a time. When you’re back in Lostbarrow, can you control multiple bodies close together?”

Kimiko’s brow rose before she flashed a more sincere smile. “I will check next time.”

Nocturne snorted, and Gabriel patted the powerful horse’s neck before returning her smile. “Thanks, Kimi. Knowing you’re watching over Meri is a huge relief.”

’Yep! I was so right to suggest her. She’s kind of scary, but super nice to me. And her thralls obey without question. Not at all like these lazy orcs and goblins.’ Merideva blew a mental raspberry.

Gabriel snorted. ‘I’m glad it worked out. Now, don’t get distracted scrying on us, Meri. You need to focus on maximizing your DE income, because when we get back, you’ll be conjuring a lot of valkyries.’

’Don’t worry, Gabriel. I’m going to earn so much you’ll have to spend days polishing my glorious orb.’

Gabriel chuckled. ‘Looking forward to it, Meri.’

Kimiko nudged her undead horse closer and slipped her hand in his, facing forward. They settled into a comfortable silence, enjoying the simple ride and vibrant forest along the road.

She may be a terrifying undead, but after the experience of bonding her, I can’t help thinking of her being… fragile. Just need to help her find her place in our Pack.

‘Heh, it’s kinda funny how you can look at the most powerful undead on the whole damn planet and worry about her loneliness. As for Horns fitting in, I’m sure Boobs’ll make her feel plenty welcome. You can just focus on pumping her full of your cum.’

◆◆◆

They rode through early evening. After an entire day in the saddle, broken only twice for a few minutes, Gabriel’s backside felt bruised.

The sun sank beneath the tops of towering oaks, soft, red light filtering through the thick canopy overhead. A few birds called out, their soft tones audible only after the group stopped their mounts at a large clearing just off the road.

Dismounting from Nocturne, Gabriel led him over to the others. “We made pretty good time. This site’s considered three days from Lostbarrow, right?”

Reyna hobbled over, leading her gray gelding with one hand as she massaged her ass with the other. “More or less. We covered a lot more ground in one day than most groups. The saddle’s magic, but hard as we were riding, my ass is still raw.”

Both horses whinnied when Cindra leapt from Surefeet’s back, the hellhound landing with bent knees. Her bare feet cratered earth, but she bounced forward without a hint of pain.

“Grouchy Panties want Cindra to rub special cream on sore butt?”

Reyna’s face turned beet-red, and she appeared torn between excitement, humiliation, and anger as she glared up at the taller woman. “Don’t word shit all weird like that. Besides, we’ve got work to do before anyone starts playing.”

Gabriel started unstrapping Nocturne’s saddle, eager to let the loyal horse rest. “Reyna’s right, Cindra. We need to set up camp and start on dinner.”

Cindra beamed, eyes crinkling as she flashed her pearly fangs. “Don’t worry, Packmaster. Cindra will get dollhouse, and Snakey has tasty foods.”

“Dollhouse?” Gabriel and Reyna asked, glancing at each other.

Sthuza strolled over to join them, leading her sleek raptorix. “I believe she is referring to a wondrous item we found while organizing Kimiko’s scattered treasures.”

Gabriel shared an amused grin with Reyna at the gorgon’s hypocritical disapproval of Kimiko’s pack rat storage policy.

Sthuza knocked down mounds of looted gear when she went for that sword she gave Cindra. Her lair looked like a deranged gnomish artificer’s wet dream.

‘Heh, yeah. It’s kinda wild how prim and proper Snakes is when it comes to your shit, or the glowstone’s, but then she just tosses her own stuff in a pile. Have you been in her personal room?’

‘Nope, and I don’t want you teasing her about it in front of me. I think Sthuza’s problem with Kimi relates to her flawed memories of Iylara’s end. So don’t do anything that’ll make her feel too embarrassed when I’m around. It’ll make her self-conscious.’

Reyna shot him a sly, teasing grin. ‘But it’s fine to tease her when you’re not around, right?’

’Yeah, you ladies need to be yourselves. She’d probably feel singled out if you didn’t make crude remarks.’

Sthuza removed Zekani’s tack, then shooed the raptorix off toward the forest. “I have some oats for your horses, Love.”

“May I assist with pitching camp?” Brynja asked. The valkyrie stood tall and relaxed despite the lengthy ride. Her rich black arming coat and pants looked freshly pressed, though her hair had a windswept look that enhanced her natural beauty. “Or should I gather firewood? I fear I am still somewhat inept with cooking.”

“Don’t worry, Birdsister, Cindra is getting dollhouse.” After pulling a bronze-capped trunk from Surefeet’s back, Cindra rushed over, and deposited it in front of Gabriel.

“Thank you, Cindra,” Sthuza said. She knelt before the sturdy trunk, unlocked it, and lifted the lid before turning to Gabriel. “This is a priceless artifact Kimiko collected from who knows where. It will serve far better than the tents I procured.”

Kimiko stood well back, activating one of the dungeoncrafted S-Crystals to store her sinister horse. Isomyra copied her, leaving the two undead alone on the far side of the group.

A startled squawk split the air, and everyone turned to spot Cuix and her breezefowl darting out from the woods. Wide-eyed, the goblin screamed, “Help, Boss Guy! Evil prickle behemoths chasing me and tail licker.”

Gabriel brushed his bonds with Gwenaelle and Kestria, curious if there was an actual threat or if his accidental Minion was being stupid again.

The wolf drake sent a focused intent, her mind razor-focused on stalking. Kestria’s bond radiated nervous excitement and pride.

Cuix urged her mount to race across the clearing. Kestria and hers shot out from between two tall pines right before Cuix reached Surefeet.

The massive mael’tuil turned her large head toward the noisy pair and gave a lazy trill.

Cuix’s tiny, chicken-esque mount skidded to a halt, clawing furrows in the dirt. Shouting in surprise and terror, Cuix continued forward.

Laughter rang out as the panicked goblin slammed face first against Surefeet’s flank.

Gabriel snickered, drawing an S-Crystal and returning Cuix’s mount before it could disappear into the underbrush.

I’ve got no interest in running the ornery birds down.

Kestria guided hers around Surefeet, coming to stop before Gabriel and dismounting. “War Chief,” she said, bowing. “Kestria and Green Sister found dinner. Chief’s Huntress is hounding them.”

Reyna started toward where the two Minions had exited the forest. “Oh? What did you guys find?”

Cindra sniffed several times, tail wagging faster, and moved after the lycan. “Good job, little Packfriends. Smells tasty.”

Sthuza sighed, illusory braids dancing as head-snakes shook in exasperation. “I will ready the grill. Reyna, if you would please dress whatever poor creature they have drawn to us.”

Nodding, Reyna drew her curved swords, having left her polearm with Charlie’s saddle. “No problem. Wanna help me kill it cleanly, Boobs?”

Cindra licked her lips, eyes staring into the forest. “Yep. Happy Cook taught Cindra about making meat even tastier.”

Before Reyna could respond, a trio of snorting quillbacks leapt into the clearing. The spikes lining their backs glinted in the dying light.

Gabriel gulped, suddenly aware of the fact Cindra hadn’t deployed her armor, the enchanted suit stored away in her collar, bracers, and belt.

Wait, what’s she planning?

Grin widening, Cindra tugged a small black charm from the stylish bracelet around her left wrist.

Three snarling quillbacks charged straight toward her, lashing about with wicked tusks.

Sliding a muscular, silk-sleeved leg back, Cindra sank into a ready stance, waiting for the hulking boars.

“Cindra!” Gabriel shouted, reaching into his scepter for the quickened spellcasting.

‘Do not worry, Love. She is quite safe.’

The tiny charm in Cindra’s hand transformed into her massive black greatsword. She whipped it around, blade whistling through the air, and lopped off the first quillback’s head.

She shifted left as the second ripped right through where she had stood. Eighty pounds of enchanted adamantite continued in a wide arc, and she brought it around again.

The slowest boar charged in at the hellhound as she beheaded the second. It gave a horrific squeal, but Cindra danced away from its sharp tusks.

The spike-backed wild pig squealed in surprise when it crashed to a halt against the thousand pound monster girl.

Already turning back to beam at Gabriel, Cindra grabbed it by a tusk, twisted, and slammed the quillback against the dirt. “Did Packmaster forget? Snakey got Cindra special trinket to store sword.”

“That was terrifying,” Gabriel said with a heavy exhale. “Nice work, Cindra.”

‘I’m glad you gave her that, but you two nearly gave me a heart attack,’ Gabriel sent to his Prime.

‘I must admit, I did not expect her to demonstrate it in such a flamboyant manner.’

Glowering, Reyna stomped over to Cindra. “Show off.”

The pinned quillback struggled to move, but Cindra held it in place without issue. When she continued to focus on Gabriel, ignoring the squealing, squirming beast, Reyna grumbled. “Come on, Boobs. Put the poor thing out of its misery.”

“Oops.” Cindra spun and executed the final quillback one-handed. “There, now Pack can have tasty grilled meats.”

Kestria helped Cuix up, and the pair joined Gabriel as he watched Reyna and Cindra begin field dressing the bulky animals. “See, Boss Guy? We’s got you and your sexy ladies loads of tasty meat. Ain’t you glad you brought Cuix now?”

Gabriel resisted rolling his eyes. “Yes. Of course. Thanks for helping.”

Gwenaelle slunk out from the underbrush, stalking over to press against his leg, demanding he stroke her sleek neck. “Hey, girl. Great job.”

The wolf drake trilled happily, rubbing against him.

“Ooo, does Snakey have some of those tasty potatoes?”

“Yes, Cindra. I brought more than enough food to last us the entire trip, but I suppose there is something to be said for wild caught.” The gorgon busied herself with another pack, drawing out numerous items as she prepared to cook.

“So, what were you talking about before we were interrupted, Sthuza?” Gabriel asked. “Something about a valuable artifact you and Kimi found?”

“Ah, yes. I have no clue where she acquired such a powerful item, but I believe you will be most impressed.”

Gabriel walked over to the trunk. Black velvet cradled a vibrant white crystal shaped like a castle tower. Subtle colors peeked out from within the stunningly crafted object. Switching to Magesight, he blinked at the radiant aura.

Countless powerful enchantments blazed bright enough to make him squint. Carefully lifting it from the form-fitted padding, he sat it on its base.

Footsteps approached as he studied the two-foot-tall crystal tower. “It is a spectacularly detailed miniature,” Brynja said, squatting down for a closer look.

“Yeah, none of us know where the Mistress found it,” Isomyra added. “But it seems pretty fucking cool. You gonna set it up, or just keep ogling it, Dungeon Master?”

Gabriel turned at the gnome’s question, then froze and reconsidered the magic item.

Sthuza said this took the place of our tents, so…

“It’s a portable base,” he murmured.

Isomyra chortled. “Yep. Surprised the shit outta all of us first time the Mistress activated it.”

Gabriel stood, lifting the crystalline tower. It was heavier than it looked, but easy enough to handle, and he carried it out to the center of the clearing. “If it’s as big as the proportions suggest, we don’t want this near any trees.”

Placing it on a flat stretch of short grass, he reactivated Magesight, seeking the trigger to restore the tower’s full size.

It didn’t take him long to identify the elven script, and after ensuring everyone stood well back from where he expected the structure to appear, he triggered the complex dimensional storage enchantment.

The crystal swelled in seconds. It expanded away from where he placed it and straight up, climbing at least eighty feet high.

Flawless, featureless white athyrundum formed a thirty-foot-wide circular wall that reached high overhead.

Brynja, Isomyra, and his Minions followed Gabriel as he circled the huge tower, looking for the entrance.

The miniature version had a defined doorway, but this is just a smooth cylinder.

“Fucking hells,” Reyna said from across the clearing. “What’s with the huge crystal cock?”

As Sthuza sputtered and Cindra howled with laughter, Gabriel returned to his bonded. “It’s impressive, Sthuza, but I didn’t see a door. Or any windows for that matter.”

Still disguised, the beautiful redhead shot him an impish grin. “What is the most desirable feature of athyrundum, Master? Other than its resiliency.”

Gabriel worried his bottom lip, gazing at the gleaming crystal tower. “It’s insane magic affinity. Makes anything crafted from it easy to repair.” Turning back to face Sthuza, he grinned. “Or modify.”

“Precisely, Master.” Her bright smile tightened. “Please be careful when testing it. I do not expect it to impact your stressed leylines, but if it does, Kimiko or I can easily manage it for the tonight.”

“I’ll be careful. Let’s see about a door.” Gabriel closed his eyes, taking his time to visualize a simple door at ground level.

Seconds later, several excited cheers and appreciative murmurs drew him back. Where there had been nothing but smooth athyrundum crystal, now stood a white copy of the standard doors Merideva conjured in the dungeon.

“Is there a reason it looks like boards, Alpha?”

Cheeks heating a touch at Reyna’s teasing, Gabriel shared a grin with Sthuza. “Habit. I want to try again.”

Sthuza’s emerald eyes peered at him. “Did your first attempt cause any discomfort?”

“No. Not in the slightest. I felt basically recovered this morning, so I’m not expecting any issues. Though, I’ll still hold back for another day or two.”

His second attempt created a more fitting door. A smooth portal with flowing curves, complete with a small landing and enough lintel to give it a finished look.

Willing the door open, Gabriel stepped inside.

The entire building was formed from athyrundum, with the floor a darker, textured gray. The walls inside mirrored the outside, but a focused thought added a square window of transparent crystal and a small bench.

“This is crazy fucking impressive,” Reyna said, standing in the door. “Can you change it as often as you want?”

Sthuza shook her head. “No, I believe extensive alterations will deplete the aether in the area, much like any powerful enchantments. But over time, Master can customize the entire tower to our preferences.”

“Ooo, Packmaster should make a big bed for Pack.”

Turning, Gabriel grinned as Cindra rushed past Reyna and the others, heading for a tight spiral staircase near the rear.

He grabbed the hellhound’s hand when she drew close. “Calm down, Cindra. We can explore the other floors later. Dinner first.” Pausing, he glanced at Kimiko. “Kimi, would you and Isomyra start moving our supplies in here while we cook?”

The oni’s eyes flashed brighter, and she nodded in a blur. “Of course.”

Talk of food got the others eager, and they set about dressing the quillbacks while Brynja helped Sthuza with the grill and an entire sack of potatoes.

Sthuza seasoned fatty cuts and tossed them on the grill as quickly as they came off the large beasts.

Gabriel tested his magic again by casting his preferred cleaning spell, removing the gore he, Cindra, and Reyna picked up while butchering the animals.

The scent of roasting meat and potatoes filled the air as the group settled around the fire pit.

Cindra brought a huge contraption built around a metal keg over and set it down before pestering Sthuza for tankards. Sitting back against one of the simple wooden chairs Sthuza had packed, Gabriel watched the hellhound fiddle around until she managed to dispense the chilled beer stored within.

“Come, Packmaster, share chilly drink with Cindra.”

Laughing as she dashed over carrying four, foam-capped tankards without spilling a drop, Gabriel accepted his and took a sip.

The icy cold pale ale was far lighter than the dwarven brews he typically drank but refreshing and crisp.

After distributing the others, Cindra dragged a chair over, dropped into, and snuggled against him. Reyna claimed his other side, sighing as she chugged beer.

Sthuza stood closer to the fire pit, turning the steaks, a small smile on her lips.

While Gwen curled up at his feet, Cuix and Kestria filled tankards for themselves and toddled over, sitting on a blanket nearby. “Nothing’s better than good drink after a day of glorious victory,” Cuix said, holding the large mug with both hands.

Kimiko and Isomyra joined them, the gnome beelining for the keg and drawing drinks for both of them.

Reyna burped and rose for a refill as the pair sat down. “So, you guys can taste it and shit, right? But, can you get drunk?”

Isomyra tilted hers back, draining half in a single go before wiping her mouth and grinning. “Not yet, but I’m always willing to try.”

“We can experience most bodily functions if we focus on it,” Kimiko said. “But there is no inebriation, no matter how much we consume.”

“That sucks. Still, guess it means you don’t get hangovers, right?”

Gabriel snorted. “Pretty sure there’s only three of us here who could wind up with a hangover, and two of them weigh less than fifty pounds.”

Nursing her own beer, Brynja looked away, wings twitching.

Isomyra and Reyna continued chatting, and Gabriel relaxed, savoring the booze and company as Sthuza finished cooking dinner.

He relished the pregnant gorgon’s happiness as she arranged plates and called the others to eat.

We might not fit the standard for a family, but I can’t imagine being happier. And once we defeat Vesrah, we’ll have all the time in the world to simply live.

Reyna gave Sthuza the chair next to Gabriel, pulling up another for herself as they settled in. Cindra invaded his space, making it harder to eat, but the quiet intimacy felt so right.

As usual, the meal Sthuza served was delicious. Fatty, well-spiced pork was cooked to perfection and paired wonderfully with the starchy, buttery potatoes.

Reyna dragged Isomyra and Kestria over to clean up after everyone finished. Gabriel pulled his Prime into his lap as Cindra passed out more drinks.

The new moon cast little light on their camp, but they sat around the fire pit as the embers glowed, chatting late into the night.

When Brynja yawned, Reyna leapt into action, saying goodnight and half carried the tipsy valkyrie to the tower.

Gabriel caught Kimiko’s eye and nodded her to the vacant seat at his side. After she joined him, they sat in quiet, enjoying the tranquil forest night.

As his bonded chatted, he reached out to Merideva, checking in on the Core. She chirped in excitement, rambling about several new parties delving the upper floors. Once she calmed down, and he caught her up on their trip so far, she reminded him to find her some “super awesome” monsters. He laughed, wishing her a goodnight after she suggested fire-themed creatures for the lava caverns on the eighth floor.

◆◆◆

Sthuza fell asleep at some point, her illusion fading away, so Gabriel was careful, shifting her into a princess carry before standing.

“Okay, I think it’s time for bed.” He started toward the crystal tower, Cindra at his side. Halfway there, he realized Kimiko remained in her chair. “Hey, Kimi, come on, you’re sleeping inside with the rest of us.”

“Yeah, go on, Mistress. The whole reason he brought me along was so you didn’t need to stand watch. Now vamoose. How can you expect me to indulge my more perverted fetishes if you stay out here?”

Kimiko’s pale face lit up, and she flashed a huge grin as she sprinted over to join Gabriel.

“Thanks, Isomyra. Let me know if anyone starts creeping around. Otherwise, we’ll see you tomorrow.” Chuckling, he led Kimiko and Cindra into the tower. Inside, he paused, stunned at the now furnished room.

“Where did you guys keep all this furniture?” Gabriel asked, glancing at Kimiko.

“Snakey and Chilly Sis brought special trunks and Cindra helped load them.”

“Wow. Thanks, Kimi, though, I didn’t mean to leave arranging this much to you and Isomyra.”

“I didn’t mind. Neither of us are mortal, so it was easier for us than the rest of your bonded. Do… do you like the style? I-if not, I can get more. Should I throw all this out and get something else? Would you prefer Elaine’s decor? I know you liked her study. I could go back and slaughter them all and return with her receiving room’s furniture before you wake!”

Eyes widening as Kimiko wound herself up, Gabriel shook his head. “No. No, Kimi. This is great. I like it.”

A thick, dark oak table dominated the first floor. Twelve leather-upholstered chairs surrounded it, and several gray, black, and green tapestries hung from the walls, softening the stark white room. The textured floor was covered by a plush dark rug with intricate geometric patterns of gold and silver.

“Is it safe to assume there are bedrooms upstairs?” he asked.

“Of course.”

Gabriel laughed and nodded toward the stairs, careful not to wake Sthuza. “After you.”

“Come on Chilly Sis, let’s go get ready for Packmaster.” Cindra grabbed Kimiko’s hand, startling the oni, and she raced up the spiral staircase.

Sthuza shifted in his arms, and Gabriel ducked to kiss her forehead. A sleepy head-snake rose, blinking tiny emerald eyes at him.

“Don’t wake her. It’s late, and she needs her rest.”

The dark-green serpent gave a sleepy nod, brushing against his cheek as he carried Sthuza upstairs.

On the second floor, he found a small landing with three open doorways revealing a trio of bedrooms, each with a distinctive style that told him who it belonged to. Glancing in the closest, he spotted Brynja lying on her side, arms wrapped around a sleeping lycan.

They look comfortable. Seems Sthuza planned out everything we need.

Gabriel found Sthuza’s third. Slipping inside, He shifted several pillows aside to make room, then gently placed his Prime on the large bed that filled half the room. Her head-snakes splayed out across a silk pillow as she squirmed about until comfortable.

Kissing her goodnight, he climbed the stairs up to the third floor, where he found the same layout. After confirming all three rooms were vacant, Gabriel continued to the next floor with three more doors, where each room held a collection of items. Books filled one, a small fortune on display in the comfy library.

Gabriel chuckled, lips turning up in a fond smile. Still hard to believe Kimi and Sthuza bicker over teaching Cindra to read. Let alone that she’s so into those sappy stories Brynja and Kimi love.

The next room held a small, cluttered weaving studio, while the third was spartan, with only one chair and a gorgeous cello. Smiling at the personal effects of his bonded, he made his way to the fifth floor.

Only two doorways stood before him. One opened to what was clearly intended as a study, so he ignored it for now.

The other held a much larger bed, and two gorgeous monster girls in the throes of passion.

Kneeling between Kimiko’s pale legs, Cindra lapped noisily, tail wagging. One of her tall, furry ears twitched, and she pulled her head up. “Yay, Packmaster! Cindra is ready for mating, but Chilly Sis could use more warming up.”

Kimiko turned her head and met his gaze. Her eyes blazed with a plea for succor, and Gabriel chuckled. “I’m sure something can be arranged.”


Chapter Twenty-Four







Gabriel woke with Kimiko curled against him, her head lying on his bare chest. Cindra covered the pale-skinned woman, cuddling tight, an arm stretched out to grip his hip.

Waking his bonded, Gabriel dressed, and checked on his pool.

Mana: 64%

Not bad. Should be recovered well before we reach the Aerie.

Cindra dragged him and Kimiko down the stairs where they joined the others for a quick breakfast of smoked sausage and eggs before exiting the enchanted tower.

Isomyra sat on a lone chair, no doubt having packed away the others while Gabriel slept. After a snarky greeting that had Kimiko and Sthuza glaring at the mischievous death knight, she reported that nothing dared approach their camp overnight.

Reyna and Cindra stayed close to Gabriel, eager to see him shrink the massive crystal structure back to a small statue. The process took almost five minutes, and he paid close attention to his leylines, but the tower shrank without issue.

“So it stores everything exactly where we left it?” Reyna asked. “I mean, Snakes gave me one of those fancy pouches that are bigger on the inside, but how does everything stay in place?”

Picking up the reduced tower, Gabriel laid it back in its case. “Most dimensional storage enchantments use an item, like your belt pouch and pack, as an anchor and opening. But the interior space is actually in another Realm or dimension.”

When Reyna opened her mouth, Gabriel continued, grinning. “And before you ask about dimensions, please don’t. Even the brief synopsis they gave at the Academy left my head spinning. It’s easiest to think of them as exotic Realms.”

“So, all our furniture and shit is sitting in another world, like your fancy bedroom in Fuck Space?”

“Cindra loves Fuck Space. Packmaster has lots of special tricks there.”

Gabriel rolled his eyes as he and Cindra secured the storage trunk to Surefeet’s back. “More or less.”

Thanks to the tower, packing up took less than ten minutes, and they started back on the road.

Gabriel split his time riding alongside each of his bonded. Brynja told stories of her home, regaling him with some of her most memorable experiences growing up among the Dragonspine Mountains.

Looking ahead to their destination, Gabriel pondered how to approach their main goal. He was both excited and nervous about meeting Brynja’s mother, knowing it would take their relationship to the next level.

A lot of Brynja’s worry was centered around her mistaken belief her mother cast her out for some failure. Now that she’s coming around to the idea Vadis foresaw us meeting, her smile’s far brighter. But will Vadis approve of me? She clearly loves Brynja, but there has to be a reason she sent her away, knowing what fate awaited her.

‘You’re gonna drive yourself crazy thinking in circles, Alpha. Birdbrain loves you, and you love her, right?’

‘Yeah…’

’And you seem convinced her mother loves her and wanted her to meet you, so stop worrying. Whatever freaky fortunetelling shit she’s got going on, we’ll find out in less than a week.’

‘Yeah, you’re right.’

‘Of course I am.’

◆◆◆

Late in the afternoon, they reached the border town of Alabsrest. The sun still blazed overhead when they spotted the collection of simple wood houses surrounding an old tower.

Before their frantic chase after Estrial and the Domain Crystal, Gabriel had never traveled more than a day from Lostbarrow. But Sthuza had passed through the region centuries ago when visiting Kormyr.

Of course, back then, all that existed was the tower, built by a paranoid Count Lostbarrow to keep an eye on an upstart nation growing toward his border.

With the luxury of their crystal tower, Gabriel had no interest in spending the night in the town’s single inn, so they stopped by only long enough to catch up on local news.

The conflict in Kormyr continued to intensify, as armies from multiple nations, and more than a few mercenary companies, answered the call of the Toulan Theocracy.

Insane rumors flew about the Dark Lord’s return. While Kimiko and Sthuza held little concern about the infamous former king–and legendary Adamantite-ranked adventurer–Gabriel hoped to avoid encountering him.

A road-weary, blue-furred inutari’s claim that the Inquisitor-Regent had tried the fourteen-year-old king for heresy and publicly executed the boy left Gabriel unsettled, while Brynja and Reyna seethed.

They camped for the night just before the border, with a simple but tasty quillback dinner before retiring to the tower after. Once again, Brynja and Reyna claimed a room, but Gabriel refrained from peeking in on the pair.

He had expected Cindra to drag the others into his bed tonight, but after a passionate embrace that left him rock hard, she grinned and led Kimiko to the room next to Reyna’s.

Gabriel and Sthuza claimed the fifth floor suite, and he enjoyed a slower, sweeter night with his pregnant Prime. After they finished, he lay back on the large, luxurious bed, cradling her, and savored the casual intimacy as they chatted.

I don’t want to turn overprotective, but I think she’ll need to stay back from the action soon. Three more months until she gives birth to our daughter… Can we defeat Vesrah before then?

◆◆◆

Gabriel woke in a cold sweat, mind screaming and head throbbing. He sat up and winced.

“Gabriel?” Sthuza asked sleepily. “Is something wrong?”

“No, well I don’t know. I… My head is pounding, and it feels like I didn’t sleep a wink.”

Pale-green face tightening in concern, Sthuza frowned. She sat up and pressed a hand to his forehead as head-snakes rose, peering at him with concerned eyes. “You do not have a fever.”

A look of fear washed across her sleek, angular face. “W-was it because of last night? With me?”

Without hesitation, Gabriel shook his head, then winced as his vision swam. “No! No, not at all. I-I think it might have been a nightmare. Only, I don’t recall anything.”

“Could Vesrah have struck at you again?”

Gabriel closed his eyes and checked his bonds, but found nothing different. Next, he opened the Interface, scanning for injuries, but again, everything seemed fine.

Mana: 72%

A thought occurred to him, and he turned further inward, seeking the unsettling patchwork quilt that was his soul. Glowing splotches matching the energy of his bonded sealed the ragged gaps left from Estrial’s torturous ritual and Vesrah’s earlier attacks. Purple-white stitches glowed bright along each patch, showing where Kimiko had used her superior knowledge of souls to reinforce them.

The disturbing purple-black miasma of Vesrah’s corruption remained contained, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

“Nothing’s changed. At least not that I can find.”

“Perhaps you should take a few minutes and focus your mind?” Sthuza crawled around to kneel behind him and began massaging his neck. Head-snakes teased through his hair as the gorgon’s strong hands loosened tense muscles.

“That feels wonderful, my love. I’ll just be a few minutes, then we can head out.” With that, Gabriel ran through his preferred centering routine, falling deep into the familiar practice.

The throbbing in his head faded into memory, and they dressed. Gabriel convinced his Prime to stay quiet about the minor issue, and they hit the road an hour after waking.

As they neared Kormyr, they encountered more travelers. A few merchants with goods-laden wagons passed them. But the majority were refugees fleeing the chaos spreading across the kingdom.

When they passed the third band of weary, malnourished people, Reyna sidled her horse closer to Gabriel. “How bad do you think it is up there?”

“I’m not exactly well-traveled, but if the Dark Lord really has returned, things will get worse until he wins.”

“You are confident this man will triumph?” Sthuza asked from his other side. “You said he was overthrown a decade ago. If he could not win while he held the throne, how on Evora could he ever hope to best these zealots now?”

Gabriel frowned, thoughts tracking back to something one of his mother’s partymates said. “Back when I was a kid, Mother had her party over to visit. Aerieon spoke of an encounter with the prince before he was crowned. Back before he became known as ‘the Dark Lord.’”

Reyna’s brow shot up. “Shit, seriously?”

“Yeah, Aerieon was from Kormyr. Anyway, this was back in the early days after the Chthonic Assembly assassinated his brother and toppled the government. Aerieon got caught up in a hopeless battle trying to hold against a siege. The cultists had an army of thousands, with an impressive mage corps.

“Less than a week into the siege, it became obvious just how hopeless everything was. The royal armies had scattered after the initial coup, and the church hadn’t committed enough crusaders to make a difference.”

As Gabriel spoke, Cindra drifted closer on her huge mount. “Then how did Packmaster’s Mom’s friend survive?”

“Prince Aldarion arrived before they surrendered.”

“The hells? Where’s the rest of the story?” Reyna grumbled. “I thought you said the army was shattered. How many soldiers did he have?”

“None.”

All three women blinked at Gabriel.

“Seriously, Alpha? What, did they all run away scared because the royal family showed up?”

“No.” Gabriel gave a dark laugh. “He killed them.”

“Massster?” Sthuza hissed, voice low and dripping with concern. “Thisss isss why you wish to avoid the Dark Lord?”

Meeting her gaze, Gabriel gave a slow, solemn nod. “Yeah. I’ve heard plenty of other outrageous stories about the bogeyman of Kormyr, but that’s the only one I trust. He marched out across an open field and demanded they surrender.”

Reyna snorted. “Bet that went over well.”

“Like you’d expect, the general leading his thousands-strong army wasn’t impressed. Though, I imagine when all their archers and spellcasters failed to stop the prince from advancing, things changed.”

“Aldarion strode across the field, unconcerned by a storm of arrows, spells, even artillery. Once he reached their frontline, hundreds of elite warriors in vanguard plate harness, it turned into a slaughter.”

“How many did he kill?” Sthuza asked.

“All of them. The damnable Dreth cult turns most of its followers into deranged psychos who worship some long-forgotten god they believe will rise to devour the world. Not exactly the type to value self-preservation or logic.”

Reyna wrapped her arms around herself, shivering. “I ran into one of those twisted fuckers once a couple of years back. A deranged, gibbering loon looting garbage near a tavern.”

“Is Dark Lord stronger than Packmaster?”

“Very much so, Cindra. Aldarion was a legend before he turned twenty. He slaughtered an entire army solo, but later, he did… whatever he did that turned him into the Dark Lord.”

“You mean he decided being strong enough to wipe out a fucking army wasn’t enough? Holy hellhound tits, that’s a little terrifying.” Reyna glanced at Sthuza. “I agree with Alpha, let’s stay way the fuck outta that guy’s way.”

“But even if he is so powerful, Master, why are you certain he will triumph in the end?”

“Remember the rumor about the fourteen-year-old king being executed?”

An ominous rumble escaped from Cindra’s throat. Sthuza and Reyna nodded.

“That was the Dark Lord’s only child.”

Sthuza’s sleek face darkened, her head-snakes spitting. “Ssso he will be highly motivated.”

“Yeah,” Gabriel said. “But why would the church have put the boy on his father’s throne, and let his mother be on the Regency Council, if they managed to defeat the Dark Lord the first time?”

“Fuck, you’re right. Those priggish cum rags would’ve wanted it for one of their own.” Reyna’s tongue peeked out between her lips as she pondered. “Wait, are you suggesting he let them win?”

Gabriel shrugged. “I don’t know, but it seems more likely than them driving him out. And they obviously didn’t kill him.”

“Couldn’t Dark Lord be resurrected with Divine Favor?” Cindra asked, leaning down closer and rubbing against Gabriel.

He pushed her back onto her saddle as he shook his head. “I doubt it. From the way Professor Reysandoral explained it, earning Favors grows more challenging the stronger you are. And supposedly Adamantite adventurers hardly ever get resurrected.”

“That is correct, Master. I do not know why, but there comes a point at which an adventurer is too powerful to be restored.” Sthuza glanced back at Kimiko who brought up the rear with Isomyra and Kestria. “Do you know anything about the limitations, Kimiko?”

The oni shook her head, then reached up and brushed a stray lock of white hair behind her horn. “The Brilliant One warned me against traveling to certain Realms as the barrier between them could limit souls from returning due to Essence density or such.”

Sthuza frowned. “And you didn’t bother to get a more detailed explanation? Or did you simply forget?”

A faint blush darkened Kimiko’s pale cheeks. “It didn’t seem important since me and Shin’yū weren’t interested in going to other Realms. I-I was distracted.”

Seeing a flicker in his undead bonded’s eyes, Gabriel flashed a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry about it, Kimi. I’m not interested in traveling either. Once we finish this trip, I’d just as soon stay in Lostbarrow. I’ve got all of you and our friends there. And expanding Meri’s dungeon will keep me busy for decades.”

“At least. I believe between Kimiko and Mistress Iylara, the previous dungeon was over fifteen hundred years old. And only a year before…” Sthuza sniffled, then hiccuped. “A year before her death, we remodeled the twenty-seventh through thirty-first floors almost entirely. We added the thirty-seventh floor a decade before that.”

Gabriel grinned back at Kimiko. “See? We’ll have plenty to do, so I’m not worried about traveling between Realms. And I have no intention of us dying, so whatever limitation exists won’t matter.

“But suffice to say, I really want to avoid getting anywhere near the Dark Lord. Or any of the armies roaming the countryside.”

“While I dislike being unable to assist when so many innocents suffer, we must focus on protecting Lady Merideva,” Brynja said. A sad smile lent the beautiful valkyrie a haunting look, and Gabriel sent sincere gratitude and love across their bond.

Reyna sighed. “Yeah, I hate how the poor always wind up fucked by the schemes of arrogant fucktards and shitstick-lickers, but we’ll do more good by crushing those hideous mind-fucking bugs than we would by getting distracted in every conflict.”

The lycan turned glistening amber eyes on Gabriel, her expression far more somber than usual. “But if we could help them, would you let us?”

“Of course. While I don’t want to risk any of you, and I’m clearly not quite human anymore, I’ve known plenty of regular people. And you’re right, they’re the ones who always wind up ground beneath the ambitions of callous nobles and arrogant adventurers.”


Chapter Twenty-Five







They crossed the border without fanfare. All that marked it was a weathered four-foot-tall stone obelisk.

Anxiety about intruding on the Dark Lord’s domain clawed at Gabriel’s mind, but he shut it down, focusing on keeping a sharp eye out for more probable threats.

“Do you really think we’ll run into bandits, Alpha? Like more of those fart-sniffers on the way to Stillcrest? I’d expect Boobs’s mount to scare ’em away.”

Gabriel shook his head. “I doubt we’ll find any arrogant enough to assault us, but there’ll be more of them here given the turmoil spreading across the kingdom.”

“If we encounter any such ne’er-do-wells, I would prefer to eliminate them and prevent them from harming the more vulnerable,” Brynja said. The valkyrie sat tall astride her white gelding, wings tucked behind her.

“Cindra could help Birdsister deal with Dumb Baddies and catch up to Pack.”

Sthuza and Gabriel shared a glance, the gorgon arching an eyebrow. “I imagine any two of us would be more than capable of handling such vermin. And perhaps certain of our group could benefit from such a distraction.”

“Hells yeah,” Isomyra said. “Unlike you lucky gals, I’m not getting railed by his monster cock any time soon. And Mistress wouldn’t even let me bring any of my toys.”

“Myra,” Kimiko drawled darkly.

Reyna laughed, while Cindra sidled Surefeet closer to the curvy gnome and rubbed the fun-sized death knight’s shoulder in a consoling gesture.

One that almost dismounted Isomyra.

“Asmodeus below, you’re a strong girl, ain’t ya?”

Gabriel considered his bondeds’ words as they reacted to the pair of goofy women. “Yeah, if we locate any obvious bandits or the like, you can deal with them, but only if you go in pairs.”

Gwenaelle gave a yip, running alongside Nocturne, and Gabriel grinned down at the eager wolf drake. “And Gwen.”

“Yay, Wolfy can help Pack run down any stragglers.”

Kimiko rode forward, drawing even with Gabriel, and leaned close. “Would you prefer I purge such filth, Dungeon Master?”

The oni’s sharp, almost manic eyes belied her tranquil face. Gabriel suppressed a wince at the thought of unleashing the daevonic wraith on common criminals. “Only if we stumble on a band that could pose a threat.”

Lips spreading in an overstretched smile, Kimiko gave a single nod. “I will keep awareness of our surroundings, just in case.”

Reyna flashed a dark, satisfied smirk. “I’d almost feel bad for any disgusting thugs and rapists that don’t run away fast enough.”

They rode along for another hour before Kestria raced back from where she ranged ahead. The shadowstalker spun her breezefowl with the casual grace of a veteran cavalryman, drawing alongside Nocturne, and gazed up at Gabriel.

“There are two groups of soiled humans hiding in the brush ahead, War Chief.”

“Did you leave Gwen observing them?” Gabriel asked, already reaching for his bond with the wolf drake.

Kestria’s small head bobbed, her smile wide.

Diving into Gwenaelle’s bond, Gabriel sent a fond stroke along her neck as he scried through her eyes.

He peered out at eight men clustered in dense underbrush. Their unkempt, sweat-and-food-stained appearance suggested a lack of discipline or standards. Magesight revealed nothing of note, the auras of the men faint and indistinct.

A pair of them kept a close watch on the road, and they all carried or wore at least one poorly maintained weapon.

Splitting his focus, he relayed what he saw to his bonded as they continued riding. “Gwen’s got eyes on eight. None display any livery, and I doubt they’ve have seen a bath in weeks.”

“Yes, War Chief. Kestria counted seven more hiding on opposite side. Green Sister watches them.”

Gabriel refrained from sighing and shifted from Gwenaelle to the perpetually horny goblin war leader.

‘Oh, hiya, Big Boss Guy. You’s wanna fill me with your huge throbbing presence and blast these dirty hummies?’

Cuix rose from where she crouched beside her mount, drawing her arcane conduit. Sthuza had taken the plain staff Merideva had first conjured for him away and given the goblin a silver-capped hawthorn wand designed for ease of use.

Before Cuix could launch an attack and warn the bandits, Gabriel clamped down on her mind. Her small, green body froze.

‘Ooo, I’s loves it when you get all rough and forceful, Big Boss Guy. You’s wanna keep me to yourself and send tall girls to kill the hummies? I’s can come back–’

Gabriel spiked the horny Minion’s mind with a hint of Psionic power, and she collapsed, her thoughts a murky quagmire. While Ralloderth continued training him in psychic combat, he was still getting used to using it offensively.

He took full control of the disoriented goblin’s body, rose to her knees, and surveyed the seven men.

Six men and a woman.

Triggering Magesight again, he blinked upon noticing the lone female possessed a stronger Spiritual Presence and an enchanted dagger at her hip. Gabriel studied her for a second before confirming his suspicion.

He pulled back from Cuix and glanced over at his bonded. “Given how ragged they look, and the way they’re keeping tabs on the road, they’ve got to be bandits. Maybe half a mile ahead.”

Brynja’s silvery-blue eyes hardened, and Reyna scowled. “May we take care of these brigands, my lord?”

“Yeah, go ahead, but take Isomyra with you. They shouldn’t be a threat to you, but there are enough of them to target most travelers. Kill the woman on the right side first. She’s got some magical talent and what looks like a shoddy conduit.”

The valkyrie inclined her head. She leapt from her gelding, taking wing as massive vanguard plate sprang into existence over her sleek padded armor.

“Be careful,” Gabriel said, drawing a cocky smirk from Reyna as she hopped down and drew her billhack from the saddle’s holster.

“Don’t worry. We’ll deal with these soggy cockwaffles before you catch up.”

Gabriel watched the women race ahead, Brynja flying low above the trees as Reyna and Isomyra loped along at an impressive pace given their short legs.

“If Packsisters deal with Dumb Baddies, Cindra will protect Packmaster.” The hellhound guided Surefeet closer, the huge beast looming over Nocturne.

“Cccindra, do not caussse Massster trouble.”

Cindra’s ears wilted, her tail drooping against her saddle, and Gabriel chuckled. “Don’t pout, Cindra. I’ll brush your fur when we stop, but for now we need to keep moving.”

The hellhound perked up in an instant, eyes blazing.

By the time they caught up to where the bandits hid, the sounds of a brief battle were dying. A few men whimpered, one begging for mercy. Given the ferocious growl that drowned out his desperate words, the only mercy to be found was death.

Brynja and Reyna strolled out from the trees, both women shaking blood from their weapons. The valkyrie wiped her mithril spear clean on a stained cloak, then glanced up and smiled upon spotting Gabriel.

“My lord, the villainous cowards are no more.”

Reyna huffed. “Fuckers had a couple sacks of loot. Nothing we need, but unless they liked wearing women’s clothing, they’ve already attacked people.”

Isomyra jogged out a moment later, clad in blood-drenched armor. Spotting Kimiko and Gabriel, she flashed a cocky grin. “Wasn’t much to ’em, but they won’t be attacking anyone else.”

“Yes, I imagine not,” Sthuza said, frowning at the gory death knight. “Was it truly necessary to bathe in their blood?”

Isomyra flinched, pale eyes darting to Kimiko before returning to Gabriel. “Um, I mighta got a little carried away, since I doubt I’ll see much fighting except more of them damn bugs.”

Gripping his sword’s hilt, Gabriel spun up a quick, efficient cleaning spell and targeted the three women and their gear. As he traced glyphs, Brynja discarded the filthy rag and held her spear out.

Sudsy magic washed over them, scouring away travel grit and bandit gore. “Thanks, Gabe,” Isomyra said, her armor morphing back to her lighter, lewder outfit.

“No problem, but mount up. There’s no reason to hang around.” He looked up, gauging the sun’s progress before turning to Sthuza. “Think we can make it to that village before sundown?”

The gorgon nibbled her lip, then nodded. “I believe so. We are making excellent time.”

Reyna snorted. “I’ll say. Never realized magic tack could let horses run so fast for so long.”

“It’s not common outside elite adventurers and nobles,” Gabriel said. “You could probably buy a nice house in Lostbarrow for the cost of all the Magic Stones needed to recharge them for this trip.”

Halfway to remounting, Reyna froze, turning to stare at him. “Seriously?”

She glanced over at Sthuza, who nodded. “Easily. The shoes alone are worth more than a Silver-ranked mage could reasonably expect to earn in a year.”

“Fucking hells. How rich are you now, Fucker?”

Guiding her dark mare past the frozen lycan, Kimiko smirked. “I believe you might describe it as ‘filthy rich,’ Reyna.”

“Yeah, the Mistress amassed a fortune over the centuries. And our favorite scaly lady had a nice little nest egg squirreled away, too.” Isomyra vaulted six feet up to land in her stallion’s saddle.

Reyna mounted, then looked around at the other women, mouth hanging open. “Wait, are none of you surprised?”

Cindra’s head tilted to the side, and she flashed a toothy grin. “Whenever Cindra needs money, Packmaster or Snakey gives lots.” The hellhound licked her lips. “Nice merchants give Cindra tasty meats for metal bits.”

When Reyna huffed and turned to Brynja, the valkyrie looked surprised.

“Reyna, Brynja could buy Lostbarrow if she sold her arms and armor.”

The lycan spun, glaring at Gabriel. Her cheeks puffed out, and he couldn’t resist grinning. She crossed her arms over her chest as the others laughed. “Fine, fuck it. Apparently you’re stupid rich, so when we get back, I wanna go shopping.”

“Cindra will join Grouchy Panties. Maybe Pack should buy mating clothes? Packmaster’s scent is wonderful when Packsisters wear skimpy silks.”

Gabriel relaxed, thinking ahead to when they would stop for the night. His bonded and Isomyra continued to rag on Reyna, though it soon turned into an energetic talk of shopping.

Two hours later, a flicker of concern drew his attention to Gwenaelle’s bond. The wolf drake continued to range a few miles ahead of them, scouting for trouble.

Submerging his consciousness to hers, he gazed out upon broken, scorched wagons, casually destroyed crates of pottery, and brutalized corpses.

“Shit.”

“What is it?” Sthuza asked.

“Gwen spotted the remains of a merchant caravan. Three destroyed wagons, scattered goods, and… the merchants.”

Everyone turned serious as Gabriel relayed what he learned through Gwenaelle. Cindra frowned, while Reyna gritted her teeth.

When they rounded a dense cluster of oak trees and laid eyes on the ruined wagons, they slowed, everyone searching for threats.

Sthuza sat forward on her raptorix, illusory red braids coiling up and around her as head-snakes scanned for something. “You mentioned corpses.”

“Over there.” He pointed to the right where a trail of crushed underbrush gave way to a small clearing.

Brynja and Reyna leapt from their horses and raced forward before skidding to a halt.

“Fucking animals,” Reyna snarled.

Not willing to leave the pair behind, Gabriel jumped down, the others copying him. Cindra strode over to join the first two. She stepped beside the much shorter lycan and wrapped an arm protectively around the trembling woman.

Brynja turned to face Gabriel. “It appears the foul savages took their time with these unfortunate people.”

“Yeah,” he drawled. Sthuza walked at his side as they approached. The stench of fear, blood, and viscera weighed down the air, making it hard to breathe.

Some beast had come along and devoured the choicer bits of seven humanoids. But from the way the remains of three were tied spreadeagled on the ground, it was all too clear what had occurred.

The other four corpses had twisted, broken arms bound back around the closest trees.

Reyna glared, amber eyes gleaming as she stared at one of the few intact heads. “Those fucking monsters made the others watch.”

“At least four were beastkin,” Sthuza noted.

Kimiko knelt before the trio of eviscerated female corpses in the center of the small clearing. Leaning closer, she ran a black-taloned white hand across the nyatari’s terrified death mask, closing haunted brown eyes.

A sad trill preceded another surge of outrage and sadness from Gwenaelle. Splitting his focus, Gabriel stared at the numerous arrow-riddled corpses heaped atop one another on the far side of the wagons.

“Alpha, was this those fucking bandits?”

He shook his head. “No. Gwen and Kestria found another dozen bodies just past the wagons. Given several are wearing gambesons, there’s no way they’d have taken on a group this large.”

Cindra steered Reyna away from the tortured merchants and guards, and the group returned to the road. Just past a wagon with shattered spokes and only three wheels, they paused to examine the corpse pile. Sitting on the hard-packed road, these had yet to be ravaged by animals.

Sthuza, Kimiko, and Isomyra knelt beside the slaughtered beastkin and humans, the death knight using her axe’s butt to shift through the bodies, exposing vicious slashes, crushed limbs, and dozens of short, feathered shafts jutting from bodies.

“You were correct, Master. The sheer number of crossbow bolts suggest either a small army, or the attackers continued firing on the dead and wounded.”

Kimiko pointed to several crude, white-feathered bolts across the bodies. “The angle of entry would be different if the targets had already fallen. Unless they were tied to trees and used for target practice.”

“No, I can’t imagine any assholes who’d slaughter people like this would bother cutting their victims down.” Gabriel’s brow furrowed as he recalled the tortured corpses. “They didn’t even bother recovering the ropes they used to bind the others.”

Brynja walked over to Gabriel, silver-blue eyes misty. “My lord, could we spare the time to help these poor souls pass on?”

Gabriel glanced around at his other bonded, and after finding no looks of refusal, nodded. “Yeah. We can’t bury them, but we can drag them into the open here and a single good Fireball will pretty much take care of them.”

“Cindra will smash broken carts for firewood.” The hellhound grabbed Isomyra by the shoulder, lifting the gnome off the ground, and dashed to the closest wagon.

“You don’t mind, Alpha?”

“No, it won’t delay us much. I don’t know if it’ll make a difference to the victims, but it’s a simple act of kindness. At least no one else will stumble across them like this.”

“I concur, Master. Though, first bandits, now this atrocity. I fear this land is more unstable than I believed.”

Gabriel hugged the gorgon to his side, walking back to the clearing. Cutting those poor bastards free and dragging them to the larger pile wasn’t going to be fun, but he refused to foist it off on his bonded.

As he wrapped the three half devoured females in a scorched, torn canvas, Kimiko knelt and helped. “Anata, I feel… saddened by our surroundings. A sense of despair and inevitability. Yet I slew so many thousands with that ritual. I am unsure how to reconcile these emotions.”

Gabriel bit back his first response, pausing to focus on his undead bonded. “The horrors around us might be reminding you of your first life. Back when you were used like a pawn, then betrayed. The senseless avarice, slaughter, and sadistic relish are similar.”

Kimiko nibbled her dark lip, white canines peeking out in an unintentionally cute expression. “Perhaps. I-I now find myself wondering if there were people like these among the ones I killed.”

“I mean, yeah, probably.” Gabriel sighed. “You wiped out the city, but you didn’t do it to enjoy their suffering, did you?”

Kimiko blinked, then shook her head. “No. I most certainly did not. Even now, I struggle with an overwhelming dread of my previous life. All those long years of planning, knowing I would slay everyone. But I did not want to do so. Now, I question why it was necessary. Why did the Brilliant One command me to perform the ritual, then leave me sealed away for so long?”

Gabriel gazed into her deep purple eyes. “I don’t have a clue, Kimi. For all I know, he wanted you here to help against Vesrah. If not for your resistance, she would have conquered the dungeon centuries ago and flooded the land.”

The pale oni licked her lips, a strange image as she ceased breathing and blinking. “It is unlikely I will ever learn the truth.”

“Not unless we learn who the ‘Brilliant One’ you spoke with, actually is.”

Kimiko nodded, her body resuming normal functionality. “It doesn’t matter at the moment.” She shifted closer, lowering her voice. “I believe some of your other bonded wish to punish the perpetrators of this massacre.”

Gabriel tracked Reyna and Brynja, the pair carrying a corpse to the pile. Beyond them, Cindra and Isomyra hacked the wagons into kindling with earth-shattering strikes of heavy blades. “You’re not wrong.”

“Perhaps I could assist? I-I think it would help me better connect with my bond sisters.”

“Couldn’t hurt. But unless whoever did this is in our path, I doubt we’ll find them. Kormyr’s a decent sized kingdom. And we don’t have many clues to track them down with.”

“Actually, Master,” Sthuza said, walking over. “I extracted a few of the bolts. They are very shoddy; the sort of low-grade junk mass-produced for conscripts. The shafts are too short and fragile to function in the sort of crossbows used by adventurers or professional armies.”

“Were any enchanted?”

Sthuza shook her head. “No. But that does not mean the attackers lacked magic. It is hard to tell, but the scorch marks on one wagon could have been from a weak fire spell.”

“Maybe Fire Bolt?” Kimiko suggested.

“Doesn’t matter,” Gabriel said.

“Is that because you doubt we will run across them, Master?”

Gabriel shook his head. “Nope. Just that even if they have mages, they’re not going to be powerful enough to matter if we fight them. At least, not unless they have hundreds. And it seems unlikely that anyone commanding so powerful an army would waste time tormenting these people. It sounds like there’s a full-scale war in the making here. Any competent soldiers would be focused on more valuable targets.”

“What do you mean, Alpha?” Reyna asked, walking up with Brynja keeping pace.

Gabriel gestured at the remains of the three wagons and twenty corpses. “While this is a life-changing event for anyone personally connected to these people, it wouldn’t even register for a nation. The guards wear cheap gambesons and a couple have mail coats, but that’s it. So they weren’t transporting valuable magical items, gold, or weapons. There aren’t enough tracks to suggest a food train of any size, so this attack accomplished nothing beyond letting some sadists slake their desires on the defenseless.”

“Yeah, Gabe’s right,” Isomyra said. “Some tyrants might use acts like this to try and cow their enemies, but it usually backfires. And it means fuck all when you start talking about an army’s supply chain.” The pale-white gnome’s glowing eyes brightened, and she grinned up at Gabriel. “Think I can get into it with ’em if we find the losers who did this? After sex, turning the tables on sick fuckers like them’s one of my favorite pastimes. That moment when they shift from absolute arrogance to quaking in terror is fucking sweet.”

Reyna and Brynja edged away from the lusty-faced death knight as her eyes unfocused, and she started squirming.

“Myra,” Kimiko warned.

Instantly, the gnome froze, ecstatic face going blank. “Uh, right. I mean, I’m totally devoted to protecting your noble bonded, oh mighty Dungeon Master.”

Gabriel chuckled and started toward the corpses and the piled kindling. He spun up a single spell circle and dove into Fireball. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’ve delayed enough. So once I finish, let’s get moving again.”

Ten minutes later, they were back on the road, a thick cloud of dark smoke rising behind them.

Everyone but Cindra and Cuix remained subdued as they rode. The hellhound picked up an interesting scent, and after begging for permission, shifted into canine form and darted into the woods, all three of his Minions accompanying her.

Two hours later, the sun was setting when they crested a small hill and set eyes on Glenford and large fallow fields surrounding the village.

“Fuck me,” Reyna muttered.


Chapter Twenty-Six







Gabriel called Cindra and his Minions back as they set up the tower at the foot of the hill, well back from the charred ruins.

After he erected the crystal tower, Reyna walked over to stand beside him. “How long ago do you think it was?”

“Not exactly my field of expertise. But judging from how the fires have burned out, whoever attacked has already moved on. All I can smell is smoke, so I doubt it’s been long enough for the villagers to rot.”

Reyna sniffled and stepped closer, pressing against his side. Lifting his arm to give her better access, he draped it over her shoulders, holding her.

“Do you think it’s connected to the fuckers who attacked the merchants?”

Gabriel didn’t answer right away. Instead, shifting his gaze to Gwenaelle who prowled along the village outskirts.

Gabriel squeezed Reyna against him. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the same bastards. From Sthuza’s inspection of the other site, it sounds like there were a lot of attackers. Probably enough to pillage a defenseless little hamlet like this. Even the weakest conscripts with spears and crossbows could slaughter a farming community without much trouble.”

“Is the whole country going to wind up like this?”

“I don’t know. Hopefully not. It sounds like the conflict is still building, but once the sides solidify and rally their troops… I just don’t know.”

Reyna sniffled, then spat angrily. “Fucking savages. It’s insane that people can be so cruel that they make the fucking undead seem benevolent.”

Gabriel gave a sad chuckle. “Yeah, it is. I’m sure part of it’s that Kormyr has a larger beastkin population, and the Crusader faction of Toulan are mostly human supremacists. Still, I bet we’d find plenty of other reasons to torment and slaughter each other, even if we were all the same species. Hells, I think the world Kimi’s originally from was only human. And she saw plenty of inhuman cruelty there.”

“Gods damned goat-fuckers!” Reyna screamed. The lycan continued to curse and wail, her small, powerful body trembling as she vented. Gabriel just held her tight, letting her feel his love across their bond.

Eventually, she sagged, spent. “Thanks again for saving me, Alpha. You’ve given me a way out of the misery so many people struggle against, and I can’t thank you enough.”

“Hey, you’ve saved my ass more than once, my feisty little lycan. And even if we can’t help everyone, we can make life better for the people in Lostbarrow.”

Reyna rubbed her eyes dry, growling. “Yeah, we can make it a better place for everyone. You’ve got Elaine working overtime trying to fix the city up.”

“Elaine?”

Reyna flashed a shy grin. “What? Okay, yeah, I’m starting to like the skinny bitch. She’s like a whole new person now. I-I went and visited her before we left. Snakes sent Boobs with me, just in case, but her and her pet elf were almost painfully welcoming.”

“I know.”

“Well, we got to talking, and I… I can sort of imagine what she went through. It’s so damned easy to get caught up in your own worries and just tune out everything else.” Reyna sniffled. “Alpha, I-I was thinking, maybe we could give her that shitstick’s crystal? Or at least free him.”

Gabriel remained silent for a moment, focusing on their bond. Fear, anger, and a sliver of hope swirled about in confusion.

“If you’re okay with it, I think it’s a good move. I’m sure Elaine would appreciate it.” He paused, watching Reyna until she met his gaze. “And more importantly, I think it’ll be good for you. Tormenting Alberik didn’t make you feel better, did it?”

“No. Not really. I was so mad. He… he raped my sister.” Reyna paused to wipe her eyes again. “But Thomas was the fucker behind it all. I-I asked Elaine what she knew about Alberik, and it really sounds like he just bought beastkin slaves and scared them to make him feel better about himself. I still hate him, but… I don’t want to keep his shitty soul.”

Gabriel ducked down and kissed Reyna’s forehead, earning a small smile. “Then we’ll hand him over when we get back.”

“But not Tom.”

“No, I’ve had a few thoughts about how to deal with him.”

“You have?”

“Of course. He’s a petty, sadistic bastard. Everything he did was just for the sake of cruelty. But neither of us are really cut out for playing torturer.”

Reyna’s sad smile twisted up to one side. “I don’t know, Fucker, sometimes, you can present a pretty fucking impressive ‘Dark Lord’ image.”

Gabriel suppressed his instinct to wince, recalling how furious he could become without warning. “Fair. It might be from my bonds, or Vesrah, or just anger at life before meeting Meri, but I don’t want to go down that path.”

“Probably for the best. Though, I do kinda like how protective and possessive you get.”

Hugging her tighter, he grinned. “I don’t mind that part. But rather than one of us punishing Thomas, I thought we might make use of some of Meri’s monsters.”

“How so?”

Eyes twinkling, Gabriel shrugged. “Oh, there are several ways, now that we have the forge. For instance, binding his soul to a practice dummy and letting Rade’s orcs batter him for a few centuries. Or maybe Kimiko could make a fleshy doll and let the goblin females have at him.”

Reyna cringed even as a wicked grin lit her face up. “Oh fuck yeah. Let an endless horde of horny goblin bitches fuck him up. That’s way worse than anything I could do. Just gotta make his flesh grow back after they gnaw it off.”

“Well, we’ll deal with that later. For now, I need to check the village. You can stay here and guard the camp if you prefer.”

Shaking herself, Reyna took a deep breath. “Nah. These poor people deserve to be remembered.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven







While Gwenaelle prowled through the ruined village, Gabriel and his bonded stored their mounts and supplies, then headed after the wolf drake.

The scent of ash lingered in the still air as they approached. A dozen buildings remained standing in varying stages of devastation.

No doors remained intact. If the attackers didn’t burn the building down, they kicked their way in and ransacked the home. Here and there, a squat stone building remained relatively intact. They bore enough scorch marks to suggest someone had tried their damnedest to burn them too.

Bodies lay strewn along the streets, butchered in their homes, or clustered together where the attackers had rounded them up. Crows scattered as the wolf drake stalked down the center street, past bloody corpses and discarded personal belongings.

Cindra rushed after Gwenaelle, while Kimiko and Sthuza mirrored each other, inspecting the nearest corpses.

Reyna and Brynja stuck close to Gabriel, the latter in full armor and carrying her shield as they walked through the dead village.

Crows circled overhead, lending the darkening sky an ominous tone that set Gabriel’s nerves on edge. The stench of death, a sickening rot and despair blanketed the village.

Reyna missed a step after noticing a family of five inutari lying butchered in the street. Two of the bodies were headless, another looking like a knife-toothed monster had used it for a chew toy. “Why would anyone do this? At least Tom’s motive makes sense, even if it was fucked up. But, who murders an entire village?”

“We sacked Telgas’s village, remember?” Gabriel said. “Though, it wasn’t like this. I’ve never seen anything so senselessly brutal. And certainly not on this scale.”

Face grim, Brynja nodded. “Yes. This is just like the merchant group we saw earlier. Wanton violence and cowardly cruelty for the sake of perverse satisfaction. No true warrior would engage in such barbarism.”

Isomyra wandered over, the raucous gnome in her full armor, a somber look to her typically mischievous face. “I don’t think anyone survived this, Gabe. Of course, given how the thugs treated the merchant group, not sure I’d wish anyone to have outlasted the initial orgy of destruction.”

“Fucking hells,” Reyna cursed. Gabriel rushed around a scorched wall, then froze when he spotted what held her attention.

A trio of small figures hung from the rafters of a skeletal storehouse. Sloppy nooses encircled the necks of three nyatari boys. The oldest couldn’t have been more than twelve.

Pain flared in Gabriel’s palm, and he forced his fist to loosen. Gripping Reyna’s trembling shoulder with his other, he pulled her close and turned her away from the grisly spectacle.

“Isomyra, once we’re sure everything’s clear, I’d like you to gather the bodies. Cuix and Kestria can help you.”

“Don’t worry, Boss, the Mistress stuffed some grunts into those gems she asked for. Mindless thralls are perfect for dealing with this fiasco.”

Gabriel glanced over at the death knight as she patted a small leather pouch slung over her shoulder. “They’re not ghouls, are they?”

Isomyra snorted. “Nah. Got an even dozen, split between skelly boys and shamblers. In case we needed some extra hands, or something to leave behind and delay an enemy.”

“That’s fine. I just don’t want to desecrate these poor bastards. Gather them up along the west of town. We can bury them in a mass grave there.”

Reyna sniffled. “Want me and Boobs to head over and start digging?”

“No need,” Gabriel said, squeezing her shoulder. “There’s a simple earth moving spell in one of my spellbooks. I’ve barely looked at it, but I can manage it from the book if I take my time.”

They continued exploring, cataloging the atrocities committed against the villagers. Gabriel kept a close eye on his bonds, concerned about the seething rage, disgust, and sadness bleeding from them.

Reyna’s and Brynja’s carried the most overt emotions, but even the unflappable Cindra’s bright glow dimmed as the hellhound, Gwenaelle, and Kestria tracked along the dirt roads.

The anguish leaking across Kimiko’s bond surprised him at first, until he recalled the fate of her family. Her father-in-law had betrayed her house, slaughtering everyone, including her younger sisters.

Focusing on his bonded helped Gabriel suppress his own outrage at the inhumane charnel town around them. He kept Reyna within arm’s reach with Brynja walking alongside, taking her role as his guardian seriously.

Cuix joined Isomyra as the gnome death knight summoned a dozen undead and set them to gathering the scores of corpses scattered across the village.

Gabriel kept a mental list of the buildings they confirmed. The granary–a thick, mudbrick structure–was one of the few still standing, but a glance inside confirmed the pillagers had seized all the food.

Rugged, simplistic clothes lay strewn about the few homes which hadn’t burned. Everywhere they checked, signs of looting abounded. After the second one where they stumbled upon a disfigured, brutalized woman, Gabriel called Kestria back. He used the kobold Minion as a focus for scrying, checking each ruined house before letting his bonded enter.

The sun sank beneath the horizon, uncaring about the horrors. As Gabriel prepared to call everyone back and head to the tower, a spike of melancholy and icy rage burst across Sthuza’s bond.

He activated Psionic Acceleration and broke into a sprint, leaving a sputtering, concerned werebadger and valkyrie in his dust.

“What the hells, Alpha?”

“My lord?”

Both bonded raced after him, but Gabriel’s attention homed in on his Prime. ‘Sthuza?’

The sheer intensity of the despair and fury within her soul drove him back from the bond. No hint of pain, or even a fear of attack. Yet, an unfamiliar tint of soul-crushing terror rampaged within her.

Rounding the remains of a collapsed building and its partial walls, he slowed, canceling the psionic power.

Sthuza sat on her heels in the middle of the street. She stared at a motionless figure lying before her. No longer concealed by magic, head-snakes shifted morosely, a mournful hissing audible.

Gabriel strode up to her, splitting his attention between the distraught greater gorgon and the beastkin woman beyond her. Several slender serpents twisted around to face him, their tiny emerald eyes glistening.

When he reached Sthuza’s side, he looked down at her focus and gulped. The nyatari woman was heavily pregnant.

Had been.

A crude spear pierced her swollen belly, the jagged shaft jutting out two feet. Her dusky face was twisted into a rictus mask of despair, and her arms clutched a small, blood-soaked toddler.

Gabriel sank to his knees, and wrapped Sthuza in a tight embrace. She gasped, then turned and pressed her face to his chest and sobbed.

Holding the grieving gorgon close, Gabriel surveyed the other corpses littering the narrow street. A burly male nyatari lay a few steps away. Whoever had killed the man took their time. His limbs where shattered, his face a mangled ruin.

From the way the male’s left hand stretched out toward the pregnant woman, Gabriel formed a decent picture of the couple’s final, tortured moments.

“Fucking hells,” Reyna gasped. The lycan padded to Gabriel’s side, her eyes locked on the brutal scene. “This is too much, Alpha. How can people do this? They killed everyone. At least the last group didn’t have children with them.”

Sthuza sobbed louder, and Gabriel stroked her slender back, hating his inability to lessen her suffering. “I don’t know, Reyna.”

The slightest brush against Sthuza’s bond shared her dreadful fear. He replaced the fallen, broken male, struggling to reach out to the mortally wounded gorgon as an Adamantite-ranked Guild Inquisitor impaled her on a mithril spear, its head lined with cruel barbs.

Gabriel bit his lip, tasting blood, as he fought to quash Sthuza’s terrified imaginings, softening her conjured image and replacing it with one of them in Merideva’s Core Room. He sat upon the ornate throne, with his Prime draped across his lap as they watched a painfully cute gorgon take her first wobbly steps.

A pair of wolf drakes flanked their daughter, giving her plenty of soft fur to press against as she toddled.

The terror flooding from Sthuza ebbed, and he kissed the top of her head, several tiny serpents nuzzling against him.

His other bonded joined them by the time Sthuza quieted down, her shoulders no longer trembling. Head-snakes rubbed against his neck and face as she wiped her eyes dry.

“I am sssorry, Massster. I-I do not know what happened.”

“Shh, it’s all right, my love. This place is a charnel nightmare as horrible as the visions Vesrah showed me.”

Sthuza started to pull away and stand, but he rose with her, keeping her wrapped tight in his arms.

“Snakey feels for lost souls?” Cindra asked, stepping close and hugging both of them.

The gorgon shook her head, but her head-snakes nodded. “I… I apologize, Master. My behavior was most inappropriate as your Prime.”

“The fuck are you talking about, Snakes? Like he said, this place is fucking depressing and horrible as shit. And here you are knocked up and stumbling on a pregnant woman lying butchered in the bloody street. It’s fucking normal to be upset.”

A strong hand touched Gabriel’s shoulder, and he blinked when Kimiko stepped closer, her purple eyes focused on Sthuza rather than him. “Being Prime doesn’t mean you cannot feel, nor that you should conceal your pain from our Dungeon Master.”

Sniffling, Sthuza lifted her face to meet the oni’s unblinking gaze. She studied the ancient undead woman for several seconds before the ghost of a smile graced her dark-green lips.

“Kimi and Reyna are right. If I’d known they were over here, I wouldn’t have let you explore alone.” Gabriel sighed. “Maybe it was a mistake to enter the village. We knew what we’d find here.”

Sthuza stared up at him, a hint of her strength blazing in her vertically slit eyes. “No, Master. I am glad we did. I-I needed to see this.” She gave a sad chuckle. “This poor woman was not the first such I have seen like this. But…”

“It hits different now that you carry our lord’s child?” Brynja asked. The valkyrie stepped close, opposite from Kimiko, and wrapped the group with her feathery wings.

They stood there for a moment, drawing comfort from the love and compassion blazing across the bonds they shared. Eventually, Sthuza stood taller and shook her head-snakes back. “Master, if we… Would it be possible to–”

“Chase down the putrid ass-flappers that did this and tear them to shreds?” Reyna growled. The lycan turned to Gabriel, amber eyes gleaming with unshed tears.

Gabriel assessed the roiling emotions across his bonds, confirming each of the powerful women ached to claim vengeance for the victims.

To his surprise, Kimiko’s intense desire to slaughter the sadistic raiders dwarfed all but Reyna’s fiery, near feral, longing. Cindra’s bond held more sympathy and love for Sthuza than bloodlust, but Gabriel knew the hellhound would agree.

Righteous fury blazed from Brynja, the noble valkyrie’s focus narrowed to a brilliant spearpoint, ready to strike down the wicked. Trepidation leaked across from Sthuza, like water seeping past a failing dam.

Realizing his Prime struggled to hold back a torrent of emotions she feared sharing, or even examining for herself, Gabriel growled. “If we can find them, we’ll make sure they can’t do anything like this again.”

“Are you sure, Master?” Sthuza asked, fear and hope warring for dominance in her cultured voice.

He gazed into her damp eyes and nodded. “Yes. We can’t save everyone, but this didn’t happen long ago.”

Brynja nodded. “The foul perpetrators could not have gotten far. If you could grace me with magic to enhance my helmet’s vision, I will take wing now and track them down.”

“I’m not sure if I have a spell that’ll work. Ever since becoming a DM, I’ve relied on Darkvision, and I can’t share that.”

Kimiko cleared her throat, a placid expression on her pale face. “If her helmet’s enchantment is anything like those I’ve seen before, you should be able to safely augment it.” She turned to the valkyrie. “I assume your night vision does not extend out to your full line of sight.”

Brynja nodded again. “When activated, I can see clearly maybe two hundred and fifty feet.”

“Our Dungeon Master should be able to triple that, at least. That should greatly accelerate your search.”

Cindra yipped, rushing over and crushing Brynja with a hug. The hellhound’s infectious cheer lifted spirits.

A quick survey of his bonded confirmed everyone was in favor of heading out tonight rather than camping near the smoldering ruin of Glenford.

◆◆◆

Half an hour later, Isomyra and Cindra deposited the last corpses in a long, ten foot deep pit Gabriel excavated with magic. Brynja stood erect, singing a haunting tune for the dead as he used a physical shield spell to shove the dirt back in and bury the villagers.

After fifteen minutes of careful tinkering under Kimiko’s guidance, Gabriel boosted the magic of Brynja’s helmet, and the valkyrie took flight. The radiance of her wings blazed brighter and sharper than usual as she shot into the sky.

Reyna snorted. “Damn, that upgrade really boosted her flying.”

Cindra and Gwenaelle confirmed the small army’s general direction, and the rest of them mounted up to follow Brynja.

Gabriel tracked his flying bonded, sensing when she shifted north at a fork in the road. Diving from the sky, Brynja landed before them an hour later, as the sun sank beneath the horizon.

She dropped to one knee, her overwrought formality oozing out, though her flawless face blazed with nervous energy. “My lord, I found them. A disorderly band of several hundred at least.”

“Fuck me. There’s a whole gods-damned army of them?”

“Don’t worry, Grouchy Panties, Packmaster will even numbers.”

“Are you fucking crazy? There’s no way we can fight an entire army.”

Cindra grinned, baring wicked fangs. “Remember Packmaster’s story about Dark King?”

“Alpha’s a fucking monster of a mage, but he’s not on the Dark Lord’s level.” When Cindra scowled at the lycan, she flinched back. “Hells, Boobs, he said so himself.”

“Don’t fight. You’re right I’m no match for him, but I doubt Brynja’s talking about a proper army.”

Rising, the valkyrie nodded. “Correct. They have split their numbers to encircle another town, but they have yet to breach its palisade. I saw a cluster of spellcasters, but they seemed unable to easily overwhelm the few defenders manning the wall.”

“How large is the town? Are their defenses sufficient to slow the savages?” Sthuza asked, drawing her raptorix even with Nocturne.

“It was perhaps smaller than Stillcrest, and lacked anything like Sir Darren’s estate or the Guildhall, but still, it must be home to at least a thousand people. Maybe as high as three. The palisade, although less imposing than that of Stillcrest, stands over ten feet tall.”

“But you said there are hundreds of attackers,” Reyna protested.

The valkyrie nodded.

“And you think we can beat them?” Reyna growled. “Your armor might hold up, but I’m not arrowproof. Neither is Alpha.”

Sthuza frowned, head-snakes coiling about as they seemed to hold a hissing conference. “Depending on the state of their force, we may still be able to punish them.”

“The town has few defenders, but they hold the walls,” Brynja said. “I believe they would sally out if they see us strike.”

Gabriel guided Nocturne with his knees as he checked the dimensional storage potion case strapped to his waist. “Were they actively trying to breach, or are they bunked down?”

“The besiegers have made camp for the night. Numerous campfires burn, and they have a few disinterested guards on watch.”

“So we don’t have to decide right now.” Gabriel looked at his bonded in the faint moonlight. “Let’s stop here for the night. We can deal with them tomorrow, after more scouting.”

“Cindra thinks Snakey should serve cold food tonight. Pack can sleep in Crystal Lair, but fire might warn cruel cowards.”

“An excellent point, Cindra,” Sthuza said as they dismounted. “We should be far enough that no one will spot the tower given the new moon. But I have a small stove, so we need not eat cold rations.”

“Did you even pack anything like that?” Reyna asked, snickering. “Gotta admit, I’m getting spoiled with the food you cook. So much better than when I used to travel.”

“Yeah, she’s really doing a lot to shatter the whole eating like a snake bit,” Isomyra said, turning to grin at Sthuza. “Your cooking’s so good I almost wish I was alive again to fully appreciate it.”

“Couldn’t Packmaster and Glowy Lady restore Shortstack like Grouchy Panties and Scared Sister?”

Eyes widening at the hellhound’s suggestion, Gabriel spun toward Kimiko. A spike of longing streaked across his bond with the daevonic wraith before being snuffed out with a ruthless, adamant will.

The oni shook her head. “No. Centuries of immersion in Necrotic Energy have twisted our souls to such an extent that they can no longer be purified. Even if Lady Merideva were able to restore us to life, the soul-deep corruption would quickly consume our physical forms.”

“Aww, but Pipsqueak and Chilly Sis can’t enjoy Snakey and Happy Cook’s tasty food?”

Isomyra panicked, waving her hands before her, eyes wide. “Hey, I didn’t say I couldn’t enjoy it. Just… there’s more to the experience than just taste. Plus, I can’t be sure if my sense of taste is still the same.”

Reyna and Cindra asked questions, but Gabriel focused on his bond with Kimiko. Intense sadness, a soul-crushing despair, seeped out between intangible fingers as she scraped and clawed, trying to conceal her true feelings.

‘Kimi, what’s wrong?’

The oni’s vibrant eyes snapped wide, her jaw dropping. She shook her head, white hair lashing with the brutal movements. ‘N-Nothing, Anata. I’m fine. Please?’

Gabriel started to demand an answer, but when Kimiko’s eyes darted toward Sthuza–or rather, to her rounded belly–he realized the source of her sadness.

He grabbed the powerful undead and pulled her close, wrapping her in his arms. Kimiko trembled and returned his hug, clinging to him with Cindra-like strength.

“Something wrong, Alpha?”

The other women turned to watch them, Sthuza’s angular green eyes widening with understanding. “Everything is fine, Reyna. We should tend to our mounts while Master and Kimiko set up the tower.”

Cindra dashed over to crush Gabriel and the oni with a quick, passionate hug before rushing off, grabbing Reyna’s hand and dragging the startled lycan toward the horses.

Isomyra stood at a distance, watching the two with an astonishing show of empathy on her pale face.

Holding his bonded close, Gabriel rubbed her back and sent calming, loving thoughts across their bond.

“You never had children, did you?”

Kimiko’s head shook, rubbing her face against his brigandine. “You saw what happened to that foolish human girl. After that, I-I devoted myself to Shin’yū and building our dungeon.”

They stood there in silence for a long moment, until Kimiko sighed. Gabriel kissed her head, careful of her sharp horns. “Kimi, could we restore your body long enough to carry one?”

She sniffled, head shaking. “N-no. The sarcophagus preserved this body perfectly. It’s not a physical issue. Just as my soul can never truly be resurrected, any child conceived would wither and die. Or–” A powerful sob broke her words, and she rubbed her face on him, struggling against tears. “Or worse, it would transform into some twisted abomination.”

The despair and hopelessness radiating from her tore at Gabriel’s heart. No words came to him, everything sounding like hollow platitudes. He held her as she cried softly, lamenting the path denied.

Minutes later, she drew back, athletic body no longer trembling in his arms. Tilting her head up, she flashed a tender, loving smile. Not the neutral mask, nor one of the oh-so-common, fractured grins, but a true, peaceful smile. “Thank you, Anata.”

“Wish I could change things, Kimi. I care about you, and I’m grateful to have you with me. With us. And, even if we can’t have a child together, you can at least help spoil Sthuza’s daughter rotten, right?”

A sad yet cheerful giggle escaped from the terrifying oni. “Yes, I think that could be fun.”

“Now, let’s get the tower placed, and we can turn in for the night.”

Kimiko chewed her bottom lip, hope dancing in her glowing eyes. “Could I sleep with you tonight, Anata? I-I do not wish to be alone.”

“Of course, though, I imagine we’ll have company at some point.”

“I’m sure we can work it out.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight







Gabriel woke beneath several nude bodies. It took five minutes to get everyone out of bed after Cindra insisted on “kissing” everyone.

They dressed, ate a simple breakfast of spiced oatmeal and rich, fatty oross sausage, then exited the tower.

The sun began to rise, casting an ominous red haze in the east. Brynja rode at the front with Gabriel, pointing out landmarks as they drew close to Westhill.

Rounding a dense stretch of woodlands, Brynja slowed, the others following suit. “I will venture ahead and survey the current situation, my lord.”

“Isn’t that a little risky in daylight?” Reyna asked.

“Cindra doesn’t think Birdsister should go alone.”

Gabriel stepped over to join them. “There’s no need for that Brynja.”

Several women frowned, turning to him, but Kimiko flashed a sly grin, having picked up his plan.

Brynja spread her wings wide. “I believe I would be the best scout.”

“I know you would, but just because I expect them to be weak bullies doesn’t mean I’m willing to risk your safety needlessly. My Flight spell is more than sufficient to handle a few passes overhead.”

“Out of the quessstion!” Sthuza hissed, head-snakes lashing.

“Remember the Invisibility potions Kimi brewed?”

The gorgon’s fierce scowl softened. “Still. I do not like this plan. Is your pool even recovered enough for such excess casting?”

Mana: 87%

“I’m almost up to ninety percent today. That mana potion was potent. But more importantly, I’m not going.”

Cindra beamed, bouncing in place. “Packmaster will let Cindra fly?”

Reyna and Isomyra snickered as the hellhound’s breasts strained the fabric of her skintight shirt, momentarily distracting Gabriel.

He cleared his throat. “Afraid not, silly pup. I’ll take you flying for real after we get back home. Even if I’m mostly recovered, I don’t want to spend more mana than needed on this.”

“Yes,” Sthuza agreed. “You will no doubt expend a great deal in battle if we do engage them.”

“Exactly. But,” Gabriel grinned, “We have the perfect expendable scout right there.”

Everyone followed his gaze to Cuix, who clung to Surefeet’s back, her upper half stuffed into one of the larger saddlebags.

“Green Chew Toy?” Cindra asked, head tilting, eyes thoughtful.

The goblin jerked, winced in pain, then pulled herself out of the bag. “What’s everyone staring at me for?”

Kestria slipped around the huge mael’tuil’s legs and flashed an oversized kobold grin.

“Would you like to fly over the enemy army and scout out their forces for me?” Gabriel asked.

Cuix’s yellow eyes bugged out, and she shook her head wildly, messy black hair throwing up a cloud of dust. “No.”

Isomyra chortled. “Too bad.”

“Aww, do I’s have to, Big Boss Guy?” the goblin whined. She pouted, lips trembling and eyes glistening as she did her best imitation of Cindra’s irresistible puppy dog eyes. “Can’t tail licker be bait instead?”

The shadowstalker kobold’s grin widened, and she puffed out her gambeson-covered, featureless chest.

“Afraid not, Cuix. Kestria’s too useful as a caster, which leaves you. But don’t worry, I’ll ride along with your mind and do the scouting.”

Eagerness warred with fear on the goblin’s wide face. Mouth opening and closing several times, she sighed, sagging. “Fine, but Boss Guy is big meanie.”

Several women laughed. Gabriel put Sthuza in charge of readying the party for combat, then ordered Cuix and Kestria to join him for a circle cast.

Neither Minion could cast the two spells he wanted on their own, but Kestria’s experience and eagerness to learn meant she knew enough to follow along. Cuix lacked even the knowledge for that, so Gabriel split his mind, puppetting the goblin war leader.

He led the casting, manifesting two disks for the needed glyphs, then dove into the spell, mirroring his work through Cuix. With the element of surprise on their side, he took his time, maximizing efficiency as he cast Flight.

Ten minutes later, they released the spell. Cuix squeaked as the potent magic infused her body, and she floated into the air. “Uh oh, Boss Guy. I’s taking off.”

Amused snorts and more than a few giggles sounded. Gabriel clamped down on Cuix’s mind with his far greater mental presence and forced her feet back to the dirt.

“Relax, Cuix. It’ll just be a minute. I want to boost your eyesight before we set out.” Putting action to words, he spun up another spell construct. Eagle Vision was a simple enough spell taught early in the Academy, but Gabriel hadn’t messed with it since becoming a DM.

Since neither Minion was familiar with it, he cast it solo, taking less than two minutes.

Cuix’s eyes widened, and she spun around, mouth splitting in a toothy grin. “Oh, wow! I’s can see everything!”

Gabriel drew one of the Invisibility potions stored in his case. Reyna snickered as he turned and handed it to Cuix.

The goblin’s eyes were glued to his crotch, and she licked her lips with a comical intensity.

She must think that’s sexy, but it’s more ridiculous than Cindra when she’s licking the last bits of stew from a pot.

‘Ha, at least the horny green bitch is predictable, right, Alpha?’

Rolling his eyes, Gabriel slapped the naquala vial into Cuix’s hand. He took a deep breath, calmed his mind, then hurled his awareness into the Minion.

“Wow, Boss Guy is so big. You’s filling me to the brim.”

Reyna’s mocking laughter rang out, but Gabriel ignored the lycan, instead slamming his willpower down on the goblin, transforming her into a passenger in her own body.

“Okay, this shouldn’t take long,” he said, wincing as his voice came from both mouths. A thought corrected that mistake, and he pulled back enough to use his body alone. “I’ll be quick, but I want all of you ready to fight on a moment’s notice. Just because these bastards are bullies doesn’t mean there aren’t a few who can fight back.”

Brynja glided down to kneel before him, wings dipping. “I will protect you with my life, my lord.”

“Pretty sure he’d be pissed if you get yourself killed, Birdbrain. Just shield his muscly ass while we fuck up these sadistic shitstick-lickers.”

Gabriel left the women to prepare themselves. Back inside Cuix, he tuned out the goblin’s crude inner monologue, crouched, and leapt into the sky.

Months of practice in the Astral left him familiar with directing his flight. Cuix’s lighter body responded even quicker, demonstrating incredible agility.

He spun in midair and shot toward Westhill. Eyes stinging in the chilly air, he disabled feedback of the goblin’s body, not wanting the distraction. He raised the vial and ripped the cork out with Cuix’s tiny fangs and downed the silvery potion.

An overpowering earthy scent of shadowroot overloaded her sensitive nose, stinging her tongue, but cutting off those sensations proved just as easy. Cuix’s green arm faded from view, and he triggered Magesight to retain visual cues.

‘Hey, be gentle, Boss Guy. That stuff tastes funny.’

Gabriel spotted the town, its weathered palisade surrounding an eclectic collection of buildings. Ramshackle, thatch-roofed huts sat beside two-story stone shops and long, low halls.

The brutal soldiers they were tracking clustered along the south side, most taking cover behind several barns and farmhouses outside the wall. Small groups, no more than a score of poorly geared infantry, were scattered around the rest of the town.

Without cavalry, a lot of people could escape, but just the presence of armed men will deter most breakouts. Maybe I should have Brynja run down those on the north side?

Hundreds of men loitered around behind the barns or crouched along shallow ditches, keeping out of sight of the archers on the palisade’s few defensive posts.

Gabriel took a rough count of the besiegers, frowning when it surpassed one thousand, not including the two hundred or so scattered around the rest of the town. Maybe a quarter carried crossbows.

Cuix’s frown morphed into a hard scowl as he studied the largest concentration of magic. Forty men and a handful of women hid behind the largest barn. Two hundred soldiers with better armor than ragged gambesons stood a reasonable imitation of alert around them, shielding the mages.

Or priests. Several are wearing emblems of Calios.

Most of the better-equipped men wore mail hauberks, but maybe thirty stood tall in field plate. One man closest to the mages wore polished steel vanguard plate. His thick armored harness dwarfed the other men in their much lighter armor.

Splitting his focus between flying and sending, Gabriel relayed what he saw back to the others. ‘They’ve got at least a thousand men south of the town, maybe two or three hundred with crossbows. I’ve spotted a handful with mail shirts and longbows, but most are poorly equipped rabble. Forty, maybe fifty spellcasters, including the priests I assume are in charge of these pillagers. A few heavy infantry in plate, and one in vanguard harness. Going to assume he’s Gold-ranked.’

‘Should we reconsider, Master? If they cooperate against you, this could spiral out of control quickly.’

‘I hate the idea of letting these fucking animals go, but we can’t fight a whole army, Alpha.’

‘Don’t worry, Cindra will help Packmaster smash Dumb Baddies.’

‘My spear and shield are yours, whatever you decide, my lord.’

As his bonded voiced their opinions, Gabriel continued studying the massed soldiers. A large camp sat back near the forest, well out of range of the town’s defenders, several hundred yards away. Over a dozen wagons, with a bewildering array of beasts of burden milling about, marked out the camp. A handful of armed men stood watch there, focused on the shackled beastkin laboring over cooking pots or tending to the animals.

When his newest bonded remained silent, Gabriel reached out, curious to hear her thoughts. ‘Kimi, what do you think?’

‘You can use Magesight through your Minion?’

‘Yeah. It’s not as effective, but I’ve spotted a smattering of minor magic items and low-powered spells. They have a basic spellshield on the building in front of the casters.’

‘If there are no powerful individuals present, I could likely deal with them, if you wish.’ Kimiko’s relaxed mind-voice shifted, a spike of manic excitement flaring up across their bond. ‘Should I rip out their souls, Anata? Or I could turn a few scattered targets into ghouls and allow them to feast on the others.’

‘Whoa, hold the fuck up,’ Reyna sent. ‘Can we defeat these shitstains without unleashing a fucking horde of flesh-eating monsters?’

‘Perhaps Kimiko’s idea is best,’ Sthuza replied, sounding almost like she was grinding her teeth. ‘The townsfolk might find it somewhat… traumatizing, but I do not want you to risk yourself, Master. Or my sister bonded.’

To buy himself time, Gabriel looped Cuix around the town once more, flying lower to get a closer view of the spellcasters.

Three groups of seven circled, two glowing disks of arcane glyphs floating before each party. Gabriel tried to breach their encryption, but either the distance or viewing through Cuix’s eyes instead of his own made it challenging.

My psychic talents have spoiled me. Other than against Kimi’s undead, I was able to pierce through without much effort. Let’s do this the old-fashioned way.

While Gabriel preferred the near instant ability to decipher enemy spells, the usual manner was simple enough. It just took several seconds longer.

“Enemies above!” a scraggy, robed man shouted. The old mage pointed up in Cuix’s general direction.

‘Shit, they spotted Cuix.’

‘Please don’t abandon me, Boss Guy. I’s dun wanna die.’

The circling mages continued their in-progress spell, but three others began casting. Already guessing their plan, Gabriel banked the flying goblin and raced back toward their party.

He shifted his consciousness back to his own body, leaving Cuix to return on her own. Mounting Nocturne in a single move, he gripped the reins, urging the powerful horse forward.

“Master?”

“Let’s go. They’ve got two circles working on Armor Reinforcement and a mobile Missile Barrier. Won’t be long before they finish, and if we’re going to help, we should do so before they take the walls.”

“We’re gonna do it? You’re sure it’s all right, Alpha?” Despite her words, Reyna sprang atop her gray gelding and started after him.

The others mounted up in seconds, racing toward the town.


Chapter Twenty-Nine







Cresting a low rise, Gabriel scowled. The mages finished their spells, a wave of arcane energy washing over the soldiers near the mages. A second later, a wide, thirty-foot-tall wall of translucent blue blinked into existence between them and the town.

“What’s the plan, Gabe?” Isomyra asked, her huge stallion snorting and kicking at the dirt.

“I’m going to tell them to back down.”

Isomyra and Reyna laughed while Cindra and Sthuza shared amused smirks.

“Seriously, Fucker? You’re going to let these raping savages escape?”

A dark grin tugged at Gabriel’s lip. “No, it might stall their assault on the town, but they won’t take us seriously. Even if we display our tags.”

Brynja nodded, eyes blazing with approval. “If such an offer preserves even one innocent life, it is worth the attempt.”

“After Dummies reject Packmaster, Pack rends Bad Men?”

Eyes hardening, Gabriel nodded. “Yes.”

Gabriel bumped his heels against Nocturne’s flanks, and the black warhorse took off. His bonded followed, hooves and talons spraying dirt as they raced down the road.

They got within three hundred yards before anyone noticed them. As panicked shouts rang out, Gabriel pulled back, and they slowed to a stop at long range for most mages and archers.

Everyone dismounted, eager to avoid being caught like they had been while chasing Duyaris months ago. Gabriel gripped his elven sword, fingers clenching around the contoured leather grip.

He strode forward, Cindra and Brynja flanking him, the other women forming up behind the trio. As he walked, Gabriel prepared a concealed Missile Barrier.

Suppressing the visible display required more focus than traditional casting, and made it easier to mess up the glyphs, ruining or weakening the spell. But with Parallel Processing, he could pull it off while walking without giving any clue that he was preparing an active spell.

At least against chaff like these bastards. Duyaris or Triscol might have noticed. And I know Illanaya noticed back with Jessandra.

More disreputable-looking rabble turned to face the group. Men shouted, and a moment later, an old man in a drab white-and-red robe stepped forward, the vanguard-plated fighter at his side.

The old man traced out a quick series of glyphs, not bothering to encrypt Sonorous Voice. “You’d best look for another place to stay, traveler.” A cruel sneer twisted his wrinkled face, and his bloodshot green eyes burned with zealotry.

Gabriel cast the same spell, channeling it through his sheathed sword. “We’ll be stopping in Westhill after you and your bandit group surrender to the lawful authorities.”

The closest men laughed at his brash declaration, and Gabriel fought down the urge to smirk.

“I am the lawful authority here. These heathens refused to support us as is their duty. We are teaching them a lesson. Everyone must contribute to the righteous war effort.”

Brynja’s wings flapped, and Reyna stepped forward, vibrating with rage. Cindra grabbed the lycan and pulled her into a hug. Reyna’s feet kicked futilely at the air. “Come on, Boobs. Put me down.”

Several dirty faces shifted, leering at the women behind Gabriel. His hand clenched tight, nails digging into his palm as he refrained from lashing out. “I’m giving you one chance. We saw what you did to Glenford and at least one merchant caravan. Surrender the guilty to be judged, or–”

“Or nothing!” another armored man shouted, stepping over to join the two leaders. “We’ll be taking your bitches as compensation for your meddling, you damn, arrogant adventurer.”

The warrior in vanguard plate scowled, while the priest shrugged, splaying his fingers outward in a gesture that seemed to say, “What can you do?” But his cocky smirk oozed with sadistic glee and fanatical self-righteousness. “If you surrender, I promise we’ll let you walk away with your lives. After we’re finished, of course.”

A tumultuous wave of emotions flooded Gabriel. Some, like Cindra, radiated eagerness and affronted fury, while Reyna and Brynja blazed with righteous indignation.

A dark, malevolent glee blossomed, trying to slip in beneath the more fiery passions. At first, Gabriel assumed it came from Kimiko, but as he sifted through the swirling emotions, he realized it was his desire.

Okay, not sure how I feel about that.

Gabriel exhaled, then let his true feelings show on his face. Before anyone could react, he triggered his spell, and a dense wall of transparent magic blazed into existence before him.

He dove straight into a Fireball, focusing on speed and area of effect instead of potency or efficiency. “Let’s end this quickly.”

The old man’s shaggy eyebrows climbed, and he spun, struggling through the crowd of grubby crusaders. His guard stepped forward, barking orders.

As the army erupted into action, black-feathered arrows took two men in quick succession. Cindra let out a spine-chilling roar and charged. Sleek, bestial armor flowed out to cover her muscular body, and she pulled her greatsword from its bracelet.

Brynja deployed her own armor and stepped before Gabriel, clad in over a hundred pounds of mithril. “None shall harm you, my lord.”

Sthuza loosed more arrows, soldiers collapsing with every shot.

Shifting, Reyna snarled. Fur coated her as she swelled until she was taller and thicker than Cindra. Her enchanted gambeson stretched tight over her larger form, and she grabbed her billhack from the saddle holster before rushing after Cindra.

Kimiko strolled up to Gabriel, stretching her arms overhead, then side to side. “Should I join them or stay with you?”

“Could you help Cindra and Reyna. I don’t want them getting overwhelmed. And there are a lot of these bastards.”

Kimiko flashed a one-sided smile, turned, and stalked toward his furry bonded. After watching her mistress go, Isomyra turned to Gabriel. “Got a use for me, or should I just start chopping fuckers up?”

The gnome death knight’s eyes flared brighter when he said, “Enjoy yourself.”

“Hells yeah. Gonna see if I can get the high score.”

“Just stay alert for when they break. I don’t want to leave stragglers to form more bandit parties.”

Gabriel released his Fireball, aiming it into the tightest cluster of scrambling men. Dozens screamed in terror, then more joined them, wailing in agony as the ball of roiling flames detonated.

Everyone within ten feet went flying, armor burning. Those further away panicked, some dropping and rolling, only to be stomped on by terrified allies.

Hair burned, and exposed skin blackened. Commanders shouted orders but struggled to be heard over the cries of mortally wounded, charred humans.

“Gods, I hate the stench of burning hair,” Reyna growled. Crouching to leap, she hurled herself twenty feet to land atop an unsuspecting archer. The man, screamed, dropped his bow, and tried to shove the massive lycan away.

Reyna bit his face off. Spinning as she stood, she cut down two more who couldn’t back away fast enough. Her orichalcum blade sliced clean through the first, then disemboweled the second.

“Fucking hells, this thing’s awesome!”

“Cindra prefers sword. Speedy Corpse teaching better style.” To emphasize her point, the well-armored hellhound whipped her massive greatsword into motion. It tore through the air and any unfortunate body that got in her path.

She weaved the eighty-pound blade through a dazzling figure eight, quick enough to behead a man and sever his legs before his corpse fell.

Three spearmen thrust at her, steel tips gleaming in the early sun. Cindra danced past one and parried the second, her armor deflecting the third. Before they could reset and try again or flee in terror she brought her sword slashing across.

All three fell–two in pieces. She spun, chopping down on another trying to sneak up behind her. In seconds, she cleared an opening in the dense mass of panicked soldiers.

A wicked grin spread across her wolf helm, and Cindra dashed ahead, diving deeper into the horde of sadistic murderers.

‘Don’t worry, Alpha. I’ll stick close to Boobs. Just focus on your magic shit.’

‘Thanks.’

Gabriel started to cast another Fireball, but a new, larger barrier spell manifested over the disordered army.

“Is that to stop your magic?” Brynja asked.

“Yeah. I should be able to dispel it, but…” Gabriel changed his plan, triggered Magesight, and sought the enemy casters. Given how few of the soldiers possessed even the weakest enchanted items, they were easy enough to spot.

Unfortunately, he lacked line of sight, which meant more effort to target them.

I can anchor a spell to their presence through the Weave of Creation, but that’s going to take more time and mana.

The mobile barrier they’d interposed to shield against the archers in the town shifted as the mages sought shelter against Sthuza’s arrows.

Her next attack struck the glowing surface, and it flared brighter. But the defense did its job, slowing the lethal missile, and it arced down, losing speed.

Gabriel cast Aetheric Lance through the scepter, the spell finishing in seconds. He launched it at the man in vanguard plate. It struck the Protective Aegis spellshield and punched through, leaving jagged cracks around the hole.

But the hardened aether spalled, unraveling before it reached his target. The man flinched back as the missile dented his unenchanted steel breastplate but failed to penetrate.

The man’s face was hidden behind a thick, helmet, but the spike of focused anger told Gabriel he had his full attention.

Another spell began forming before the group of mages. Decrypting it, Gabriel frowned.

Acid Arrows? Haven’t faced that many circle-cast attack spells. Rather not find out what they can do.

Gabriel dove into the modular Counterspell Amara had taught him, tailoring it to negate the acidic attack. Given the multiple casters opposing him, he threw both threads of focus into the spell, determined to finish in time.

The clash of steel rose louder, supplanting the screams and moans of the injured and dying. Cindra roared, and Gabriel twitched before recognizing excitement, not pain.

He released Counterspell in sync with the enemy mages. Dozens of virulent-green javelins formed in front and above the clustered casters. Before they streaked toward his bonded, a wave of carefully calibrated, mana-charged aether washed over them.

The arrows exploded, acid splashing down to sizzle against the large spellshield until the unraveled magic failed, vanishing.

Gabriel brought up the Interface, checking on his bonded. Kimiko had taught him to use a more detailed display, and he confirmed none of them were injured.

He cast two more Aetheric Lances in quick succession, the scepters’ accelerated casting allowing him to launch them in seconds.

They punched through the barrier, close to the first hit but failed to shatter the defensive magic outright.

“Not sure what I expected. They do have a couple dozen mages to power the damn thing.”

Despite being weakened by the barrier, his attacks tore through two spearmen in mail hauberks. Their chests exploded into gore, and they dropped lifeless.

More soldiers formed a decent shield wall, trying to hold off Cindra and Reyna as the furry pair slaughtered anyone in reach.


Chapter Thirty







Despite how many soldiers fell to Cindra and Reyna, the army’s formations grew tighter, demonstrating that at least a few were more than mere conscripts.

Sthuza spread her shots across different targets, seeking unprotected men or weaker spots on the shield. Many of her arrows bounced off, struggling to penetrate the defensive magic.

Gabriel sensed more spells building. Five groups of three casters circled.

No way I can counter five at a time. Or three, since they’re working on Armor Reinforcement and another barrier.

Instead of hoping to stop their attacks, Gabriel split his focus, weaving Haste through the scepter and his own Armor Reinforcement. Anchoring the spells to his bonded across the field took longer than if he could touch them, but he still finished before any more attack spells shot out.

Mana: 79%

No doubt I’ve got a bigger pool than any of them, but I’m not willing to let this devolve into a battle of attrition.

Cindra and Reyna blazed with power as his buffs suffused them. The hellhound was already quicker than her opponents, and Haste only made the difference more extreme.

Yipping in excitement, she sped up, greatsword knocking spears and shields aside as she carved through more men. Reyna stayed close, just beyond those wide, sweeping strikes. Her polearm shattered shields and crushed through armor, ripping heinous gashes or severing limbs with every attack.

‘Anata, why do you hold back against their mages?’

Kimiko’s mind-voice startled Gabriel, and his eyes tracked the oni. She remained in her normal form, near Isomyra. Instead of her orichalcum naginata, she wielded her kusarigama, lashing out with the chained weapon, carving through soldiers with the gleaming blades. She spun and glided with flowing, elegant motions, appearing more like a graceful dancer than a ruthless warrior.

Yet each time she hurled one of the enchanted blades out in sweeping arcs, it sliced through armor and men like they were made of thatch. Arterial blood sprayed, adding a touch of color to the pale beauty’s performance.

Isomyra lacked the taller woman’s refined movement, but her heavy axe tore men asunder as she guarded Kimiko’s flank.

When a large formation massed to their left, the oni tossed a writhing ball of purple-white magic into their ranks. Throat-shredding screams erupted a split second before over half the men erupted as undead skeletons ripped their way out from meaty prisons.

Shuddering, Gabriel shook away the distraction and sent, ‘Holding back?’

‘These cruel, pathetic fools are numerous but weak. Their souls are puny, worthless dregs of Essence. Why bother countering their simplistic spells when you could crush them beneath your boot?’

It took a second, but then Gabriel flashed a ruthless grin. ‘Thanks for the reminder.’

As Kimiko’s pleasure and excitement bled across their bond, Gabriel gauged the distance to the largest cluster of spellcasters. “Brynja, I need you to keep me safe for thirty seconds.”

The valkyrie gave a sharp nod, standing tall and flapping her wings. “Have no fear, my lord. None shall interrupt your magic.” As she spoke, brilliant golden energy flared across her wings.

Already sinking his focus into the scepter, Gabriel blinked as the blazing power spread. It coated her wings entirely, then expanded, giving her double the effective wingspan.

She turned to face him. Feathery walls encircled him, cutting off his line of sight. But that didn’t affect his senses through the Weave, and he picked out his target as he pumped more mana into Umbral Leap than he had ever attempted.

‘Master, is everything all right?’

‘I’m done trading spells with these assholes. There’s a simpler way to end this.’

Gabriel anchored his spell to a motionless shadow near one of the mage circles. “Brynja, meet me over there.”

“Of cou–wait, what?”

Grinning, Gabriel drew his sword and released Umbral Leap, blinking into Shadowspace. Disconcerting, amorphous shapes undulated around him, and a faint chittering sent a shiver down his spine.

Was that Vesrah? If she can sense me using this, I’ll need to be careful.

Less than two seconds after he triggered the shadow-based teleportation, he stepped through a crack of blazing light and life. The Mortal Realm reappeared around Gabriel, reality quivering before settling. Five robed spellcasters blinked at him.

Belatedly activating his Force Helm, Gabriel flashed the closest mage a jaunty grin. He beheaded the stunned man with a casual stroke, the slightest effort more than sufficient to slice through his neck.

Another screamed, and Gabriel triggered Psionic Acceleration, boosting his already Hasted speed. The severed head started to fall, brown eyes staring out in disbelief.

His blade punched through the screamer’s throat with the ease of Cindra digging into a cube of Darlene’s cherry gelatin. It slid free just as easy, and he slashed the next mage across the face.

Mithril parted flesh, then carved bone with surgical precision. As it split the man’s skull in twain, terrified gray eyes dulled.

The severed head bounced against the ground, distracting the fourth man. He never saw Gabriel’s sword lop off the back third of his head.

Exhaling after the brief, fierce exertion, Gabriel settled his posture, balanced for combat. The sole survivor of the circle stared, her jaw dropping in slow motion.

Without waiting, he ended her terror, slicing through her neck so smoothly, he was already turning toward the next cluster before her head tumbled.

More cries of alarm sounded, but instead of rushing the closest circling mages, he focused inward. A power far dwarfing the weak mages surrounding him streaked toward them, and a gust of wind crashed down.

Brynja landed before him, shield and spear ready, wings blazing like the sun. Trusting his bonded, Gabriel triggered Area Suppression. The Force Helm vanished. When he felt an increased strain on his Spell Mantle, he canceled it.

“My lord?” Brynja gasped as the brilliant glow of her wings faded. The armored valkyrie shook her head, staggering beneath the weight of her vanguard armor.

The effects of Gabriel’s null magic area washed over the hostile casters, their cooperative spells flickering as he disrupted the aether itself.

Given almost all magic required an active aether connection to function, enhancements failed, and enchanted items lost power. More panicked cries rang out.

‘Master!?’

‘We’re fine. Just used Area Suppression. Good to know it doesn’t impact our bonds.’

“Albert, do something about those two!” the priest shouted. He backed away from Gabriel, and spun, racing toward the lone warrior in vanguard harness.

“Was that your doing, my lord?”

“Yeah. Didn’t mean to suppress you too, but I don’t have a lot of practice.”

Brynja choked up on her spear and tested the weight of her shield. “You’re suppressing them all?”

“I am. Quicker this way.” He charged the closest mage, a rail-thin waif in an ill-fitting gambeson. While Haste unraveled beneath the potent suppression field, Psionic Acceleration remained unaffected.

Gabriel’s sword punched through the quilted coat without issue, and the fledgling mage gasped as blood filled his lung. Gabriel slashed out with the blade, severing ribs, and dropping the youth to his knees.

A death rattle behind him signaled Brynja’s first kill. Gabriel threw himself into the slaughter, cutting down a half dozen terrified casters in seconds.

The rest scattered, seeking safety behind plate-armored soldiers.

Brynja wasn’t impressed.

Resplendent in gleaming mithril armor, she slung her shield over one shoulder, gripped her spear in both hands, and launched a flurry of sweeping strikes.

Five mages dropped, backs and hamstrings severed by the foot long, mithril blade. Even without enchantment the razor-sharp blade carved through everything until a pair of armored men squared off before her.

She parried their probing attacks and responded with precise slashes and thrusts at their joints.

Gabriel cut down two more mages. But when three more men in field plate advanced on Brynja, he dashed in behind them, thrusting.

Moving in a blur, his momentum sank the sword into the hilt, and his target fell like an abandoned puppet. Brynja took advantage of the distraction, stabbing the middle soldier in the shoulder.

He screamed in pain and stumbled back. His partner spun toward Gabriel as he struggled to extract his blade from the first man.

Gritting his teeth, Gabriel commanded the scepter to slither off his arm. It moved sluggishly, but obeyed, shifting into a sinister mithril-and-adamantite mace in his left hand.

As the armored man turned in slow motion, already raising his longsword to strike, Gabriel whipped the mace toward his head.

Munitions-grade steel crumpled beneath the adamantite dragon’s maw. A sickening squelch and crack made Gabriel wince as the man’s head exploded inside his malformed helmet.

Brynja stabbed the closest soldier in the throat. Her brilliant silver-blue eyes locked with Gabriel’s, excitement and pride radiating across their bond.

Flashing her a quick grin, he turned his attention to the remaining spellcasters.

Need to finish these bastards, then all that’s left are a bunch of thugs.

Brynja moved slower, though still quicker than their opponents. Gabriel worked with her, orbiting her position as they massacred every mage they could find.

More plate-armored men encircled them, these armed with spears and shield. They poked and prodded, but none seemed eager to advance and face either of them.

A happy, rumbling growl from behind caused several to turn. Cindra hacked her way through soldiers like a farmer scything wheat. Three men flinched, retreating from the unstoppable hellhound’s greatsword.

That massive black blade sliced through their unenchanted armor like a knife through butter. Louder screams, higher-pitched, panicked cries, rang out as more soldiers turned and fled.

Cindra burst through the final rank encircling Gabriel and Brynja, her wolf’s head mask beaming wide. “Hi, Packmaster!”

“Hey, Cindra. Having fun?”

The statuesque hellhound cut down two more men, cleaving one in half, the other collapsing as his breastplate folded into his rib cage. She shrugged and turned on the next. “Dumb Baddies are weak bullies. And so rude. None even let Cindra show off new skill.”

When the man balked, face paling beneath his battered kettle helm, Cindra darted forward, sword raised high.

Everyone winced as she cleaved him in two vertically. Spinning, she flashed Gabriel another brilliant smile.

“Your technique has much improved, battle sister” Brynja said, cutting down her own target.

A flash of red cloth drew Gabriel’s attention, and he sprinted over to catch a fleeing mage. He slashed the man’s back open, an arc of blood spraying. When the mage stumbled but continued running, Gabriel brought his scepter around, it’s draconic head shattering the man’s skull.

Scanning the mass of soldiers surrounding them, he didn’t see any other obvious casters. Most of the men still standing nearby wore plate armor and brandished serious weapons.

Polearms, longswords, and warhammers abounded, but none of their wielders displayed much eagerness to close on Cindra or Brynja.

Gabriel canceled Area Suppression and Psionic Acceleration. His shoulders unclenched, but he kept his eyes open, alert for anyone brave or foolish enough to attack.

A raucous cry off to his left drew attention, and Gabriel turned along with several frightened soldiers.

The ripping of heavy fabric and rending of flesh erupted from the tight-packed group. Those closest to him saw something, blanched, and tried to escape.

Brynja, wings blazing bright again shot forward, intercepting three of them. Her Reinforced golden wings crushed the throats of two, and she impaled the center man on her lance.

She tossed the wailing man aside, readying her spear’s larger form for another target.

“Ooo, Grouchy Panties is coming,” Cindra said. She rushed over to Brynja’s side, sword cleaving through soldiers distracted in the desperate scramble to escape the approaching primal lycan.

A man in heavy mail and jack chains shot into the air. Screaming, he arced over the tight-packed mass of people to land near Gabriel.

Crashed. He crashed head-first, neck shattering as his body crumpled, dozens of bones shattered. Four horrific gashes exposed organs through his hauberk and rib cage.

Another screaming man died, and Reyna drew closer. The lycan straightened up, bestial face turning side to side as she scanned the battle. Large amber eyes locked onto Gabriel, and a wicked grin parted her muzzle, baring vicious fangs.

“Hi, Grouchy Panties. Want to help Cindra and Birdsister protect Packmaster?”

Reyna huffed, a low, rumbling sound, but amusement trickled across their bond. “The hells were you thinking, Fucker? You’re a gods-damned mage, not a brawler.”

Without letting Gabriel out of her sight, she tore through the few men blocking her path. Most seemed eager, desperate even, to flee, but his properly sealed Haste spell continued to boost her already impressive speed.

Just as Reyna broke through, her fur and gambeson drenched in blood, the sole vanguard-plated mercenary cleared the circle of hesitant men. Hard brown eyes glared from behind a thick faceplate.

Those experienced eyes drank in the massacred mages. He hefted a dwarven steel longsword, gaze tracking from Gabriel to his bonded. “Are you assholes working for that hells-touched false king?”

Cindra and Brynja strafed left, positioning themselves between Gabriel and the hard-eyed commander.

Reyna snickered, shaking herself like a wet dog. Bloody mist erupted around her, and readied her billhack. “Nah, fuck your whole civil war. We’re here ’cause of all those people you’ve raped and murdered.” She spat, a bloody mouthful of gore suggesting she might have tested her new fangs on some poor bastard.

“Wait, you weren’t hired to attack us?” the man, who must be Albert, asked.

Gabriel shook his head. “Nope. We’re not even from Kormyr, just passing through on the way to visit family.” The purple tint of his blue eyes flared as his face hardened. “We’ve run across your handiwork. Once on the road, then at Glenford.”

Albert snorted in disbelief. “Devilspawn. I knew Caelum’s ‘indulgences’ were going to cause problems. But I never imagined an adventurer party like yours would come punish us for their ‘fun.’”

“Want to order your men to surrender?” Gabriel asked. Something about the warrior before him felt off.

Albert gave a dark laugh. “Hardly. First off, they’re not my men. Brigands, deserters, and a couple companies of the Flaming Fist. Caelum got this bright idea that we could cut off the Dark Lord’s support by focusing on outlying towns. He rallied whatever men he could.”

Brynja flapped her wings, edging back toward Gabriel. “What does that have to do with your surrender?”

“I answered Abbot Caelum’s call because I’m a true believer. While I don’t approve of the twisted shit these vermin did, I stand against the Dark Lord. And the only authority other than ours is that devilspawn’s. So yeah, I’m not surrendering.” Albert blew out a world-weary sigh. “Besides, after the things these motherless bastards have done, none of us deserve mercy. I’ve lived by the sword my entire life; I’ll die here on the battlefield.”

“Ooo!” Cindra yipped, darting over to Gabriel. Her helmet melted away to reveal her beaming gray face. “Can Cindra kill this one? Packmaster hasn’t seen Cindra’s real skill yet.”

Gabriel activated Magesight and scanned the large, vanguard-plated human. His aura was stronger than any of the surrounding soldiers, but nothing compared to Reyna’s or Cindra’s.

His armor bore faint magical reinforcement, and his sword held a similar enchantment.

Cancelling the ability, Gabriel shrugged. “Sure, if that’s what you want. But be careful.”

Cindra beamed before her helmet engulfed her head again, forming a fierce, snarling wolf. “Thanks, Packmaster!”

She spun on a heel and ran straight toward Albert. The men near him backed away in a panic.

“You’re going to fight alone?” Albert asked. His eyes followed Cindra, and he settled on his feet, taking a balanced stance.

“Yep. How else can Cindra show off improvement to Packmaster?” Just out of reach from the heavily armored man, she whipped her greatsword through several flowing slashes.

The ragged soldiers backed off further, and Albert’s eyes widened at her casual display of strength. He glanced over to Gabriel. “You won’t intervene?”

Gabriel commanded the scepter back to bracer form and sheathed his sword. “If that’s what Cindra wants. We might get rid of a few more scumbags while you two fight.”

“But Packmaster will keep eyes on Cindra?”

“Of course, silly pup. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” As he spoke, Gabriel split half his attention to casting Fireball, tracing glyphs with his free hand.

Albert scoffed, helmeted head shaking. “Even if I win, you’ll still kill me.”

“A fair concern,” Brynja said. She turned to Gabriel. “Perhaps you could pledge to let him walk free if he defeats Cindra?”

“What the fuck!” Reyna shouted. “We should kill all these sick fucks. I don’t care if he didn’t like what they were doing, he didn’t try to stop them.”

‘Calmly, my feisty little lycan. Do you think there’s even the slimmest possibility that Cindra will lose when she’s fighting right before me, eager to prove herself?’

Reyna snorted, a smirk giving her bloody muzzle a more terrifying aspect. ‘Hells no. Boobs ’ill probably rattle his teeth out of his head before turning him into mincemeat.’

Gabriel locked eyes with Albert and nodded. “I promise, if you defeat Cindra, my party will let you claim a horse, gather supplies, and ride off, unmolested.”

“In that case, I’ll take this seriously.”

“Wise,” Brynja said, stretching her wings wide. “I would advise you to avoid hard parries, lest my battle sister shear through your sword.”

“Better prepare your ass for a beating,” Reyna added, smirking. “The only thing more ridiculous than Boobs’s tits is her insane strength.”

Albert rolled his shoulders, readying for a desperate duel. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll try not to maim her, but that armor and sword are going to make it challenging.”

‘You sure this is safe, Alpha?’

‘Unless Cindra abandons all her training, he doesn’t stand a chance. His aura is somewhere in the range of a high Silver or low Gold-ranked fighter. He wouldn’t last two exchanges with Aren.’

‘What about against Birdbrain?’

‘If she was aiming to kill him? First strike would blast through his chest and end him. Remember how hard she hit Torrik?’

Reyna chuckled, but her eyes stayed glued to the pair of armored warriors. Gabriel continued preparing a potent, efficient Fireball, maximizing the area of effect.

When Albert gave Cindra a formal duelist’s bow, the eager hellhound mirrored him, then charged.

His longsword leapt into a textbook parry, sweeping Cindra’s crushing blow out to the side. Albert stomped in close and threw a sharp elbow strike at her wolf-faced helmet.

Cindra proved quicker. Head twisting aside, she strafed to his left, resetting her greatsword. Before he could react, she snapped off a lightning fast front kick.

The powerful blow sent Albert stumbling back. He brushed a hand across his thick vanguard breastplate, eyes widening as he found a fresh dent marring his armor.

Shaking himself, he took another step back and circled opposite to Cindra. “You weren’t joking about her strength.”

Gabriel finished Fireball, turned away from the duel, and released it. A larger, less dense orb of roiling flames shot toward a cluster of soldiers.

Dozens of men screamed. The Fireball exploded into a massive roiling wave of flames, incinerating the closest soldiers and setting everyone else on fire.

As their burning comrades thrashed about in agony and cried out in terror, others retreated in panic. A palpable atmosphere of fear and despair enveloped the area, thicker than the noxious fumes wafting from the smoldering corpses.

Sensing they would break soon, Gabriel connected to all of his bonded except Cindra. ‘The battle’s over, but I don’t want these murderers and rapists escaping. And I doubt the town has enough guards to deal with them. Mount up if needed, and eliminate as many as you can.’

‘Hells yeah! I’ll run these twisted fucks down. Thanks for the upgrade, Alpha.’

‘I concur, my lord. These ne’er-do’wells are most foul villains. With the enhancement you gave me, I will have no trouble focusing on those farthest away as my battle sisters deal with those closer.’

‘Should Isomyra and I participate as well? We have killed perhaps two hundred so far.’ Kimiko’s casual tone sounded more appropriate for ordering a drink than discussing the deaths of hundreds of people.

‘That’d be great, Kimi. Thanks. Are you still near their archers?’

‘We are. Though, most have abandoned their weapons.’

Gabriel snickered. ‘I can’t imagine why. If you see any proper arrows, could you take them to Sthuza.’

’That is unnecessary, Love. Kimiko was kind enough to lend me a more powerfully enchanted storage quiver. Now that the barriers are gone, I can use the arrows Lady Merideva conjured.’

‘Awesome. Any chance you’re proficient at mounted archery?’ Gabriel teased.

’It has been a few years, but I believe I can manage.’

Sthuza’s amused giggle warmed his heart as he watched Cindra and Albert clash again. Steel rang in a furious fusillade before they broke apart. Cindra glanced at Gabriel, and he gave an approving nod, smiling.

Her tail beat the air with furious intensity, and her helmet’s wolf face spread in a thrilled grin.

Albert moved slower, focus locked on Cindra as the hellhound casually stalked around their impromptu arena.

Only a handful of soldiers still watched, awestruck as the pair closed. Most of the men had already turned and fled, more joining them every second.

“You should restore your defenses before I leave,” Brynja said. She fluttered her wings, preparing for flight.

“Right. Safe hunting.”


Chapter Thirty-One







A thought reactivated Force Helm, and a second raised Gabriel’s Spell Mantle. The grayish, form-fitting barrier of small hexagons wrapped him in a protective cocoon.

With the power increases he’d seen since becoming Merideva’s Dungeon Master, the customized defensive enchantment was vast overkill against any threat the remaining thugs posed, but with the anchors in his brigandine, it was an efficient defense, and he wasn’t worried about running out of mana.

Mana: 61%

Doubt I could use it all up, even if I killed everyone myself. Though, I need to work on endurance during major battles. I burned too much in the strike against Vesrah, even before her attack. More practice at tapping arcanite. That and use the forge to keep a supply of Magic Stones to recharge wands.

Albert parried another horizontal slash from Cindra, careful to angle it away as he danced back rather than stop it head-on. Despite his evasion, the tip of her greatsword scored a wicked gash across his plackart. Terrified screams rang out to Gabriel’s left as Reyna hurled herself into a mass of mercenaries. She roared, lashing out with polearm, claws, and fangs, decimating the closest men.

While Albert launched a focused frenzy of flowing slashes at Cindra, a squad of men in field plate formed up and rushed Gabriel.

Guess they don’t appreciate me lobbing Fireballs into their ranks. Can’t imagine why.

He continued prepping his current spell, right hand on his sword hilt. Raising his left, he pointed the scepter’s draconic mouth toward the charging mercenaries and snapcast Binding Shades.

The arcane conduit coiled around his bracer practically dragged his mind along, tracing out the glyphs in two seconds. He loosed the spell, giving a cheery finger wave.

The closest man carried a heavy kite shield and a spiked warhammer. He raised the brutal weapon overhead, but amorphous black tendrils of shadowstuff erupted from the dirt and wrapped around his sabatons.

He tripped, screaming, joined a second later by his companions. They went down hard, oily, writhing purple-black tentacles slithering up their legs.

Gabriel finished Fireball and hurled it at another group away from his bonded, then focused on the grappled mercenaries. Curious, he tested sending instructions to the active spell.

Another grasping tentacle elongated from the pool of shadowy goo. With a thought, he wove it around the first man’s leg, imagining it wrapping about the full length. It obeyed without delay, and he willed it to constrict.

Steel squealed, armored greaves and sabatons crumpling into scrap and crushing the flesh within. An agonized scream ripped from the man’s throat, followed by a sickening crackle and snap of splintering bone.

Reyna leapt over a hauberk-wearing man who tried backing away from the ferocious lycan. One of her bare feet landed on his back, and she clenched her toes, sharp claws piercing mail and shredding flesh. “Fucking hells, Alpha. You found a way to make that spell even worse.”

“Keeps them out of melee though, doesn’t it?” he said before willing the spell to crush the nine other men trapped in Binding Shades.

They screamed, then cut off as steel gave way to eldritch magic, crushing chests, limbs, and one poor man’s head.

A few of the soldiers who could see Gabriel pointed at him with trembling hands, faces pale. Shouts and cries erupted around them, and more mercenaries fled.

Gabriel drew one of his weakest wands, looted months ago. It fired low-powered Aetheric Missiles one at a time, but held enough mana for dozens of uses. “Don’t let them overwhelm you, Reyna.”

She grumbled. “I’d tell you to watch your ass, but I doubt any of these cowardly shit-sniffers wanna be within a hundred miles of you now.”

Grinning at her, he picked the closest target and triggered the wand. A tiny, glowing pink missile manifested before the opal end cap. It streaked toward the man, blasting him in the face before he could react.

Gore erupted as the weak Aetheric Missile exploded inside the man’s head. His face shredded, and the partially contained explosion puréed his brain. The same blast against the average goblin would have blown its little head clean off.

Against Brynja or Cindra, it might have reddened their skin. Well, darkened Cindra’s.

As his first target collapsed, Gabriel picked another, killing the terrified mercenary with a single missile. He left one thread of focus on using the wand, cutting men down, and split the rest over to watching Cindra.

The energetic hellhound held her own against the skilled crusader. She executed flawless parries, preventing him from landing even glancing blows against her. Despite her armor and massive sword, she flowed with a dancer’s grace.

Studying her performance, Gabriel smiled at the precision of her movements. Unlike when she first wielded the eighty pound greatsword in combat, she controlled her swings, displaying the measured, accurate strikes of a master swordswoman rather than using it as a sharp-edged bludgeon.

Albert fought with desperation and skill, but again and again, her blade scored his thicker but cheaper armor. Hardened steel gave way to enchanted adamantite.

When the man parried her latest strike out of line and charged, Gabriel’s breath caught.

Cindra didn’t panic as Albert twisted his wrists, and his longsword swept in from the opposite side. She mirrored his movement, stepping in even closer. At the last second, she punched out with her left forearm. A sleek, dark-gray vambrace struck his hands.

Albert grunted, struggling not to drop his weapon from bruised or broken fingers.

Cindra’s head shot forward, smashing her snarling wolf’s face against his unadorned helm. The blow blasted another pained grunt from the large man, and he staggered backward.

Cindra paused, turning to Gabriel and cocking her head.

“Very impressive, Cindra. But don’t play with him. Albert at least has been respectful. We should return the sentiment.”

“Cindra understands.” The hellhound stepped back, settled into a solid stance, her muscular body coiled to pounce. She returned her attention to Albert as the man reset his posture. “Thankies for letting Cindra show off training fruits. But Pack has important business.”

Albert’s hard eyes flashed with surprise, then stoic resignation, and he nodded. “Thank you for granting me a warrior’s death.” He glanced over to where Gabriel continued absentmindedly blasting fleeing mercenaries with his wand.

With nothing more to say, the crusader charged toward Cindra, sword cocked for an all-out attack.

Cindra stilled, even her tail frozen as she focused. One step, then two. Albert raced closer, yet her greatsword remained angled down and back, tip inches from the dirt.

Gabriel paused his casual slaughter, holding his breath. At the last second, Cindra howled.

Dense, supernaturally powerful muscles fired, and her greatsword swept up in a blur. She caught Albert’s breastplate just below his rib cage.

Steel parted like paper beneath the devastating strike. Her inconceivable strength drove the enchanted blade through his inches thick, vanguard breastplate.

Albert’s left arm flew away as her sword exited his shoulder. His longsword arced down, but sluggishly, and she sidestepped his charge.

Without a word, the crusader fell, his upper body dropping away from the perfect slash.

The hellhound spun, mask melting away to reveal her beaming face. “Did Cindra impress Packmaster?”

Gabriel drew in a breath before laughing. “Yes, Cindra. You certainly did. Damn impressive.”

“Yay!” Her sword shrank to a tiny black charm, and she attached it to her bracelet without looking. She rushed straight at Gabriel, and he braced his legs, knowing what would come next.

Cindra squeezed him tight, threatening to buckle his Spell Mantle. When her nose bumped against his Force Helm, she pouted. “Aww, Cindra can’t lick Packmaster.”

Gabriel hugged her with one arm, stroking her muscular back. “Not the time, Cindra. We need to finish these assholes.” A memory of the crusaders’ camp and their abused slaves struck Gabriel. “Actually, would you mind clearing out the headquarters? Back that way, a set of tents with furniture.”

Cindra nodded, baring a huge grin. Her tail wagged in a blur, and she wiggled against Gabriel. “Sure, Packmaster. Then Pack can have celebratory orgy?”

Laughing, Gabriel dismissed his Force Helm and kissed her cute nose. “Maybe. For now, I want to eliminate the rest so no one else falls prey to them. And if you see any slaves, cut them free.”

A sinister rumble vibrated Cindra’s chest, and her cherubic face dropped into a fierce scowl. “Foul men tormenting innocents here, too?”

“Yes. I assume the ones Cuix saw were their leaders. If you can find the sadistic bastards, go ahead and kill them. I have no interest in anything they might have to say.”

“Cindra will punish wicked and save nice people.” With that, the hellhound spun, leaping away.

In midair, her six-foot-eight humanoid form shifted, armor morphing as her body expanded. She landed on all fours, claws digging into the dirt. Cindra gave a ferocious howl, making Gabriel’s ears ring, then sprinted away, throwing up clods of dirt.

The huge armored canine crashed into a cluster of mercenaries fleeing back toward their camp. She stood five-feet-tall at the shoulders now, but her thick, muscular form dwarfed the humans.

A form-fitting black bodysuit concealed her fur, and sleek, enchanted plates shielded her limbs, flanks, and head. Not that anyone dared lash out at the half-ton monster as she rampaged.

She tore through the terrified men, but as before, Gabriel felt nothing for the dying.

War is brutal and uncaring, but the shit they did to anyone who crossed their path was way out of line. If the church council knew, they’d probably be executed… though, they’d wait until the war ended first, wouldn’t they?

‘Probably, fucking self-absorbed taint-lickers. Everyone in power seems hells bent on fucking over everyone else.’

‘I hope to avoid that route,’ Gabriel replied, and a flicker of remorse flashed across their bond. ‘Besides, I think there are leaders who actually adhere to their principles, even if a lot don’t.’

‘Like that shit they pulled on you at the Academy?’

‘Yeah, though that was nothing compared to the suffering inflicted on so many others.’

‘Do you want me to join Boobs and watch her back?’

Gabriel shook his head, then remembered Reyna couldn’t see him. ‘No. There’s no need for you or Sthuza to deal with what I expect Cindra will find there.’

Conflicted thoughts regarding her sister danced across their bond before Reyna growled. Gabriel imagined the lycan angrily shaking her head. ‘Thanks, Alpha. Think I’ve seen enough evidence of what these sick fucks do for fun.’

Returning his attention to the fleeing soldiers, Gabriel picked a new target and blew a hole through the man’s back. The closest mercenaries were over a hundred and fifty feet away, and still running, so he broke into a sprint, triggering Psionic Acceleration to close the gap.

Gabriel drained the wand dry, blasting targets without flinching. Roars from Cindra and Reyna competed with the panicked screams of routing soldiers. Sporadically, Isomyra’s raucous cackling rang out.

“I don’t feel like running them all down. Maybe…” Gabriel activated his cloudsteel ring. Levitating fifty feet up, he sought a clearer picture of the chaotic battlefield.

Hundreds of mercenaries and their ill-dressed compatriots scattered across the field. Ravaged corpses lay strewn in clumps wherever one of his bonded caught up with them.

Brilliant blue flames erupted off near the largest camp. Cindra toppled armored men, spun, then roared before spitting another burst of thick, viscous blue fire.

She swept her fiery breath across entire groups, engulfing them in flames, and sending screams echoing through the air as she moved onto new targets.

Three older men decked out in luxurious Caliosian robes bellowed orders at twelve men-at-arms clad in field plate. As Cindra pounced on the priests, the soldiers ignored their leaders, turning to flee.

It didn’t help.

She bit off one priest’s head, shredded the others with glowing claws, then barked and chased after the armored cowards.

Westhill’s gate opened, and several dozen guards rushed out. A score rode light, unarmored horses, loosing arrows at the fleeing attackers. Men and women carrying a hodgepodge of crude polearms and shortswords charged into the closest mercenaries, cutting them down extreme prejudice, even if they lacked the devastating power of Gabriel’s bonded.

A man wearing a battered steel breastplate and mail spotted Gabriel and saluted. Gabriel returned the gesture before turning his attention to the furthest fleeing attackers.

Mana: 58%

“How much more mana would it take to hurl spells out that far? Let’s find out.”

Gabriel started casting Fireball. Trading potency for reach and range, he tapped his pool while tracing glyphs with both hands.

As soon as he finished, he released it and watched a fist-sized ball of compressed fire streak down like a meteor.

It struck the man he’d anchored the magic to and exploded. A wave of near-liquid flames rushed out, forming a huge circle of death almost five hundred feet away.

The inferno dissipated in seconds, leaving behind more than fifty charred forms. Several blackened figures struggled to move. Some rolled to extinguish the fires burning their fabric armor, others curling up in agony.

Mana: 55%

“Hmm, not bad. More than I’d prefer, but Sthuza packed a dozen mana restoring potions, and I’m not going to make them kill all these assholes while I sit back and relax. Besides, we’re still a few days from Vadis’s Aerie. I’ll have plenty of time to recover.”

After deciding to test the battlefield magics taught at the Academy, Gabriel fired off more attacks. The larger clusters of fleeing mercenaries received Fireballs, adding dozens to the number of people he had personally slain.

Each huge explosion convinced more of them to scatter, and after his fourth, Gabriel switched to Aetheric Lance. He pushed at the scepter’s rapid spellcasting, trying to reduce the casting time even further.

Using only a sliver of mana with each attack, he cut down another dozen before Brynja streaked across the sky.

The valkyrie landed before eight armored mercenaries. They jerked to a stop at her sudden appearance and raised their spears.

Her wings blazed brighter, almost blinding them. Leaning forward, she launched herself into their ranks.

One fell to her spear, and she killed a second with an empowered shield bash. Then she lashed out with her glowing wings. Her feathers flared brighter, slashing through gambesons and mail like paper.

Blood sprayed but slid off her wings, and she leapt back into the air. She flew a hundred feet, spear morphing into a mithril glaive, before swooping down on a staggered row of fleeing soldiers.

As she scythed through them for a bloody harvest, Gabriel sought out his own targets. More defenders poured from the town. They fell upon any enemies in reach with a feral intensity matching Reyna’s.

The primal lycan tore through three men who tried to stand their ground. Her enhanced strength crushed through blocks, and her orichalcum billhack shredded their textile armor and the flesh beneath.

Blood soaked Reyna’s dark fur, matting her white-blonde hair and lending her snarling visage an eerie aspect. After dispatching the third man, she loped after another group, her long strides shrinking the gap in seconds.

Sthuza stood tall in her stirrups, unleashing arrows as her raptorix galloped towards those farthest from the carnage. Despite the sinuous mount’s bobbing gait, every shot claimed a mark. A dozen wounded lay sprawled behind her, groaning and clutching at wounds.

Kimiko sprinted toward another priest, naginata trailing behind her as she leaned over so far Gabriel expected her to fall any second. Yet she sped after the terrified man with unbelievable grace.

“Where’s Isomyra?”

Even as he voiced the question, Gabriel spotted the gnome. She cleaved a pitiful conscript apart with her axe, then spun and leapt twenty feet to slam down atop another.

Her heavy sabatons sank inches deep in the poor bastard’s torso, but as she strode past toward another target, she lopped off his head for good measure.

A few dozen mercenaries regrouped behind the nearest hill. Their exhaustion was obvious, but they rallied into a rough formation, preparing for whoever chased after them.

“Guess they haven’t looked up if they think that hill’s going to protect them.” Gabriel prepared a Fireball for them, not seeing any other targets worth wasting mana on.

He hurled it toward them the second he finished, pausing just long enough to confirm he got them all before Levitating back to the ground.

So much death and destruction. It was so easy, a slaughter. And yet, I feel… relieved? Proud? Am I becoming a monster?

‘Hey, don’t start that self-flagellating shit, Alpha. These cum-gargling shitstains deserved everything they got and more. We’re the fucking good guys here. Even if Horns and Myra were a little terrifying.’

‘Yeah, you’re right. Let’s hunt down the stragglers and be done with this. The sooner we move on, the better.’


Chapter Thirty-Two







The cleanup took another thirty minutes, by which point Gabriel made it back to where they had dismounted. Nocturne huffed when he returned, and after stroking the horse’s thick neck, he gathered the others and led them toward town.

Brynja returned first, landing with a flutter of brilliant white feathers. While her wings remained pristine, blood and gore coated her armor as she knelt before him. “The foul savages are no more, my lord.”

“Nice work, Brynja. Thank you for hunting down the ones trying to escape. It was brutal, but we couldn’t allow them to regroup and attack other travelers.”

The valkyrie rose and nodded. “Yes. While I find it distasteful to slaughter such weak opponents, their actions prove they had no kindness or mercy in their hearts.”

Cindra rushed in, barking. The huge gore-soaked canine leapt toward Gabriel. Forewarned by her excited barks, he dove to his left, and rolled, turning as he came to his feet.

“Aww, Packmaster shouldn’t dodge Cindra.”

Laughing, Gabriel spun up Cleanse, targeting the two women. “Shift back first, silly pup.”

Cindra yipped, rising up on her hind legs, and reverted to humanoid form as his spell washed over her. “Ooo, Packmaster’s magic always feels so tingly and fresh.”

“It is most pleasant to not spend an hour cleaning my armor after each battle.”

Reyna stomped over, no longer furry, covered in even more blood and viscera than Cindra. “Speaking of cleaning,” she said, grinning at Gabriel.

He cast the spell again. “I’m glad you all made it through without injury.” He paused, staring at the petite lycan. “You didn’t get hurt, did you?”

Reyna huffed, crossing toned arms over her modest bust. “Of course not. Most of those fucking bullies lacked the stones to face anyone able to fight back. The few that did stand”–she gave a dark chuckle–“they weren’t anything to write home about.”

“Yeah, everyone I found sucked crusty ass at fighting,” Isomyra said. The gnome strolled over, huge axe propped against her shoulder.

“Hey, how come you aren’t covered in blood?” Reyna grumbled.

Isomyra smirked. “Not everybody has a sexy brute like Gabe to suck off for some magic cleaning.”

Reyna sputtered, face heating as she stomped toward the death knight. Before she got there, Cindra dashed over and picked her up. “Relax, Grouchy Panties, Pipsqueak is teasing.”

“Yeah. My armor’s enchanted so it cleans itself. Can’t use it but once or twice a day. Still, saved me so much scrubbing.”

Brynja nodded. “Such enchantment may seem like frivolous luxury to some, but it is quite time-consuming to remove all the gore and viscera.”

Gabriel missed the rest of the exchange as Cindra decided he should join in on hugging Reyna.

By the time the hellhound settled down, Kimiko joined them, and Sthuza rode their way, her raptorix looking only a little tired despite the frantic chase.

The gorgon slipped from the mount, shooting a slight scowl toward Kimiko as the oni squeezed in next to Gabriel. “How do you wish to meet the townspeople, Master?”

“I imagine they’ll be vocally thankful, but I’d rather not get bogged down dealing with them. We’ve got places to be.”

Sthuza nodded, red braids undulating as the head-snakes they concealed shifted. “I expected you would. Their militia commander invited us to stay in his house or in either of their inns, at his expense. He was most eager to thank you in person, but I told him we would not be staying long.”

“Thanks. Even if they were only under siege for a day or two, they’ve probably got a lot of clean up to do. We could simply pass on and leave them to it.”

Gabriel expected Brynja and Reyna to be disappointed at his words, but to his surprise, Cindra pouted.

“Aww, Pack should go visit nice people and have tasty drinks. Cindra thinks seeing Packmaster and mates party will help put memory of Dumb Baddies out of mind.”

“Cindra makes a valid point,” Kimiko said. “Wouldn’t the scared masses feel slighted if we ignore them? Perhaps staying the night would let them justify a greater celebration than if we leave immediately?”

Sthuza arched a red eyebrow, lips quirking to one side.

Considering her words, Gabriel rubbed his jaw. “Okay, let’s head into to town and at least say hello. I can handle one night.”

“We could spend the evening with them but take our leave rather than sleeping. If we do not need dinner, setting up camp would take only minutes,” Sthuza said.

Cindra’s head bobbed in a blur, a goofy grin on her cheerful face.

“I vote we go with Snakes plan. That tower is too fucking sweet for me to go back to a normal inn.” Reyna shot a mock glare at the taller woman. “You stocked it with the same amazing beds as our rooms, didn’t you? One fucking night on mine, and I was hooked.”

“I concur,” Brynja said. “I have slept quite wonderfully ever since you imported those delightful foam mattresses. The ones back at the Aerie were terrible by comparison.”

As his bonded descended into a heated discussion regarding beds, Gabriel mounted Nocturne and headed for Westhill.

Knowing Cindra, it won’t be long before they turn to sex. And that’ll last until we get to town, so better get started now.

◆◆◆

The population of Westhill was similar to Stillcrest, but their palisade lacked the magically reinforced ironwood logs.

The townspeople cheered, greeting Gabriel and his bonded like a hometown Adamantite party. They grew so noisy, Cindra’s fuzzy ears folded down, dampening the raucous noise.

Gabriel met the guard commander, a round-faced man named Timothy. His eyes blazed with gratitude as he thanked each of them, then introduced several prominent citizens.

Unlike Stillcrest, no nobles lived in the town. A small council of merchants and crafters handled most of the issues while a few bureaucrats served Baron Allaire mostly by collecting taxes.

Thankfully, Timothy kept the government officials far away, instead leading Gabriel and the others to the Blushing Beaver for drinks.

The mid-size tavern teemed with people. There were seats for maybe fifty, but Gabriel figured closer to one hundred crammed themselves in, eager to speak with or just view their saviors.

Timothy sat them at a large table along the back wall. Brynja and Sthuza took the ends of their long bench, and Gabriel guided Reyna to sit beside him.

Of course, Cindra remained glued to his other side.

The food was decent, though not up to Darlene or Sthuza’s standards, but the local lager proved crisp and refreshing.

Cindra captivated their hosts, the hellhound eager to recount the battle against the Flaming Hand mercenaries. Sthuza and Reyna chimed in when Cindra skipped a bit, leaving the audience desiring more.

Late in the evening, Cindra egged on Brynja. The pink-faced valkyrie hopped up on their table and began to sing.

Her jaunty carousing song soon had the off-key crowd joining in. Gabriel sat back, enjoying the sight of his bonded reveling in the cheerful tavern. Pride, satisfaction, and peace radiated from each bond, and he savored the experience.

Several citizens begged them to stay the night, but Timothy escorted Gabriel’s party back out the gate around midnight.

Gabriel set up the tower, and they started to split up for the night, when Reyna pulled him aside.

“A-Alpha, do you still have enough mana to…”

As Reyna’s hesitant voice trailed off, he remembered her earlier request.

Suppressing a sigh, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, and I’ve got as firm an understanding of the spell as I can without practice.”

Reyna licked her lips, darting a wary peek toward her fellow bonded. “C-could we go ahead and get it over with? A-after what we just saw, I-I really want those memories gone.”

After pulling the lycan close, Gabriel glanced at his Prime, who flashed an approving smile. “Sure, Reyna.”

“Come along, Cindra,” Sthuza said, clasping the horny hellhound’s hand. “Perhaps Brynja and Kimiko would like to help brush your fur. You are looking quite unruly.”

Cindra beamed, dragging Sthuza behind her as she prodded the other two toward the stairs.

“Take your time, Love. We will see you afterward,” Sthuza said, jogging along to avoid being dragged.

Reyna chuckled as the other women vanished upstairs. “Uh, so, how does this work?” she asked, gazing up at Gabriel.

“I’ll take my time with casting, but the magic itself will be quick. Once I’m in your mind, focus on the memories you want blocked, and I’ll seal them away.” Gabriel paused, studying the anxious young woman before him. “From Kelith’s notes, you won’t remember much afterward. The spell will blot out an hour or so.”

Reyna smirked at Gabriel’s reluctant speech. “Eh, don’t worry, Fucker. I trust you.” Her amusement faded, amber eyes growing somber. “Un, can you erase the memories, or…”

A weary sigh escaped him this time, and his head tilted back to stare at the ceiling. “Yeah, if that’s what you truly want.”

“Please.”

“Okay, let’s use the suite, there’s plenty of room there, and I’d rather you be comfortable.”

◆◆◆

Gabriel woke beneath two warm bodies. Wearing only a pair of sleek black boyshorts, Reyna lay still atop him, while Cindra cuddled in close, her furry arms wrapped around the short lycan.

After waking the pair and preparing for the day, he worked to order his mind, struggling to handle the ease with which he had erased Reyna’s unwanted memories.

I knew mental magic was powerful… but I never expected it to be so thorough. Or easy.

Despite his unease, Reyna showed no lingering concerns. If anything, the young werebadger stood taller, an easygoing smile lighting up her face every time their eyes met.

‘You did the right thing, Love. While I understand your reticence, for Reyna, those memories were innately stained by the foul men who dominated her life.’

‘It just feels wrong. What if I give into temptation and start rewriting anything?’

’That is not who you are, Gabriel. Yes, it might have been better if Reyna overcame her feelings of inadequacy on her own, but she was tormenting herself, and you provided relief. But you would never use such magic on any of us unless we asked. So please, do not torture yourself over it. If you do, you will hurt both yourself and Reyna.’

Breakfast was a huge pot of savory, cheese and sausage oatmeal that Gabriel wound up cleaning from Cindra’s hair and ears after the gluttonous hellhound licked the pot clean.

They broke camp not long after the sun rose, heading northeast along toward Valimar.

“How long till we get to the city?” Reyna asked around noon. The lycan’s mood remained brighter despite her dislike of riding.

Gabriel thought back to the faded map he and Sthuza had used during planning. “Shouldn’t be more than a few hours. Illanaya said the trip normally takes at least two weeks, but we’re making great time.”

Cindra’s head bobbed. “Yep Snakey and Chilly Sis made Pack travel much quicker. Cindra enjoys riding Surefeet.”

Reyna sniggered, shooting Gabriel a sly grin. “How does it compare to riding Alpha?”

“Cindra loves riding Packmaster, but… Cindra is too heavy.” The hellhound’s brilliant smile vanished, replaced in an instant by a crushing despondency that made Gabriel’s heart ache.

Reyna panicked, amber eyes huge as she struggled for a way to counter Cindra’s sadness.

Kimiko nudged her undead mare over next to Cindra’s mael’tuil. Reaching up, she rubbed the much larger woman’s muscular back. As usual, Cindra wore little more than a skin-tight black spidersilk undershirt and baggy pants, concealing her fur while exposing her rippling abs.

“Do not despair, young one. Our Dungeon Master has grown quite powerful. He should be more than durable enough to handle your voluptuous body.”

Cindra turned her head, gazing at the oni’s small smile. “Chilly Sis thinks so?” Eagerness returning, she spun to Gabriel, a feral leer spreading across her face.

Kimiko nodded, then paused, biting her bottom lip. “Actually, you should be much stronger by now.”

“I mean, I’ve gained a few points of Strength. I figure that’s from all the training I’ve been doing. While my regeneration isn’t anywhere near Reyna’s, I can still build muscle faster than a normal human.”

“No, Master. I believe she is referring to the massive boost to your Soul Essence when you two bonded.” Sthuza scowled, furrowing her illusory red eyebrows. “When Amara slammed that soul anchor into your back, Kimiko substantially increased your SE.”

Kimiko nodded, eyes unblinking as she stared at Gabriel. “Yes. Even if your affinity for physical Attributes is low, you should have experienced a notable increase.”

After checking that the road ahead of them was clear, Gabriel brought up his Dungeon Interface.

Dungeon Master Gabriel Grimm

Dungeon Bound (Base Species: Human)

Sex: Male

Age: 25

Soul Essence: 3972

Unassigned Essence: 879

Agility: 97

Charisma: 100

Constitution: 106

Dexterity: 92

Discipline: 100

Intelligence: 101

Perception: 86

Strength: 108

Toughness: 102

Wisdom: 92

Gabriel read out his Attributes to his bonded. They listened intently, even Brynja and Cindra paying more attention than he expected.

Curious why one woman seemed uninterested, he sent to Reyna, ‘You okay?’

‘Yeah, I’m fine, Alpha. But I was in your head enough to see your glowing display. Your numbers haven’t really changed.’

‘True.’

“Master, other than the points you purchased with unassigned SE, only your physical Attributes have grown since we bonded? Since Merideva claimed you as her Dungeon Master?”

Frowning, Gabriel nodded. “Discipline went up two. My Strength, Constitution, and Toughness climbed about ten points each, but I assumed that was from all the training and fighting.”

Reyna chortled. “Don’t forget all the fucking, Alpha.” She shook her head, sending long white-blonde hair fluttering in the wind. “Boobs is an unrelenting engine of lust. You always end up sweaty as a goblin pilfering a dwarven cellar after pounding her plump ass.”

Cindra flashed a huge grin at Reyna’s comment, and Isomyra chuckled. A hint of envy and anger flickered across Kimiko’s pale face before shifting to a childish pout.

“Yeah, the sex too. But, what’s the big deal?”

Kimiko shook away her distracted thoughts and resumed a more pensive expression. “As I said, your Attributes should have climbed substantially. Yet, your Interface shows otherwise.”

“Packmaster is much stronger now than when first mating with Cindra. Maybe more mating will make him even stronger?” The hellhound’s goofy grin widened, and her glowing eyes blazed. “Ooo! Maybe Packmaster will grow bigger, too?”

Sthuza sighed, head-snakes hissing with laughter. “No, Cindra. I rather doubt he will grow taller, no matter how much ‘mating’ he does. But Kimiko is right. His Attributes should have increased.”

“His magic has clearly grown stronger,” Brynja said. “Even discounting the more ostentatious attack magics, his Haste spell accelerates me almost too fast.”

“Hmm, could his Interface not be displaying the increases from Soul Essence?” Kimiko asked absently. Her purple eyes tracked from Gabriel to Sthuza.

The disguised gorgon blushed, unable to hold eye contact. “Is that a possibility? I have recently learned I am somewhat lacking in knowledge regarding the Dungeon Interface.”

Kimiko shrugged. “I don’t see why it would, but that’s the only thing I can think of that would explain it.”

“If that’s the case, maybe I should do some testing to see.” Gabriel paused, thinking over the possibilities. “Most Attributes are going to be too nebulous to get a solid feel for, but Meri could easily create a training room like they have at the Academy.”

“That would be wise regardless, Master. While physical size is a lesser factor for those of us with more SE, strength training would ensure no one grows weaker when we are not constantly battling for our lives.”

“Hells yeah,” Reyna said, grinning. “I always kinda wanted to use that fancy gym they have in the Guildhall.” Her enthusiasm dimmed a touch as she recalled her past efforts to join the Adventurer’s Guild. “Now that I’m in, I don’t want to deal with all the sweaty fucks who’d probably leer at my ass.”

Cindra flashed a wicked grin, eyes heating with lust, and the werebadger laughed. “Ha, yeah like that. But from cocky shitstains who think they’re better than me just ’cause I’m a lycan.”

Sthuza shifted her reins to her left hand, reached over, and clasped Reyna’s free hand. “You are now one of the strongest adventurers in the city.” Her lips quirked to the side, and her eyes crinkled with mirth. “And I rather doubt any men would dare disrespect you, given Gabriel’s growing reputation.”

“Ha, yeah. Half the guys in the Queen look ’bout ready to piss themselves every time they see him.” Satisfaction and pride blazed across her bond with Gabriel, and he smiled at her relaxed, happy presence.

“A gymnasium for strength training sounds like a sound plan,” Brynja said. “Would it also be possible to add one for agility and acrobatics? There are some exercises Mother taught me that could prove beneficial for all of us.”

“Sure, we can set that up when we get back,” Gabriel replied. “I could use more training, anyway. I wasn’t a slacker at the Academy, but my focus was almost exclusively on magic. Getting more experience controlling my enhanced body should definitely be on the agenda.”

Brynja smiled, silver-blue eyes shining. “I would be most eager to teach you, Gabriel. Ralloderth and Ryldor are better instructors for your swordplay, but I am confident I can assist you with this.”

Gabriel returned her smile, glad to see his stoic bonded so excited. “That still leaves mental training. Maybe I should take up logic puzzles again.”

“What’s a logic puzzle?” Cindra asked, head tilting to the left. “Are they tasty? Should Cindra eat some too?”

“Sometimes I forget you lived most of your life in canine form.” As his bonded laughed, Gabriel shook his head. He described several of the puzzles used at the Academy, explaining how they served as tests for younger mages before they could start casting spells.

“Master, we could acquire some of those for you. If you recall how you performed prior to becoming a DM, they should provide a decent measure of any improvements. Lady Merideva did not boost your mental attributes, other than Charisma, after all.”

“Yeah. That’s a good point. The Academy should still have my records, it’s not like they tried to erase my entire history or anything. But we can deal with that later. It won’t be long before we reach Valimar.”


Chapter Thirty-Three







Gabriel slowed Nocturne as the walls of Valimar came into view. A curtain of smooth gray stone surrounded a city a little smaller than Lostbarrow.

Farms spread out to the east, covering a vast grassland that reached the horizon. Fishing boats and small barges traveled along the river, several moored along the dock.

A vibrant green park, with tall, twisting trees filled the center. Abutting the walled greenspace, the stone castle of Baron Allaire looked simpler than Elaine’s.

“So, we just walk in and stroll through the dungeon?” Reyna asked.

“More or less,” Gabriel said. “The Adventurer’s Guild is a unified organization crossing national borders. Many adventurers travel extensively to delve different dungeons.”

Sthuza nudged her raptorix forward as she checked her illusion was active. “Yes. While some specialize in a single dungeon, much as we portray our party, it is quite common to find adventurers wandering the continent, exploring every dungeon they find.”

“Seeing new sights is a wondrous experience, and I would not mind doing that one day,” Brynja said. “Though, I am uncertain if it would be allowed, given we are dungeon bound.”

“There are rules regarding trespassing in another Core’s dungeon, but I am confident Lady Merideva and Master could arrange something if you desire.”

Gabriel frowned but nodded at Sthuza’s words. “After we deal with Vesrah. Until then, we’re keeping our true identities secret.”

“Uh, isn’t the DM here gonna notice us right away?” Reyna asked. “At least this big-dicked stud? I mean, he’s one too, so can’t they tell?”

Sthuza started to reply, then shot a sharp, questioning look at Kimiko. The pale-skinned oni shook her head. “Only if they inspect him carefully. As long as our Dungeon Master refrains from activating any of his abilities, there should be no reason they would bother.”

She paused, head tilting too far to the right, making Reyna and Gabriel wince at the painful-looking bend in her neck. “Perhaps you should focus on wrapping your aura tight around yourself. Try and draw inward as much as you can. Higher level DMs can use the Interface to check anyone’s info. So it would be best if you minimize your presence.”

“Yes, Kimiko is correct. It goes without saying that you should avoid any fighting yourself. The rest of us can easily handle any monsters we encounter.”

“Does Pipsqueak have shiny tag?” Cindra asked, pointing a clawed finger at Isomyra.

The gnome grinned and pulled a small metal plate from inside her armored bra. “Don’t worry ’bout me. That goofy Core already took care of getting me reregistered. Sucks being downgraded to Gold, but it’s not like I’m really an adventurer anymore.”

Sthuza nodded. “Yes, and please do be careful to stay far enough away that the dungeon does not judge you as part of our party. That would be a surefire method of drawing undesirable attention to ourselves.”

“Won’t the fact you’re a fucking gorgon, and Boobs is a fire-breathing hellhound draw a little interest?”

“I doubt it,” Gabriel said, glancing over at Reyna. “Mother was a tulaxi troll, and no one at the Guild made a stink about her. Pretty sure she had a dryad in her party. At least, I assume that mahogany-skinned sexpot was one.”

Sthuza and Kimiko nodded, while Reyna’s jaw dropped. Stupefied at his casual statement, she almost slipped from the saddle before recovering and grabbing the horn. “The hells you mean, Fucker? Your mother was a troll?”

Sthuza’s rich, mirthful laughter was music to Gabriel’s ears. “Indeed, the Grim Lady was quite the beautiful young tulaxi troll. I did not realize you were unaware.”

Reyna tried to speak, but no sound passed her lips. She pointed at Gabriel with both hands, mouthing profanities in a comical fashion that earned laughter from everyone, even Brynja giggling at her exaggerated expression.

“She adopted me as a baby, Reyna.”

The werebadger froze, then nodded. “Y-yeah, of course. That makes way more fucking sense.” She laughed at her misunderstanding before shooting Gabriel an annoyed look. “You talked about her a couple of times, but you never mentioned she wasn’t human.”

Gabriel shrugged. “Probably not? It’s not a detail I ever thought much about. She was my mother. While she was always a bit subdued, she loved me and raised me. As a kid, I just thought she was impressive and stoic.”

Brynja nodded, causing Reyna to spin in her saddle, glaring at the tall beauty.

“Even Birdbrain knew?” Reyna gasped.

“Yes, though Gabriel never mentioned it in my presence. After we secured the Domain Crystal for Lady Merideva, I began reading at the Guildhall. Gwenaelle Grimm, ‘the Grim Lady,’ was one of the most famous adventurers in Lostbarrow for over a decade. Though, my understanding is she never delved the local dungeon.” The valkyrie shot a glance at Sthuza, then Gabriel. “Isn’t that a little odd?”

Gabriel started to answer, then paused, reconsidering his childhood memories in light of his knowledge regarding the dungeon.

“Yes, it is,” Sthuza said. She shared a glance with Kimiko, who nodded, before continuing. “While few Gold-ranked or higher bothered to delve Lostbarrow over the past century due to its diminished state after Vesssrah’sss attack, it is most unusual.”

“I didn’t give it any thought before. But now that you mention it, yeah, it does seem strange Mother never delved there. She’d have been welcomed, and even with the reduced quality of Magic Stones, she could have earned a good income since there were few others delving below the first two floors.”

Kimiko frowned, forgetting to blink or breathe. “Do you recall where she delved most frequently? I did not pick that up from your memories when we bonded.”

“I remember a few. She often brought back trinkets or special treats from the cities she visited. And Aerieon would tell me stories about the exotic monsters they slew.”

Sthuza’s tongue slipped from between her lips. Her real, dark-green one extended farther than the illusory pink one, tasting the air. “Hmm, perhaps we should research her past more? Learning more about her might give new insight into her life before she adopted you.”

“More like rescued,” Gabriel corrected, only to freeze up.

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, right, that hazy memory when we first bonded,” Kimiko said, nodding. Which looked rather odd given her head was again tilted too far to the side.

“I don’t know what was going on, but I’d swear I saw Mother fighting other tulaxi, and I must have been an infant.”

“Hmm, that is most unusual,” Sthuza replied, vertically slit eyes losing focus as she thought. “All the more reason to investigate her career after we return home.”

◆◆◆

Less than an hour later, they reached the dungeon. A park surrounded the entrance, but the patrolling guards seemed unconcerned about the people enjoying the vibrant greenery, or inspecting the adventurers entering the dungeon.

“Okay, I’ll wait here for five minutes, then follow you in,” Isomyra said. The pint-sized death knight had already deployed her full armor, concealing her pale curves and leaving only her cute, round face exposed.

While her glowing eyes might draw attention in normal circumstances, Gabriel doubted anyone would notice with Cindra strolling along in her skintight crop top. Brynja wore only breastplate, greaves, and vambraces over her sleek padded armor, but likewise drew gazes to her gleaming armor.

“I’m not comfortable leaving one of us alone,” Gabriel said.

The slight smile gracing Kimiko’s dark lips as they walked melted away. “I can escort Isomyra and ensure she does nothing to cause you problems.”

“Hey, I ain’t gonna cause any trouble, Mistress.” The spunky gnome pouted her plump lips in a childish look.

Sthuza shook her head. “No, you should stay with Gabriel. As his Prime, I should lead the other party.”

“Not a fucking chance, Snakes.”

Cindra nodded fiercely. “Yep Snakey needs to stay safe with Packmaster, for pup. Cindra will go with Pipsqueak.”

Gabriel sighed and rubbed his eyes, Reyna cackling at the hellhound’s declaration.

“Yeah, no chance, Boobs. Knowing you two, bet we’d have the whole damn dungeon chasing us within ten minutes.”

“I believe Gabriel is correct that one of us should accompany Isomyra,” Brynja said. “If she goes alone and anything happens, we would have no way of knowing. Thus, I shall join her.”

“You will?” Isomyra asked, pale eyebrows rising. “Sweet, we can gossip about Gabe and his huge cock while the others can’t hear.”

As the gnome flashed a lecherous leer, Brynja’s face heated.

“That works. Thank you, Brynja,” Gabriel said, grinning at the blushing valkyrie.

With the groups decided, he led the other four past a thick security door and two bored guards. He swiped his old Gold tag, not wanting to draw attention to his recent promotion. Given his reputation as “The Collector,” Olphelia hadn’t asked him to return it.

Unlike the upper floors of Merideva’s dungeon, which were dirt warrens packed with goblins, a narrow passage through dense jungle foliage filled the first floor.

None of them expected any trouble reaching the fifth floor portal, but Gabriel still raised his Spell Mantle and Force Helm.

Cindra deployed her armor, leaving her smiling gray face uncovered and her greatsword still bound to her bracelet. Sthuza held her bow ready, while Kimiko glided along at Gabriel’s side, naginata gripped in one hand.

Overhead, a harsh glow imitated the sun, baking the entire floor. They followed the winding footpath carved through dense rainforest, ignoring the buzz of insects and croaking frogs.

“Cindra smells something tasty,” the hellhound said twenty minutes after they entered the dungeon.

Sthuza glanced about, braids rising as head-snakes searched for hostile monsters. “I do not see anything.”

A rustle of leaves drew everyone’s gazes toward a broad-leafed, slender tree. As they watched, a furry, goblin-sized creature dashed out, staring back over its slender shoulder as it ran.

“No chasing Blinket,” the creature chirped in a cute, childish voice.

“Ah, daubeni, I have not seen one in years,” Sthuza said. She grinned at Cindra and licked her lips. “They are almost as tasty as oross.”

A trickle of drool escaped Cindra’s grinning mouth. She turned to Gabriel, eyes shining. “Can Cindra try one?”

“Heh, one? Fucking hells, Boobs. Bet they’re all fur and bones. You’re gonna want at least a dozen.”

As she spoke, Reyna sidled closer to Gabriel. When he raised an eyebrow, she shrugged. “Birdbrain would beat herself up for days if we let you get your ass bruised in here.”

The cute, furry humanoid froze, at last noticing the five of them. Its beady black eyes widened, and the long, black-and-white ringed tail behind it stilled.

Another rustle of leaves presaged a second daubeni dashing out from the underbrush. Without warning, the blue-gray furred figure tackled the darker one where it stood motionless.

They tumbled as they fell, rolling across the grassy path. “Stop, dumdum. Bigguns are here.”

The blue one paused, turning its head around to stare back to where Cindra slunk closer. Just as Gabriel expected it to flee, the strange little creature threw its head back and gave a piercing wail.

A dozen similar ear-shredding voices joined in. Kimiko and Sthuza sighed, then noticed the other’s behavior and huffed, turning away.

More daubeni dashed out of the bushes, and Cindra pounced on the closest. The poor creature never knew what hit it as she transformed in midair. A massive hellhound landed before it, then her jaws snapped down, biting it in half.

“Argh!” another shrieked. “We doomed!”

The first daubeni clambered to its feet and slapped the blue-furred one. “Run, my brother. Flee this one’s wrath!”

“That’s a fucking mistake,” Reyna said, chuckling as Cindra gave a loud bark and chased after them.

Two daubeni raced toward the rest of them. A black-feathered arrow dropped the first just before Kimiko bisected the second with a sweep of her naginata.

A strangled, terrified yelp rang out from the nearest bush, then Cindra burst out, blood dripping from her canine mouth. “Snakey was right. Little plushies are tasty. Packmaster want one?”

“No, thanks, silly pup. Have as many as you like, but don’t run off too far.”

Cindra flashed a wolfish grin and bobbed her large head. She spun, tail vibrating, and leapt back into the underbrush.

More daubeni screeched, and Sthuza grinned. “See? We will be fine. I seriously doubt we will encounter any trouble reaching the portal.”

“You were right. It’s been a while since I’ve really considered what delving the upper floors is like. Even in Estrial’s party, I was the only vulnerable one.”

Sthuza scowled at his mention of the elven sorceress. Noticing, Kimiko frowned. “You are certain you don’t mind her remaining in my service, Prime?”

Fighting down her scowl, Sthuza nodded. “Master has spoken on her fate. And I have to admit, by the time we caught up to her, she had tortured herself almost as badly as I would have.”

“We better get moving,” Gabriel said. “Sounds like Cindra’s clearing the path, and I don’t want her getting too far ahead.”

◆◆◆

The second floor surprised Gabriel. Or rather, the broad river seeming to cross the full breadth of the desert floor surprised him. Coarse sand and rocky cliffs made up most of the terrain except narrow bands of dense palm trees and ferns lining the deep blue, fast moving river.

They encountered more daubeni. Heard more of the small lemur-esque monsters, as Cindra pursued the little buggers with her typical enthusiasm.

Reyna laughed every time the hellhound detected another one, as she shot off, barking and yipping, sounding happy and carefree.

After paralleling the river for half an hour, they found a narrow, stone path crossing over. The lycan stuck to Gabriel’s side, and from the simple pleasure leaking through their bond, he knew she was enjoying having him almost to herself.

Kimiko and Sthuza split their time glaring at each other whenever they weren’t keeping an eye on potential threats.

To avoid drawing the local Dungeon Master’s attention, Gabriel kept his mind away from his bonds. But he could well imagine the hellhound’s unbridled joy at hunting, so he let her run free.

On the third floor, they encountered solo sarutari, beastkin with rich fur coats and vaguely simian features. Showing more intelligence, or at least wisdom, they stayed far away from Cindra as she continued hunting the tastier daubeni.

The tropical flora grew denser with every staircase they descended. Enormous trees with pitch-black bark towered over the fourth, with thick, tough vines hanging from their twisted branches, limiting visibility to less than a dozen feet.

Gabriel strolled through the floor with Kimiko on his left and Sthuza pressing in close to his right. Whenever he looked at one, she flashed him a bright smile, but the instant he refocused on their surroundings, both women returned to glaring at the other.

Still odd how they clash so much. I thought they were getting along better, but they’ve been cattier since we entered the dungeon. Sure, Kimi’s a little… off, but there has to be more to Sthuza’s animosity than just fear that I’ll replace her.

Lost in thought, Gabriel wasn’t ready when six armored sarutari leapt down from nearby trees. Reyna cursed before lunging at the closest.

Unlike the dungeon monsters he’d seen so far, these wore suits of mottled green-and-brown lacquered plates. The chaotic pattern broke up their shape, granting excellent camouflage in the dense jungle. Something about their style reminded Gabriel of Kimiko’s past.

“If you two could stop glaring at each other, we’ve got company,” Reyna growled, shifting into her large hybrid form. She lashed out with her billhack, but the brown-furred sarutari danced aside, slashing with a short, curved sword.

“Damn monkeys,” Kimiko spat. She let go of Gabriel’s arm, gripped her naginata with both hands, and threw herself at the taller sarutari.

The simian beastkin parried with a tri-tipped spear. He hooted angrily, angular amber eyes widening as the athletic but smaller oni forced him back.

It’s easy to forget just how strong Kimi is.

Head-snakes echoing her frustrated hiss, Sthuza stepped away from Gabriel, drawing short silver blades.

Once the six attackers realized how powerful the three women were, they split up, with two armored sarutari squaring off against each. The pair facing Kimiko struggled to hold out, as the daevonic wraith’s strength and skill outmatched them.

Gabriel drew his sword and activated the force buckler. A glowing elven shield formed, anchored to his left forearm.

“We have this well in hand, Master.”

Sthuza’s opponents launched a well-coordinated attack, the paler forcing her to parry with crossed blades before the gray-furred one executed a perfect thrust with his spear.

The gorgon dodged aside, and the flared blade missed her rounded belly. Her reptilian eyes widened in terror.

An icy rage burned within Gabriel at how close the beastkin’s attack had come to their unborn child.

“Get away from her!” Kimiko shrieked, voice crazed and thrumming with malice.

“Oh, shit!” Reyna snapped, head spinning to spot him as he stalked toward the gorgon and her opponents.

Sthuza’s eyes flared wider. “Massster…”

Gabriel ignored the unnecessary chatter, his full attention on the fur-covered monster.

Psionic Acceleration activated, and he blurred forward.

Someone gasped. Another voice screamed. Gabriel slashed at a surprised sarutari’s neck. A brilliant purple-black glow coated his elven sword as it glided through padded collar, fur, flesh, and bone.

The pale sarutari blinked dumbly, its arms dropping, curved sword falling to the grass.

Blood erupted from its neck. Gabriel discounted the dead monster and graced the spear-wielder with his undivided attention.

Fear filled the gray-furred sarutari’s dark eyes.

Hand snapping out, Gabriel sneered as he clutched the furry brute’s neck. Large eyes bulged, and the beastkin’s mouth opened in a wordless scream, his unusual lips spread wide.

‘Yes. Crush him. Claim his soul. Use it to grow strong and protect our brood.’

Gabriel stared into those panicked eyes, savoring the terror radiating from the gasping monster.

The sarutari’s spear fell as he flailed and clawed at Gabriel. Dark nails scratched fruitlessly at Gabriel’s Spell Mantle. A swipe at his head proved just as futile.

‘That disgusting monkey tried to slay your offspring, my Destined One. Feast on his soul, then purge the rest of his wicked kin. We will suffer no threats to our brood.’


Chapter Thirty-Four







It took a force of will for Reyna to tear her eyes away from Gabriel. A sword punched through her gambeson, biting into her side, and she spun back to deal with the sarutari before her. “Fucking assholes!”

No longer concerned about proving her prowess, she threw herself at the female who’d stabbed her gut. The fiery pain worsened when she grabbed a furry wrist and pinned the curved blade in place.

She dropped her billhack and tore into the woman with her claws. The sarutari screamed as Reyna shredded her face. A claw tore out an eye, but Reyna ignored the gruesome spectacle staring back at her.

As the maimed monster tried to escape, she exposed her throat, and Reyna didn’t hesitate. Muzzle open wide, she bit savagely, fangs scoring vertebrae as she ripped the woman’s throat out.

The female sarutari collapsed, but Reyna ignored her, already leaping at the male. He got his spear up, the flexible shaft catching Reyna in the gut.

She swiped at his unarmored face as he tried to redirect her up and past him. Snarling and gnashing her fangs, she kicked for his groin.

Her foot claws failed to tear anything, but she caught him in the balls, grinning as he wailed.

Taking advantage of the momentum he’d given her, she vaulted over him as he fell. She kicked off, racing to Gabriel.

The muscular Dungeon Master held his victim by the throat. A shiver blazed down Reyna’s spine when she saw the dark expression on his handsome face. The purple-black radiance dancing in his eyes made her heart skip a beat.

“Please, m-mercy,” the male sarutari gurgled. Gabriel’s lips ticked up.

“Calm the fuck down, Alpha!” she roared. “We’ve got to stop him.”

Sthuza turned and met her gaze. The gorgon cradled her belly with both hands, eyes wide with panic. “Wh-what? I–”

“Anata!” Kimiko screeched. A visceral pulse of malevolent energy washed across the path, and Reyna shivered again.

Even as she charged at Gabriel, she glanced at the oni. “Oh, fucking hells.”

Kimiko faced off against a pair of armored sarutari. But not the same ones from a few seconds ago.

The two furry monsters wore vanguard versions of the same mottled plates. Snarling demon masks hid their faces, and they wielded longer, crimson-glowing swords.

Four others writhed on the ground near them. Purple-white energy arced across the fallen, and Reyna blanched as they began to rise.

“Stop staring and assist him,” Kimiko said, glaring at Reyna, then Sthuza. “Prime, calm him down.”

“Uh, aren’t we supposed to hold back?” Reyna asked.

Sthuza shook herself before standing taller and focusing on Gabriel. “No, Kimiko is correct. Twelve of these armored sarutari would have slaughtered any Gold-ranked party. Let alone just four adventurers. The time for restraint is past.”

“Think Boobs is with the others?”

“Hopefully. First, we need to deal with this.” Sthuza gestured to where Gabriel held the flailing sarutari.

A tortured wail rang out, then cut off as Kimiko ripped the soul from another. The heavily armored monster collapsed in a boneless heap.

“Master, please, calm yourself. I am fine. We are safe. He did not harm our child.”

Reyna grabbed Gabriel’s extended left arm and tugged. “Goat-fucking goblins. How strong is he?” Bracing herself, she wrapped both hands around his elbow and threw her weight into shifting him.

It was like trying to bend Cindra’s sword.

“Come on, Fucker. Fight her! Don’t let that fucking skank into your head.”

Sthuza gasped, face paling. “Vesssrah?”

The terrified sarutari swiped at Reyna’s head, but she twisted away, then slapped its darkening face. “Yeah. I heard some of that horrible skittering right before he went silent.”

Sthuza sheathed her blades before joining the lycan. They strained at Gabriel’s vise-like grip on the asphyxiating monster.

Angry hoots and screams echoed from overhead as more sarutari approached. Deeper roars replied, sounding much larger.

“Gods damn it, Alpha. Wake the fuck up!” Reyna growled. She leapt up, wrapping her short, powerful legs around his waist. Grabbing hold of his collar, she shook him and snarled in his face.

“Master, please, you are scaring me.” Sthuza reclaimed her swords, dashed around Reyna, and stabbed the gasping sarutari in its bulging, bloodshot eye.

The sarutari went slack in Gabriel’s merciless grip. His slight scowl hardened, eyes narrowing.

Then he blinked, the purple glow fading back to a faint glint, as though a trick of the light. “Reyna? What the hells? We’re kind of busy here.”

She rocked with crazed laughter, baring sharp fangs and tossing her long strip of blond hair in a flurry. “Fuck me, Alpha. That was terrifying.”

◆◆◆

Flabbergasted at Reyna’s proximity, Gabriel shook his head, blinking as the lycan gave him a powerful hug before dropping to her feet.

“Master, did you drive Vesrah off?”

“What?” Gabriel asked, glancing at his Prime. “When did…”

Fuzzy, half-forgotten memories flickered through his mind. He watched the sarutari almost impale Sthuza and kill their unborn child. Then, he was in the dungeon monster’s head.

Vesrah urged him on, guiding his psionic talent in crushing the male’s weak defenses. The instant he was in, he clamped down on the terrified sarutari’s psyche and subjected it to pure agony.

Watching himself shred the monster’s soul, flensing it bit by bit, all while forcing it to remain trapped and conscious, made his stomach churn.

Gabriel clenched his fists, growling through the revulsion flooding him at the gruesomely detailed torture.

“Alpha?” Reyna prodded his shoulder, drawing him back to full awareness.

“Sorry. Yeah, it was Vesrah. When I saw that hairy shit stab at Sthuza, I… I lost it. She must have sensed my weakness and attacked. I-I filleted his mind like a fish.” Gabriel glanced at Sthuza, then Reyna. “Thanks for shaking me out of that. Another few seconds, and I’d have devoured his soul.”

Still in her furry form, Reyna blanched, tongue hanging from her muzzle. “Eww, yeah, don’t do that, Fucker. Can’t be good for you.”

Sthuza sagged, sighing in relief. A second later, she threw herself at Gabriel, clinging to him with frightening intensity despite her slender arms. “Massster. I wasss ssso ssscared. Pleassse, do not leave usss.”

A tortured death cry split the air, and all three turned toward it.

Kimiko stood surrounded by armored sarutari, power radiating off her. Two of the humanoid monsters rose from where they’d fallen, moving to stand between her and the source of the deeper, angry howling.

She glanced back over her shoulder and flashed a comically lopsided grin. “Ah, you are back. I believe the dungeon has taken offense to our presence.”

Eyes hardening, Gabriel surveyed the dead sarutari scattered nearby and the eleven undead flanking Kimiko. “Yeah, these are far more dangerous than the ones we’ve seen so far.”

“Yes, Master. Just the first group would have slaughtered any adventurers normally delving here. I suspect the DM sent them.”

Replaying the inciting incident when Sthuza had struggled against two of the armored monsters, Gabriel nodded. “Right, they were puppeting those sarutari. Otherwise, neither could have threatened you.”

“I believe so.”

“So be it,” Gabriel said, voice heavy with the promise of suffering for all foes.

‘Brynja, Cindra, join us immediately. They know.’

‘At once, my lord. Isomyra and I are on our way.’

‘Cindra will be there soon, Packmaster. Is Snakey and pup okay?’

At Cindra’s concern, Gabriel realized he was broadcasting fear for the gorgon, and he clamped down on the anxiety. ‘Yes, we’re safe. But it may be rough now, and I won’t risk any of you.’

“You have recalled the others?” Sthuza asked.

“Yes. Let’s regroup, then make our way out.”

“Uh, if they already know about us, should we try talking?” Reyna asked. Despite being taller than the other two women, she wilted when both powerful monster girls shot fierce scowls her way. “What? I’m not happy about it, but we’re not really here for anything except a shortcut, right?”

“Relax, Reyna’s right.” Gabriel raised his gaze toward the magical sky overhead, imagining where he would be viewing from if it were in Merideva’s dungeon. “Listen, we’re not here for a fight. All we want is to use the portal on your fifth floor. I’d appreciate it if you let us pass.”

A flicker of magic drew his attention before an affronted, childish voice spoke. “Ha! You sneaksy, tricksy intruder. I won’t let you fool me. My amazing DM is totally gonna kick your oversized butt. You big meanie.”

Reyna howled with laughter. “Oh gods, it’s like a boy version of your pet rock. This is too much.”

Sthuza and Kimiko glared up at the unseen voice. Gabriel rolled his eyes, suppressing a sigh.

A booming bark announced Cindra’s return, with Brynja and Isomyra joining them less than a minute later. Once all of his bonded gathered, Gabriel reached out his senses, curious if the monsters were still approaching.

“Cindra smells several bigger males.” She stuck out her huge, glowing blue tongue and shook her canine head. “Man-sized ones aren’t tasty like little fuzzy treats.”

Sthuza grinned at Gabriel.

“So, what’s the plan, Alpha?” Reyna asked as the bassy roars of larger monsters drew closer.

“We buff up and kill everything that gets in our way,” he said before staring up again. “And if you seal that portal, I’m going to hunt down your Core and take it as a consolation prize.”

Reyna shivered. “Uh, you sure that’s wise? I mean, could we actually beat them?”

Sthuza covered her hand as a girlish giggle slipped out. “Oh yes, I do believe we can. It would be a complete waste of our time and mana, but this dungeon is less than a century old and only seven floors deep.”

Kimiko nodded, walking over with her small horde of armored undead. “Yes. The Guild sends in a Gold-ranked party to monitor the dungeon’s growth, and their report said they faced nothing stronger than decently equipped brakkari.”

“The fuck are those?”

“High B to low A-tier simian monsters. Sort of like a larger, more brutish version of sarutari,” Sthuza replied. She glanced at Cindra and smirked. “I fear they taste even worse, though.”

“Aww, Cindra prefers little fuzzy snacks. But if stringy ones attack Pack, Cindra will crush them. No one’s allowed to threaten Snakey’s pup.”

“Thanks, Cindra,” Gabriel said, reaching out to stroke her large, furry head. The hellhound leaned into his touch, threatening to knock him over.

“So, we’re going all out?” Isomyra asked, looking far more animated. “I wouldn’t mind mowing through some of those overgrown fuckers. If we find any exotic-looking ones, think we could skin it? Bet yer dwarf could make me a sick fur coat. That old codger’s done a bit of everything.”

As the women joked, Gabriel began casting enhancement spells. Cindra shifted back into a statuesque beauty and deployed her armor and greatsword. He started with Armor Reinforcement, anchoring the efficient magic to everyone.

Branches snapped, and the thunderous roar of a dozen or more brakkari boomed from nearby. He flowed straight into Haste, again targeting the entire group.

As an afterthought, he summoned Cuix, Kestria, and Gwenaelle. The wolf drake trilled, crouching low as she prepared for battle.

Mana: 67%

“Please do not strain yourself, Master.”

“I’ll be careful, Sthuza. But go ahead and get your bow. You’re not getting stuck in with the melee again.”

“Good call,” Reyna said, snickering. “Last thing anyone needs is her getting hurt and you going apeshit again.” She paused, turning to Kimiko. “And you were definitely right about his strength. Fucker’s arm was harder than steel. I couldn’t even bend his damn elbow.”

Kimiko frowned. “It is… odd that his Interface does not display the correct Attributes.” She opened her mouth to say more, but four nine-foot-tall, furry ape-men leapt from the dense jungle.

Two wore matte black cuirasses and vambraces, while the others were dressed in form-fitting mottled bodysuits with rugged leather reinforcements. All four brandished thick, brutal-looking, two-handed cleavers.

“Those are some big fucking monkeys,” Reyna grumbled. She charged the closest, raising her billhook to parry a crude sword thicker than Cindra’s.

“Watch yourself, Reyna,” Sthuza warned. “They are even stronger–”

The brakkari’s blow sent the seven-foot-tall werebadger flying backward.

“–than they appear,” Sthuza finished, suppressing a giggle.

Reyna kipped to her feet and tilting her head side-to-side, eliciting loud pops. “Gee, thanks.”

Gabriel released Haste, a wave of magic empowering all of his bonded, the undead, and his Minions.

Gwenaelle pounced on an armored sarutari trying to flank them, the wolf drake tackling the furry monster to the ground.

Cuix pointed a wand and started firing Aetheric Missiles as she dashed around to cower behind Gabriel. The kobold shadowstalkers slunk into the underbrush, vanishing in seconds thanks to their mottled gray outfits.

Cindra blurred forward and ducked a wild swing before bisecting her target at the waist. The brakkari howled, but she raced past, already focused on the next monster.

“I will defend you and Lady Sthuza, my lord,” Brynja declared. Her wings blazed with Reinforcement, and she extended her shield into a sleek half-tower design to pair with her spear.

Trusting the valkyrie with his life–and Sthuza’s–Gabriel dove into the scepter. He rushed Aetheric Lance while prepping a second through his sword.

Kimiko and her armored zombies intercepted ten more of the thick-muscled ape-men. They loomed over the athletic oni and Isomyra, but the pair never hesitated, meeting the attackers with crazed grins.

Kimiko’s enchanted naginata severed limbs with every elegant slash. Isomyra displayed less grace but proved just as devastating.

The brakkari’s thick, crude cleavers warped or shattered upon impact with her huge battleaxe. The gnome cackled gleefully as she chopped at their legs, cutting the towering monsters down to size.

Gabriel loosed his spells as one. Each took an armored brakkari center mass, blasting craters in their thick breastplates and shredding their chests.

Before the two shocked monsters fell, he prepared another pair of Lances and glanced up, grinning at the spectating Dungeon Core. “If your DM shows up, I’m going to rip their soul out and see what happens when I stick it in a dungeoncrafted S-Crystal.”

A flicker of fear washed across the cavernous jungle floor, and Gabriel’s grin widened.

Sthuza loosed an arrow, taking another of the huge, brutal monsters in the eye. It collapsed three steps from Cindra. “Thanks, Snakey.”

Cindra danced through six brakkari trying to overwhelm her. No doubt, their heavy swords would hurt her even through her sleek armor, but her greater reach and improved skilled held them at bay.

Her adamantite greatsword glided through flowing arcs, deflecting blades and carving heinous wounds in any of the brutes foolish enough to dart in thinking themselves safe in her backswing.

Reyna stored her billhack and drew the curved swords she’d looted from Yesera. She dodged a heavy overhead slash, then leapt at the overreaching ape-man, snarling.

Both blades slipped through the neck of his matte-black cuirass, one severing his collarbone, the other scoring his spine.

Extracting her swords from their bloody sheaths, the werebadger used his falling form to leap higher, soaring over the next closest. After that one swung and missed, she crashed against his ally, taking the huge brute unaware.

The heavy impact against his shoulders and head sent the brakkari stumbling. Reyna recovered first, slashing as they fell. An arterial spray gushed from his throat. She tumbled past the new corpse, rolled to her feet and charged another.

Gwenaelle darted past, chasing a sarutari who wore robes rather than armor. From the clothes and short staff in its left hand, Gabriel assumed it was a spellcaster. Another robed figure stumbled from the trees, clutching her throat as she fell, blood soaking the surrounding dirt.

Panicked wails sounded before two more sarutari spellcasters burst from the dense foliage, arms flailing as they struggled against the kobolds clinging to their backs.

“Death for War Chief’s foes!” Kestria cried, tugging her impromptu mount’s head back and hacking at his throat with a brutal dagger.

Kimiko and Isomyra continued slaughtering every monster they could reach, the pair working on another, larger group.

Gabriel launched his Aetheric Lances, executing two more armored brakkari. While the muscular, brutish creatures were stronger and quicker than they appeared, their simplistic tactics and equipment reminded him of orcs.

He glanced over to Sthuza as the gorgon loosed an arrow. “Hey, aren’t these guys weaker than Meri’s minotaurs?”

His Prime paused, head turning his way. “Given equal gear and direction, I believe they would prove more capable. I must admit, so far, these have been rather underwhelming.”

A trio of armored brakkari rushed toward them. Brynja strafed around to intercept them, glowing wings spread wide. Just before they drew close enough to strike, she flapped her wings and blurred forward.

Her Haste-fueled strike drove her spear through one’s armored chest. The spear’s head flared with her talent, and she ripped it out through the shoulder.

As the mortally wounded monster stumbled, she ducked beneath a sword, then lashed out with her wing. Dungeoncrafted steel resisted her empowered attack better than the mercenaries’ armor earlier. But it still buckled, crushing two inches inward, and the huge brute grunted in shock and pain.

Before he recovered, she spun and pierced his throat. The third raised his cleaver overhead, bellowing as he swung.

A black-feathered arrow shot between his jaws, enchanted tip severing his spine and dropping him beside the valkyrie.

“Thank you, battle sister.”

Gabriel continued casting Aetheric Lance with his scepter but split off half his focus to weave Aetheric Missiles. Dumping more mana into the spell, he focused on decent power, then wove glyphs to increase the number of projectiles.

Each Lance eliminated another brakkari. When he finished his longer cast, he reached out through the Weave, seeking every hostile monster within reach.

Gabriel anchored the magic to over two dozen of the hulking fur-covered brutes, then released it.

Twenty-eight glowing pink balls of charged aether manifested before streaking out toward their targets. Faint purple-black glimmers discolored the missiles, and he growled at the reminder of Vesrah’s corruption.

I’ve got to seal her out. We were fine for two months, so why has it started back up now?

Brakkari bellowed and whimpered as his glowing missiles blasted fist-sized holes in their bodies. Some lost limbs, others clutched at gushing chest or gut wounds. Two fell, headless.

The sounds of battle faded into heavy breathing and the pained grunts of the wounded and dying.

Mana: 59%

“Packmaster think Bratty Voice will send more big dummies?”

“If they don’t have something a lot tougher than those chicken-lipped spunktrumpets, they better think about stopping,” Reyna said. “Fuck, how many did we kill?”

Everyone surveyed the gory battlefield. Gabriel’s last attack left twenty brakkari dead or dying, with the other four holding back as they struggled to tend their wounds.

Another thirty lay scattered, most in pieces after Cindra, Kimiko, or Isomyra hacked them to pieces. Six had fallen to Reyna, with arrows jutting from another seven corpses.

Gabriel stayed alert for more attackers as he raised his gaze again. “Are you going to keep this up? Because we have places to be. And if you keep wasting my time, I will demand compensation.”

“You’re a big, dumb, meanie!” the bratty Core replied. “My DM is so much better. She’s gonna teach you a lesson… you big oaf!”

Reyna laughed, while Cindra let out a low growl that echoed through the silence. Cacophonous hissing announced Sthuza’s irritation, and Kimiko murmured ominously under her breath.

“Uh, are we gonna sack this dipshit’s dungeon?” Isomyra asked. “’Cause, if he doesn’t shut up, Mistress is gonna lose it, and I don’t wanna get fucked when she does.”

“Wait!” a clear, melodious female voice cried.


Chapter Thirty-Five







Gabriel turned toward the voice, Brynja shifting to shield him from the new arrival.

A pale-white elven woman darted out from behind a vine-covered redwood. Dressed in mottled green-and-brown robes, she raised her empty hands and slowed, panting.

“Please, don’t hurt him.”

Kimiko stalked toward the elf, unblinking purple eyes radiating death. “You are this disgraceful Core’s DM?”

The woman flinched back, already pale face losing even more color. Gulping, she gave a jerky nod. “Y-yes. I’m Emily. Please forgive him. Zeke just really wants to build a successful dungeon.”

Sthuza stepped over to Gabriel’s side and took his left hand in her right. “Master, perhaps we can finish this with negotiations.”

Still approaching the female Dungeon Master, Kimiko twisted her neck to stare at the gorgon. “They tried to kill his child, and that grating Core dared insult our Dungeon Master. We should grind their souls into dust.”

“Kimi, come here, please.”

At Gabriel’s calm but commanding tone, the oni shivered, a near-ecstatic expression on her face. She froze, but after a second, huffed, vanished her naginata back to its storage ring, and crossed her arms.

Gabriel stared at the sulking oni until she huffed again and walked over to stand before him. A spark of interest flared from Merideva, and he opened his bond with the Dungeon Core even as he focused on Kimiko.

“Thank you for worrying about Sthuza and her child.”

Kimiko’s pout vanished without motion, replaced by a breathtaking smile. “Of course, Dungeon Master Gabriel Grimm. I would never allow harm to befall your Prime nor your child.”

The elven woman gasped. “She’s pregnant? Oh my gods, I’m so sorry.”

Gabriel and Sthuza turned, curious. “You didn’t intentionally aim for my belly?” the gorgon asked, arching an eyebrow.

“N-no! Of course not. I’d never. Neither would Zeke.”

“The snake-woman is pregnant? Does that mean the stork will visit them soon, Emmy?” Zeke’s disembodied voice asked.

Reyna snorted. “You serious?”

Emily gave an exasperated sigh, rolling her aquamarine eyes. “Yes. I wasn’t comfortable explaining the birds and the bees to Zeke, so I bought a book in the city. It’s not exactly the most accurate sex ed.”

“Birds and the bees?” Sthuza asked, glancing at Gabriel, then Kimiko. Both shook their heads.

“Uh, you know, about how babies are made?”

Sthuza’s brow arched, and her lips twitched. “Oh. Well, that is a strange turn of phrase.”

“Anyway,” Gabriel said, eager to stay on topic. If they could resolve things without another battle, he intended to do so. “You didn’t realize Sthuza was pregnant?”

Emily shook her head, blonde ponytail fluttering behind her. “No. Not at all. Zeke told me there were really dangerous intruders coming after him and begged me to stop you. I…” She paused, a faint blush adding a touch of color to her porcelain cheeks. “I’m still pretty shit at controlling monsters, but I can at least help them time attacks. And you guys all moved so fast, I wasn’t able to make out details.”

Sthuza sighed, her shoulders relaxing as she leaned against Gabriel. One hand caressed her stomach. “Then perhaps this was all a misunderstanding.”

“So, you guys aren’t here to kill my DM and turn me into your slave?” Zeke asked, voice trembling but carrying a glimmer of childish hope.

Gabriel shook his head. “No. We’re headed to the Dragonspine Mountains, and we want to use the portal.”

Emily smiled. “Oh, that’s fine. Are you going to meet other valkyries? I’ve seen them flying over the pass a few times. They look so majestic.”

Brynja stood taller, wings folded behind her. “Yes, I am returning with my betrothed. Lord Gabriel wishes to meet my mother before we wed.”

Emily’s pale eyebrows shot toward her hairline and her jaw dropped. Then her face lit up and she started forward before freezing. “Oh, congratulations! That’s so cool. Wait, are you all going to marry him?”

“Yep, Packmaster took all of Packsisters as mates.”

At Cindra’s statement, Emily’s face turned beet red. She stared down at the ground for a long moment, then smiled up at them. “Wow, that’s pretty wild. But I’m happy for you. It’s been just me and Zeke for over three years.”

“Did you build this dungeon from scratch?” Gabriel asked.

She nodded. “Not exactly. It was a little terrifying when I first arrived. Elenara just dropped me in this little cave with Zeke, well Zephyrion, but I kind of prefer Zeke.”

“Elenara? You are one of her Champions?” Kimiko asked.

“I know, right? Me, a god’s ‘Champion.’ Still, I’m grateful she gave me the chance. It’s been like living in an isekai anime.”

Gabriel blinked at her unusual words. “A what?”

Emily stared back at him, doubt in her blue eyes. “Y-you aren’t from Earth?”

“No, I grew up in Lostbarrow.”

“Weird. I thought Champions were all reincarnated.”

Kimiko frowned. “That is a fair point, though I have met a few who were from other parts of Evora.” She turned to Gabriel. “Your earliest memory showed you as an infant in what might have been a dungeon. We definitely need to research your mother’s history.”

Sthuza shot the oni a fierce scowl but nodded.

Gabriel flinched, feeling like he’d been punched in the gut, but he marked that thought as something to consider later. Not like we can just ask Mother about it, can we?

“Oh wow. You were born as a Champion? How’s that work?” Emily asked, leaning forward, a bright, excited smile on her face.

Gabriel shrugged. “I don’t know. Until we clashed with some s’kraith adventurers, I’d never heard of Champions.”

Sthuza flinched. “I apologize for not realizing sooner, Master.”

“Relax, Sthuza. I didn’t mean it like that. And if anyone should have known, it would’ve been me or Meri.”

“Only Champions can be DMs,” Kimiko said. “But I suppose this Iylara didn’t bother to teach your Prime that, since she no doubt did not intend to die.”

Emily stared at Sthuza, face paling. “You served another DM before Gabriel?”

Sthuza’s head-snakes curled down to console the frowning gorgon. “Yes. Mistress Iylara conjured me over five centuries ago, and I served as her Prime until…”

Gabriel pulled Sthuza close, hugging her with one arm. “It’s all right, my love.” After kissing her forehead, he shifted his focus back to Emily. “Suffice it to say, my tenure as a DM so far has been a little unorthodox. But back to the point, you two built this entire dungeon?”

Emily’s bright smile returned as she shook her head. “We started in a small cave. It took a few months before Zeke could make a drone, but then we started expanding our little cave and found a portal. It led to a fallen dungeon with four floors, and we took over. But it was really dreary and dusty, so we spruced it up.”

“My drones are amazing,” the Dungeon Core declared. “And Emily helped draw in lots of dummies to fight my daubeni.”

“Did you find all these simian monsters nearby?” Gabriel asked.

“Hmm? What do you mean?”

Gabriel glanced over at the collection of sarutari and brakkari. “Most of the monsters we’ve encountered so far have fit a theme of sorts. Was that intentional?”

“Oh, yeah. When Elenara made me a Champion and bound me to Zeke. I was allowed to design a ‘template’ for our starting dungeon.” Emily blushed, her eyes trying to bore a hole into the ground. “I always liked the various monkey beastkin from anime and games. So… I kind of picked ones that looked cool. Elenara showed me so many different monsters to choose from.”

“Hey, you aren’t mocking my super awesome DM’s amazingly perfect choices, are you?” Zeke asked, sounding like an offended child.

Gabriel smiled, waving his free hand as Reyna and Isomyra chuckled. Kimiko stared at the glowing orb with a wistful smile.

“Cindra thinks fluffy snacks taste delicious. Maybe Packmaster could get some so Glowy Lady could make more?”

“Huh?” Emily asked.

Sthuza forced down a girlish giggle. “Please excuse my bond sister. Cindra was referring to capturing six or more of a species to allow our Dungeon Core to conjure more.”

Emily blinked. “Wait, Zeke could make more types if we had six of a single race?”

“Yeah,” Gabriel replied. “You need them to swear allegiance to your Core, but once he has at least six of the same base species, they become available to conjure.”

Emily glanced up to where Zeke gazed down on the group from. “Did you know that, Zeke?”

“Hmm? O-of course I knew. I’m totally a natural at this.”

Reyna snickered as Gabriel and Sthuza shared amused smirks.

He’s an even worse liar than Meri.

Kimiko’s purple eyes lost focus, and a brief caress of her bond told Gabriel she was reminiscing about her early days with Shin’yū.

Emily turned back to stare at Gabriel, licking her lips. “Um, can you share any new monsters with Zeke? Please? All we have are the three types you’ve seen. T-that’s all I got to select before I spawned in.”

Gabriel took a second to connect with Merideva. ‘Hey, Meri. Would you be ok–’

‘Yes! Oh, please, Gabriel! I simply adore those cuddly little creatures! Fluffy will absolutely treasure them!’

Resisting the urge to chuckle at Merideva’s childish confidence that the grumpy owlbear wouldn’t devour the daubeni on sight, Gabriel smiled at Emily. “I don’t have any with me, but if we visit again, I could bring S-Crystals with a few that might be useful. If we were to become friends.”

“Really? Oh, that would be so awesome!” Emily cried, throwing herself at him. Before anyone could react, she wrapped her arms around Gabriel and Sthuza, hugging them.

Kimiko darted over, but Gabriel shook his head before she could slay the jubilant DM. “It’s okay, Kimi. Emily’s just excited.”

“Oh my gods, I’m so sorry,” Emily said, leaping back in a panic. “I didn’t mean to do that. It’s been just me and Zeke for so long, I forgot myself for a moment.”

Sthuza gave the flailing, stammering woman a kind smile. “We are not upset, Emily. But you should be careful as some of us can be a touch possessive about Gabriel.”

“Pot calling the kettle black there,” Reyna said, snickering. Sthuza shot the smirking lycan a withering glare.

Gabriel pulled the gorgon closer, distracting her from the smug lycan. “You haven’t been into the city?”

Emily shook her head. “No! I was told me and Zeke have to remain hidden. That if the Guild found out about us, we’d be destroyed.”

Gabriel sighed, gazing up at the ceiling. “Okay, yeah. You don’t want to reveal yourself as a DM, and you have to keep Zeke safe, but it’s fine to leave the dungeon and go into the city. Hells, we’re all ranked adventurers.”

“I noticed that. Zeke said you all have Gold tags. But, several of you are way more powerful than you should be for your rank.”

Isomyra chortled. “Fucking right. I think Mistress has an Adamantite one back in her jewelry box.”

Gabriel spun to his undead bonded, eyes wide. Kimiko’s face remained relaxed, and she cocked her head to one side. “What? I got bored and joined the Guild after a hundred or so years. Surely you don’t think you should only be Mithril, do you? And just imagine how much stronger you will be in a few centuries.”

“Fair. Still, I didn’t consider if you already had a tag.”

Kimiko shrugged, shooting a glance at Sthuza. “Our connection through you allows Lady Merideva to conceal our true identities with the Guild, so their system wouldn’t register my original tag. Unless she wants it to.”

“So… you’re the strongest one?” Emily asked, hedging away from the oni.

“Chilly Sis is super powerful and kind of scary, but Packmaster is best.”

Kimiko and Brynja nodded at the hellhound’s words before Gabriel could reply.

“I-I’m sorry about trying to kill you all, please don’t hurt my DM,” Zeke said, drawing their attention back to the Core and his elven Dungeon Master.

“Right, please forgive us for that,” Emily said. “Zeke saw how powerful you guys were, and we were trying to create a proper challenge. I was told that’s like the most important aspect of running a dungeon. But with the monsters we have, nothing was going to be enough. You’re all way stronger than the inspection crew they send in here.”

“Yeah, I imagine we are.” Gabriel sighed, rubbing his face as Sthuza snuggled against his side. “Anyway, yes, you can add more species to conjure by gaining at least six. Do you have any S-Crystals?”

“Like that masked woman used to capture a bunch of our brakkari a few weeks ago?” Emily asked.

Sthuza shook her head. “Similar, but not exactly. The ones most mortals use are only capable of capturing certain types of souls. Dungeoncrafted S-Crystals can be used on almost any living being.”

“Hey, my soul would totally fit in one of Gabe’s rocks.” Isomyra flashed a wicked smirk, glowing eyes heating. “Heh, maybe you should stick me in one and carry me around close to your monster cock. Bet that’d be fun.”

“Isomyra,” Kimiko hissed, the promise of horrific retribution resonating through each drawn out syllable.

The gnome death knight shivered, backing away from Gabriel with both hands raised. “Relax, Mistress. I’d never try anything. I was just joshing, I swear.”

Emily’s face was beet red again. “I see… Um, no, we don’t have any of those.”

Gabriel nodded. “If you’re as new as you seem, I’m guessing you don’t have a Soul Forge either.”

“No.”

“Oh, I want a Soul Forge, Emily!” Zeke declared. “I need it!”

“What does it do?” Emily asked.

“Have you noticed how much more expensive it is for you to conjure something than for Zeke?” Gabriel replied.

She nodded.

“A Soul Forge eliminates the increased cost, and opens up far more conjuring options. We only recently acquired one, but it’s been a game changer.”

Reyna nodded. “I’ll say. Fucking brought me back to life with that creepy ass magic shit.”

“You died?” Emily gasped.

Gabriel’s face darkened, and the elven woman flinched back.

“Hey, don’t go getting all dark and broody again, Fucker. I’m back now, so no more beating yourself up. It was my choice, and I’d do it again.”

“Yes, Master. It is disrespectful for you to despair over Reyna’s sacrifice. You do her a disservice.”

“Sorry. You’re right. But, yes, the Soul Forge is pretty awesome.”

They sat down on thick vines as Gabriel, Sthuza, and Kimiko spent several minutes explaining the broader points of acquiring and using a Soul Forge. Emily did most of the talking for her and Zeke, going over their much more limited Dungeon Essence Income and the options available to them.

“So, you have enough of these dungeoncrafted crystals to capture six of each of our monsters?” Emily asked after they finished discussing her next goal.

“Yeah, they’re actually pretty cheap. The same DE cost as a monster of that tier. So even the B-rank for your brakkari won’t be more than twenty-five hundred. Since we were headed out from the city, I wanted enough to collect anything interesting.”

Emily glanced up again. “Hey, Zeke. Could we give them six of each? I really want to earn their friendship. Maybe they could help us later?”

“Hmm, I don’t know. What if they never come back?”

“Packmaster will come back lots so Birdsister can visit family. Whole Pack could come and eat fluffy snacks.” Cindra paused, licked her lips, then turned introspective. “Though, if Glowy Lady can make fluffy snacks, would Pack want to eat them here?”

“Food often tastes different depending on the location,” Kimiko replied.

Cindra’s head bobbed. “Right. So Pack could have Happy Cook fry tasty little ones back home, then eat fresh here.”

Isomyra snickered, leaning over to whisper in Reyna’s ear.

Gabriel ignored the chortling pair. “Right now, your biggest concern has been the lack of variety your three monster types provide, right?”

Emily nodded. “Yep. You said your dungeon has a bunch of low-level monsters for adventurers to fight. Goblins, kobolds, and wolf drakes?”

“Yeah. We’ve started a smaller wing that has undead versions…” Gabriel trailed off, a solution coming to mind, and he turned to Kimiko. “Kimi, if Zeke returned the corpses he absorbed on the earlier floors, could you turn them into a variety of undead?”

“Undead?” Emily flinched, her blue eyes tracking over to the cluster of armored sarutari zombies.

“Easily,” Kimiko replied. “Though, anything greater than zombies or ghouls would deplete much of my mana pool. And I will need to claim more souls at some point.”

Gabriel nodded, flashing her a grateful smile. “That’s fine. I’d appreciate it. Well, if they’re interested.”

“Oh! Please!” Zeke cried, his voice bright and filled with childish zeal. “I want them. I want them. I need them!”

Emily beamed at the Core’s excitement. She bowed low to Gabriel, rising after a few seconds, a brilliant smile on her face. “Apparently we are very interested. Even zombies would provide a huge increase in our options. One of our biggest problems has been the massive difficulty spike between each type.”

“Yes, balancing a floor to provide sufficient challenge across the spectrum of ability for each adventurer rank is quite difficult,” Sthuza said. “You want to allow them to fight tougher foes as they grow stronger, but at some point, goblins–or in your case, daubeni–will no longer provide a worthy challenge.”

Emily’s head bobbed. “Exactly. An adventurer who can handle two or three daubeni still can’t really take on a sarutari. And the gap’s even worse between them and the brakkari. We only have one party that can delve the lower floors as it is.”

Gabriel nodded. “I can imagine. But if you’re willing to give us six of each, Kimiko will raise enough for you to conjure more.”

The oni stood. She gestured toward the undead sarutari who started lumbering over. Emily leapt to her feet and skittered back.

“Do not worry,” Sthuza said. “My bond sister has full control over her undead.”

“Yep. Chilly Sis is super skilled at making rotting ones obey.” Cindra pressed in against Gabriel and dragged him up to stand with her. “Come on Packmaster. Pack should get fancy gems to collect fluffy treats.”

Laughing, Gabriel patted the hellhound’s plump hip with one hand as he reached into his belt pouch for the S-Crystals. “Okay, we’ll need E for the daubeni, C for sarutari, and B for brakkari. I brought fifteen of each, except for A-tier. I didn’t conjure any S-tier ones due to the price.”

Sthuza nodded. “Wise. While Lady Merideva has grown quite strong, we are not yet at the point of handling many S-ranked monsters.”

“Pretty sure you’re still the only one we’ve got, Snakes.” Reyna rose and joined them as Kimiko and Isomyra inspected the remaining corpses not yet reclaimed by Zeke.

“Is it all right if I dump the other dead a little ways away?” Zeke asked. “Since you’re not bonded to me, it’d be really expensive if I put them with those.”

“That’s fine,” Gabriel said, pointing back along the path they had taken earlier. “Just drop them over there, far enough away to avoid the penalty. There’s no point in wasting DE if you don’t have to.”

“Thank you,” Emily said, smiling. Her eyes followed Kimiko as the daevonic wraith directed Isomyra in sorting the bloody remains scattered across the battlefield.

“I believe there will be enough of these brakkari that remain intact.” The oni chuckled, shaking her head as she passed a trio of bisected ape men. “Some of us have a tendency to be a little too effective in destroying enemies, but these will suffice. So there is no need to conjure any to kill.”

Gabriel stood off to the side as Kimiko knelt amid a ring of corpses. Isomyra carefully extracted Sthuza’s arrows from four, trying not to pluck their eyeballs as she worked.

Once the death knight stepped back, it took Kimiko less than ten seconds to raise the dead.

Six armored ape men clambered to their feet, groaning and gnashing teeth.

“Oh wow, that’s… a little creepy,” Emily muttered, unable to look away from the shambling monsters.

Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. Undead really trigger that whole instinctive terror aspect. But they make great monsters, and I know the Guild values them. Multiple alchemical reagents can be sourced from the different types.”

“Should I raise ghasts or wights?” Kimiko asked, glancing to Gabriel.

He shrugged. “I don’t really know the advantages. I assume Zeke can’t conjure spellcasters, so there’s no point in worrying about which type handles magic better.”

Emily shook her head, angled eyes wide. “That would be so cool.”

“Have you managed to conjure any shamans or mages via random chance thus far?” Sthuza asked, directing her question to the female Dungeon Master.

“Huh? Uh, yeah, Zeke gets a sarutari shaman or priest every hundred or so. We have a hunky bard helping guard the Core Room.”

The gorgon grinned, her emerald eyes losing focus as she turned inward.

Brushing against her bond, Gabriel drank in her fond memories of a beautiful elven bard with aquamarine hair and an expansive repertoire of hauntingly moving songs.

Need to add a bard to our inner circle. Magical music is impressive, and it’s clear Sthuza would enjoy a touch of that refinement.

When his Prime’s memories began to darken with Iylara’s end, Gabriel wrapped her mind with his, drawing her back to the present.

Sthuza cleared her throat, blushing a deep viridian. “Ah, please excuse me. Yes, I imagine that you would not wish to turn your lone bard into an undead. If you have any other spellcasters, Kimiko could raise them, but I do not know if that would provide much advantage.”

Kimiko shook her head. “No. Their magic would change, but it wouldn’t be any more powerful. The only reason I had so many mages was they kept delving the dungeon, and I worked with the resources available.”

“So Meri should conjure a squad of minotaur shamans for you to convert?” Gabriel asked.

“Hey, isn’t that kinda cruel, Alpha?”

“From a point of view, I suppose. But you’ve seen how effortlessly conjured monsters blend in with the natural-born of their species, haven’t you?”

Reyna snorted. “Yeah. Fucking creepy how the entire Herd accepted their numbers tripling without a whisper of concern.”

“It is how dungeons work,” Sthuza said, drawing a nod from Kimiko.

“Yep. I haven’t figured out how you get them to make more on their own,” Zeke said. “But I’m sure all my loyal, wonderful, amazing monsters will totally work together.”

Grinning, everyone turned to Emily, who blushed. The elven woman twirled a blonde lock around her finger as she studiously avoided their knowing gazes.

“Anyway,” Gabriel said, “maybe ghasts for the sarutari, then wights for the brakkari? They are the stronger of the two, right?”

Kimiko nodded. “If that is your wish. And yes, wights tend to be noticeably more potent, though they lack the ability to turn ghouls.”

Emily shuddered, wrapping her slender arms around herself. “Uh, yeah, we probably don’t want to make a horde of ghouls. T-they eat people, don’t they?”

Kimiko turned her placid face to the elf and nodded. “Yes, though ghasts can as well. They simply possess greater restraint and reasoning. If you acquire enough mages in the future, perhaps Gabriel will have me turn six so you can conjure more. Though, I should study the sarutari you gift him. They may function better as one than the other.”

“Oh, this is so exciting!” Zeke chirped. “I can’t wait to see all those snooty Silver-ranked bullies fleeing in terror next time they come and slaughter all my cute little guys.”

As the Dungeon Core rambled, Gabriel met Emily’s gaze and grinned. “I see your Core is similar to Meri.”

“It’s still so wild to meet another DM. I mean, I knew there were other dungeons, but we haven’t encountered anyone else before.”

Sthuza shifted against Gabriel’s side, sitting up straighter, a flicker of concern bleeding across their bond. “Ah, have you been in contact with the Eternal Dungeon?”

“Hmm? Oh, right, ‘Ed’ as Zeke calls him.” Emily shook her head. “I know Zeke’s connected to him via whatever powers dungeons, but we didn’t rank high enough to earn an invitation last year.”

“Invitation?” Gabriel asked.

“I’ll totally be invited this year!” Zeke declared, drawing an apologetic smile and head shake from Emily.

“The Eternal Dungeon holds a conference every year or so, Master,” Sthuza said. “It is a very large meeting where Cores and DMs can socialize with their peers.”

“Have you been before?” he asked, glancing over to Kimiko after the gorgon shook her head.

“Of course, though, Shin wasn’t much of a socializer, so we only went every few decades.”

Sthuza frowned. “Mistress Iylara attended more often, but not every time. I-I was usually left to retain command as she and that obnoxious Core went to party.”

Kimiko’s peaceful expression vanished, and she glared death at the green-skinned beauty. Her purple eyes darkened, and an icy rage roared across her bond with Gabriel.

He grabbed the oni before she could move, pulling her tight against his side opposite Sthuza.

‘Relax, Kimi. Sthuza’s experience with your beloved Core was very different. There’s no telling what happened to Shin’yū after that ritual sealed you away.’

Kimiko went limp, slumping against Gabriel.

‘You have mentioned that before, Anata. And I know you are right, but… I hate that I left him all alone. This Iylara was unworthy of him.’

Gabriel stroked her side, and she laid her head on his shoulder, careful not to gore him with her horns.

“Aww, you guys look like such a great couple,” Emily said. “Er, triple? Actually, y-you’re sleeping with all of them, aren’t you?”

“Yep. Packmaster is virile.”

“Ha, I wish. Only action I can get is with the toys the Mistress crafted for me,” Isomyra added with a sardonic chuckle.

Kimiko tensed, shooting her death knight a scowl, but given she didn’t leap up to attack, or even speak, Gabriel relaxed.

“Yes, I have an intimate relationship with all of my bonded.” Gabriel grinned at Sthuza. “My Prime advised that selecting bonded who would be sexually compatible was a wise idea.”

Blushing profusely, Emily nodded. “That’s what the fairy who trained me said. We didn’t really talk for long. I’d been wondering how I was supposed to claim a bonded given the limited selection of monsters.”

“Heh, yeah. Bet it’s rough for any DMs that aren’t into monster fucking,” Reyna said.

“Ah, is it necessary for bonded to be nonhuman?” Emily asked.

Gabriel started to shake his head, then paused, glancing to Sthuza. The gorgon smiled. “No, it is not. Master chose most of my sister bonded as we encountered them, and we have had few favorable meetings with the common species.”

Emily pointed at Cindra. “She’s a hellhound, right?”

Smiling as Sthuza answered, with Cindra chiming in for unnecessary additions, Gabriel let the three women talk.

Kimiko relaxed a moment later and resumed turning the corpses into undead. The process drained both her mana pool and her store of necrotic energy. She had taught Gabriel the basics, but his lack of interest in Necromancy limited his ability to follow along.

I still can’t believe how powerful Kimiko is. Sure, she’d tax herself slaughtering and raising an entire army, like those mercs we fought, but she could do it. And then she’d have a thousand thralls to slaughter the next one with.

‘How many can she control, Alpha? I mean, she had hundreds back before you and the others slaughtered them. But like, can she command thousands? I heard there are limits to what necromancers can handle.’

‘Mortal necromancers, yes. But Kimi binds their souls to hers, so given enough time, I’m pretty sure she could raise an army of ten thousand or more. She just needs sapient commanders to direct the lesser troops.’

‘Fucking hells. So, you could have her make a huge army and take over the whole kingdom, right?’

Gabriel paused, chewing at his lip. Emily and Sthuza continued to chat, the young Dungeon Master eagerly absorbing any and all advice the experienced Prime offered.

‘Technically? Yes. We could do that, but I have no desire. And for all her casual brutality, I don’t think Kimi has that interest either. Thousands of undead would pose a serious threat to the mortal nations, but Vesrah’s drones aren’t affected by the necromantic auras, and they don’t feel fear.’

‘But… couldn’t Kimiko go turn an army or three and lead them down to crush those bugs? You said that insect skank can’t turn undead into her corrupted fucks, right?’

‘If we did that, the Guild and every powerful ruler in the region would hunt us down. Kimi might be able to handle an Adamantite-ranked, maybe two, but we’d be overrun by entire parties. There’s no way the Guild wouldn’t rally multiple extermination teams. And once they do, they wouldn’t stop until they destroyed or captured Meri. More than likely, they’d be on us before we could even finish Vesrah. Assuming she doesn’t have a way to slaughter zombies and such by the hundreds.’

Sitting next to Gwenaelle and Kestria, Reyna shivered. ‘You think she still has more strength she hasn’t already revealed?’

‘Definitely. Between my experiences and Kimi’s, I’m sure Vesrah is very cautious. She’s held back enough strength to ensure her safety down on whatever floor she’s nested in. That’s why I want more valkyries. If we have enough to shield the rest of Meri’s forces the way Brynja did, we can keep the worst Swarm attacks in check and grind our way down, floor by floor.’

‘Fuck. That’s gonna be fucking brutal, Alpha.’

‘Yeah, but it’s the safer route. At least, I hope it is. If not, I don’t know if we can defeat her.’


Chapter Thirty-Six







Kimiko finished turning Zeke’s monsters into undead, and Emily asked her Core to conjure food and drink, at which point Cindra decided they would stay for dinner. The elven Dungeon Master led them down a concealed tunnel on the sixth floor.

Light wood walls lined Zephyrion’s inner sanctum, and unfamiliar but pleasant golden-brown mats covered the floors, wall to wall.

A group of sarutari in black-and-white maid uniforms served them, delivering wide bowls of noodle soup.

“Hmm, this is tasty,” Reyna said, slurping up a mouthful of long, thin noodles and spicy broth.

“Isn’t it?” Emily asked, nodding. “I always loved ramen and now, I don’t have to worry about eating too much and getting fat. Being a DM is great.”

Gabriel chuckled, enjoying his own bowl. The noodles were soft and flavorful from the rich, slightly spicy broth. “It’s quite savory. I take it this was something you had in your old world?”

Emily nodded. “Yeah. Well, this is like the high-end version. I could only afford the cheap stuff, but a… friend took me to this authentic ramen shop a few times. Thanks to Zeke, I can have it whenever I want now.”

Several people jumped at a loud slurping as Cindra tipped her bowl back and chugged steaming hot broth. “Yummy! Can Cindra have seconds?” The hellhound flashed an outrageously charming look of pure begging that left Reyna cackling as a female sarutari delivered two more large bowls for Cindra.

“Thankies!”

Amused, Gabriel shook his head but focused on enjoying his meal. Along with the exotic soup, Zeke’s servants passed out ceramic cups of a light, refreshing beer that paired surprisingly well.

When Gabriel finished, he sat back, allowing Sthuza to curl up beside him on the elegant woven straw floor. His Prime gave a gentle smile before snuggling in close. Head-snakes brushed against his face and neck, a pair rising up to tease at his hair.

“So, um, do you have any suggestions on how to deploy the undead monsters?” Emily asked after handing her tray off to a black-furred sarutari. “I don’t want to draw the Guild’s attention or anything.”

Gabriel glanced at his Prime, who gave a confirming nod, then to Kimiko who sat with Cindra. The oni remained focused on her food. Despite not needing to eat, she seemed to be enjoying the dish more than anyone else–except Cindra, of course.

Shaking away his thoughts about Kimiko, Gabriel turned back to Emily. “You can either set up a section on each floor with undead versions of the normal monsters, or separate them up on the first or second floor by adding a new route of passages down to undead only zones. Either way, if you take your time and make it gradual, the Guild should treat it as normal dungeon expansion.”

“Which way did you choose?”

“We had the first six floors open to adventurers before I bonded Kimiko, and I didn’t want to completely rework them. So we added another staircase near the farthest tunnel on the first floor. It provides access to the undead section of each subsequent floor. We keep them separated enough that adventurers looking for living monsters don’t accidentally stumble in on the undead. Without proper preparations, slaying a zombie goblin is a lot harder than killing a normal one.”

Reyna nodded. “Yeah, hanging with these fucking badass bitches make it easy to forget how terrifying undead are to ‘normal’ mortals.”

“But one advantage we have over you and Zeke is the sheer size of our dungeon floors. It’s taking time to reclaim them for Meri, some of them are huge. The sixth floor is enormous, with a massive labyrinth and an entire minotaur village. Plus the surrounding forest and meadow.”

“The seventh floor is the largest, though, is it not, Gabriel?” Brynja asked, dabbing at her lips with a white cloth.

“Yeah, the Mistress could fit all her thralls in there and still not overcrowd the place,” Isomyra said. “Don’t think any of us ever actually explored the whole thing. She didn’t want us going into a few of the wings.”

The oni frowned, turning from her third bowl to scowl at the gnome death knight. “It had been my intention to keep the location of my soul anchors hidden. Of course, I failed to consider that they would be obvious to a Dungeon Core or Master when they claimed the floor.”

Cindra reached over and patted the smaller but athletic woman on the back. Kimiko slammed forward but managed to avoid overturning her steaming soup. She spun to glare at the hellhound, but Cindra flashed a goofy smile, and Kimiko huffed before turning back to eat.

“Anyway, we have a lot more space,” Gabriel said. “But you could start digging out some new sections with your drones and slowly reveal them when ready. If you make it accessible from the first floor, be sure to add some ‘sinister’ ambiance to scare away the weaker adventurers.”

“Is it wise to put the entrance on the first floor then?” Emily asked.

Sthuza rubbed her face against Gabriel’s shoulder, several head-snakes rising up and nodding at the female Dungeon Master. “Yes, I would advise you do so. As your dungeon grows deeper and attracts more powerful adventurers, you will want them able to access different ‘wings’ if you will without having to annihilate all of your lesser monsters.”

“Wait, we don’t have anything like that,” Reyna said. “You set up that creepy cave that leads down to the undead goblins, but when Mr. Moneybags and his party go delving, they have to go straight through everything to reach the minotaurs.”

“Yes, but as Master continues to expand Lady Merideva’s Domain, we will be adding additional passages that form more direct routes.”

Gabriel nodded. “Not to the point of express tunnels to each section, but staircases that skip floors if you can beat the ‘miniboss’ guarding them.”

Emily leaned forward, eyes glimmering. “Minibosses? Sweet, that sounds like a cool game mechanic.”

Reyna snorted, tossing messy blonde hair back from her face.

“Not sure about ‘game mechanics,’” Gabriel said. “But it’s a common feature of dungeons I heard about in the Academy. Lostbarrow’s been in decline for centuries, so most of those fell out of use or were forgotten. But most of the larger dungeons recorded in stories have at least one or two minibosses that allow quicker access to the deeper floors.”

Kimiko slurped up more noodles and sighed. “Yes. Otherwise, it would take parties weeks just to reach the floor they actually want to fight on.”

“How do we make a miniboss?” Emily asked. She glanced over to where Zeke’s Core floated above his undead brakkari. The young Dungeon Core was overjoyed at his newest monsters and insisted on moving them around like toy soldiers.

The crystalline orb wobbled side to side in what Gabriel took for a head shake. “ED never mentioned minibosses. But I didn’t really get the good lessons. Most of us are sent out to found our dungeons within a year, so I just know the important stuff.”

Reyna snickered. ‘Seems like this is the sort of shit that would qualify as “important stuff” if you ask me.’

“You need a higher grade spawner. It’s much cheaper than the one for a floor boss, but still ten times the normal cost.”

A flicker of magic alerted Gabriel to Emily activating her Dungeon Interface. Her eyes focused on something only she could see, and she smiled. “Awesome, thanks. All I needed to do was look for it and it appeared. This UI is super responsive, but I really wish it came with a manual.”

Gabriel shook his head at the woman’s unfamiliar words. A few slipped into Emily’s answers from time to time, but after her first few attempts at explaining concepts from her old world, he let them pass.

I’m still not sure if she’s crazy. The hells kind of world did she come from? And I can’t even imagine the insane “games” she claims they played.

“Okay, I’ve got your freshly conjured daubeni, sarutari, and brakkari headed down now,” Zeke declared, childish voice bursting with pride.

“Thanks,” Gabriel said, grinning at how bright and happy the young Core sounded.

So much like Meri. Yet, different at the same time. He lacks some of her silly overconfidence and laziness, but I suppose that relates to Meri having spent longer in the Eternal Dungeon. And the fact she started with handmaidens and honor guards.

“Ooo! Fluffy Treats!” Cindra yipped. She leapt to her feet and darted toward the far tunnel where eighteen furry monsters marched into the hall.

“Cindra, if you eat them now, Master will be unable to conjure more later.”

The hellhound slowed, turning to flash an adorable pout. “Aww, but Fluffy Treats are so tasty.”

When she turned those huge, glowing eyes on Gabriel he shook his head. “No, Cindra. Zeke and Emily can’t afford to let you eat your fill of their monsters. You’ll have to wait until we return home and Meri starts conjuring her own.”

“Gonna be fucking weird,” Reyna muttered. “I know she ate a bunch of misbehaving orcs, but that was to keep the muscle-headed toddlers under control.”

Cindra beamed and nodded. Sthuza giggled, turning toward Reyna. “Do not fret, Lady Merideva will be able to conjure daubeni meat rather than living monsters for our dear sister bonded. Though, I imagine Master will still have to place a limit on how much Cindra may consume.”

“Yeah,” Isomyra said, chortling. “I haven’t seen her turn down a meal yet. And given those mammoth mommy milkers of hers, bet it all goes straight to her tits and ass.” The curvy death knight glanced down and kneaded her own oversized breasts.

Gabriel ignored the resulting mutters as Reyna and Sthuza joined in, focusing on the monsters.

Thankfully, binding them to their respective S-Crystals proved easy, and Gabriel was relieved to confirm the process avoided the mana drain that summoners experienced.

Once he finished, Cindra accepted that she wouldn’t be eating any more daubeni, and she dashed over to sit against Gabriel, tail wagging.

On his other side, Sthuza answered more questions for Emily, the young woman eager to learn all she could from his experienced Prime.

‘Sthuza, could we modify one of the sealed portals on the sixth floor to open here instead of where it does now?’

‘Hmm, yes, Master. That should be within Lady Merideva’s capabilities now. We would need to prepare a number of foci and runes to do so, but the Soul Forge should help with that.’

‘Great. I’d like to link us with Zeke and Emily. They’re friendly and if we could portal straight here, it would let Brynja visit her family whenever she feels homesick.’

The gorgon hugged Gabriel’s waist, head-snakes brushing against his neck. ‘That is an excellent idea, Ma–my love. While our young valkyrie is most proud of her place at your side, I know she will be thrilled.’

Gabriel broached the topic with Emily. To say she was excited was an understatement. Zeke’s orb blazed a vibrant baby-blue that seemed to be the Core’s equivalent of Merideva’s pink.

When Gabriel hinted that they would be passing through frequently to visit family, Brynja’s joy was even less subtle. Her wings unfurled behind her, glowing a brilliant golden as she dashed over to hug him, almost knocking Sthuza down.

An hour later, the female Dungeon Master guided Gabriel’s party back up to the fifth floor where a series of heavy wooden doors led to the portal.

“So, you will come back?” Emily asked after pressing a runed crystal atop a plain stone obelisk. An eight-foot-tall glowing oval of shimmering blue burst into reality. It stabilized in seconds, floating in midair.

“Definitely. I know we started out on the wrong foot, but I’m very glad we came, and not just because we’re going to visit my betrothed’s family.” Gabriel smiled at the still beaming valkyrie. “It’ll probably be a few months before we can make the time to come out here and set up the portal, but we will be back.”

Emily’s smile was breathtaking as they waved. Brynja stepped through the portal first, vanishing in a flash of light, then Sthuza followed. Kimiko and Isomyra went next, followed by Reyna.

Before Cindra rushed through, she darted back and wrapped Emily in a spine-popping hug. “Thanks for helping Pack, Gamer Girl. Cindra won’t forget gift of Fluffy Treats. Or tasty soup.”

With that, the hellhound grabbed Gabriel’s hand and dragged him through the portal.

◆◆◆

The blue flash blinded Gabriel for a few seconds before his vision recovered. With nothing but calm bleeding across his bonds, he wasn’t worried about an ambush.

A gust of chilly wind washed over him, confirming that the portal had carried them well north from where they started.

As his vision returned, Gabriel studied the wide-mouthed cave surrounding the portal. The shimmering blue pool faded, but a runed crystal embedded in the wall marked how to reactivate it when they were ready to return home.

“Ah, I do love that crisp scent of mountain air,” Brynja said, sighing. “While it has been less than six months since I left, it feels like years.”

Cindra walked over and threw her arm over Brynja’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, Birdsister, Packmaster will make sure you can visit old Pack lots.”

“Yes, I believe this will make an excellent location for expanding Lady Merideva’s options,” Sthuza said, removing her pack.

As the gorgon dug into her large storage bag, Gabriel sought out his bond with Merideva. The rapidity and intensity of their connection had dimmed as the distance increased.

He could still sense the lovable Dungeon Core, but she didn’t respond to his brief touch of their bond. Straining to reach Kuterug, he got the sense Merideva was focused on Fluffy.

“Can’t talk to the glowstone?” Reyna asked.

“Not easily, but that’s not a surprise. We’ve traveled much farther than last time. Even with my upgraded range, I didn’t really expect we’d be able to.”

Kimiko turned to face Gabriel, unblinking. “You can still sense her emotional state though, correct?”

Turning inward, Gabriel reached out to Merideva. A faint sense of happiness teased at his mind, and he nodded. “Yeah. She’s fine; happily playing with Fluffy at the moment.”

“Excellent,” Sthuza said. She pulled an enormous bundle of furs and thick, plush coats from the normal-sized backpack. “Ah, here we go. I believe I packed enough for everyone.”

“Oh? Sweet,” Reyna said, dashing over. The lycan’s gray tunic left her bare arms exposed, and goosebumps dimpled her skin. “I didn’t think to pack anything but a few changes of clothes in case I got diced up. Gotten too used to Alpha cleaning everything with magic.”

Sthuza smirked before handing Reyna a full-length, black-furred greatcoat and a pair of thick, woolen trousers sized for the short lycan.

The gorgon passed out a sleeker set of clothes to Brynja, then pulled out a huge blue-gray hooded cloak and offered it to Cindra.

Cindra beamed, accepting the dense cloak and hugged it tight to her chest. Then she cocked her head. “Snakey? What should Cindra do with cuddly blanket?”

Reyna stared at the muscular hellhound. “Duh, you wear it, Boobs. Otherwise, your nips ’ill be like glass cutters and those huge honkers of yours might freeze solid.”

A look of terror washed over Cindra’s face before she paused, licking her lips with her large, glowing blue tongue. “Freeze? But Cindra doesn’t feel cold at all.”

A dark-green blush colored Sthuza’s pale cheeks. “Ah, I may have overestimated our needs in regard to cold weather gear.”

Gabriel chuckled as Cindra continued looking around at the others. Reyna and Isomyra howled with laughter while Kimiko accepted a white-trimmed, purple cloak.

“While I do not fear the cold impairing this body, I appreciate the thought behind your consideration, Prime.”

At Kimiko’s words, Gabriel realized neither undead would need a coat to handle the mountain’s weather, even in the dead of winter.

Anything less than intense supernatural cold would have no effect on them. And I bet Cindra runs hot enough she won’t need that cloak either. Though, would she burn more energy to stay warm? Shouldn’t be an issue unless we remain here for months.

Gabriel stripped off his gambeson and leather pants, grateful for the well-crafted, elven bodysuit Sthuza handed him. The one piece garment was silk-lined wool, with a pressure-sealed strip down the front for easy wear.

As soon as he slipped a foot inside the leg, he felt the comfortable warmth of subtle enchantment and grinned. “Thanks, Sthuza. I should have known you’d go a little overboard, but I appreciate it. This will make the weather a nonissue.”

Sthuza’s smile proved infectious, and Gabriel grinned as he dressed, slipping his gambeson on last. Though the elven bodysuit was tailor-fitted, it still added appreciable bulk, but the enchanted coat adjusted to fit over without issue.

Once he had his boots and coat back on, he refastened his swordbelt and looked around.

Reyna looked like a fluff ball in her oversized greatcoat, though from the wide smile on her cute face, he knew she was thrilled with the extra warmth.

It took Brynja a bit longer to get dressed as her wings kept getting in the way. When Gabriel turned to his Prime, he bit his lip to avoid laughing.

He’d seen the gorgon slip into a similar bodysuit at the start, but now she wore a pair of thick wool trousers and padded jacket on top. And she was burrowing into an even thicker coat than Reyna’s.

But despite her waistline being twice as thick from the layers, an accomplishment given her pregnant belly, he couldn’t look away from her face.

Each head-snake wore a fuzzy green wool sock or fitted sleeve that tripled their slender bodies’ width. They also each had a cute little hat strapped atop, emerald eyes and tongues peeking out.

Reyna let out a raucous bark of laughter, and the gorgon flinched, cheeks darkening further.

“Fucking hells. You look like a snake-stuffed marshmallow.”

Cindra, clad only in her skin-tight crop-top and leather pants dashed over and bonked Reyna on the head, knocking her half senseless. “Not nice to laugh at Snakey being cold.”

Swearing and rubbing her head, Reyna frowned. “Yeah, you’re right.” She turned to Sthuza, contrite. “Sorry, Snakes. I just hadn’t considered how you’d handle this weather.”

Sthuza huffed and crossed her arms over her much padded chest.

Or at least, tried to. She still struggled with the coat and her left arm was stuck at an awkward angle.

Gabriel smiled fondly and walked over to assist her. “Relax, my lovely Prime. Let me help.”

Sthuza pouted but relented in her futile efforts, allowing Gabriel to adjust the coat until she got her arms through. He buttoned the greatcoat up to her neck, grinning as fuzzy head-snakes pressed against him.

A few tried to slither inside his collar, and Reyna snickered. Just as he prepared to step back, the gorgon’s blush darkened again.

“Ah, if you would not mind,” she murmured, pulling out a vibrant green scarf and holding it up.

“Of course not.”

Once everyone was dressed, or in Isomyra’s case, strutting about in a plate mail bikini, they headed out of the cave.


Chapter Thirty-Seven







The sun hung low in the west, casting a gorgeous sunset across picturesque white mountains.

Crunching through fresh snow, Brynja slowed to a stop when they reached a ledge. The valkyrie gazed out across the breathtaking view, her silver-blue eyes tearing up.

“Tears of joy?” Gabriel asked softly as he stepped close.

Nodding, Brynja sidled up against him, a soft smile on her lips. “Yes. I have seen the sunset along those mountains many times. But for a time, I feared I never would again.” She sighed and draped a wing over his shoulders. “Thank you for saving me, Gabriel.”

He wrapped an arm around her waist and leaned in to kiss her flawless cheek. “Anytime, my beloved valkyrie. I’ll be eternally glad we met. In fact, we’ll need to thank your mother, since it seems she planned this out from the start.”

Brynja chuckled. “Yes, in hindsight, I should have foreseen that she had a greater plan in mind. Never did she give me cause to doubt her love for me, yet I was so quick to despair when I was cast out.”

Gabriel squeezed Brynja’s waist, grinning. “I’m pretty sure your mother’s the one with Foresight. Don’t worry, I’m confident she’ll be thrilled you’re home.”

Brynja smiled but shook her head. “No, I’m not home. My home is with you and my new sisters. But thank you.”

“Yay!” Cindra yipped, dashing over and almost tackling Gabriel and Brynja. “Birdsister’s home is Glowy Lady’s lair. Pack should always live together.”

The hellhound nodded sagely at her own words of wisdom. Reyna and Isomyra snickered, while Gabriel and Sthuza shared an amused look.

After Cindra released him, Gabriel stepped away and grabbed his pack. With all their dimensional storage items, packing was easy, and they traveled light, but he appreciated the well-organized haversack.

“Okay, let’s set out and get our bearings. Hopefully, Brynja can pin down exactly where we are.”

The valkyrie nodded. “That shall not be a problem, my lord. I recognize the western range, so it will be easy once I take wing.”

The ledge continued off in both directions, and they walked out onto a four-foot-wide cliff overlooking a steep-walled ravine. White ice and snow covered every surface, concealing much of the light gray stone.

Despite having exited near the peak, multiple mountaintops loomed above the party as they scanned the area.

As they all trooped through crunchy snow, Reyna glanced around, her amber eyes seeking predators. “Is it safe for you to fly out here? Wind seems rougher than back home, and with so much white, I’d bet the local predators are camouflaged.”

Brynja paused before nodding at the short lycan. “You are correct. Most hunters in the region are quite proficient at ambush, both among the clouds and the snowbanks. But few creatures can match a valkyrie in a sprint.”

She shot a concerned glance at Gabriel, but he smirked. “Don’t worry, Brynja. I’ve been practicing. I’m more worried about the skald and sparring challenges.”

Shaking her golden-blonde hair, Brynja flashed him a vibrant, devoted smile. “I will have faith… Gabriel. But as I was saying, there are only a handful of monsters in the Dragonspine who could catch a valkyrie. At least over short distances. While I will be flying far from the Aerie, I trust my sisters to crush any predator that seeks to harm me.”

Cindra nodded. “Yep. Pack will spank any naughty critters that attack Birdsister.” Her lips spread in a wicked, fanged grin. “Cindra hopes they taste good.”

“Heh, of course you do, Boobs. Gods above, I can’t believe how much you eat.” Shaking her head, Reyna trudged out from the narrow path along the cliff, then gave a startled yelp as she sank a foot deep in the crunchy snow.

Gabriel triggered Psionic Acceleration and blurred over to grab her wrist before she slid off the cliff’s edge. “Careful, Reyna.”

“Fuck me,” she muttered as he lifted her bodily from the icy patch. Her eyes flared wide as he stepped back from the ravine and set her down near the wall.

“That was an excellent save, Master,” Sthuza said, smiling fondly. The thick-padded gorgon waddled over to check on Reyna, but the lycan slapped away her goofy green mittens.

“I’m fine, Snakes.” Reyna snorted. “Besides, how would you even help with those oven mitts wrapped around your hands?”

Several head-snakes hissed at the petite lycan, but they lacked their usual ominous appearance as the woolen stockings drastically reduced their mobility and sleek, lethal lines.

“I must agree with Gabriel,” Brynja declared. “Travel on foot through these mountains will be decidedly dangerous. Truthfully, I had not considered that aspect.”

“Eh, if anyone falls and breaks their neck, Mistress can pop ’em back up.”

Sthuza frowned at the gnome death knight, but Isomyra just winked at the taller woman.

“Brynja’s right. We need to watch our steps here,” Gabriel said before turning to focus on Cindra. “Especially you, silly pup.”

Cindra cocked her head to the left, licked her lips, then shifted to the right, tossing her bushy gray hair about. “Packmaster doesn’t need to worry about Cindra. Cindra can slow fall with armor claws.”

“Hmm, I still think it might be wise to have you wear the Levitation ring while we travel near the cliff.”

Sthuza shook her head. “I disagree, Master. Cindra is quite agile and experienced at maneuvering her body. If you change that with magic, it might increase her likelihood of slipping.”

“Okay, fair point.” Gabriel sighed and pulled his coat tighter around him, turning up the collar to shield his neck and mouth.

Maybe Sthuza had the right idea with the scarf. While it snows in Lostbarrow, I’ve never experienced anything like this. Well, other than when Estrial used that spell token to stop Sthuza.

They followed the winding cliffside path until it let out to a much wider stretch of icy stone. Brynja took wing, tossing fluffy snow into the air before disappearing into the dying light.

As the sun was already setting, Gabriel decided they should camp there near the mountaintop and wait until morning to make a serious go of traveling through the icy paths.

Cindra shifted to canine form and cleared a section of stone large enough for Gabriel to place the two-foot-tall crystal statue.

When he activated it, the magical construct swept foot-deep snow away, building massive mounds along the sides and back, yet kept the entrance clear and accessible.

Brynja joined them inside shortly after the sun sank beneath the westernmost mountains, her pale face reddened from the brisk wind. Her brilliant smile announced she knew where they were in relation to her mother’s Aerie.

“We are less than a day away.”

“Walking or flying?” Gabriel asked, keeping any teasing from his voice.

Brynja opened her mouth to speak, then slumped. “Ah, right. It may take slightly longer to make our way on foot.”

Cindra strolled over and threw an arm around the athletic valkyrie’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, Birdsister. Packmaster will keep Packsisters entertained. And Cindra is sure Snakey brought plenty of tasty food.”

“We’ll probably run outta booze before food,” Isomyra said. “Even those enchanted kegs can only hold so much.”

Cindra’s jaw dropped, and she flashed a devastating pout that had everyone wincing at the overwhelming despair on display.

Over near an enchanted wardrobe, Sthuza huffed as she worked to remove her multiple layers of protection. “Do not act so scandalized, Furball. You have been drinking at least two gallons of ale or beer a night.”

“Aww, but Cindra loves drinking with Pack.”

Gabriel joined Sthuza, helping the gorgon disrobe from her heavy greatcoat. Stocking-clad head-snakes tried to brush against him in gratitude but couldn’t reach due to how much chunkier they were.

“Ah, thank you, Master. While this outfit was quite comfortable outside, the climate controlling enchantment in here would leave me a little hot.”

Cindra leered, licking her lips. “That’s job for Cindra and Packmaster.”

The gorgon blushed as Reyna and Isomyra laughed.

“Yes, well, do not fret about our alcohol stores,” Sthuza said, sighing as Gabriel pulled off the heavy coat, freeing her to move about. “Kimiko and I planned ahead for this trip. We will have plenty.”

When Cindra’s face lit up, her glowing eyes darting toward the closest keg, Sthuza huffed again. “As long as no one increases their consumption.”

Reyna and Brynja gathered supplies from the magical icebox for cooking as Gabriel finished assisting Sthuza. While the gorgon prepared dinner, he sat at the table, quickly surrounded by Cindra and Kimiko.

His bonded discussed their thoughts on Emily, Zeke, and what allying with the young dungeon might mean for them back in Lostbarrow.

Gabriel knew plenty of dungeons were used to travel between distant cities, and figured it would be a sizable boost to Elaine’s rule if they made the connection public.

Though, having the portals down on the sixth floor will limit a lot of adventurers from making the trip. Maybe the Guild could organize a sort of transport crew to escort merchants and weaker adventurers to Zeke’s dungeon? I imagine plenty of lower-ranked ones would prefer fighting in the jungles against those daubeni.

‘Unless we choose to make a similar setting in Lady Merideva’s dungeon, Master.’

‘Yeah, but I’m not that eager to make such a wholesale change. We’ve already altered the dungeon substantially since taking over Kimi’s floors. But at least the monsters we’ve revealed were all listed in the old records for Lostbarrow. If we start introducing new ones, people might ask questions I’d rather they not.’

‘That is understandable. Perhaps we should reserve the sarutari and brakkari for use against Vesrah? There is still plenty of space on the lower floors that is sealed off from adventurers.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking for now at least. We’ll see about changing things later.’

‘Maybe we could slip a few daubeni in near the goblins on the second floor? A single wing of unexplored tunnels leading to a slightly different environment would fall better in line with what the Guild might expect.’

‘Yeah, that could work. So, are they actually as tasty as you implied? Cindra obviously enjoyed them, but she also eats people, so her tastes don’t quite align with most humans.’

Sthuza giggled. ‘Yes, Master. They are quite tasty, though they are viewed more as vermin than a food source. I imagine there would be some interested parties hunting them for butchering if we introduce them. Darlene could work wonders with their succulent, dark meat.’

‘We’ll see about that then. Though, I’m not sure how I feel about eating a sapient creature.’

The gorgon shot him a wry grin. ‘You did not seem to have a problem eating minotaur steaks, Master.’

Gabriel winced but grinned back. ‘Touché. If they’re anywhere near that tasty, I guess I’ll have to partake.’

‘Do not worry. It is a normal practice for the tastier dungeon monsters. You have seen the regular parties delving just to slay minotaurs and carry the field dressed corpses back to the city.’

‘Yeah. But let’s not talk about that right before we eat.’

Dinner was delicious, as they expected from Sthuza’s cooking. After eating, Gabriel settled back against the large couch, sipping dwarven ale. Cindra and Reyna snuggled against him as the others questioned Brynja about her home.

“Ooo, can Cindra have brushing?”

Smiling, Gabriel nodded, and the hellhound leapt up, racing off to gather the impressive collection of brushes, combs, and oils he used to groom her plush fur.

Cindra transformed into her massive, furry form, and he took his time, brushing out her thick coat as his bonded chatted. The hellhound rumbled and moaned, rolling about to give him easy access.

He’d just finished his ale and turned down a refill when Cindra gave an excited yip. She leapt to her feet, shifting and shrinking down to human form and flashed a brilliant grin. “Ooo, Packmaster should brush other Packsisters.”

Sthuza giggled. “I believe that might take a little too long, Furball. You should not have hogged his attention for the past hour.”

“Aww, but Packmaster is so good with brushies.”

“Gabriel has multiple brushes,” Brynja said, wings twitching. “Perhaps we could brush each other’s hair while taking turns for Lord Gabriel’s personal attention?”

Cindra dashed over, wrapping the startled valkyrie in a crushing hug. “Yay! Cindra calls dibs on Birdsister.”

“A-ah, yes, that would be d-delightful, Cindra.”

Reyna glanced at the others. “Uh, what about Snakes?”

Gabriel chuckled as Sthuza frowned at the werebadger. “There’s plenty of scale grooming supplies in the same bag. Just be gentle with her head-snakes, they’re sensitive.”

“Ooo, Grouchy Panties should polish Chilly Sis’s horns.”

Reyna arched an eyebrow at the undead oni, who smiled. “I’m always up for a bit of pampering, if you’re willing.”

“Heh, love too. Maybe I can try ’em out as handles next time Alpha’s ramming his cock down your throat? Bet it’d feel awesome to pin your head against him as he pumps ya full.”

Gabriel sighed, shaking his head as Reyna set off a riot of chatter and amusement. Claiming a boar-bristle paddle brush, he slipped in behind the werebadger.

She jumped when he stroked her shoulder, glancing back with a demure smile, her eyes lighting up. As he began teasing the brush through her thick, windswept mane, she sighed, wiggling against him.

Kimiko slunk over to sit before the short lycan, an impish smile on her pale face as she handed Reyna the horn polishing kit. Cindra dragged Brynja over, along with her padded stool, and took position in front of Kimiko.

“Ooo, Snakey needs to come closer so Birdsister can groom cute little snakes.”

Sthuza complied, a bright smile lighting up her face. As his bonded took turns grooming each other, Gabriel drank in the relaxed atmosphere, enjoying their love for each other.

Kimiko and Sthuza sniped at each other a few times, but Cindra cut them off before Gabriel felt the need to speak up. His Prime was the last one to rotate before him, and he took his time, teasing his fingers along Sthuza’s slender head-snakes, massaging the little serpents.

“Hey, Snakes, mind if I claim Alpha for the night?”

Reyna spoke with her usual brashness, but it sounded just off. A brush against their bond revealed a swirling chaos of emotions.

Sthuza gave a languid sigh, stretching her arms. “Not at all, Reyna. I take it you are ready now?” She glanced back over her shoulder, a knowing smile on her lips. “I do hope you two have an excellent time tonight.”

“Yay, Grouchy Panties. Make sure Packmaster gives you lots of cream.” Cindra’s bright excitement morphed into a lusty moan as she licked her lips. “If Packsister needs, Cindra will help with cleaning.”

Tittering laughter rang out, and the lycan’s cheeks burned. But not as hot as her amber eyes that gazed up at Gabriel with intense lust. “So, up to helping me break in my new body?”

Gabriel rose without taking his eyes off the athletic werebadger dressed in baggy, green trousers and sleek black vest. “Definitely.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight







Reyna darted into the tower and raced upstairs, with Gabriel following on her heels. Instead of heading for the fifth-floor suite, she opened a door on the second.

Stepping up behind her, he gripped her toned shoulders. She squeaked, then leaned back against him. He ducked his head and kissed the edge of her ear, sending a delightful shiver down her firm body.

“H-hey, Fucker. I’m…”

Gabriel kissed down her ear, toward her neck, his face rubbing against short, soft black hair. “Relax, Reyna. What are you in such a rush for now? We have all night.”

“But Snakes got me some really sexy lingerie. I wanted to dress up for you.”

“If you want to, that’s great, my darling little lycan. But tell me honestly, is that how you want to go about this?” His hands slid down her body, and she wiggled her round butt against his crotch. Manhood hardening, he grinned, planting tender kisses along her neck.

“F-fuck, Alpha. I-I… yeah. Maybe.” Reyna moaned, almost a whimper, as she ground against him. “I-I just want tonight to be special.”

“Will you hit me if I say any night with you is special?”

Reyna huffed, swatting his hand as he stroked her hip. “Fucker. Figures you’d go for something corny. But, y-you really don’t care?”

Gabriel stepped back enough to let the lycan turn to face him. She stared up at him, amber eyes gleaming in the soft magic lighting. “If you want to wear something special, Reyna, I’d love to see it on you.” He paused, lips quirking to the side. “As long as I get to unwrap you afterward.”

Snorting, Reyna shook her head, blonde hair fluttering. “Heh, yeah. That’s kinda the point, Alpha. Now, shoo. I’m gonna change, and I don’t want you peeking till I’m ready.”

Gabriel ducked in and kissed her forehead, then stepped back. “Sounds perfect. Want me to wait for you upstairs?”

Thunderous steps ascended the stairs, and they both flinched. Before Gabriel could react, Reyna calmed, flashing a wry smile. “Course you couldn’t stay away, could ya, Boobs?”

“Snakey and Cindra thought Packsister might need help with special night clothes.”

Gabriel laughed and stepped aside as the muscular hellhound darted past. She grabbed Reyna’s arm and tugged the shorter woman toward the wardrobe.

Cindra flashed a goofy grin, her eyes blazing with arousal and excitement. “Packmaster can trust Cindra to help Grouchy Panties get ready.”

“You’re in good hands, then.”

Pointedly ignoring the burst of frantic chatter as he stepped out, Gabriel ascended to the fifth floor. Visions of his bonded teased at the edge of his mind, and mounting lust leaked across both Cindra and Reyna’s bonds.

With at least a few minutes to kill, Gabriel stripped most of his clothes, leaving only his dark pants and shirt. A quick spell removed a day’s worth of traveling, and he cast a second, targeting Reyna through the Weave.

While he didn’t hear her curse, the brilliant spike of surprise, followed by mock outrage and sincere gratitude made him smirk.

To distract himself, he wove another to ensure the bedsheets were pristine, then splurged, purifying the air in case Cindra’s scent bothered Reyna’s more sensitive nose.

He sank into a centering routine to avoid broadcasting his thoughts to the young lycan, whose ability to read his mind was uncanny.

Not like we have any secrets among our little Pack, but I’d prefer not to spoil anything tonight. She’s so focused on making our first time in the flesh special, and I want to respect that.

Minutes later, he sensed Reyna’s approach. The door opened, and he sucked in a breath as the petite lycan padded into the room.

Reyna’s sexy outfit was all white lace and silk, with a frilly skirt that failed to cover her panties. A patterned basque highlighted her curves and enhanced her cleavage while just concealing erect nipples. Sheer stockings clad her toned legs.

A tight, white lace choker drew his eyes to her throat, and her dense blonde hair looked even thicker, no doubt brushed by Cindra. She stepped closer, and Gabriel met her nervous gaze.

“You’re breathtaking, my darling bonded.” Her lips curved upward, and he strode toward her, reaching out to cup her blushing cheek. “I know this isn’t your normal style, but you wear it like a second skin. It takes serious courage to step outside your comfort zone, and I’m grateful you chose to share this side of youself with me.”

“Thanks, Alpha. I-I didn’t think it’d look good on my stumpy ass, but Snakes swore the stockings and this frilly little thing would make my legs look longer.” Reyna picked at the short skirt, revealing even more of her panties.

Gabriel leaned closer, tilting her chin up. “Trust me, Reyna, I find you plenty attractive, regardless of the clothes. Though, it does look great.”

Hope and hesitation danced across their bond. A tentative caress brushed across his mind, so Gabriel welcomed the lycan back in, allowing her to experience his arousal and attraction for her.

Breath catching, Reyna nibbled her lip. “So, uh, you gonna fu–”

Gabriel snorted at her predictability and leaned in, cutting her off with a chaste kiss. Her lips parted, inviting his tongue in.

He cupped her firm ass and back, pulling her against him as their kiss deepened. She tasted of honeyed citrus, and he breathed in her faint, pleasant musk, a heady fragrance that heightened his arousal.

Reyna clung to him, arms cinching tight. She moaned, a low, throaty rumble and began rubbing against him.

Gabriel lost track of time, their tongues dueling as her typical fieriness overwhelmed insecurities. She grew more amorous, leaping up and wrapping her powerful legs around his waist. Lust surged across his bond with the werebadger, and Gabriel struggled to retain his awareness, not wanting to rush things.

Eventually, she pulled back, panting, face flushed. “Damn, Alpha. Don’t think I’ve ever been kissed like that before.”

He snickered. “Really? I could have sworn Cindra caught you a few times in ‘Fuck Space.’”

Reyna snorted. “Eh, true. But it’s not the same with Boobs. She’s like an overly excited puppy. All innate hellhound sexiness. Or maybe it’s our bond?” Her amber eyes gazed up into his, seeking confirmation.

“Could be. Our bond is definitely unique. While I can use telepathy with the others, you’re the only one still able to read my thoughts at will.”

Hesitation flashed through those vibrant orbs, but Reyna didn’t look away. “D-does it bother you?”

Gabriel smiled, shaking his head, and reached up to brush a loose lock away from her face. “Not in the slightest, Reyna. While it wasn’t intentional, I’m glad we’ve grown so close.”

Unbridled joy lit her face, blazing with even more excitement than Cindra. “I’m glad too. Makes me feel special.”

“You are special, my darling lycan bonded.”

Reyna huffed, but her smile widened. “Don’t start that darling bonded crap now. You’re supposed to throw me on the bed and ravage the innocent maiden.” She snickered. “It’s almost like you don’t understand how to be a proper, monster-fucking Dungeon Master.”

Chuckling, Gabriel leaned in for another kiss, savoring the sweet citrus flavor. When she leaned toward the bed, he took the hint and carried her closer, unwilling to let go.

Her small hands clung to him, tugging at his shirt. They broke the kiss, both breathing heavy as she grabbed the front collar and ripped the buttons off, peeling the dark silk away.

Reyna traced her gaze down his muscular front, eyes brilliant with heated arousal. As he shrugged off the shirt, she squirmed, and he let her down. Licking her puffy lips, she started in on his pants.

A part of Gabriel wanted to slow her down, but he refused to do anything she might mistake as rejection. Within seconds, his pants fell around his ankles, and he stepped out, removing his underwear before she could try and rip them off.

Reyna smirked up at him. “Feeling randy now, Alpha?”

“Yes, but I’d rather not explain to Sthuza what happened to my clothes.”

“Heh, yeah.” Her eyes tracked to the silk shirt, now missing half its buttons. “Uh, that’s–”

“Don’t worry about it. Cindra’s popped more than a few; they’re easily mended.”

While not at full mast, his member stood out, bouncing as he stepped toward the bed.

“Hey, wait a second. If you’re not gonna throw me back and ravish me, at least let me get a taste and make sure your hard and ready.”

“You don’t…” Gabriel trailed off at Reyna’s intense scowl.

“I want to, Fucker.” She snorted, tossing her hair about as she gripped his hips and guided him so she could kneel on a thicker, dark rug near the bed. “Besides, remember our first time? Back when you tried to drown me in your spunk?”

Her words and mental images brought back vivid memories of when the lycan had insisted on giving him a blowjob to “boost their affinity.”

Tonight, affinity was the last thing on Gabriel’s mind. Even if his bond with the snarky werebadger wasn’t already one of his strongest, all that mattered was the sincere love that radiated from his shortest bonded.

Nodding, he smiled, biting his lip as she knelt before him and teased her fingers across his bare hips to caress his growing erection.

“Fuck, you’re bigger than I remember,” she muttered before leaning in to kiss the tip. She wrapped a small fist around his shaft and tilted her head back, gazing up into his eyes as her lips parted.

Wet heat engulfed an inch, then two. Reyna didn’t blink as she sank half his length into her mouth. Her tongue lavished his sensitive flesh with velvety attention. She left one hand on his hip while her other slid lower, disappearing between her thighs.

Love and lust surged across their bond, spiking his mind with a riotous storm of arousal as she licked, tasting him. A faint moan escaped her throat, and she swallowed more, gagging slightly before relaxing and taking him deeper.

Gabriel gazed down at her, reveling in their blended passions as his bonded pleasured him. He brushed stray locks of hair from her face, enjoying the arousal heating her amber eyes.

While he hadn’t expected her subservient and passionate attention, he basked in the sincerity of her unfiltered desire, not even trying to prolong his impending orgasm.

He continued stroking her hair but reached down with his other hand, interlacing their fingers.

His hips bucked, and his breathing grew ragged as he approached the edge. He opened his mouth to warn her, but excitement flared across their bond and lit her eyes, making it obvious she knew just how close he was.

Her tongue teased sensitive flesh, targeting every weak point before she slammed her head forward, hilting him in her throat.

Gabriel groaned through clenched teeth as an intense orgasm coursed through him. His member pulsed, spraying a torrent of seed.

Mind hazy from peaking lust, Gabriel gasped as another burst of euphoric release washed across his mind. Seconds later, he remembered to breathe, thoughts catching up to the realization Reyna had shared her own orgasm with him.

As his erection softened, Reyna pulled back, swallowing noisily. A smug grin spread across her face, and she licked all over his member before releasing him with a wet plop.

“Fuck, Alpha,” she said, panting. “Think that was an even bigger load than last time.”

Gabriel chuckled, fingers tracing down her cheek to brush her lips. “That was spectacular, Reyna. I didn’t realize you could project your own emotions so… intensely.”

Uncertainty flickered across her face before another probing caress brushed his mind, and her grin widened. “Seems you enjoyed it.”

“Very much so.” He pulled her to her feet, not releasing her hand. “Now, let’s see about exploring your new body. We need to be certain everything is working.”

Reyna snorted. “I’ll take an IOU on the muff-diving, Fucker. I’m wet as Boobs already and just about at my limit.” She chuckled, stepping away to peel off her panties. “Didn’t realize syncing with you like that would feel so damn good.”

“So you felt my pleasure?”

Reyna nodded. “Yeah. Fucking hells. If it feels that good, I don’t know how you’re not always plowing one of the girls.”

“Pretty sure Cindra would drain me dry within a day.” he replied, watching the lycan step out of her lace panties.

She tossed the drenched fabric aside, then leapt backward, flopping onto the large bed. “Come on, Alpha, time to mess me up and mark me as your mate.”

Rolling his eyes, Gabriel glided over, crawling across the mattress to loom over the petite lycan. Her chest rose, breasts straining against the lacy lingerie.

She licked her lips as he settled between her spread legs, breath hitching. “You do want to do this, right?”

He cupped her flushed cheek, smiling at the rapid flip as her eyes shined with hints of self-doubt. “Yes, Reyna. Very much so.”

Gabriel caressed Reyna’s curves, fingers trailing down her quivering stomach to tease her hips. Lean muscles twitched beneath his touch, and a subtle, heady musk grew stronger, heightening his arousal.

Continuing south, he drew closer to her sex. Wetness coated her folds, slickening his fingers as he traced them. He ghosted his thumb across her delicate nub, eliciting a sharp gasp before circling back to her glistening entrance.

“Come on, Fucker, don’t tease me.”

Gabriel leaned down and captured her lips in a gentle kiss, drawing a throaty grumble before his tip brushed her entrance, and Reyna gasped.

His member throbbed against her folds, eager to slip within. The slightest shift, a faint nudging, and she moaned, arching her hips up in silent invitation.

With gentle care, he pushed in, spreading her wider. He circled her engorged button with his thumb, and Reyna’s panting quickened as pleasure coiled tighter within her, her scent infusing the air between them.

He breathed in, and her eyes locked onto his, amber orbs flaring with increasing hunger and need. When he rocked his hips, she moaned, a keening sound that echoed across their bond.

Gabriel held still, savoring the heated tightness around his tip. Strong muscles flexed as though trying to suck him in.

“Reyna,” he rasped with barely leashed control. “Are you ready?”

Her breath hitched before she bit her lower lip. “Come on, Alpha,” she grumbled, tone sharpening into a demand laced with need. “Fuck me already.”

With exquisite care, he slowly sank deeper. She flinched as a faint resistance yielded to his throbbing erection. Knowing better than to ask again, he leaned in for another sensual kiss. He pushed on, reveling in delightful friction, wetness, and tight heat until he buried himself to the hilt.

Reyna bit her lip, moaning. Her slippery sheath squeezed him as if memorizing every inch. Her eyes remained locked on his, pupils dilated with lust and wonder.

“Full,” she gasped before her voice hitched into a low, husky purr. “Feels so fucking right.”

Gabriel paused, his hips pressed against hers, waiting for any sign of discomfort or pain. Instead, Reyna arched up against him, her tight heat clenching around his shaft.

He began to stroke in and out, each slow thrust heightening their pleasure as lust reverberated through their bond. Her nails grazed his ass as she rocked her hips against him. “Harder,” she panted. “Fuck me harder.”

Giving into the raw hunger smoldering between them, Gabriel obliged her. Each thrust caressed sensitive flesh, and her moaning grew into heated gasps.

His own breathing deepened, as he pistoned in and out of her slick heat, each deep stroke dragging broken growls and throaty moans from both of them. Reyna clawed along his back, raising welts as she arched up to meet every thrust.

As their bodies began to tighten toward simultaneous release, Reyna kicked her stocking-clad legs up, heels pressing against him. She grew even tighter, her insides clinging and squeezing as jolts of pleasure rippled through their bond.

Gabriel growled low in his chest as he bottomed out, burying himself balls-deep within her clenching sex.

“Fuck yes, Alpha!” Reyna keened, her body convulsing beneath him as she orgasmed. Her pleasure surged across their psychic bond, spiking his own and pushing him past the precipice.

Gabriel growled, a low, bestial sound. His cock throbbed, thick ropes of cum surging forth. Consciousness dimming, all he knew was love and rightness.

And a raging maelstrom of raw, animalistic lust.

Eventually, the torrent of pleasure and sensory overload faded. Gabriel panted, sweat dripping from his forehead as he gazed down at the flushed beauty beneath him.

Reyna smiled up at him, face glowing with love and contentment. As the aftershocks subsided, he withdrew, dragging his spent member from her slick heat.

He collapsed beside her, an arm draped over her panting, dazed form. “That was, interesting.”

Reyna chuckled, rolling over and draping an arm across his chest. She nuzzled close, face pressing against his neck. “You definitely made my second first-time memorable.”

Hugging her, he stroked her hip, enjoying the simple intimacy. Sweat slicked her firm body, and a heady fragrance hung in the air, refusing to let the intensity of their passion vanish. “Are you okay?”

Reyna nodded, short hair rubbing against his skin. “Yeah, fucking great.” Her breathing slowed, and sitting up, she slid a leg over his. A mischievous smirk spread across her face. “So, how long before round two?”


Chapter Thirty-Nine







Waking the next morning with Reyna cuddled against him, Gabriel lay in bed, stroking the lycan’s back as he considered the day ahead. Reyna woke soon after, and he quickly yielded to her amorous touch.

Cindra burst in just as he peaked, hips arching up against the petite woman riding him. Two hours later, they finally left the bedroom and broke their fast before gearing up for a cold hike.

The tower made breaking camp a simple, quick exercise of basic magic, and they set out along a winding stone path half-buried beneath thick snowfall.

Brynja led the way, taking wing to scout out their surroundings before locating a better route concealed by the ice and snow.

Shortly after noon, they spotted a trio of large white monsters gliding through the sky off to the east. Brynja identified them as stryverns, which Sthuza described as owl-like wyverns.

The white-feathered beasts were maybe a mile away, yet appeared large enough that Gabriel had no interest in encountering the dangerous flyers.

Given Brynja continued to lead them north, passing between a pair of mountains looming over the rest, Gabriel wasn’t too concerned. Reyna often turned to scowl off in their general direction, while Kimiko shot more than a few curious, almost longing looks toward the stryverns.

Pretty sure Kimi is thinking about what type of undead she could make. I’d just as soon not have to deal with them. They might be powerful, but even if we could tame or capture six, what use would they be against Vesrah? It’s not like we need a force to fight armies on the surface.

The sun vanished as an icy storm blasted across the mountains. Gabriel kept Sthuza close to his side as they trekked across the exposed slopes of a broad, stumpy mountain.

Cindra frolicked with Gwenaelle, the wolf drake happily trilling as they took turns stalking each other in the deeper snowdrifts.

Kestria and Sathru proved even more affected by the cold weather than Sthuza, so he kept them in his Soul Vault. He shoved Cuix back inside an hour later, as the goblin kept getting stuck in the loose, shifting snows.

They crossed four mountains, following a winding path that looped around a much taller, foreboding peak obscured by dark clouds. As the sun touched the horizon, disappearing behind steep mountains, Gabriel set the tower up again.

Their second night in the mountains went much the same as the first, though after dinner, Cindra and Kimiko claimed Gabriel as Sthuza led Brynja and Reyna back to her room, the pair blushing when Cindra wished them a “fun night.”

So far from Merideva, Gabriel remained limited to the vaguest empathic sense of his connection with the Dungeon Core. He worried, but everything he sensed suggested life continued as normal within her Domain.

Kuterug felt almost as distant, but after discussing it, they agreed that if Kimiko shifted back first, it would boost his connection enough to allow him to puppet the kobold in case of a Swarm attack. But given Kimiko might lose access to her current body until they returned it to Lostbarrow, he wanted to avoid that shift unless necessary.

Hours into their third day, Gabriel was feeling the strain of hiking at such a forced pace, legs burning as they headed up a well-worn gravel path toward where two mountains merged.

Movement in the sky drew his attention, and a moment later, Brynja leapt into the air, eager to meet the circling valkyries.

Gabriel rallied his other bonded, with Isomyra sticking close to Kimiko’s side. The two undead had proven the least bothered by the weather, though the gnome had sunk deep into the snow twice, and once, she fell off a thirty-foot cliff.

When Brynja returned, with three other winged women, she beamed as she introduced them. “My lord, these are warriors from my mother’s Aerie. Astryn, Svedra, and Grimsa,” she said, pointing to each as she spoke.

Astryn grinned wrapping Brynja in a tight hug, their mithril breastplates clinking. “It’s so good to see you again, cousin. I knew you’d find your mate.”

“Yes, though I never expected she’d be back so quickly,” Svedra said, swapping with Astryn to hug Gabriel’s bonded. While the taller valkyrie could pass for Brynja’s sister, Svedra was closer to Sthuza in height and build. “It is so good to see you, Brynja. Your mother and aunt will be thrilled you’re back.”

“So, what’s with the other women?” Grimsa asked, brow furrowing as she peered at Sthuza and Cindra. She sniffed the air, and movement drew Gabriel’s attention to the wolfish ears peeking up through her dark hair. A plush tail swayed behind her.

With all the stockings and hats, plus the way they nested closer to her head, he wondered if they could even recognize Sthuza’s species.

While Cindra might be mistaken for an inutari, they had to realize she wasn’t normal since she wore nothing but her skintight crop top and form-fitting leather pants.

Gabriel had initially worried about the hellhound going around barefoot, but the frost didn’t seem to bother her in the slightest. Though, she did complain about getting her fur wet whenever her body heat melted too much snow around her.

“Ah, Grimsa,” Brynja said, sounding a little nervous now. “Allow me to introduce my new battle sisters.”

Astryn smirked. “Oh? You’ve replaced us already, cousin? How cruel.”

“G-greetingsss,” Sthuza said, pulling her cloak tight.

“Perhaps we should move inside if we’re going to stand still for long,” Gabriel suggested, wrapping an arm around the shivering gorgon.

Astryn and Svedra stared at Sthuza, wings tucking tight behind them.

“Do not fear my new sisters,” Brynja said. “They may be… more unorthodox than most of the people we meet in the neighboring towns, but they are loyal and courageous. I am honored to stand with them at Lord Gabriel’s side.”

“Oh? So you picked a guy with a harem,” Grimsa said, smirking at Brynja. “When did our little Brynny grow so bold?”

The other valkyries got in a few teases before Brynja regained control and introduced the rest of Gabriel’s bonded. When she gestured to Isomyra, all three valkyries frowned and took a few steps back.

“What? I don’t smell, do I?” Isomyra asked, lifting an arm and sniffing her pit. “Nah, fresh as a corpse rose.” She flashed a wicked smirk, eyes glowing as the valkyries stared at her.

“There is something strange about several of you,” Astryn said, turning her attention to Brynja, who had sidled closer to Gabriel and Sthuza. “Especially that gnome.”

Grimsa flinched, eyes widening as her wings flared out. “She’s undead!”

Astryn and Svedra drew elegant longswords, while Grimsa grabbed a metal rod hanging from her belt. A flick of her wrist transformed it into a gleaming steel spear as they fell back into fighting stances.

“Calm, my sisters,” Brynja pleaded. “And whatever you do, please do not attack my sister bonded. We might not be able to restrain Gabriel and Kimiko in time.”

Astryn frowned, softening her harsh scowl. “You’re worried they could hurt us?”

Cindra grinned wide, licking her lips as she watched the valkyries. Sthuza giggled, still pressed against Gabriel’s side for warmth. “Dearest Brynja is quite correct to warn you. We mean your Aerie no harm, but Ma-Gabriel can be rather protective of us. It would be most unfortunate if we come to blows.”

Svedra glanced to Brynja. “How could a single man threaten four valkyries.”

Cindra let out a rumbling growl, and all three newcomers flinched back. “Birdsister is Pack. No pressuring Packsister to turn on Packmaster.”

Brynja gave a decisive nod, her beautiful face hardening. “Cindra is right, as usual. If it comes to a fight, I will do so at Lord Gabriel’s side.”

“You’d turn on your own blood?” Grimsa asked, jaw dropping.

“Pretty sure Alpha could fuck all three of you winged bitches at once.” Reyna stomped through the snow until she stood between Gabriel and the valkyries. “But he’s here to visit Bir–Brynja’s mother, so it’d be better to avoid a senseless slaughter.”

“Yes, please, Astryn escort us back to the Aerie. I-I have fulfilled my mission, and wish to present myself to Mother.”

Svedra’s raven-black eyebrows shot up. “You have?” She spun to study Gabriel. “You believe you can pass the trials our Wind Mistress ordained?”

Gabriel smirked. “Brynja coached me what would be required. Hopefully I won’t disappoint.”

Astryn sighed. “Very well then. Bryn, let us escort your companions, but you will be held responsible for any incidents they cause.”

Unable to help himself at the woman’s harsh tone toward his bonded, Gabriel scowled. “We won’t cause any problems. But if someone picks a fight… well, no promises.”

Svedra snickered, tossing her black hair back to flutter between her equally black wings. “We’ll see.”

◆◆◆

Three valkyries alternated flying over Gabriel’s party as they ventured toward the Aerie. Astryn ordered Svedra to fly home and inform Vadis of her daughter’s imminent return.

Gabriel held Sthuza close, draping Cindra’s unneeded cloak over the gorgon as they followed the path. He kept a close eye on Brynja as she interacted with her valkyrie sisters.

Joy, pride, and fear flowed from her bond, but her excitement to be back among her homeland was clear, and he refrained from intervening.

Sthuza nuzzled against him, head-snakes burrowing beneath his collar. ‘Do not worry. While valkyries are a proud warrior race, they are not so bloodthirsty as to turn on a sister without extreme provocation. Something you know Brynja will not offer.’

‘Yeah, I just worry about her. She built up this whole thing in her head. That her mother was disappointed and exiled her. Now we’re back, and if things go poorly, that could end up being the case.’

‘All you need to do, my love, is best the seven challengers. Vadis would never turn you nor her daughter away after such a demonstration.’

‘Do you think I’ve prepared enough? I can beat Brynja, even holding back a touch, but… some of these women are going to be centuries old, right?’

Sthuza hip-checked Gabriel at his mention of their ages. Given she was over five hundred years old, he supposed she was a bit miffed.

‘While you will be prohibited from using magic during at least one duel, your Psionic powers are fair game. How long can Brynja stand against you going all out?’

‘True. Stacking Haste effects doesn’t work with magic, but the psionic version is at least as powerful. And after months of sword-training, I can take advantage of that speed.’

‘Precisely, Master. You can overwhelm almost any warrior who does not possess a means of Haste. I am confident you will exceed Vadis’s every expectation.’

They continued on until the sun dipped low, at which point Gabriel activated the crystal statue. Astryn and Grimsa were suitably impressed, with both valkyries asking a barrage of questions. Grimsa seemed almost desperate to camp with the party, but her companion insisted they return to the Aerie. Astryn promised they would return at first light to escort Gabriel and the others.

Sthuza served oross chili again. If anything the savory, spicy dish was even tastier the second time. Any hopes for a third meal ended when Cindra slipped away from the table while everyone was distracted and upended the massive cauldron, chugging at least a gallon of steaming hot, spicy chili.

The hellhound proved shameless, ignoring Sthuza’s hissing protests as she asked if they could try it with ground daubeni next time.

The hellhound dragged the still grumbling gorgon off to a separate bedroom before Gabriel turned in. He spent a few hours with Brynja going over what they might expect to find at the Aerie.

Reyna was eager to see the village where Brynja grew up, while Isomyra asked after any dangerous beasts lurking the mountainous terrain.

Since she was not a bonded and undead, the death knight suggested she could spend most of their time in the Aerie out exploring.

When Kimiko said she would do the same to avoid antagonizing the valkyries, Reyna started muttering. Gabriel shut down that offer, insisting all of his bonded would attend the trials.

◆◆◆

Gabriel woke to a pleasant wetness around his manhood. He lay there, reveling in the intimate oral assault as his arousal spiked. A loud slurp shattered the early morning quiet just in time for his orgasm to crash over him.

Blinking his eyes open after the woman between his legs finished sucking him dry, Gabriel glanced down to spot not Cindra, but Kimiko.

The pale oni smacked her dark lips as she pulled back, his softening member flopping against his abdomen. “Good morning, Anata.”

She gifted him a stunning smile, reminiscent of Cindra’s, but uncertainty colored her vibrant purple eyes. That fear swelled as he remained speechless. “I-is something wrong? I-I’m sorry, An–Dungeon Master… I just noticed you were erect and thought what would Cin–”

Gabriel sat up in a blur and pulled the babbling, panicked oni into his arms. “Everything’s fine, Kimi. Wonderful. I’m sorry about the delayed response.” He leaned back just enough to make eye contact and grin. “You blew my mind, and it took a second for me to catch up.”

Kimiko’s tense expression vanished, giving way to a beaming smile. She hugged him back, tail stroking up and down his spine.

After cuddling for several minutes, the pair rose and dressed. Gabriel led the way to the first floor where the rest of his bonded and Isomyra sat at the table.

“Morning, Packmaster, Chilly Sis,” Cindra said, a huge, goofy smile on her face. “Did Packsister enjoy special alone time?”

Kimiko turned to face the hellhound, then dipped in a formal bow before rising with a matching smile. “Indeed. It was most generous of my sister bonded to allow me the full night as well as early riser privileges.”

Sthuza crossed her arms and looked pointedly away. Several head-snakes split their focus between fixating on the grumpy gorgon and grinning at the elated oni. One particularly playful serpent wiggled to catch Gabriel’s attention, then rolled its tiny emerald eyes in a teasing manner.

“Come on, Packmaster. Snakey made smoked sausages. And bacon!”

Gabriel laughed as Cindra shoveled a fistful of glistening bacon into her mouth. He and Kimiko joined the others, though the undead woman refrained from eating since there was barely enough left for Gabriel by the time they reached the table.

After they cleaned up and headed out into the blistering cold once more, three valkyries swooped down from above.

“Good morning,” Astryn said, smiling as Gabriel exited the tower, then returned it to storage size.

Svedra stared in disbelief as he packed the artifact away. “You have a portable home? That’s so cool!” She dashed over and threw an arm around Brynja’s shoulders before leaning in to whisper.

Sthuza and Gabriel greeted Astryn and Grimsa as the others started back along the path.

The sun blazed brighter today, the dense clouds of the past few days nowhere to be seen. Despite the milder weather, Sthuza still shivered, but Gabriel welcomed the excuse to snuggle closer to his Prime amidst the trampled snowdrifts.

Six hours later, they spotted an assortment of small thatched-roof houses nestled on a pair of gentle hills, scores more built along inaccessible cliff faces nearby.

A score of winged women flew through the clear sky, some moving with a purpose while others seemed content to soak up the bright sunlight as they glided along.

When a flyer spotted Gabriel’s party, she started gesturing and shouting. Soon, two dozen valkyries leapt into the air and winged straight for the Dungeon Master and his bonded.

They didn’t land, instead joining the three valkyries already flying overhead. Gabriel stepped closer to Brynja. “Why don’t you go join them? We’ll keep on course until it’s time to meet your mother.”

Brynja’s face lit up. After a quick, powerful hug, she crouched, magic flared along her wings, then she streaked into the sky.

The closest valkyries cried out in bewilderment at the far more radiant glow of her wings. Every woman’s wings glowed with the magic necessary for them to fly, but it was a subtle, understated power that might even go unnoticed.

But as his bonded raced to join her sisters, incredible amounts of energized aether blazed from her large, white-feathered wings.

The vast majority of valkyries had similar wings, though there were a handful with deep black wings and hair. Just taking off from the village, a pair of statuesque women with red hair and crimson hawk wings flew toward the growing flight of valkyries.

“Holy hells,” Reyna muttered. “I never really thought about what a valkyrie village would look like.” She tore her gaze from the circling, joyful women and their boisterous reunion to focus on the village ahead.

“Uh, Alpha, there aren’t any male valkyries, are there?”

“Not that I’ve heard of.” Gabriel glanced down at Sthuza, then over to Kimiko. Both women shook their heads.

“Does Birdsister’s old winged Pack need Packmaster to give them pups?”

Gabriel flinched at Cindra’s question. She asked it with such casualness, that he feared learning which way the hellhound leaned.

“Fucking hells. He’s not a gods-damned stud horse. Alpha’s for Pack use only,” Reyna declared. She leaned forward and stomped through the thick snow, creating a defined trench as she plowed ahead.

The valkyries continued to circle overhead, staying within fifty or so feet of Gabriel’s party as they advanced.

It took twenty minutes to reach the outskirts of the simple, well-maintained village.

The longhouses were solid, crafted from thick logs. While many had thick thatch roofs, others were topped with ornate clay tiles and sloped down to intricately carved reliefs.

A small blond-haired head popped up in the closest glass-paneled window, and Reyna flinched.

Cindra laughed, rushing over to wave back at the young boy as he waggled his arms overhead.

“Be careful not to scare anyone, Cindra,” Gabriel warned as he and Sthuza sped up to join the first two women.

“Nah, Boobs is a natural ’round kids,” Reyna said. She smiled at the little boy who couldn’t have been more than four or five. “You should see the way the little rascals in town light up whenever she stops at that park to play.”

“Oh? I might need to see that myself.”

Sthuza giggled. “Yes, Master. Cindra has an innate charm that children seem to sense quite intuitively.” The gorgon shifted, sliding around to cuddle against his right side, putting him between her and the young boy.

Gabriel slowed at her odd behavior. “Sthuza, is something wrong?”

“No, of course not. Just…”

“Sometimes, furless pups sense Snakey’s true self and wet their pants.”

Gabriel tried not to laugh at Cindra’s ridiculous statement.

He really tried. The cacophony of affronted hisses from his side suggested he hadn’t quite suppressed his instinctual response. Leaning down, he kissed Sthuza’s nose, about the only part of her face exposed enough to access.

“Sorry, my lovely Prime. It’s not funny, but occasionally, Cindra really has a way with words.”

Sthuza pouted her lips, but a flicker of mirth peeked out from the sadness in her vertically slit eyes. “Yes, I suppose she does.”

“Yeah, Boobs could have been more polite about it, but when we tried to join her, most of the kids freaked.” Reyna shook her head, tossing back her hood and freeing her white-blonde hair. “It’s fucking rude, especially when she tried to give them some candy.”

“Don’t worry, Sthuza, our daughter won’t be like that,” Gabriel said, hugging her tight.

Before she could reply, a valkyrie flew by, then another. They landed, followed in quick succession by dozens more.

Ten wore gleaming mithril armor styled similarly to Brynja’s, though only two were massive vanguard plate. Others wore polished steel mail hauberks, or stylish padded jackets and gambesons.

“Ah, Gabriel Grimm, I presume?” Vadis said.

The older version of Brynja stood confidently a few feet before Gabriel. A slight smile softened the hard set of dark-blue eyes that had seen far more than her daughter.

“Yes, that’s me,” Gabriel replied, a little off balance at her knowing his name.

‘Perhaps she Foresaw your arrival, Master?’


Chapter Forty







The dark-haired woman at Vadis’s left side stepped closer, hand dropping to an ornate sword hilt.

Brynja fluttered her wings, then moved to Gabriel’s side. Standing tall, she met her mother’s imposing gaze. “Mother, I have done as you bade, and now I return with a worthy candidate.”

The dark-haired woman gave a throaty chuckle as Vadis sighed, seeming to deflate. “What am I to do with this daughter of mine?”

Another older valkyrie joined the raven-haired one in laughing. Brynja flinched, so Gabriel grasped her hand.

She crushed his grip, but the faint tremors rocking her armored form ceased.

Vadis glanced down at their entwined fingers, then back up to Gabriel’s face, a sincere smile softening her stern face. “I am pleased my little Bryn found you so swiftly, Gabriel.”

Again, Brynja flinched, a faint blush coloring her cheeks at the nickname, and Gabriel grinned as her embarrassment radiated across their bond.

“I’m grateful to have found her myself. If not, I’d be dead.”

The older valkyrie nodded, a dark weight in her eyes. “Yes. It was devastating to send my only daughter away, knowing what she would face, but it had to be.”

“M-mother?” Brynja murmured.

Vadis laughed. “Come here, you silly girl. Give your mom a hug.”

When she spread her arms wide but Brynja remained frozen in place, Gabriel gave her a gentle shove.

Wings flapping as she stumbled, Brynja crashed into her mother’s arms. Both women gasped, wrapping each other in crushing embraces.

“It’s about damn time, you overly serious goofball,” the raven-haired woman said, laughing as tears leaked from her green eyes. She turned to Gabriel, smile widening. “You have my thanks for bringing her back so swiftly. Vadis has been beside herself with worry.”

Sthuza waddled back to Gabriel’s side and smiled at the taller, robed valkyrie. “Brynja has become a most valued member of our little… family. Ma–Gabriel was determined to return and overcome the necessary trials as soon as was feasible.”

The raven-haired valkyrie chuckled again, shaking her head in amusement. “I should have known little Brynnie would take her charge too seriously. Thankfully you all were there for her.” She paused, glancing over to Vadis.

Still hugging her daughter tight, the older valkyrie grinned. “Where are my manners. Or for that matter, how is it that my slavishly formal daughter has produced such a grievous violation of proper etiquette?” she teased, causing Brynja to jerk back. “The smirking, raven-haired old biddy is my aunt, Sindul.”

“Come daughter, you should introduce your new battle sisters to the Aerie. And while I know of young Gabriel, we must get better acquainted.”

“After the trials,” Sindul said.

Vadis nodded. “Yes, after Gabriel proves his worth before the full Aerie.”

◆◆◆

Brynja went down the line introducing Gabriel and his bonded to several dozen valkyries who joined Vadis as they talked.

Even among her own people, Brynja’s beauty stood out. Her smile was radiant as she formally introduced her mother, Vadis Vajadóttir, then Sindul Helsdóttir, her great-aunt and the Aerie’s senior mage.

Grimsa and Svedra were more of her cousins, and both elite valkyries would be competing against Gabriel in the trials. Valeif was a frosty woman with sharp eyes whose stern demeanor was reinforced by her vibrant white hair. But her cold stance melted as she dashed over to embrace Brynja.

When his bonded introduced Gevif, Gabriel did a double take as the woman was a couple inches taller than Cindra. Her massive, dark vanguard plate had to weigh at least two hundred pounds, yet she moved with the same grace as her sisters. Impossibly dense, blue-white hair cascaded like a bearskin cloak behind her, Bright blue eyes gleamed from her darker-skinned face.

After clasping wrists with over a dozen valkyries, many who shot him hungry leers, Gabriel followed Vadis and her inner circle up the hill to the largest structure in the village.

Unlike most, its walls were formed from thick, runed stone blocks, and Gabriel doubted anything short of powerful magic could breach the fortified longhouse.

Vadis led them inside, where two teenage-looking valkyries busied themselves stoking a fire. A handful of other valkyries puttered about the massive hall.

“Please, make yourselves comfortable,” Brynja’s mother said, gesturing toward a collection of leather and wood chairs. She turned toward Sthuza and smiled. “I believe you might appreciate sitting a little closer than the rest of us.”

Sthuza nodded gracefully. “Thank you. Yes. While the enchanted coat helped, I have never been fond of the cold.”

The younger valkyries finished up and turned, then froze when they spotted the gorgon peeling off thick layers.

As the pair stared in growing horror, Vadis and Helga laughed. “Relax, Sveivif, Hrindul. Sthuza is one of Brynja’s new battle sisters. She means none of us any harm.”

Sthuza arched an elegant green eyebrow, and glanced over to Gabriel. He shrugged, turning to focus on Vadis.

“I suppose you foresaw our visit, then?”

Vadis nodded, then sighed. “Yes. And before you ask, my talent is weak. I can’t search out different futures, only experience them during dreams. But I’ve seen what happens if you succeed, and more importantly, I know the stakes if you fail.”

The athletic, wise-looking valkyrie sagged, despair threatening to well from her eyes. “Without my daughter’s presence, you would have failed already.”

Clamping down on the darkness bubbling up inside, Gabriel nodded. “I know. But she saved the day, and I have no intention of losing at this point.”

Vadis gave a sad chuckle, seeming to stare into his soul. “I hope so, young man. In addition to the fate of our world, I’ve placed my daughter’s life in your hands. Do not disappoint me.”

A spike of icy rage flared across one of his bonds with the savage intensity of frostfire, and Gabriel winced as Kimiko lunged forward.

“Stand down, Kimi,” he said, grabbing the oni’s bare arm before she could attack the valkyrie leader.

“But she dared to look down upon you,” Kimiko whined, turning her gleaming purple eyes on him. The harsh snarl twisting her face melted away as he held eye contact with the volatile oni.

Sindul frowned, a hand raised to cast a spell. Vadis reached over and patted her aunt’s arm, urging her to relax.

“I meant no disrespect,” Vadis said. She gave Kimiko a slight bow, and the oni huffed, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Please forgive Kimiko,” Sthuza said, stepping forward to rejoin Gabriel as he pulled his undead bonded back. “She is… our newest sister and can become a bit touchy about perceived insults to Gabriel.”

Reyna snorted. “A bit? And fucking hells, Snakes, that’s seriously not something you should talk about. Remember that dickweed Silver-ranked noble you’ve been scheming about.”

Sthuza spun to glare at the lycan, her previously serene face a snarling mask of venomous rage. “Do not mention that fool in Massster’sss presssenccce.”

Reyna threw her hands up, shooting Gabriel an amused smirk.

“Anyway,” Gabriel said, forcing attention back to him. “I am grateful to Brynja, and I believe we owe you a debt for arranging our meeting.”

Vadis smiled. “It was heartbreaking to send her out as I did, knowing the suffering she would endure.” Her fond gaze saddened as she studied her daughter as though fearful the brave warrior would vanish if she looked away. “And the darkness she still must face.”

Brynja drew herself up to full height, wings rising behind her. “I will face all challenges with honor and dignity worthy of your line, Mother.”

Vadis sniffled, eyes tearing. “Always you have strained to be proper, my daughter. To earn my respect and love.” She shook her head and dashed over, wrapping Brynja in a clingy hug. “You never needed to do so. I have loved you more than life since the day your father blessed me with his seed. And I always will.”

“I-I do not want to disappoint you, Mother.”

Vadis rubbed her face against Brynja’s mingling their tears. “You never will. I’ve seen how hard you strive, never backing down or taking the lazier route, even if you could get away with it.”

Cindra glanced around, glowing eyes stopping on the few men exiting nearby houses. “Ooo, is Birdsister’s dad here?”

Brynja flinched in her mother’s embrace. Vadis sniffled, but smiled at Cindra as she shook her head. “No. While he underwent the same trials as Gabriel must, my darling had obligations that prevented him from ever joining our Aerie.”

Her father underwent the same trials?

“Did all these guys pass your tests?” Reyna asked, pointing at the growing cluster of men. Most were human, but two elves stood out, as did a towering giant of a man. “Fucking hells, that guy looks like a half-sized frost giant.”

The huge, broad-chested man gave a booming belly laugh, his pale face splitting into a welcoming smile. “My mother was indeed a frost giant, little one.”

Gevif blushed, wings tightening behind her. “Please do not regale my newly returned sister with tales of grandmother’s peccadilloes, Father.”

The half-giant let out another booming laugh, his ice-blue eyes flashing with mirth. “Of course, Daughter. It would be terribly inappropriate talk with strangers. I’ll save the good stories for after we feast and drink.”

Gevif sighed, and Cindra walked over to pat her on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry Frostmane, Cindra will tell lots of embarrassing stories about Pack, too.”

Sthuza sputtered, head-snakes lashing and hissing as Reyna chortled. “Of course you will, Boobs. At this point, I’m fucking certain you do it on purpose.”

The muscular hellhound beamed, leaning against the taller woman.

“It’s unfortunate Brynja’s father is not here,” Gabriel said, “as I would like to formally request her hand in marriage.” He paused to swallow before continuing. “In truth, I already asked her, and she accepted an engagement, with the provision that I come and pass the trials you demanded.”

Vadis blinked and leaned away from her to daughter. Sindul gave a throaty chuckle as several other valkyries giggled. “Daughter, you haven’t even slept with this darkly gorgeous man?”

Brynja flinched, face burning. “I-I have maintained the purity of my body for m-marriage, a-as is p-proper, Mother.”

Reyna snickered. “What about the other night in Fuck Space?”

Brynja’s already red face threatened to combust. She sputtered, tripping over her tongue and spitting a stream of nonsense, wings flapping erratically behind her.

Vadis let out a sigh of exasperation, shaking her head. “And you’ve allowed this, Gabriel? Has it been easy with your other women available, or have you struggled not to ravage my beautiful, silly girl?”

Gabriel paused, unsure how to respond. Cindra didn’t share his hesitation.

“Packmaster really wants to claim Birdsister but respects heartfelt desires.” The hellhound waggled her eyebrows, tail blurring behind her. “Cindra helps Packmaster endure.”

Isomyra chortled as Brynja, Sthuza, and Reyna all sputtered.

Gevif wrapped an arm around Cindra, who still clung to the largest valkyrie. “Sounds like you’re one worthy getting to know.” She grinned, ducking to whisper in the hellhound’s tall ears.

Gabriel cleared his throat. “I’ve respected Brynja’s desire. We thought it would be longer before I could make the trip here, but I’ve prepared for the challenges Brynja warned of. A… problem arose during a recent battle, and she proved very capable. We are–”

“You hope to recruit more valkyries to your side. Five or six, perhaps?” Vadis arched a blonde eyebrow, grinning at Gabriel’s stunned expression.

Sthuza peeled off her final coat and set it on a chair. “Should we take that as you having foreseen Gabriel’s visit? Are you opposed to our goal?”

Vadis walked over and claimed an aged wooden chair, settling on it so her wings slipped between the back posts. “I have seen enough to know what must be done. And I will fully support your efforts against the chittering darkness, lest the end times devour us all.”

“Mother, if you already knew, why the charade? W-why did I have to…”

As Brynja trembled, Gabriel reached over and pulled her into his arms, then guided her to sit as he claimed the adjacent chair.

Reyna scowled at Vadis, while Cindra and Sthuza frowned, both looking more curious than furious.

Vadis sighed and shot SIndul a glance. “Auntie, would you arrange for refreshments?”

The raven-haired valkyrie nodded. “Of course.” She turned and gestured to the younger valkyries who had followed into the large room. “Come. The Wind Mistress needs a moment. Let us prepare drinks for the toasts to come.”

When the only valkyries nearby were Brynja and her mother, Vadis sighed. “It tore at me to send you out, Brynja. If there had been any way to spare you the pain you endured, I would have taken that route in a second. Even if it meant the destruction of our Aerie.”

Brynja flinched back, stunned and appalled. “Mother?”

Vadis reached across and clasped her daughter’s hand. “You are my world, little Bryn. But if I tried to protect you from this darkness, you would have fallen, along with everyone else.”

Sthuza shifted on her chair, head-snakes intertwining. “If you knew of the threat, why not reach out to us? You could have joined when we pursued Estrial. Instead of having to free Brynja from enslavement, we could have allied with you.”

Brynja flinched at Sthuza’s mention of their initial encounter. Gabriel rubbed her back, comforting her as best he could.

“I would have. If it was as simple as you finding an enslaved valkyrie with clipped wings, I would have gladly butchered my own and sold myself to take her place.”

Gabriel frowned, watching as Sthuza and Vadis spoke. “You can’t control your Foresight. And you never saw enough details to ensure you pursued the best course.”

Flashing a sad smile, Vadis nodded. “Exactly. The only way to support you was for my daughter to be in the right place when you passed through. Afterward, I saw enough to connect the dots, but until then, I never would have succeeded. Until you two met, I never saw your face, Gabriel. Only an impressive male, shrouded in shadows.”

The older valkyrie sighed and stared up at the thick beams supporting the roof. “At first, I thought it might have been Bryn’s father. Y-you have a similar build after all.”

“Mother? You never really talk about Father.”

Vadis gave her daughter a sad smile. “No. It hurts to speak of him. I knew the arrangement and the burden I’d have to live with, but I lament never seeing him again.”

Kimiko frowned, leaning closer. “Did he die?”

Vadis chuckled sadly. “No. But he is beyond my reach, and to get entangled with him now would only cause us both more suffering. Enough about him, I was explaining what I have and have not seen.”

She reiterated on the how and why of her sending Brynja. When Gabriel mentioned how Brynja thought she was being exiled, Vadis sighed and rolled her eyes.

“Of course my silly, overly serious daughter would think that.”

“But why didn’t you just tell Brynja to find Gabriel?” Reyna asked.

“That route led to failure, every time. The only way my daughter wound up where she needed to be, when you four needed her, was if I sent her out to find a mate.”

Gabriel frowned. “To find a mate?” He turned to Brynja. “That’s not the way you explained it.”

The valkyrie blushed, ducking her head. “I was more focused on the r-requirements mother set. The idea of finding a mate who could match the best of our Aerie seemed… implausible.”

Vadis nodded. “Yes, the last to succeed was your father. Few even make the attempt, since the aerial trials eliminate most men outright.” She shot Gabriel a sly glance. “You are prepared for those, yes?”

Brynja flinched, and she stared at Gabriel out of the corner of her eye. He chuckled. “Yes. I’ve been studying a few spells for those two.”

“Good. I would be quite disappointed if you failed.”

Reyna frowned, eyes narrowing. “Wait, if you want him to succeed, why bother with the whole trial bit?”

“Because honor and traditions are important to our people,” Vadis said. Her gaze softened as she watched her daughter sit taller. “Plus, I cannot order a flight of valkyries to serve under an outsider unless he completes the rites and proves himself worthy.”

Everyone else sat up at Vadis’s firm declaration.

“So, you are open to aiding us?” Sthuza asked. “With five additional valkyries, we will be able to crush that foul abomination.”

“Six,” Kimiko said.

The gorgon turned to glare at the taller, pale-skinned woman. Head-snakes rose to glare down at Kimiko, but one shook itself, bumped against Sthuza’s cheek to get her attention, then nodded toward the oni.

After going cross-eyed for a second, Sthuza sighed and nodded. “I believe you may be correct.” She shot Vadis an apologetic smile. “Six more.”

“Huh?” Reyna asked, glancing between the two oldest bonded. “I thought she only needed six total?”

Gabriel shook his head. “No, it makes sense. Meri can conjure wolf drakes, even though the only one we had was Gwen.”

“Yeah, and she was bonded to you. So wouldn’t Brynja count?”

“No, because Gwen’s a Minion. Hellhounds, gorgons, lycans, oni, and valkyries were unavailable, even though you’re all bonded.”

Sthuza nodded. “Yes, Master. And despite your recent level ups, you are not powerful enough to take Brynja as a Minion, even if you were willing to break her bond and start over.”

Vadis smiled. “I already have six volunteers ready to swear their fealty to your crystalline companion, Gabriel. But only if you can prove yourself in the ancient trials.”

“I’m ready whenever you can get them set up.”

“Why did Bright Feathers look so sad when you mentioned Brynja’s father?” Cindra asked.

Vadis’s smile turned brittle as Brynja focused on her. “My beloved proved himself truly worthy of inclusion as a hero of the ancient legends. But he held obligations to the throne that prevented him from staying here with me. With us.”

Reyna smirked. “Throne? So Birdbrain really is a princess.”

Brynja pouted, folding the wing opposite Gabriel around to shield herself from Reyna’s cocky leer.

“There’s more to your tale,” Gabriel said, watching the older valkyrie’s shoulders sag.

“Yes. I imagine Brynja chose not to mention that valkyries mate for life.”

Brynja trembled against him, and Gabriel tightened his grip, hugging her close. “I don’t have any plans of letting this valkyrie go. But… you’re destined to live without your love.”

Vadis nodded. “He still lives, but we cannot be together. That insectoid queen you face is not the only dark threat looming over Evora. My beloved’s role is too great, the danger too perilous, for me to distract him. I will not let my own happiness bring the world to ruin.”

“Mother?” Brynja leapt from her chair and flung herself at the older valkyrie. Vadis wrapped her tight, their wings interlocking as they hugged.

“My darling, Bryn. I’m so glad you found your heart.”

Brynja sniffled, and she wasn’t alone. Gabriel wrapped an arm around Sthuza as head-snakes patted at the gorgon’s wet cheeks. Cindra claimed Reyna, comforting the lycan as she stubbornly refused to acknowledge her tears.

After a few minutes, the mother and daughter calmed. A mischievous look washed over Vadis’s face. “I am however, a little miffed that you have kept your hands off my daughter.”

Cindra nodded sagely. “Yep. It was awful of Packmaster to leave Packsister horny and unfilled.”

“Uh, you mean unfulfilled?” Reyna asked, voice a little husky.

Cindra’s grin widened. “Cindra said it right. Packmaster should have filled all mates’ wombs lots by now. But Birdsister only got soul seed, and Grouchy Panties skipped Pack nights.”

“Eh? I could have sworn you were bragging about how the both of ya sucked down huge loads of his baby batter,” Isomyra said, smirking at Reyna.

The werebadger flushed and sputtered as the gnome cackled.

“Yep, but Packmaster never properly claimed mates. Cindra thinks Pack should correct soon.” The hellhound grinned at Vadis, then over at Gabriel. “Maybe tonight?”

“Oh, you haven’t ridden him yet, Bryn?” Svedra asked, drawing attention to the group of returning valkyries. “Damn girl, we’d figured you might already be pregnant.”

Brynja’s face heated. Her mother grinned, watching as several younger valkyries followed the petite, raven-haired girl back along the great hall.

Sindul chuckled. “Now, now, daughter. Do not tease your cousin too much. We all know how prim and proper she tries to be.” The older woman smirked when Brynja, face still heating, turned a childish pout on her. “But she does deserve at least a little teasing.”

Astryn nodded. “Definitely. If it wasn’t obvious he’s smitten with her, I’d be trying to bed the hunk myself.”

Cindra whispered something in Gevif’s ear, and the large valkyrie blushed almost as bright as Brynja.

“Heh, feeling like a choice piece of meat yet, Alpha?” Reyna chortled as she leapt up and grabbed a tankard from the large tray carried by two much younger valkyries.

The children couldn’t be more than ten or twelve, and their wings rose over their heads, folded back behind them. Two more balanced an even larger tray between them, bright, cherubic smiles on their faces as they delivered platters laden with thin-sliced, smoked meat and cheese.

“I figured we could use something to munch on while getting to know each other,” Sindul said, smiling as Brynja’s peers rushed over and claimed tankards.

Vadis nodded. “Thanks, Sin. Now, please, all of you take what you like. While I insist Gabriel undergoes the trials, that’s for tomorrow. Tonight, we celebrate the return of my daughter and her soon-to-be mating circle.”

Over a dozen women gave boisterous cheers. Cindra’s excited barks were deafening in the long, stone hall.

Cindra snagged the tray of drinks, dragging the two valkyrie children for a moment until they let go. “Maybe winged pups should get more drinks?”

Gabriel laughed as she rushed over and passed tankards out among his bonded. “Relax, Cindra, I’m sure Vadis planned for this.” He glanced over at the older valkyrie and arched an eyebrow.

Vadis’s face went blank. “There’s something special about her, isn’t there?”

Brynja flashed a smug smile at her mother’s growing sense of dread. Reyna snickered. “Heh, yeah. Boobs’ll out drink all the rest of us. And you better have at least a couple of those goats on a spit if you’re planning on feeding her.”

Isomyra howled in laughter as the valkyrie leader shot Sindul a pleading look.

Sindul joined in with rich, throaty laughter as she headed back out. “I’ll handle it. But it’s a delight to see you miss something for a change, Vadis.”

Cindra’s plump lips curved down, her glowing eyes dimming as she glanced between Gabriel and Vadis. “Is Cindra a problem? Don’t want to mess up Birdsister’s special night.”

“Relax, silly pup,” Gabriel said, beckoning her over with his free hand. As she dragged a chair closer, he tipped his tankard back for a taste.

Rich, sweet mead danced across his tongue. Notes of honey, apple, and spices titillated his taste buds and soothed his throat. After a longer drink than he’d planned, he smacked his lips and nodded at Vadis. “This is delicious. I’ve never been much of a mead guy, but this is great. Thank you.”

“Only the best for my daughter’s mating night.”

Gabriel paused at her playful, teasing smile. Brynja’s face continued to brighten, and he started to worry she might combust.

Vadis walked over with a tankard of her own and patted her daughter’s shoulder. “I’m sorry my little darling. You’ve always been such a serious girl that I can’t resist teasing you a bit.”

Reyna slurped loudly, then burped, but a faint sadness shadowed her otherwise happy presence. Reaching out through their bond, Gabriel confirmed she was thinking of her own family.

I need to learn more about her past, but asking about her mother right now isn’t wise. We’ll deal with Raeya later, but I’m not letting Reyna wallow in despair tonight. She’s part of our Pack, and that means shared sadness and joy.

Cindra plopped down on the solid wooden chair at his side, and while the thick oak groaned, it didn’t splinter. She snuggled up against Gabriel, tail whacking his back as she chugged her mead.

Gabriel took another sip, then turned toward Reyna.

‘Come on over and join us, Reyna. Tonight isn’t about the loved ones we’ve lost, but the new family we’re building together.’

The lycan’s lips turned upward, and she nodded. Instead of heading straight to him, she threw her head back, drained her tankard, and intercepted the next tray of drinks before joining him and Cindra.


Chapter Forty-One







Several of the younger valkyries Brynja introduced earlier surrounded his bonded, barraging the blonde with a flurry of questions and lewd suggestions.

Sthuza and Kimiko dragged two more chairs closer to Gabriel and settled down with tankards of their own. “Well, Love. I would say it was an inspired idea to make the journey when we did.”

“Yeah. I knew Brynja was both dreading and longing for this trip, but damn, her joy is positively flooding our bond.”

Kimiko smiled, tail weaving lazily through the air beside her. “I am… happy for her. She is a brave and noble warrior, and it is satisfying to see her truly relaxed.”

“Hells yeah. Birdbrain’s always so serious until she gets buzzed.” A sly grin crossed the werebadger’s face. “Hey, Alpha, think the others ’ill get as shit-faced as she does?”

“Don’t know, Reyna. Pretty sure Brynja’s a bit unique, even here among her people.”

Cindra cocked her head to the side, tail stilling, as she considered the cluster of young valkyries. “Cindra thinks a couple will. But most can handle tasty drinks without red faces.”

Sthuza giggled, several head-snakes rocking with laughter, others nodding. “Yes, I believe you are right, dearest sister.”

Cindra beamed and grabbed the gorgon, dragging her–and her chair–over to cuddle.

A raucous cackle rang out, and Gabriel rolled his eyes as Isomyra startled several older valkyries. Kimiko’s mirth vanished. The oni leapt to her feet and stalked toward her thrall, tail lashing.

‘Don’t be too hard on her, Kimi. It’s supposed to be a party. Being loud and obnoxious is normal behavior.’

’I will not kill her, Anata. But I won’t allow her to disturb the celebration. You and your valkyrie should be the center of attention tonight.’

The vehemence in Kimiko’s mind-voice surprised Gabriel. Until he recalled her own less than satisfactory marriage.

Kimi’s oddly protective of the others, in some ways. At least she’s taken to considering my bonded as family to protect. Now if she’d just lose the temptation to murder pretty women and wear their corpses like clothes if I look too long at one.

Gabriel settled back against his chair, enjoying the vibrant excitement of Brynja and her friends. He sipped mead, savoring the sweet beverage. Cindra and Reyna leaned against him, and all felt right with the world.

Maybe an hour later, Sindul set off a mild thunderclap, interrupting the riotous chatter of two dozen valkyries and his bonded.

The raven-haired woman announced that the feast was ready. Next thing Gabriel knew, he was outside as Cindra raced toward the large fire pit in the center of a large clearing.

Reyna trotted out from the building a moment later. “Ha, Fucker. Shoulda seen your face when Boobs took off without letting go.”

Gevif stepped out next, towering over the petite lycan. A wide smile graced the large, attractive woman’s face as she watched Cindra drag him. “She is even stronger than she looks. I hope we have a chance to spar sometime.”

Sthuza and Vadis stepped out together, grinning. “I am sure you will get the chance,” the gorgon said. “But now that food has been mentioned, there will be no peace until we eat. Hopefully there will be enough. If not, I have another pot of chili prepared.”

Sindul chuckled. “Don’t worry, I told the cooks to roast three extra goats in addition to the planned feast.”

Reyna glanced to where Cindra pestered several older valkyries and a dozen men, then shot a Sindul a doubtful grin.

“Seriously? What sort of inutari is she?”

“Don’t think that’s even close,” Grimsa said. The raven-haired beauty looked like a younger, sleeker version of Sindul, making their relations obvious, if her name wasn’t sufficient.

“My dear sister is a seruuberc hellhound,” Brynja said. “Perhaps she will demonstrate her other form at some point. Her coat is most luxurious.”

“Wow? For real?” Valeif said, watching Cindra drool. “I have to see this.”

“Calmly, girls,” Vadis said, shaking her head as Brynja’s group flapped wings and jostled each other on their way to the large, long table laden with roasted meats, baked vegetables, and a wide pan of browned cabbage.

“Ooo! Look, Packmaster. So many different dishes. Cindra wants to try everything!”

Gabriel chuckled as he recovered his balance now that his bonded had stopped. His stomach rumbled in eagerness as he looked over the buffet before them.

“It all looks amazing.” He turned back to Vadis and Sindul as they approached. “Thank you for welcoming us so graciously. Also, sorry about dropping in without warning, but once we figured out how, there wouldn’t have been time to send a message.”

“That’s fine, Gabriel,” Vadis said, stepping over to claim a plate. “I’ve been expecting you and your companions for a few weeks now. All that matters is that you are here and safe.”

Sindul cast the same mild thunderclap, drawing hundreds of sets of eyes toward them. “Sisters and mates, we feast tonight to celebrate new friends, but also, the imminent marriage of my niece’s only daughter.”

Whistles and shouts rang out as everyone cheered. Their love for Brynja flooded the young valkyrie and poured out across her bond with Gabriel, leaving him overwhelmed by the sincerity and passion.

After Sindul’s announcement, Vadis stood and gave a short speech, confirming to her Aerie that she had foreseen Brynja mating Gabriel and was in full support of the couple.

The younger valkyries shouted and laughed with the volume and frivolity of Cindra, and soon enough, the toasts were over, and everyone headed for the meat-centric dinner.

Roasted goat, boar, and oross dominated the largest table. Dozens of smoked razorcrest legs were piled high at one end, drawing Cindra’s attention first.

The plump, foot-long bird legs glistened with juicy fat, their skin shades of crispy brown. Cindra stripped one with a single bite, moaning in delight.

She grabbed two more, shoving one at Gabriel’s face. “Ooo, Packmaster has to try big bird legs.”

Laughing, he accepted and bit into the juicy, dark meat. Tender and spiced, it burst with flavor, the smoky crust enhancing the rich dark meat rather than overpowering.

“I didn’t think razorcrests lived this far north,” Reyna said as she sidled up next to Cindra and claimed an oversized drumstick. “They’re fucking delicious, but ornery as a pregnant quillback.”

Grimsa brushed against Reyna, reaching for the roast fowl. “The Aerie has trade relations with a couple of nearby towns. There’s a grizzled old coot in Lasthope who raises them.”

“For real? Brave son of a bitch,” Reyna replied. “Or crazy.”

Gevif walked over to join them, smiling as she watched Cindra claim an entire rack of oross ribs slathered in a rich red sauce. “I believe Sorel was a tamer for many years. Certainly he must have a way with beasts to avoid being pecked to death by the foul-tempered birds.”

Reyna perked up at the large valkyrie’s words, but Gabriel tuned out, focusing on the savory meats Cindra kept piling on his plate.

Eventually, the hellhound seemed satisfied. She plowed through the crowd of winged women, clearing a path to one of the dozen tables spread across the clearing.

Cindra carried two plates loaded to the utmost, with Gabriel’s stacked almost as high. As soon as he settled on the worn wooden bench beside her, his other bonded joined them, claiming seats on both sides of the low table.

Villaff, Gevif’s hulking half-giant father, wandered over carrying a gray keg atop his shoulder. Flashing an easy smile, he set it on the table and tapped it, and Cindra was quick to start filling the empty flagons lining table.

The mead was sweet and light, with floral hints, and paired surprisingly well with the smoked meat.

Cindra claimed Gabriel’s left, but Sthuza and Kimiko sat across from him, allowing Brynja to sit to his right. Talk was light and brief as they tore into the rich, flavorful meats, savory mashed root vegetables, and a vibrant autumn medley.

While Cindra made her preference for meat clear, even the hellhound raved about the salad of brilliant golds, spicy reds, and fresh greens. The addition of fireweed and crimsonquill mushrooms lent the leafy dish a delightful heat and subtle smokiness that complimented the fatty meats.

Brynja’s friends all rotated through, sitting for a few minutes to congratulate her and Gabriel before moving on and making room for another valkyrie.

Six winged women carrying unfamiliar-looking stringed and wind instruments settled onto stools between the bonfire and the meat-laden table. They tuned their instruments, then began playing a lively song. Two joined in with beautiful, lilting voices, singing in a liquid language Gabriel didn’t recognize.

As they played, more valkyries joined the party, and Gabriel studied the variety of men and children, curious about how they fit into the Aerie.

Every female was a valkyrie, but the boys were as eclectic as the thirty-plus “mates” scattered through the flock of winged women.

Villaff was the largest male, but not the most exotic. A winged man sat with a slight valkyrie and their daughter, his owlish features pronounced to the extreme.

Never met a beastkin with a beak. Not sure what it’d be like to kiss one of those.

‘Never seen a strigorn before, Alpha?’

‘Nope. Name sounds familiar, though. They’re native to the region, aren’t they? Would explain the white plumage.’

‘Yeah. They’ve got killer eyesight. There was this adventurer bitch I worked with on a hunt once. She could give Snakes a run for her money with a bow.’

Grimsa leaned over and whispered in Reyna’s ear, distracting the lycan again, and Gabriel returned to his meal.

Despite the bewildering variety of species on display, none of the valkyrie showed a hint of disdain for the males, seeming to accept them as members of the Aerie.

A few younger valkyries shot fearful glances at Kimiko, Isomyra, and Sthuza, though even they seemed only nervous, none showing the disdain or hate that was common back in Ailannor.

When Sthuza noticed his people-watching, she flashed an understanding smile. Her head-snakes, swathed in their wool stockings, swaying to the music.

‘Are you enjoying the party, Love?’

‘Very much. There’s such a welcoming, peaceful air here. We definitely need to get that portal working.’

‘It should be simple enough. Though you will have to make the trip back out to Zeke’s dungeon to finalize it.’

‘And that might have to wait until we deal with Vesrah. We’ll be careful, but it’s definitely something I want to do as soon as we can.’

The sun disappeared as the festivities continued. The buffet table grew sparse as two hundred plus revelers went back for seconds–or in the case of Cindra, fifths.

As they finished eating, more valkyries joined the musicians, lending their voices to the singers.

Gabriel cleared his second plate, then turned and leaned back against the table, nursing a full flagon of mead as he watched a number of children dance around a huge fire pit.

Brynja snuggled close, draping a wing over his shoulders, but remained quiet, her own gaze just as focused on her younger kin and their unbridled zest for life.

Older valkyries joined the revelers dancing around the fire. The music picked up, faster and louder. Svedra and Astryn led the rest of Brynja’s friends out into the center, their voices rising as they began singing a raucous tune that sounded straight out of an adventurer’s tavern.

Cindra and Reyna laughed, raising flagons and toasting the boisterous dancers. Their movements lacked the formal grace and order of Ailannori dances, but their carefree vibrancy made it just as enjoyable to watch.

Sthuza sat with Sindul and Vadis, the trio chatting as they watched the young valkyries perform.

After the second faster paced song ended, Astryn skipped through the crowd and approached Brynja. “Come, Bryn, it’s time for you and your mate to dance.”

Brynja stiffened, face heating. “W-we m-must wait until the trials.”

“Nonsense, Bryn. You’ve speared the choicest male I’ve ever seen. Now it’s time for him to spear you.”

Grimsa gave a raunchy laugh. “Yeah, if you don’t take him back to your room and ride him tonight, we’re gonna try and steal him from you.”

Brynja’s face paled, eyes flaring wide. She shook herself, wings flapping as she spun toward Kimiko.

The oni sat with a pair of the oldest-looking valkyries, though even they appeared no more than sixty or so by human standards. The three women hunched over a checkered game board, oblivious to everyone else.

Brynja sighed in relief. “We are fortunate my newest sister is distracted. You should not make such outrageous statements, even in jest.”

Gevif stalked over, smirking. “Who said they’re joking, Bryn. None of us have found a male worth pursuing, and now you’ve got this huge, gorgeous hunk and you’re not going to claim him properly? You can’t expect all of us to ignore him.”

“Cindra thinks Birdsister is best winged-sister. Packmaster can’t add new mates until all Packsisters are satisfied.”

Brynja froze again as the hellhound joined the group surrounding her and Gabriel. Cindra leered down at the nervous valkyrie, her eyes glowing with mischief.

“If Birdsister needs help, Cindra will join. But maybe first time should be nice and private. That way, Packmaster can give full attention.” The hellhound blushed, her gray cheeks darkening even as her lips curved up. “Sometimes, Cindra can distract Packmaster too much.”

Svedra and Grimsa stared, wide-eyed, at Cindra, while Gevif licked her lips, shooting the muscular hellhound a hungry leer.

“Are we supposed to dance, Brynja?” Gabriel asked, rising and turning to offer his hand. “We wouldn’t want to violate tradition.”

Eyes flicking everywhere but at his, Brynja gulped, then gave a jerky nod. “R-right. We most definitely should avoid disrespecting tradition.”

Her friends smirked, and Reyna snickered. The instant Brynja touched his hand, Cindra yipped and grabbed them both.

She dashed over to where other valkyries continued dancing and shoved the startled pair forward. “Time for mates to dance.”

Women cheered and whistled. Villaff gave a booming shout, causing his statuesque daughter to pout and shrink in on herself as her friends giggled.

Gabriel gazed into Brynja’s silver-blue eyes. Despite her heating face, she smiled back at him and reached out. He took the lead, joining the cluster of valkyries swaying as they circled around the crackling fire.

The music seemed to grow louder as people ceased talking and turned to watch the pair dance.

Astryn led her friends over, and they paired off. The blonde partnered with Grimsa, while sleek Svedra made a comical sight dancing hand-in-hand with Gevif.

Valeif, the quiet, white-haired valkyrie took the lead with Thyrnara, ignoring the brunette’s scowl as her billowing robe flapped around them.

Gabriel tuned out the others, focusing on his bonded. Brynja gazed into his eyes, a brilliant smile gracing her lips as they danced. The music slowed, and Gabriel drew her in for a more intimate dance.

So close to the fire pit, the chill of the mountain night washed away. As he held Brynja, pressing her firm breasts against his chest, their body heat merged, and she rested her chin on his shoulder.

They swayed in time to the relaxed beat of a haunting melody. Gabriel slid a hand around to Brynja’s lower back, holding her close.

“Thank you, Gabriel,” Brynja whispered. “This is wonderful.”

“Is this the proper lead-up to mating among your people? Given some of the things you’ve said, I was expecting something more formal.”

Cheek resting on his shoulder, Brynja shook her head. “No, Mother might be correct that I, at times, lean more toward formality than is perhaps warranted. Valkyries choose their lovers freely, but motherhood demands a lifemate, someone who’s proven himself through the ancient trials. Though normally, you would need only best me in four of seven. Sometimes even a single trial is sufficient. To conquer the Aerie’s champions in all seven is… unusual.”

Gabriel smiled fondly down at the breathtaking woman. “Are you willing to take me as your ‘lifemate’?”

Brynja tilted her head back. Their eyes locked, her gaze holding an ancient solemnity he hadn’t witnessed before. “I believe we surpassed that threshold long ago, my lord,” she whispered, voice husky. “Accepting your bond wasn’t simply about restoring my wings or fighting by your side against injustice. It was a soul-deep resonance—a thrumming I never knew existed within me, yet felt woven into my very being. The uncanny reaction scared me, but now I feel certain it was the briefest glimpse of the threads of fate woven between us, proclaiming you my destiny.”

“Hey, none of that ‘lord’ business tonight. We’re just two young lovers preparing to come together. But, yeah, you did already make quite the commitment to me, didn’t you?”

Giggling, Brynja nodded.

“Cindra thinks Packmaster should kiss Birdsister, then mount her.”

Brynja and Gabriel both flinched, eyes widening at the hellhound’s sudden appearance right next to them.

Cindra gave them a goofy grin and waggled her expressive eyebrows.

Brynja giggled, head shaking in fondness at the hellhound’s antics. “Dearest sister, you are incorrigible. Still, perhaps you are right.” She shifted to gaze into his eyes. “Will you accept me as one of your lifemates, Gabriel Grimm?”

Meeting her unwavering gaze, Gabriel straightened, then nodded. “Yes, Brynja Vadisdóttir,” he affirmed, voice resonant. “I wholeheartedly accept you—for all time.”

“Heh, yeah, you can’t say that ‘till death do we part’ bit like most people,” Reyna said, causing several valkyries to turn her way.

Cindra frowned and whacked the lycan with her tail. “Naughty Grouchy Panties. Shouldn’t spill Pack secrets.”

“The hells? You’re way worse about that than–”

Cindra grabbed Reyna and dragged her away, turning back to wink before they disappeared behind walls of white feathers.

Gabriel laughed as the pair vanished. “Come, Brynja. I think it’s time we slip out.”

“A-are you sure, Gabriel?”

Pulling her along as he pushed through smirking valkyries, Gabriel grinned. “Of course. After all, I need to get off on the right foot with your mother, so we definitely shouldn’t disappoint her.”

Brynja beamed. “Of course not. While I would prefer my first time in our tower, perhaps we could stop by Mother’s home first? I-I would like to pick up a few things there.”

“Of course we can.”


Chapter Forty-Two







Feathers brushed against Gabriel’s nose. A faint tickle built, then a powerful sneeze crashed over him. Opening his eyes, he stared, waiting for the overwhelming white glare to fade.

Damn, didn’t realize we slept so… Wait, we’re in the tower, and I didn’t add any windows. That’s not sunlight.

Blinking again, Gabriel stared at the vast white blanketing his vision. Infinitely detailed texture kept his vision from coming into focus. He took a deep breath, inhaling a crisp, soothing cedar and vanilla scent.

“Ah, I-I am unsure how I feel about you sniffing me, Gabriel.”

His mind screeched to a halt at Brynja’s voice. Then he recalled the previous night, and a huge grin spread across his face.

“Morning, my lovely valkyrie. How do you feel today?”

The huge feathered wing draped over him retracted as Brynja shifted. Her arm tightened against his chest, and blonde locks brushed his cheek.

“I feel most well.” She sat up, exposing the upper part of her flawless figure. Her breasts jiggled as she turned to grace Gabriel with a stunning smile. “In fact, I feel… right. Now I am finally equal with my dear sisters.”

“Glad to hear it. But I’ve always viewed you as equal with the others. Though, I really enjoyed having last night with you. Do you have any regrets?”

Brynja’s cheeks heated, but she didn’t look away. Her wings stretched wide, then folded back tight as her lips curved up. “Perhaps that I delayed so long in sharing such a physical experience with you?” She stared at him with the most sincere expression, as though preparing to share a profound realization. “Sex is amazing. While I fondly recall our trysts in your astral abode, there is something about being fully anchored within my own body.”

Gabriel laughed at her intense, serious look. Before she could take offense, he pulled her close, kissing her cheek. “I love you, Brynja. Don’t ever change.”

◆◆◆

It was almost an hour after Gabriel woke before he and Brynja left the upper floor suite and descended to the common room.

His other bonded lounged around the cavernous first floor. Isomyra sat with Reyna and Grimsa, the three huddled around a small round table.

Sthuza, Astryn and Thyrnara sat at the dining table, bonding over tea. Kimiko and Svedra, the smallest valkyrie sat on the couch opposite Reyna’s group, looking over a collection of wicked blades.

The exterior door stood open, letting chilly mountain air into the tower. Just as Gabriel was about to close it, Cindra stomped in, covered with snow. Gevif followed her, just as messy.

“Ooo! Packmaster’s up.” Cindra charged straight for him, scattering snow and slush with every step.

Sthuza gave a scathing hiss, while Reyna chortled, but Gabriel just grinned at his tallest bonded and began casting Cleanse.

Magic scoured the hellhound clean a half-step before she wrapped him and Brynja in a crushing hug. “How was mating, Birdsister? Did Packmaster fill you up?” A huge grin brightened her gray face. “Maybe Pack gets winged pups?”

Brynja sputtered incoherently, wings flapping, as her face burned. Gabriel laughed, soul vibrating with joy at the honest love and affection coursing across so many bonds at once.

“No, silly pup. Sthuza got Morningstar’s Mercy for Brynja, too. Now let go, so we can grab some food before it gets too late. I’ll need to prepare for the trials.”

Astryn smiled. “Hey, first off. Congrats, you two. You look radiant, Bryn.” She shifted her focus to Gabriel, eyes sharp. “Second, are you sure you can actually pass them? I mean, Vadis seems to believe you will, but… I sure as hells couldn’t.”

Still sitting next to Kimiko, Svedra grinned. “I hope you don’t hold it against me, but I’m totally thrashing you in Aerial Agility. That’s like my whole thing, and while I love that broad, muscular body you’re rocking, you’ve got no chance of beating me.”

Brynja flinched. “You are competing against Gabriel?”

The svelte, raven-haired valkyrie nodded, grin widening. “Yeah. So, I don’t think your mate’s going to pass this time. But, he can always try again next year, right?”

The grin spreading across Kimiko’s face was far more sinister. Enough so that Astryn and Brynja gulped. Kimiko’s tail rose to wave before Svedra, getting her attention.

“What? I already told you I was competing against your man. You’re not mad, are you? Maybe he can win the duels, but there’s no one in the Aerie that can match me in the air.”

Gabriel stared as the oni’s grin widened ludicrously.

“Uh, that’s all kinds of fucking terrifying,” Reyna murmured. “Can you actually grin without making me fear for my soul?”

Kimiko’s amusement vanished.

“Relax, Kimi. Reyna’s just teasing. But, I’m glad you didn’t lash out over that.”

Svedra flinched, edging away from the athletic oni sitting less than a foot from her. “Lash out? Wait, I thought we were good? We’ve been bonding over the quickest ways to kill.”

Kimiko ignored the nervous valkyrie, her intense purple gaze locked on Gabriel’s face. “I know you will utterly dominate them, Gabriel Grimm.”

“Oh ho, confident,” Gevif said, a huge smile on her face. “I like it. We should all strive to support our allies so assertively.”

Sthuza giggled. “I must agree with my sister bonded.” She shot Svedra a pitying look that left the small valkyrie squirming in confusion. “I look forward to seeing your event.”

Brynja stared at the smug gorgon for several seconds, then glanced at Gabriel. “You said you have been practicing for the flight challenges?”

Gabriel fought not to smirk. “Yes. Since I trained as a mage, I’ve been thinking up ways to maximize my advantages. It should prove… interesting.”

◆◆◆

After a bowl of oatmeal and cold sausages, they headed out of the tower. Even more valkyries filled the village than Gabriel recalled seeing the previous day.

Vadis and Sindul greeted Gabriel and his bonded before leading them on a short hike up a nearby hill with a flattened top several hundred feet across.

“This is our arena, where you will fight your duels,” Vadis said, smiling. “But, traditionally we’ve required all aspirants to face the aerial challenges first, as they tend to be the most challenging for those without wings.”

Reyna snorted. “I’m surprised you can ever claim a ‘lifemate’ with all these challenges. They basically have to be a caster of some sort, right? And other than this big-dicked monster fucker, pretty sure most of those prissy pricks can’t swordfight to save their lives.”

Sindul grinned. “True, but for most of our sisters, their prospective mates only have to best their family, not the whole Aerie.”

“The hells? Then why does Alpha have to go up against your best? Bi–I mean, Brynja was fucking specific about that shit. Said he has to defeat the best you have in each trial.”

Brynja blushed, staring down at her feet as she sputtered nonsense. Vadis smiled motherly. “My daughter is effectively a princess, not even counting her father’s bloodline. As such, the entire Aerie is considered our extended family.”

“It’s fine, Reyna,” Gabriel said. “I knew this would be the case, and I’ve prepared for it.”

Cindra frowned, head tilting side to side. “How did Frostmane’s dad best her family? Can he fly like Packmaster?” An eager grin washed away her frown. “Ooo, can he teach Cindra to fly too?”

Villaff laughed. “Hardly, Lass. But the trials allow for mounts. So I arranged a stryvern to ride. Scrounged up a winged cloak for the duel, too. Even then, it took me three long years to win my winged beauty’s hand.” Pulling his blushing wife close, he grinned at Gabriel. “Worth it.”

Gabriel stood tall as Sindul cast a minor spell to amplify her voice and announced the rites of Odin would begin.

“Are you ready, Gabriel Grimm?” the older valkyrie asked.

“I am. Today I compete for Brynja Vadisdóttir’s hand in marriage. I will defeat any challengers you field against me.”

Vadis beamed. “Excellent. Let us begin.”

Two hundred plus valkyries, and forty-two men, gathered around the massive chalk-outlined arena. Eager shouts and cheers rang out as Sindul announced that Gabriel would face Helrynd Agadnedóttir first.

A tall, willowy valkyrie with short blonde hair stepped from the crowd. A dozen women near her whooped, grinning and flapping their wings.

Gabriel started forward, meeting her in the center of the massive circle. She gave a polite bow, spreading the largest pair of wings Gabriel had seen on any valkyrie other than Gevif. A kind smile spread across her heart-shaped face. “While your love for Brynja is obvious, Gabriel, I will give my all in this competition. If your fate is entwined with our dear sister’s, prove it here and now.”

Gabriel pressed his right hand over his chest and bowed. “Don’t go easy on me. To do less would dishonor my beloved.”

Vadis nodded, walking with Sindul to join the pair. “Well said, Gabriel.”

“Remember, you may only use magic that affects you, and you must wait until I signal the start.”

Helrynd smirked. “Better cast quick.”

Gabriel’s only response was a sly grin as he focused his mind, ensuring his mana pool was ready to tap.


Chapter Forty-Three







As Helrynd stretched, demonstrating incredible grace and flexibility, Gabriel focused on his pool. With the elixirs he’d been drinking, it was plenty full.

Besides, I’ve got a few tricks for them. Most of my ideas wouldn’t be useful in regular life, but for trials like this, I’m feeling pretty confident.

After Brynja explained that two of the seven trials were aerial, Gabriel made a trip back to the Academy. With Elaine having restored his academic record, he was welcomed with smiling faces.

Professor Reysandoral was the best mage Gabriel knew, and the elf specialized in wind magic. It took a week to refine an Aetheric Shield spell for aerodynamics, a word Reysandoral assured him wasn’t made up.

After testing the spell in the Astral Realm, Gabriel had imbued a silver spell token with the shaped barrier.

Brynja did say men often used flying talismans, cloaks, and the like. Though, I wonder if Vadis saw this coming.

Helrynd finished warming up as Gabriel stripped off his elegant gambeson, leaving him in a skintight black shirt and dark-gray wool combat trousers.

A few valkyries whistled as he stripped his armor off, and Brynja preened as her friends made several crude, lewd comments.

“Take wing when my flare explodes,” Sindul said, pointing a simple willow wand toward the sky.

Fingering the silver token, Gabriel waited for the signal. A pink missile shot up, and a second later, exploded in a brilliant glowing cloud.

Helrynd’s wings flapped, stirring up a tiny blizzard as snow sprayed across Gabriel and the spectators. The willowy valkyrie shot up like an arrow.

“What are you waiting for, Fucker? Get flapping or that rail-thin bitch is going be back before you get in the fucking air.”

Cindra grabbed the grumbling lycan, pulling her up to hug against the hellhound’s huge breasts. “Don’t worry, Grouchy Panties, Packmaster will win.”

“How the hells are you always so damn confident, Boobs?”

Not bothering to fight the grin as his bonded chattered, Gabriel spun up his much improved Flight spell, another gift from Professor Reysandoral. He traced the glyphs with both hands, focus split on working the spell two glyphs at a time.

Sindul asked something, and Sthuza replied, but Gabriel tuned them out. No doubt the veteran mage was shocked to see his casting method, but he had other things to worry about.

As soon as he finished the spell, he released it, and a surge of arcane power washed over him.

Mana: 95%

Gabriel snapped the spell token, grinning as an oddly contoured Aetheric Shield sprang into existence before him. He had altered the angles and proportions based on the sleek design of Brynja’s helmet and armor.

When the valkyrie tucked her head and sprinted through the air, her full armor drastically reduced the wind drag, and he was eager to test how it would boost his magical flight.

He kicked off the ground, rocketing thirty feet into the air.

“Damn,” Gevif said.

“Not bad, but he’ll never catch–”

Gabriel threw his full attention to the active spell, hurling himself forward, and cut off Svedra.

Astonished gasps and shrieks chased after him as he hurtled through the air. His shield blazed before him, cutting through the sky and allowing for unrestricted acceleration.

Despite taking off twenty seconds after Helrynd, he spotted her less than a minute later.

Her wide wings blazed with golden energy as they flapped, propelling her faster than Brynja ever flew.

She glided through the sky like an eagle, sleek and regal as she raced ahead without a backward glance.

Gabriel grinned and pushed more mana into Flight.

Mana: 93%

The route’s maybe a hundred miles, round trip. But we’re already far enough out that I can’t see the village.

Even with over two months of practice, almost all of it in the Astral Realm, Gabriel still struggled to execute precision control over his flying magic. But in a long-distance race like this, all he needed do was pick a direction and push for top speed.

He passed Helrynd a minute later, and she squawked in surprise. Already flashing a smug grin, Gabriel laughed when the confident valkyrie froze in midair, then sank thirty feet before remembering to flap her wings.

“H-how?”

“Magic.” Gabriel laughed again at her furious scowl. “See you later.”

With that, he drew the massive arcanite orb Sthuza had given him months ago. While it was no longer full, it still held an impressive reserve of mana, and he tied it into his spell, further boosting his speed.

The wind howled across his barrier, and Gabriel started to wonder if the shield would wear down from air resistance before he finished the race.

I’ll deal with it if there’s a problem. For now, let’s try to set a record.

Gabriel rocketed through the sky with most of his focus on maintaining Flight. While he felt confident he would win, it was against his fundamental outlook on life to take unnecessary risks, so he kept pushing.

Plus, he looked forward to seeing Vadis and Sindul’s reaction when he returned well ahead of Helrynd.

All I have to do is win. But my performance reflects on Brynja, so I want to make a lasting impression.

Gabriel spotted the peak of Talon’s Roost, and shifted his aim to land before the trio of valkyries sitting on stools, chatting.

He cut back on the power flowing into Flight, but even so, he slammed down far harder than intended. His boots tore furrows through the snow, and he stumbled along with his momentum until he got his balance.

Three women shrieked in terror, spinning toward him, one drawing her sword.

“What? You’re Brynja’s mate!?”

Gabriel grinned. “I think you’re supposed to hand me a token.”

The oldest valkyrie blinked several times, her mouth opening and closing without words. Her companion elbowed her in the side, chortling. “Come on, Helga. Give the speedy male his runestone.”

Helga nodded, still mute. She pulled a flat gray stone the size of her palm from a pouch and handed it to Gabriel.

He glanced down, spotting a sharp-lined symbol etched into the simple stone. Beneath Magesight, it bore the faintest magical aura. “Thanks. I can head back now, right?”

“But you’re like twenty minutes too soon. How’d you get here so fast?” the third valkyrie asked.

Gabriel flashed a shit-eating grin, causing all three women to scowl. “Magic.”

He crouched before leaping into the air, mind focused on reactivating Flight. The subdued spell flared bright, sucking in mana from the arcanite and the tap on his pool.

Mana: 89%

Using the tallest peaks as landmarks, he started back the way he’d come. Ten minutes later, Helrynd grew from a tiny dot on the horizon to a huge pair of wings bracketing the thin valkyrie.

She rushed forward without slowing, though her mouth hung open, and she stared as they past.

Despite his lead, Gabriel maintained the fastest pace he could. He shifted to drawing more mana from the arcanite orb, conserving his mana pool.

◆◆◆

With most of the mana coming from arcanite, Gabriel maintained his rapid pace the entire way back. His gaze drifted across the horizon as he raced past snow-covered hills and icy mountaintops.

Twice, Gabriel spotted another small settlement along the foothills of the steep mountain range. Vast farmlands surrounded both towns, showing that people could and would spread out and survive, even thrive, anywhere possible.

Gabriel fought down a smug smirk begging to escape as he approached the Aerie. Already, a hundred stunned spectators stared, unable to believe either of them was back.

Gabriel activated Levitation before canceling both his Aetheric Shield and Flight. Using the ring’s spell, he descended to the snowy ground.

Reyna and Cindra rushed over, accompanied by four of Brynja’s friends. All six stared with a mix of excitement and awe on their faces.

Brynja, Kimiko, and Sthuza hung back. Two of them watched the stupefied valkyries process his quick return and the authentic token in his hand. Brynja tried to play it cool.

Tried.

Her wings fluttered like a twitchy hummingbird, and her grin threatened to devour her ears as her friends gushed over Gabriel’s unbelievable performance.

Vadis and Sindul approached him, the former laughing as the latter stared in slack-jawed amazement.

“Y-you… how?” Sindul managed. “What kind of magic did you use?”

“Flight and a shaped shield.”

“How much mana did you spend?” Sindul blew out a frustrated sigh. “You do realize the trials are held with no more than a day’s rest, right? If you blew your pool already, there’s no way you can complete them.”

“My lord,” Brynja said, her overly formal nature rearing its adorable head. “I believe Aunt Sindul is rather unaware of your impressive capabilities.”

As Vadis threw her hands up, shaking her head, Sindul frowned at the younger valkyrie. “I’m sure Gabriel has an impressive mana pool, and I’m not blind. That arcanite orb could hold a month of mana for me, but I know how expensive Flight is for mages.”

Mana: 83%

“Relax, I’ve still got over three quarters of my pool left. I can definitely handle the next trial. Maybe two. Tonight I’ll drink another elixir and be fine to continue.”

Sindul and Thyrnara stared at Gabriel, mouths agape. “B-but how?” the younger valkyrie mage asked. “I saw your adventurer tag. It’s only Mithril.”

Reyna snorted, tossing her platinum blonde hair about. “Fucker’s way stronger than his tag suggests. Hells, I’m probably the only one with an appropriate one at this point.”

“Cindra thinks Grouchy Panties could beat armored bully. Remember little coward in fancy armor Packmaster killed with silver knife?”

Reyna spun toward Cindra, amber eyes huge. “Wait, really? That sneaky fucker was a beast. Watching Alpha wrestle him was terrifying.”

Cindra nodded, then dashed over and crushed Gabriel against her massive breasts. “Yay, Packmaster. Just six more games and Birdsister is full Packsister.”

Vadis studied Gabriel with a speculative look, her lips twitching. “You have so much power, yet you’re not yet strong enough to defeat the purple-haired one?”

Sthuza and Kimiko flinched like they’d been slapped. The gorgon’s beaming smile drooped, while a look of unadulterated fury twisted the oni’s into a snarling mask.

Gabriel brushed their bonds with his presence, assuring them he remained in control.

Leaning around Cindra to meet Vadis’s gaze, he nodded. “Yeah. I’m still a novice at magic. I’ve grown faster in the past three months than I did in the previous ten years, but there’s a limit to how fast anyone can advance. And while my mana pool is enormous compared to my former peers’, I’ve run dry in far too many battles already.”

Sindul turned the full weight of her gaze on her niece. “Vadis, what is this about? I agreed to your plans, but… there is something darker going on than you’ve revealed.”

The Aerie leader shook her head, golden blonde hair fluttering in the breeze. “Knowing about it won’t help, Sin. Either Gabriel succeeds, or… nothing we could do will matter.”

The older valkyrie frowned. “Fine. You always have been an annoying little chirp when you’ve seen something portentous.” She turned to Gabriel and flashed a wry smile. “Your performance was impressive. Though, I am grateful tradition dictates the token be enchanted. Otherwise, it would be quite challenging to believe you flew the full course.”

Gabriel grinned as several valkyries spoke up. The chatter continued, but he tuned out most of the excited voices and sought out a short rest.

His bonded kept him company and provided a barrier against the far more interested winged women, allowing him to drink and recover in relative peace.

Relative being the operative word. At one point Cindra decided to climb into his lap, and his chair gave out beneath their combined weight. Howling laughter and a darkly blushing hellhound left him refreshed and feeling light as Helrynd touched down.

An hour later, the Aerie settled enough that Sindul could announce the second trial. The valkyrie mage had gone over the rules with him ahead of time, explaining the point value of the different colored spheres they were to strike.

As Gabriel and Svedra walked out into the arena, the young, raven-haired valkyrie’s easy confidence was long gone. Her friends cheered from the audience, shouting encouragements.

Many spectators held confidence in the young, dark-winged valkyrie, but more than a few focused on Gabriel, expecting a similarly shocking performance.

Gabriel turned inward, readying his magic.

First Alter Gravity through the scepter and Flight via my sword. Then the ring. I can split my mind between micromanaging the active magic and guiding my aim. This should be the hardest challenge, other than the skald, and that’s too subjective to worry about.

A glowing pink missile shot into the sky and detonated in a spectacular flare. Each sparkle ballooned into a glowing orb. Pink, blue, and green, they hovered in place, dotting the sky.

Gabriel started casting. Right hand gripping his sword, he wove Flight, taking care to ensure every glyph formed perfectly.

He spun up Alter Gravity once the glowing disk was half filled, the second spell circle filling in far quicker. Both completed within seconds, and he released them together.

Gabriel winced at the drain of two potent spells. Unlike with the longer race, here he wanted power and control. Tapping into arcanite and fueling the magic would reduce his ability to fine-tune his active effects.

This trial will be much shorter. I’ve practiced plenty of times in the Astral. Just focus on nailing the glowing targets.

While Levitation would be of limited use while flying, Gabriel wanted every edge, and the ability to hover without needing to adjust his Flight spell seemed wise if he needed to pause and reorient.

Svedra shot into the air, a guardless sword in one hand. She tagged a pink orb, then raced toward the nearest green target.

With the slightest leap, Gabriel rocketed into the sky. None of the orbs rose more than three-hundred feet up, so he cut out Flight, rolled in midair, then pushed more power into the spell and charged the nearest orb.

It vanished as his mithril blade sliced through, a thin band of blue appearing around the blade, just above the draconic crossguard.

He claimed a green one next, then another blue. Four pink ones in a row put him ahead of Svedra who darted about, her large black wings beating loudly.

Thirty seconds in, the orbs vanished, and another flare erupted, generating dozens more targets. Gabriel and Svedra locked gazes, and he grinned at the unnerved valkyrie before she spun and dove at a new orb.

Gabriel left a sliver of attention on his opponent, devoting that line of thought to picking targets that would inconvenience her. The rest of his focus managed his spells, adjusting his effective mass and velocity.

Two weeks of study with Professor Reysandoral had boosted Gabriel’s understanding of physics to the point he could boost and slow his speed by combining Alter Gravity and Flight.

It would take years of practice to be viable in combat, but as he streaked back and forth, he couldn’t help a grin at the sheer frenetic intensity of his performance.

We should see about making a game of this in the Astral.

‘Wanna turn Fuck Space into a magic carnival, Alpha?’

Gabriel ignored the lycan’s teasing, focused on racking up two hundred points as quickly as possible.

Another flare, blue this time, shot into the air. When it exploded in a harmless cloud of aetheric glitter, Gabriel canceled both active spells and sagged.

Mana: 69%

The strain of maintaining and controlling both spells, plus the aerial acrobatics, left him breathing heavy. Despite the icy chill outside, sweat matted his bodysuit.

Gabriel cancelled Levitation and dropped the last couple of feet, boots crunching snow.

Svedra stood a dozen feet away, the dark-haired valkyrie staring in disbelief.

“Once again, the victor is Challenger Gabriel Grimm,” Sindul said, the older mage accompanying Vadis and Gabriel’s bonded.

Brynja’s friends rushed Svedra, wrapping the dispirited young woman in supportive hugs and comforting words.


Chapter Forty-Four







Gabriel let his bonded take the lead in handling the stunned valkyries as dozens of winged women surrounded them. He clasped Brynja’s hand, keeping her close as she reveled in the adulation of her sisters.

She nestled against him, a feathery wing brushing his shoulders as the others chatted.

Gabriel focused his mind on the next event. Sindul announced he would face Grimsa in a hunting competition.

This should be the longest trial, since we can’t just rush it with brute force. But Brynja wasn’t sure if I’ll have to hunt solo, or if hunting dogs would be allowed.

Gabriel glanced over at his next opponent, who crouched beside a trio of dogs. Two were sleek, with short coats that seemed inappropriate for the chilly mountain climate. The third stood half-again as tall as the others, its head even with the valkyrie’s hips. It’s dense, fluffy coat looked far warmer, though Gabriel doubted Grimsa would let any of her hounds suffer in the cold.

An hour after the Aerial Agility trial ended, Sindul and Vadis called everyone back to the arena.

“My daughter’s suitor has proven himself more than a match for our swiftest sisters,” Vadis said, grinning out at the assembled valkyries. Amused chuckles and happy giggles filled the air, and she waited until calm resumed.

“However, aerial mastery is but one facet of our legacy. To be worthy of my heir, Aspirant Gabriel must also prove his worth in other ways. At Brynja’s suggestion, we shall now proceed to the Hunt. Let us see if he possesses the skill to sustain our Aerie.”

Grimsa smirked as Sindul called her into the center. She slunk across the snowy field, three sleek hounds flanking her. “Your magic makes you a terror in the air, but you’ll scare away the game if you throw spells around in this trial.”

Gabriel remained silent, letting the wolf-eared valkyrie boast as her friends egged her on. She was right that animals were often more sensitive to active magic than humans, but since hunting dogs were fair game, he wasn’t worried.

“I don’t have any hounds, but Brynja felt it would be fair for me to summon a few Minions to help me stalk through the forest.”

“Ooo! Cindra is a ‘hound.’ Would be happy to help Packmaster on hunt.”

“Boobs, you’re a horndog, not a hunting dog.” Reyna snickered. “You go traipsing through the woods out here, and you’re liable to scare everything smaller than a thunderpaw away.”

Smothering a giggle, Sthuza added, “I believe Gabriel needs to bring his kills back intact, Cindra. Which would mean no eating the animals you track.”

Cindra’s upturned lips drooped, and the muscular woman sagged. “Oh, right. Maybe Packmaster and Cindra can go hunting later? After he wins trial and claims Birdsister?”

Several valkyries laughed as Brynja turned beet-red. Gabriel nodded, restoring the hellhound’s brilliant smile, then he summoned Gwenaelle, Cuix, and Kestria.

The three Minions appeared from thin air and elicited multiple surprised gasps. Kestria wore her usual torso-hugging top and baggy pants, but in shades of gray and white rather than the shadowy or forest pattern Gabriel was used to.

Cuix hugged herself, bundled up in a garish yellow fur coat with bright-blue stripes.

“A kobold?” Sindul murmured. “Surely the cold will limit her usefulness.”

Kestria looked up at the older valkyrie, face spreading into one of those oversized kobold grins. “Don’t worry. War Chief’s Voice gave Kestria warm vest.”

The shadowy kobold pulled a fuzzy garment from a pouch far too small to hold the bulky cloak. She tossed the mottle patterned cloak over her back and fastened its clasp.

Gwenaelle trilled, dropping low and glaring at Grimsa’s hounds. The three dogs went rigid, baring their fangs as they pointed at the much larger wolf drake.

Grimsa ignored them, dashing toward Gwenaelle, eyes bright as she crouched low and held out an upturned hand. “Where’d you get such a gorgeous girl?”

“Wolfy lost old Pack, so Packmaster made her Pack.”

The valkyrie huntress nodded as if Cindra’s explanation made perfect sense. “Such a pretty girl. I love your scales.”

Gwenaelle glanced at Gabriel, trilled inquisitively, then stretched forward for petting when he nodded. “She’s fine, Gwen. We’re going to have a hunting competition, but we’re among friends.”

“Why’s we gotta play in the cold white, Big Boss Guy?” Cuix whined, reminding everyone the goblin was present.

“You’re going to help me locate prey. I’m sure Grimsa’s hounds are all well-trained, but I expect you to prove equally useful.”

“Aww, but I’s isn’t built for the cold.” The goblin war leader wiggled in place, arms wrapped around her modest chest. “Maybe Boss Guy wants to help warm me up? We’s could have lots of fun while tail licker and Gwen hunt tasty crawlies?”

Gabriel shuddered as his goblin Minion did her best to broadcast a sensual vision of lust. Only his experience at blocking out such unpleasantness let him keep his lunch.

As valkyries laughed, and Kimiko flashed a warning scowl, he clamped down on Cuix through their bond.

“Gwen’s a pretty girl,” Grimsa said, still rubbing Gwenaelle’s head. “But you think these three can match my good boys?”

“We’ll see tonight.” Gabriel turned to face Sindul and Vadis. “We hunt till sundown, then you’ll judge whose catch is superior?”

Both women nodded. “Yes,” Sindul said. “While quantity will be considered, we’ll be granting special consideration to rarer and more desirable game.”

Isomyra whispered something to Reyna, and the lycan chortled. “Ha, yeah. Bet Fucker goes and slays a damn dragon or some crazy shit.” Reyna froze, frowning. “Wait, there aren’t any around here, are there?”

“Friendly Elf says dragon is tastiest meat. Cindra wants to try.”

“I believe there was a large silver dragon nesting in the region,” Brynja said matter-of-factly.

Cacophonous hissing grew louder. “Pleassse do not hunt a dragon.”

“What? Of course, I’m not going after a dragon.”

Valkyries glanced between Gabriel and his bonded, looks of disbelief blending with wariness. Grimsa shook her head, rose, and headed back to her hounds, who whined for attention. “I hope not. No chance I could match that.”

It took several minutes to get everyone settled again, but once they were, Sindul signaled the start of the Hunt.

Grimsa clicked her tongue, and her dogs split up, barking as they raced across the snowy ground toward the dense forest east of the Aerie.

Curious gazes watched Gabriel as he paused near the treeline and turned inward. When Brynja had warned him of this trial, his first instinct was to find a way to use magic.

Unlike Flight, he found the spell he needed among those known by Kestria. There were countless ways to reduce detection, both magical and mundane, but the kobold shaman knew the spell Subtle Presence.

Gabriel reached across their bond, merging his consciousness with Kestria’s, and they began casting a combined spell circle.

Subtle Presence wouldn’t make them invisible, but it reduced scent, noise, and aura such that they would seem far less noticeable than normal.

The perfect spell for hunting. Which is how Kestria and her tribe used it before joining Meri. It’s low intensity nature makes it cheap to maintain, so we can keep it up for the whole afternoon if needed.

Gabriel and Kestria spent ten minutes casting the spell, taking their time to ensure optimum efficiency. Once the magic settled across him and all three Minions, he ordered them to split up and scout the forest for prey.

I trust Gwen and Kestria to pick worthwhile targets, but I’ll need to keep an eye on Cuix, or she’ll find a spot to sleep. Or try to foist off a bunch of vermin and grubs as worthy game.

Gabriel stalked through the woods, slipping around towering coniferous trees and taking care not to slip on the snowy, uneven ground. He split his focus, peeking in on each Minion to monitor their progress.

Gwenaelle seemed right at home, despite how stark her dark fur and scales were against the prevalent white snow. She slunk beneath burdened trees and frozen shrubs.

Whenever she found something worth hunting, she would pause, crouching even lower, motionless. Exploding into efficient motion, she tackled her prey, and a quick bite at their neck ended any resistance.

Gabriel sent a spike of appreciation across their bond along with directions on where she could deposit the slain critter while continuing his own hunt.

Kestria stuck closer to him than the wolf drake, though she ranged out far enough to pick up scent trails and track them back. Ever since Reyna suggested teaching the kobolds to sling, the shadowstalker chieftess had practiced regularly.

She spun her sling in a blur and sent a sleek, enchanted bullet whistling at her target. To his surprise, she aimed even bigger than Reyna, dropping a large caribou with a headshot.

Ha, at this rate, I’m going to wind up doing nothing but hauling corpses back. There’s no way any of them could drag that beast.

Gabriel made a note of where the caribou fell, then continued on. Senses sharpened thanks to his bonds with Cindra, Reyna, and Sthuza, he followed a faint presence that seemed to almost call to him.

Peeking in on Cuix, Gabriel paused, curious to find the goblin stalking a dog-sized bundle of blue and white fur.

“Stupid, sexy, Boss Guy refuses to mate yet makes my beautiful self scrabble through this cold white for meat,” she grumbled under her breath. “I’s gonna catch this oversized blue rabbit, and then Boss Guy’s gonna be so amazed.”

Gabriel remained silent, holding back his mental presence enough not to distract the focused goblin.

Cuix snuffled, tongue darting out to taste the air before frowning. A shiver that wasn’t entirely weather-related shook her petite form. “Something big and hungry nearby. Boss Guy better appreciate.”

Her head bumped a branch, and powdery snow cascaded across her. She huffed, shaking herself for a moment. Her lurid yellow hood slipped, leaving a wide, leathery ear flopped backward until she adjusted it.

“Hmm, maybe Fanged Death is best way into Boss Guy’s pants? If this mutant rabbit is as tasty as it smells, could try bribing her?” Cuix gave a decisive nod. “Yeah, that’s brilliant. I’s a genius.”

Gabriel rolled his eyes as she continued talking to herself while pursuing the frosthopper through the snow. He froze when he noticed a familiar-looking tree.

Is she approaching me?

He pulled back from his Minion and checked his surroundings. A rustle like silk over fur drew his attention. Turning, he spotted movement, and focused until recognizing Grimsa.

The beastkin valkyrie glided across the snow, leaving the faintest impression of footprints. She started past him, then froze and sniffed the air before turning.

A bright smile lit up her face but fell into a worried frown a second later. She held up a hand and stalked over.

“That you, Gabriel?” she whispered when she reached the dense brush where he crouched.

“Yeah,” he replied, just as softly. “I didn’t realize you looped around this direction.”

Grimsa shook her head. “Spot picked up a scent and went crazy, so I was checking it.”

Gabriel sighed. His initial excitement at tracking something impressive melted away once he realized the skilled valkyrie was also stalking it. “What are we after here? I’m not even sure how I picked it up in the first place.”

Grimsa gaped at him for a second before smothering a chuckle. “Damn, you’ve got some talent at this. I almost didn’t notice your presence. But I think there’s a baneheart near here. So we need to slip away.”

Given Gabriel’s bias against combat magic in school, he only half-remembered the bestiary entry for the apex predator. Large as a dire bear, they were famed for the supernatural fear they could instill and their incredible physical prowess.

And the deliciousness of their well-marbled meat.

“Aren’t they supposed to be highly prized? You’re not claiming it for yourself?”

Grimsa’s eyes flared even wider, blatant fear draining the color from her face. “Are you crazy? They’re way too tough. I prefer bowhunting, and their hide’s too thick to easily pierce. Even a spear’s more likely to piss them off than kill them. And when they get all riled up, their roar’ll damn-near freeze your soul.”

While the part of Gabriel that had driven him to seek a safe, boring life screamed for him to withdraw, something about Grimsa’s disappointment pushed him to continue.

“If you’re not going after it, mind if I do?”

“Y-you’ve got to kidding.” Sincere worry and compassion filled her eyes. “Brynja would be heartbroken if you get mauled.”

Gabriel tried to squash the smirk tugging at his lips. “I don’t have much confidence in my hunting skills, but unless the beast is magic resistant, bet I can take it.”

Grimsa stared at him for several seconds, seemingly searching for something. A quiet, disbelieving grunt escaped her. “Ha, if I’m right about it, and you can bring a baneheart in, you’ve already won. But I doubt you can handle it. They’re pretty sensitive to magic, so you won’t have much time.”

“Don’t worry. Care to join me in finding it?”

Grimsa’s lips twisted to the side, and she nibbled at the bottom one before nodding, a feral grin spreading across her face. “Sure. But if you get your ass clawed up, I’m totally foisting all the blame on you.”

“Sounds fair,” Gabriel said, grinning.

With no more talking, the pair resumed skulking through the woods. Despite her wings, Grimsa slipped between trees and under low-hanging branches with no wasted movements, her passage barely disturbing the air.

Gabriel relied on his spell to avoid alerting their prey. But soon enough, the coppery stench of blood tickled his nose, and the stomach-turning shredding of flesh drowned out the crunch of snow as they advanced.

They peered into a small clearing. Their quarry crouched low on its thick, furry rear legs. Its front paws pinned a squirming caribou as oversized fangs bit down and ripped a hoofed leg free.

The vaguely ursine beast loomed huge over the adult male caribou. Stunning azure stripes lined the massive predator’s dense light-gray fur, making it hard to gauge the creature’s exact size.

Looks bigger than the illustrations.

The baneheart chewed, growling as it crunched through bone and sinew. Pitiful whimpers escaped the dying caribou as it gave one last desperate attempt to escape.

Gabriel dashed over to hide behind the closest tree, examining the huge predator.

On all fours, it was three times as large as Cindra’s canine form. The beast swallowed the severed leg, then opened its maw disturbingly wide, revealing huge fangs before chomping down on the caribou’s neck.

A sharp vicious jerk tore the antlered head free, and the baneheart gave a triumphant roar.

The powerful bellow shook snow from the branches overhead, dusting Gabriel and Grimsa in a fresh coat of white powder.

The valkyrie pressed up against Gabriel, lips brushing his cold ear. “See? They’re one of the deadliest predators in the region. Normally, I’d go back and gather a full hunting party to try and bring one down. But this is the biggest one I’ve ever seen; they get stronger with age.”

Gabriel nodded but kept his focus on the baneheart as it devoured the motionless caribou.

Steam rose as blood gushed out, melting snow around the huge brute’s front paws. After another bone-gnashing bite that splayed open the caribou’s rib cage, a broad bluish-gray tongue lapped at the baneheart’s bloody muzzle.

The beast showed no interest in inspecting its surroundings. After cleaning the gore from its face, it shifted around and tore into the caribou’s belly.

Steaming intestines poured out, making a bigger mess as the baneheart tore off bite after bite.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here while it’s busy. This one’s too dangerous for hunting.” Grimsa turned and started creeping away.

Gabriel ignored her tugging at his sleeve, his focus on the massive creature. Adult caribou weren’t small, but compared to the baneheart, it might as well have been a goat.

The baneheart devoured everything, crunching through ribs to consume organs, then carrying on and grinding the caribou’s thick spine to bone meal and marrow.

Gabriel focused on his bonded, connecting with Sthuza and Reyna. ‘Hey, quick question: do either of you know anything about banehearts?’

‘They are ferocious, solitary predators that lay claim to forests and caves in climates like this, Master. Should I presume you located one?’

‘Yeah. Grimsa and I stumbled upon one, but she’s not interested in going for it.’

‘I’d think so, Fucker. Banehearts are terrifying. I knew a guy who survived when one attacked his town.’

‘A good Lance should put it down,’ Gabriel replied, still debating whether he should attempt slaying the beast.

’Yes, Master… But the bestiaries mentioned they are quite durable, and highly sensitive. I do not believe you would have time to prepare a sufficiently powerful spell. Not without at least one of us to keep it distracted until you were ready.’

‘Damn. There’s no way my Minions could do more than try and choke it from the inside.’

‘Heh, maybe throw Cuix at it? Bet she’d keep it busy as it devoured her.’ Reyna’s mind-voice danced with amusement as she shared a vision of the goblin running around screaming her head off as the baneheart chased her.

‘Tempting, but I’ll try something else first.’

‘If you are sure.’ Worry leaked across Sthuza’s bond despite her obvious attempt to quash it. ‘Be careful, love.’

‘Yeah, if you’re serious, well… fuck. Just don’t get your ass dead, Alpha. We’ve still got things to do.’

Pulling back from their bonds, Gabriel took a deep breath, then started climbing the tree before him.

Ice and snow clung to the rough bark, making the climb harder than it would otherwise be. If not for the vast boost to his Strength and Agility, Gabriel wouldn’t have bothered.

But even the slightest finger hold was enough to lift himself, and he soon gazed down on the massive beast from twenty feet up.

Glad it had that meal to distract it while I climbed. But now I need to plan an attack to slow it long enough for me to prep a lethal strike. Last thing I want to do is kill it with a thousand cuts.

As the baneheart finished consuming the caribou, leaving nothing but bloody snow and a grisly, faceless horned skull, Gabriel reviewed his available spells.

He was about to abandon the plan when he recalled the spells stored in his scepter. Suppressing a laugh, he checked on Grimsa before readying to strike.

The wolf-eared valkyrie hid in a broad-trunked oak, maybe forty feet away. Her worried gray eyes studied him as she nibbled her lip.

Gabriel flashed her a jaunty grin, then threw his full might into Binding Shades.

The second he pushed mana into the nascent spell circle, the baneheart spun, roaring as it rose up on its hind legs.

Gabriel’s breath caught in his throat as the beast reared back, its head a good fifteen feet off the ground. Baleful, solid blue eyes blazed with malice as the huge creature spotted him in the tree.

It gave another bellow, shaking snow from the surrounding trees. Gabriel’s sphincter clenched, but he focused on his assisted spellcast.

The baneheart leaned forward, then lunged, dropping to all fours and racing across the clearing, faster than Cindra when Hasted.

Gabriel loosed his spell. Oily black shadows erupted around the huge ursine’s clawed feet, flailing about. For a second, he feared it moved too fast, but Binding Shades wrapped tight around thick, furry limbs.

The baneheart stumbled, crashing headfirst into the snow. It bellowed in surprised outrage. Leaping to its feet even as more shadows chased after it, the beast twisted and jerked, tearing tendrils faster than the spell could form.

“Skӧll’s snare! That’s not going to hold it for long, Gabriel.”

Without glancing at Grimsa, or paying further attention to the two-ton monster seeking to eat him, Gabriel dove into Aetheric Lance, again relying on the scepter’s accelerated casting.

Mana: 61%

The preprogrammed spell formed a single circle, but he flooded it with mana, tapping his pool without hesitation. The blazing spell disk filled within three seconds, and he hurled a glowing Aetheric Lance at the pinned beast.

Gabriel held his breath as the missile rocketed toward his target. It struck the baneheart’s neck and exploded.

A cloud of glittering aetheric particles, vaporized fur, and blood blocked his view for a second. The monster roared, a guttural bellow laced with pain and enraged defiance. With renewed fury, it thrashed, tearing free the last tendrils binding its forelimbs.

“Shit.” Gabriel started casting a second Aetheric Lance, even as he cursed. Still using the scepter as his conduit, he slowed the spellcast further, dumping all the mana he could into a single spell.

The baneheart broke free of the tattered shadow tentacles around its rear legs. Another thunderous roar shook the trees, and the monster lumbered toward Gabriel.

It picked up speed, moving far too fast for such a bulky beast. Spell finished and ready to unleash, Gabriel held back, tapping arcanite for more mana.

His inner leylines burned from the power flooding through him. The baneheart charged for the tree.

Got to make this one count.

Gabriel braced against the rough-barked trunk, deciding to ride out the initial strike and hope the monster would slow before climbing up.

Grimsa shrieked as the baneheart slammed a massive shoulder against the tree.

A tempest of snow erupted, every flake blasted from the canopy by the awe-inspiring impact.

Gabriel cursed, tasting blood. Grasping the limb beneath his feet, he avoided tumbling down, but had to shake his head clear.

The baneheart bellowed again, rearing back on its hind legs. Lashing out with its claws, it tore inches-deep gouges into the tree. When that didn’t dislodge Gabriel, the huge beast leapt.

Gabriel stumbled back, losing his footing as six-inch-long claws scored the branch where he’d stood a split second earlier. His heart hammered in his chest, and the heavy stench of blood and spittle filled his nostrils as the baneheart roared at him.

Throwing a hand out to brace against the tree, he waited for the monster to crash down. Just before it could leap again, he fired his prepared spell.

Another Aetheric Lance manifested before his outstretched arm. It blazed with blinding intensity, charged aether and intentioned mana dancing along its potent length.

The missile streaked down at the baneheart as it leapt into the air.

Gabriel stared in awe as its huge maw opened wide, as though to swallow his attack, then him. Perhaps even the world itself.

Then his Aetheric Lance struck the back of the baneheart’s throat and exploded. The Lance blasted through the beast’s wounded neck, severing head from hulking body.

Two tons of meat, bones, and hate fell back to the ground. Yet, as Gabriel sagged in relief, a grotesque mockery of life continued on: the snarling head, fangs dripping with malice and fury, hurtled toward him like a vengeful specter.

Flinching back, Gabriel threw up an arm. He winced as those lethal fangs cut into his sleeve but failed to puncture his gambeson.

The unexpected projectile knocked Gabriel off balance, and he gasped as he fell backward.

He landed hard, impact blasting the breath from his lungs as snow fell like confetti around him.

“How the hells!?” Grimsa gasped. She raced to his side, dropping to her knees and grabbing his head with both hands.

After turning him every which way, and prying his eyes open wide, she released him, shaking her head in disbelieving amazement. “That was crazy. Y-you’re insane, aren’t you?”

Gabriel licked his lips, making a face at the iron-heavy taste of blood. Spinning up Cleanse, he scoured away the gore as he stood. “Maybe a little bit. But it wasn’t that dangerous.”

The lupine valkyrie scoffed. “It’s head smashed against you. If your second blast failed to kill it, you’d have been eaten. Fuck, and I’d have had to explain this to Brynja. And my mother.”

Gabriel pulled off his right glove and rotated the cloudsteel ring. Triggering Levitation, he rose ten feet, then sank back down before canceling the magic. “I’ve got a few tricks in reserve.”

Grimsa snorted but flashed an impressed grin. “Fair. Still, that was insane. Let’s go ahead and signal Sindul. There’s zero chance I’m beating a baneheart.”

Gabriel reached out to his bonded, letting them know he was safe, and that Grimsa was forfeiting the match.
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Half an hour later, his bonded and a dozen valkyrie clustered around the massive corpse.

“You blasted clear through it’s neck with an Aetheric Lance?” Sindul wet her lips as she stared at the bloody stump. “They’re much tougher than they appear.”

“Took two shots.”

“Fucking hells, Alpha. What did ya do? Fire that thing off from inside it’s mouth.”

Gabriel flushed and looked away as Grimsa laughed.

Gevif stared at Gabriel. “Truly? Yet, you were not trained as a warrior mage? Clearly, you are most talented.”

Brynja beamed, edging closer to Gabriel as several valkyries nodded.

Gabriel wrapped an arm around Brynja’s waist, pulling her against him. Grimsa talked with Vadis and Sindul, explaining why she forfeited.

Six valkyries and Villaff worked to string the baneheart up using several coils of thick rope before butchering the massive corpse.

While Gabriel had ruined the neck, the beast’s incredible durability protected the remaining meat. Grimsa and another wolf-eared valkyrie worked to skin it, taking their time as they peeled the thick hide away.

Vadis left before they finished skinning the baneheart, eager to change up the evening’s dinner.

Gabriel kept Brynja company as her friends swarmed about her, asking all manner of questions, at least half of which left the proud valkyrie blushing profusely.

Sthuza focused on keeping Cindra from sneaking a bite of the half-butchered baneheart, while Reyna joined the crew slicing gorgeous hunks of marbled meat and wrapping them for transport.

Gabriel had stored his Minions away after the fight, not wanting them underfoot.

It took four hours to butcher the baneheart, and the afternoon sun was starting down by the time they returned to the Aerie.

Raucous cheers rang out as everyone celebrated both Gabriel’s success and the promise of a rare feast. Apparently, the beast he’d slain was a delicacy experienced only once every few years.

Even before the first roasts hit the spits, dozens of valkyries started a party, passing out flagons of ale and mead. They toasted his victory, smiling and laughing as they drank.

Gabriel and his bonded joined the revelry, relaxing among the friendly people. While Brynja and Cindra were the life of the party, even Kimiko found more attention than expected, a cluster of valkyries interested in her exotic clothes or undead nature.

Once the hunters returned with the last of the meat ready for grilling or smoking, Villaff approached Gabriel, a huge smile on his broad face. “You trounced Grimsa something quick. I know the Wind Mistress allotted seven days for the trials, but I’ve got a feeling you’d rather not drag the process out. Am I right?”

Lowering his mead and licking his lips, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. We’ve got a few problems to deal with back home, so I’m not sure if we can stay a week or more, much as I might like to.”

The giant-blooded man nodded. “Right. Right. Figured it would be something like that. There’s an intensity to your eyes that says you’ve got things to do, people to kill.” He drained his flagon with a loud gulp, then continued, “That being the case, want to get the strength trial out of the way before we dine on that delectable beastie you slew? My Gevif’s fit to be tied. Figure she’d enjoy the meal more if she ain’t worried about facing you tomorrow.”

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

“Ooo, is Packmaster going to demonstrate strength now? One day, maybe you outmatch Cindra?” The hellhound flashed an eager grin, her glowing eyes bright.

Booming with laughter, Villaff stomped off to arrange the trial. His boisterous voice soon drowned out the revelers, and a large crowd formed after he and a dozen valkyries moved kegs, small boulders, and a thick, heavy rope out into the clearing.

Drink refilled by a young valkyrie while he wasn’t paying attention, Gabriel drained his flagon again, set it aside as several women cheered, and made his way toward the half-giant.

Villaff stood in the center of the arena, surrounded by the assorted items to lift, beckoning Gabriel and Gevif. “All right, ladies and mates. Afore we get to feasting, we’ve got a bit of entertainment. You all know how strong my cute little Gevif is.”

Several women whooped or laughed as he pointed to the only valkyrie larger than Cindra. Villaff waited, beaming until they quieted down. “Well, she’s gonna compete with our dark-haired Aspirant, and we’ll see if Brynja’s chosen man is strong enough to be worthy of our princess.”

More shouts rang out. Gabriel focused on his bonded valkyrie. She beamed, her ecstatic face radiating with pride and eagerness as her family and friends cheered, several brushing her wings with theirs.

“All right, all right. Calm down, ladies,” Villaff said, chuckling. “Now, Aspirant Gabriel, do you understand the trial?”

“We take turns lifting the kegs, then the stones from lightest to heaviest. If we both make it through the full array, then it’s down to tug-of-war.”

The eight-foot-tall man nodded, then grinned at his daughter. “Come on, Gevif, show him how it’s done.”

Easily the largest valkyrie in the Aerie, Gevif stalked up to the smallest keg, face red from embarrassment. She grinned at Gabriel, then squatted down, and gripped the wooden barrel.

She lifted it without issue, raising it over her voluptuous bust before dropping it to the snowy field. Cheers rang out, but she ignored them, moving to the next largest keg.

Gabriel copied her, lifting the first one with the same lack of strain. When Merideva crafted his new body, she had boosted all of his physical Attributes into the nineties. That massive increase made him stronger than almost any humans.

But over the past few months, his strength had continued to increase. While he didn’t focus on weightlifting, he had spent the past two months training daily. The hundred and eight shown on his Interface seemed low for how much stronger he felt of late.

Neither Gabriel nor Gevif struggled with the kegs. The giant-blooded valkyrie made it to the second stone before showing any sign of strain.

Gabriel matched her with ease, though his fingers ached from the effort required to grip the unwieldy bulk.

Gevif paused for a moment before the final boulder. Even with her huge, heavily muscled frame, the massive stone looked far too large to lift, yet the superhuman strength common to high-rank adventurers meant looks could be deceiving.

She growled ferociously as she strained, lifting the rock, as large as she was, to waist-height. Pausing for a second, she roared, raising it higher until her father shouted, then she let go and leapt back.

Gabriel licked his lip, fighting down the knot in his stomach, and approached the huge stone. As his bonded shouted encouragements, he squatted low and sought the carved handholds, gaining a solid grip.

‘Come on, Alpha, you got this! Focus on Boobs and her stupid strength. You draw power from your bonded, right? Tap her ass. Then you can tap mine tonight.’

He snorted, shaking aside the distraction, but took her advice. Reaching across Cindra’s bond, he embraced that fiery strength and lifted.

Eyes closed, every fiber of his being devoted to lifting the boulder, Gabriel forced it higher and higher.

When’s he going to call it? Come on, fucking lift!

“Ah, I believe you can put that down now, Master.”

At Sthuza’s stunned voice, Gabriel’s eyes snapped open. Villaff stared back at him, mouth ajar. Gevif stood beside her father, looking just as stunned.

Gabriel blinked, glancing down.

Where’s the…

His muscles burned from the strain of lifting hundreds of pounds, but when he didn’t see it, he looked up, jaw dropping.

He held the massive rock overhead, arms locked out.

Reyna laughed. “Come on, Fucker, throw it down and let’s get back to the feast. I’m hungry.”

Cindra rushed toward Gabriel, and a flicker of panic startled him. Before he could drop the boulder or otherwise react, she beamed and grabbed the massive rock.

Instantly, the heavy strain vanished as the hellhound plucked his burden from him and tossed it aside. “Packmaster needs to hurry up and play rope tug with Frostmane. Dinner smells yummy.”

Glancing at the even more stupefied looks on the strongest valkyrie at Cindra’s casual display of strength, Gabriel laughed. “True. Are you good to go now, Gevif? Looks like the cooks are finishing up, so we should too.”

“Ah, you don’t want a few minutes to recover first?” Villaff asked.

Gabriel shook his arms out, releasing any remaining tension. Despite the intense strain, he already felt better, and his breathing settled into a slow, comfortable pace. “Nah, I’m good.”

Gevif grinned. Her wings fluttered behind her as she skipped over to pick up one end of the inches thick, knotted rope. “I am ready if you are, Gabriel.”

Feeling his bonded and dozens of valkyries watching him, Gabriel strode across the snowy field and grabbed the other end of the rope. He stomped his boots against the snow-dusted grass, digging in as he took a solid, low stance.

Villaff stepped up to where a scarf hung from the center of the coarse rope. He raised an arm high, glanced at each of them in turn, and slashed down with his hand.

Gabriel and Gevif strained at the rope. Their boots scored the ground, uprooting short grass as they leaned back, each pulling with all their might.

The makeshift flag fluttered in a gentle breeze, but moved less than a foot toward Gabriel. He growled, hands crushing the rope.

Every muscle in his body flexed. Gevif fought back, her wings spreading wide as she struggled to stall his slow progress.

Gabriel split his mind, but instead of casting two spells, he focused on pulling while reaching again for Cindra’s bond. Fiery strength burned in his back and shoulders. His thighs hardened like steel, and he dug his heels in deeper.

The flag inched closer. Teeth gritted, he tugged hard, released one hand and darted it forward, claiming another foot of rope.

Shock flared on Gevif’s face. Valkyries shouted. Several cheering her on, others encouraging Gabriel to crush her.

Muscles burning, Gabriel held tight to the rope and Cindra’s bond. He reached inward again, seeking his other bonds. Tapping each of them in turn, he growled again, a louder, deeper rumble.

The flag slid closer. Again, he jerked hard and adjusted his grip, pulling Gevif inexorably toward her father who stood motionless in the center.

The muscular valkyrie strained, wings flapping as she leaned farther back. Her heavy boots plowed shallow furrows in the cold dirt, proof of just how heavy the statuesque woman was.

Still, she slid closer and closer to defeat. Despite her struggles, her lips peeled back in a smile.

Gabriel kept up the pressure, dragging her closer until Villaff shouted, announcing Gabriel’s victory.

“Yay, Packmaster!” Cindra yipped, rushing at him. She slammed against him, staggering him back, but her powerful arms wrapped around him, keeping him from falling down.

“Congratulations, Gabriel,” Sthuza said, smiling as she accompanied his other bonded. Several head-snakes bobbed happily, flashing tiny smiles from beneath their woolly hats.

“You’re one hells of a lot stronger than you look, Gabriel,” Villaff said, chuckling. “And you look pretty damn strong for a human.”

“You could say that again,” Gevif said as she walked over, shaking her reddened hands out to her sides. “First time I’ve felt outmatched on strength by anyone other than Dad.” She grinned at Brynja. “You definitely picked a winner, Bryn.”

“I am eternally grateful that I am bonded to Gabriel.” Brynja stood taller, beaming as several more of her friends approached, offering their own congratulations.

Sindul and Vadis took charge again as huge roasts and platters of beautifully grilled steaks were laid out on the largest table. Bowls of buttery mashed potatoes, roasted greens, and a dozen loaves of dark bread joined the spectacular display of meat.

After a bite of roasted baneheart, Gabriel could understand why Grimsa gave up on the competition. The rich, fatty meat was almost fork tender, yet filled with an incredible depth of flavor. Despite the predator’s impressive strength and speed, its meat was marbled to perfection and succulent beyond belief.

Cindra ate the most, of course, though a couple of valkyries and Villaff gave the gluttonous hellhound a run for her money.

Reyna and Isomyra dominated a small table of young valkyries, the women all cackling and howling as they told tall tales. Given the prodigious volume of booze vanishing down their collective gullets, Gabriel expected his lycan bonded to be passed out before the night ended.

Sated and content, Gabriel settled back on his chair, sipping at another flagon of delicious mead, savoring the sweet, honeyed flavor. Grimsa recounted the tale of their trial, her retelling amplifying his courage and magic as they faced down the baneheart.

Vadis strolled over, a slice of soft bread topped with shredded meat in her hands. “Since you’ve already finished four trials today, want to go for five? That would leave you with just the two duels remaining.”

Sthuza sat up beside Gabriel, head-snakes rousing from their cold and booze-induced haze. “That is an excellent proposal, Vadis.” She turned to grin up at him. “What better time for storytelling than after a momentous feast such as tonight’s? Surely people will feel tomorrow’s is a let-down.”
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As Vadis announced the next trial, Gabriel finished his mead and turned inward, calming his mind.

His bonded huddled around him as he prepared. “This was the challenge I feared most before we got here. But after all the support Vadis and her Aerie have shown since we arrived, I’m pretty sure this one’s in the bag. At least, as long as I put forth a good faith effort and don’t completely flub my tale.”

“I agree, Master. Your preparations for the other trials left me confident you would triumph, but such a subjective test was concerning. Fortunately, our worries about facing a hostile crowd proved unwarranted.”

“You’re gonna tell ’em one about our adventures, right, Alpha? Bet you could scare ’em shitless if you talk about stealing the Soul Forge.”

“That wasn’t stealing, Reyna. It was Strategically Transferring Equipment to an Alternate Location. Perfectly normal behavior for adventurers.”

“Heh, sure, Fucker.”

Gabriel laughed, glancing over to see the amused smirk on Reyna’s cute face. “Still, don’t think I’ll tell them that one.”

Sthuza nibbled her lip in thought, head-snakes tasting the air with their tiny tongues. “Hmm, perhaps the tale of our quest to slay those armored centipedes? You were quite heroic there.”

Reyna shuddered while Brynja and Cindra frowned. “Cindra doesn’t much like bugs. Are there any that aren’t creepy and icky?”

Gabriel reached over and gave the hellhound a one-armed hug. While she wasn’t one to dwell on the past, her entire family had been slain by sadistic arachne. “I’m sure there are some somewhere. Though, any insect larger than a horse is probably going to be at least mildly disturbing.”

“Fucking yeah. Hells, undead are less scary than those giant fuckers and their twitching, chittering limbs.”

Kimiko huffed, crossing her arms across her chest. At her side, Isomyra smirked but kept silent.

Reyna flinched, eyes widening as she noticed the pouting oni. “Present company excepted. You’re definitely the most terrifying bitch I’ve ever met.”

Kimiko’s scowling pout vanished, her lips curving up. Isomyra snickered.

‘I’m not counting that bug bitch in your head, Alpha. Those nightmarish visions she’s forced on you were even worse than Kimiko’s casual soul fuckery.’

‘You’re secret’s safe with me, Reyna. Besides, Kimi’s pretty cute, well, when she’s not threatening to rip out souls.’

“Packmaster could tell tale of rescuing Birdsister and punishing Ugly Bitch.”

As a grin spread across his face, Gabriel glanced at his other bonded. Brynja blushed but nodded along with Sthuza. Cindra flashed a wolfish smile.

“That’s a great idea, Cindra, thanks.”

“Cindra is always happy to help Packmaster.” The hellhound paused, grin turning impish. “But maybe, suggestion is worth extra grooming?”

“I fully support my sister’s proposal,” Brynja declared. Despite her intense blush, the valkyrie gave a regal nod. “And I would be honored to assist Gabriel in brushing out your luxurious coat tonight.”

Cindra grabbed Brynja, dragging her into a shared hug with Gabriel. “Yay, Birdsister!”

“I am very eager to hear this story,” Vadis said. The valkyrie leader stood with Sindul, having approached while Gabriel and his bonded planned.

Sindul smiled, dark wings tucked behind her. “While Grimsa may not be our most renowned storyteller, I believe she gave an admirable performance, so with your consent, we can consider her your opponent. Which leaves us ready to hear your tale.”

Murmured conversations dimmed, falling silent at the senior valkyrie’s words. Dozens of women and all the nearby males turned to watch Gabriel.

“Well, might as well pass out another round, because this tale is a touch longer than that hunt.” Gabriel grinned as Cindra darted over to encourage the young valkyries to bring more booze. “We first laid eyes on Brynja in…”

Gabriel spent an hour telling his story. More than once, Cindra or Reyna added in details the pair felt “essential.” Mostly, the hellhound interjected with sexual innuendo while Reyna added colorful insults for Thomas and Jessandra, as well as the brutish monsters the summoner deployed.

The first audience outburst came when he revealed how the envious bitch had maimed Brynja’s wings. Every valkyrie glowered, even the young girls carrying jugs of ale and mead.

When Cindra added excruciating detail of how Gabriel injected karmic justice with Jessandra’s savage disfigurement, whooping shrieks like a cast of hawks cut the chilly night air.

Despite the intense stares of several dozen valkyries, Gabriel lost himself in the retelling. Now that Reyna drew breath at his side once more, the wicked sting of her death no longer haunted him, and he grew more animated as he approached the ambush by Duyaris.

Not an eye remained dry when he spoke of Reyna’s noble sacrifice. Svedra and Grimsa embraced the blushing lycan who tried her damnedest to drown in ale.

Astryn and Gevif beamed at his mention of Brynja’s stoic determination as they raced back to Lostbarrow to save Merideva. They dragged Brynja over to join them in the center after he told of her astral duel against him. The whoops and shrieks at Gabriel healing her wings left his ears ringing.

Though Gabriel trusted Vadis and her Aerie, he changed a few details, transforming Merideva from his lovable Dungeon Core to a sick child in desperate need of the rare magic Estrial stole for Duyaris.

Gasps and angry shouts erupted when he spoke of Vesrah’s sudden, duplicitous assault just as he was preparing to heal Merideva. The terrifying Astral battle transformed into a brilliant defense by Brynja, who displayed her full martial prowess against Vesrah’s monstrous minions.

Everyone stood, cheering as the valkyrie triumphed over the wicked brutes and Gabriel administered the magical medicine in the nick of time.

Villaff started clapping, his huge hands crashing like thunder. Others joined in, and more victory cries split the night.

“Bravo, Gabriel. Bravo.” Vadis stepped forward, followed a second later by her aunt.

The older valkyrie arched an eyebrow at Vadis, who nodded. Sindul turned back to Gabriel, smiling broadly. “Thank you for sharing your tale with us, Aspirant Gabriel.”

She paused as another round of applause and bright cheers erupted. “I feel it’s safe to mark this as your victory.”

“Ha, Grimsa spun a charming yarn about that baneheart,” Gevif said, grinning. “But her tale lacked the sheer range of emotions. We don’t get many such stories around here.”

Blushing, Grimsa grinned. “Yeah, damn. If I’d known Vadis and Sindul were going to pit me in the trial, I’d have held back, but there wasn’t any need.”

Astryn clapped the shorter valkyrie on the shoulder. “Fear not, sister. You lost as soon as Cindra began adding flavor to Gabriel’s tale. Her fiery passion wove such wondrous flare to an already gripping adventure.”

Several heads nodded at Astryn’s words. Cindra flashed a goofy grin and puffed out her already impressive chest.

Gabriel smiled as his bonded joined in with the excited valkyries. Someone pushed another flagon of mead on him, and he sipped the sweet, flavorful drink, enjoying the vibrant crowd’s energy.

‘Very nicely done, Love. Even if Vadis was less determined to see you succeed, I believe that would have cinched your victory. You are still confident about the two duels tomorrow?’

‘Yeah. I figure I’ll face Sindul for magic, but I’m not sure who’ll be the warrior. Either way, I can use self-augmenting magic for both. And with Parallel Processing, I’ve got a serious advantage one vs one.’

As the fervor settled down, with partygoers drifting off in small groups, each mate being dragged off by eager valkyries, Gabriel and his bonded said goodnight to their hosts and retreated to the tower.

◆◆◆

After all the excitement, neither Gabriel nor his bonded were all that sleepy, and he had plenty of assistants as he thoroughly brushed Cindra’s thick, silky coat.

Isomyra remained outside, keeping the valkyrie night watch company. Kimiko tried escaping once, but Cindra insisted the oni should join them for a night of pampering and grooming.

With five willing people to brush and comb her thick fur, Cindra was in canine heaven as her sister bonded and Packmaster used every tool in the deluxe grooming kit Gabriel had bought weeks earlier.

Once they finished, Cindra decided Brynja’s feathers needed preening, and that soon led to polishing Kimiko’s sleek horns.

Reyna gave only a weak protest against the hellhound’s insistence before shifting into her hybrid form and letting them brush out her two-tone fur. It was an interesting learning experience, as the werebadger’s coat had a wider variety of coarseness and density.

Brynja and Reyna grew drowsy after such pampering and slipped off to bed, escorted by Kimiko who promised to watch over them for Gabriel as Cindra dragged him and Sthuza up to the master suite.

To their surprise, Cindra then curled up, back in her canine form, and promptly fell asleep on the foot of the bed.

“Are you all right, my love?” Gabriel asked, snuggling with Sthuza.

The gorgon hummed happily, settling back against his embrace. “Yes, Gabriel. I am most fine.”

“Not even a little envious of them all getting pampered?”

Sthuza shook her head, but several head-snakes twisted about to meet his gaze, rocking with sibilant laughter as they rolled their tiny eyes.

Gabriel leaned down and kissed her ear, eliciting a cute shiver. “It wouldn’t do to leave out my Prime. Before we left, a special oil I ordered arrived.”

The gorgon stiffened in surprise, twisting her neck to stare up at him. “Oil?”

Grinning down at his beloved Prime, Gabriel nodded. “Very much so. I ordered this from the Selissar Isles. Only the finest scale oil for my favorite scaled lady.”

“Thank you, love.”

Gabriel spent an hour carefully brushing and oiling each of Sthuza’s slender, sinuous head-snakes, taking care to keep their eyes and mouths clear.

Afterward, they stripped nude, and she tugged him toward the bed again.

“Once we’re back home, I want to treat all of your scales, my love.”

Sthuza flashed a wicked grin, green eyes blazing with lust. “I look forward to it, Master.”
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Cindra woke Gabriel and Sthuza before sunrise, the hellhound eager for a treat before the day started. Two hours later, he led his bonded from the crystalline tower to meet Vadis and Sindul.

Brynja slipped off with her mother, blushing as the older valkyrie whispered in her ear. Sindul explained the plan for Gabriel’s final two trials.

“You will face Astryn in the combat duel.” The dark-haired valkyrie mage paused, her rich hazel eyes twinkling. “Vadis intended for you to face Thyrnara in the mage duel, but after recent performances, I was hoping to square off against you myself. If that is acceptable?”

Gabriel glanced around at his bonded. Sthuza gave a slight nod as several head-snakes studied Sindul. One caught his eye by winking, and others rocked with hissing amusement.

“Cindra thinks Packmaster should spank best winged mage, so no one can question victory.”

Reyna grinned at the hellhound’s decisive nod. “Probably for the best. Remember what happened in his last mage’s duel?”

Kimiko cocked her head too far to the left, causing Sindul and a few nearby valkyries to wince in sympathy. “When you bested Amara? That was… just barely acceptable.”

Gabriel shook his head. “No, my last proper mage duel. When I killed Sir Triscol and popped off his coup.”

“Killed?” Sindul asked, her full, dark lips turning down. “You do realize mage duels are not supposed to be fatal? And the same applies when you face Astryn. You and your party have earned our respect and trust, Gabriel. Killing her would severely damage that.”

He chuckled. “Not to worry. I know the proper rules. Triscol was trying to bully the baroness into handing over her title to him.”

“Yes, and while it is unfortunate that Duke Mornstead seems to hold a grudge against you over it, you made the correct choice, Master.”

“How did you kill him? Was he that weak or…”

“I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve. But basically, I planned it out and executed him. He wasn’t going to stop, and the situation at the time was delicate.”

“Ha, delicate, right. That polite speech for a crazy undead bitch was throwing hordes of stank-ass corpses at ya and drooling over your veiny monster tamer?”

Isomyra snickered at Reyna’s snarky reply while Kimiko crossed her arms and pouted. “I was not drooling.”

“Like we’d know, Mistress. You were cooped up in that sarcophagus for so long. Plenty of time to wipe away the evidence.”

The pale-skinned oni, still wearing her midriff-exposing shirt and walking about barefoot, huffed, shooting a chilly scowl at her loyal death knight.

“Anyway,” Gabriel said, focusing on Sindul. “Yes, I know the rules, and I have no intention of harming any of you. Well, Astryn might suffer a few injuries, but nothing serious.” He paused, then flashed the older valkyrie a teasing grin. “You do have a fully functional Spell Mantle, right?”

Sindul’s dark lips twisted to one side, but amusement danced in her hazel eyes. “I should be asking you that, but from the tales Brynja has shared, that does not seem to be an issue for you.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. I’ve grown far more proficient with combat magic than I’d ever imagined I would.”

Reyna snickered. “Hard to believe you trained to be one of those feckless paper pushing bureaucrats.”

Sindul’s jaw dropped at Reyna’s words. “Surely not? Y-you were not even trained as a battle mage?”

“Uh, no? My mother was a mildly famous adventurer, so she taught me the basics of swordplay. And spears. But I wanted to keep my head down and avoid conflict.”

“And how well has that worked out for you, Master?” Sthuza teased.

“Packmaster is great at conflict re-resur–At crushing problems.” Cindra scowled as she struggled for the right words, then flashed a brilliant smile.

“Yeah, long as it’s something Fucker can smash.” Reyna tossed her blonde hair back, frowning. “Not sure that’ll fly with the duke and his shit-heeled son.”

Kimiko stared at the werebadger long enough to make the smaller woman shudder. “Uh, wh-what’s… why are you staring at me?”

“Should I ‘deal with’ the duke?” Kimiko asked, face too placid. Even as they watched, her expression twisted, shifting to a cruel, darkly evil leer without moving a muscle.

“Hopefully, that won’t be necessary, Kimi. But thanks for the offer.”

Instantly, the undead oni shrugged and relaxed. “As you wish, Du–Gabriel Grimm.”

“So you are willing to face me in the mage duel, Aspirant Gabriel?”

At Sindul’s formal tone, Gabriel straightened up, shooing away Cindra. “Yes. I would be honored.”

She flashed him a sincere smile, then turned and set off to arrange things.

While Gabriel was tempted to schedule both duels for the same day, he suspected Vadis and Sindul would insist on one per day.

And it’s not the worst idea. I’m up to seventy percent mana, but I don’t intend to hold back on either match. There’s no reason to find out what Vadis would do if I fail any of the trials, and I know Brynja is looking forward to my success. All I have to do is win two duels.

◆◆◆

Gabriel spent the hours until he faced Astryn with Cindra and Reyna. The pair were the most wilderness-oriented of his bonded, and both were eager to explore their surroundings.

He took them, along with Gwenaelle, out along the ridge overlooking the Aerie. While Brynja offered to serve as their guide, Gabriel picked up desire to spend more time with her mother.

Cindra shifted to her canine form before they passed the most distant log homes while Reyna complained about the cold until Gabriel convinced her to shift as well.

To his surprise, the primal lycan chose her animal form. While Gabriel knew true lycans could transform into their namesake beasts, it was the first time Reyna revealed hers to them.

On all fours, Reyna stood only a foot shorter than Cindra’s massive five-plus-foot-tall canine.

“Holy fuck weasels. I’m fucking huge!”

“Cindra likes Grouchy Panties true form.”

The large black-and-white badger spun to glare up at Cindra’s grinning face. “This isn’t my true form, Boobs. I’m a fucking lycan. They’re all me!”

Gabriel chuckled as both Cindra and Gwenaelle circled around Reyna, snuffling. She huffed and rumbled, turning to keep them from sniffing her backside.

Gwenaelle trilled a moment later before darting off toward the alpine woods. Cindra gave an excited bark and started to follow before glancing back at Gabriel.

“Go on, have fun. Just keep your noses peeled for anything dangerous.”

Reyna trotted along at his side, head turning side to side as she studied their surroundings. “This place is pretty sweet, Alpha. Kinda reminds me of where we grew up… More snow, but the trees smell great.”

“Does it? Maybe you could tell me about your early life, Reyna? I’ve seen a handful of memories, but we’ve never really talked about what you were up to before…”

The massive badger gave a trilling rumble that made Gabriel wince. “Before that flaccid cockscab fucked everything up?” Reyna bared her fangs, tail twitching before she huffed. “Fuck, yeah. Life was rough, but there were a lot of good times. Me and Raeya kept Mom’s hands full when we were little.”

As his feistiest bonded spoke of her childhood, Gabriel stroked her lush pelt. A hand-wide stripe of platinum blonde fur ran from her head to the tip of her tail, with thinner lines flanking it.

Thick black fur covered her dense, muscular form. Stumbling against her when he tripped, it felt like he struck a fluffy rock.

They strolled through the crisp mountain forest. With winter setting in, Gabriel wasn’t surprised to find little wildlife active in the area. A few pebble yetis clambered up slender fir trees when as the pair drew near.

The thick-set, white-furred simian monsters were native to alpine climates and considered little more than arctic raccoons, so Gabriel paid them no mind.

As the sun approached its zenith, Gabriel ordered Cindra and Gwenaelle back. The pair returned as instructed, but Cindra strode toward him in her humanoid form.

The statuesque hellhound approached with her hands tucked behind her back. At a distance, her face appeared blank, but the subtle spasming of her lips, and the blazing vibrancy of her glowing eyes told Gabriel she was up to something.

“What did you do, Cindra?”

She stutter-stepped, eyes flaring wide as she shook her head. “Cindra and Wolfy had great run, Packmaster. Weather here is nice and brisk.”

Reyna snickered, an odd sound from a giant badger. “Yeah, sure. Brisk. Fucking freezing my nips off over here. Not all of us are hellblooded or whatever you are, Boobs.”

Cindra turned to Reyna, cocking her head side to side. Distracted from her original plan, she continued turning, and Gabriel sighed when he realized what she carried.

A translucent, blue-white blob of gelatin jiggled and squirmed in Cindra’s clawed gray hands. Her fingers dug in deep, creating divots and floppy bulges of slime.

Gwenaelle noticed his focus and gave a trilling laugh.

“Cindra,” Gabriel drawled.

The hellhound straightened again, spinning toward him. Her wolfish ears tucked down, and her fluffy tail stilled. “Uh, hi. Packmaster, miss Cindra?”

He snorted. “Yes, but I didn’t miss what you’re carrying behind your back.”

Cindra pouted, her full lips jutting out, and her eyes glistened. Before she could unleash the dreaded puppy dog eyes, Reyna gave a weird, obnoxious cackle.

“Oh hells, Boobs. Where’d you get a slime in all this snow?”

“Cindra found Squishy while stalking with Wolfy. Packsister picked up scent first. It smells tingly and brisk, like coolfire and tasty potions.”

It took Gabriel a second to parse his bondeds’ words, then he sighed. “Where did you find a slime in this climate? It should be frozen solid.”

Cindra’s eyes widened, and she clutched the creature to her bare abdomen. Though overflowing from her hands, it appeared smaller beneath her barely restrained breasts. “Cindra can’t let rare Squishy freeze. Maybe Packmaster has special magic to help?”

“If it’s not already frozen, I doubt it will. Now, let me see it.” Gabriel stepped up and inspected the foot-wide blue-white slime.

Magesight revealed no active magics, and he failed to detect any hostility. After studying it from multiple sides, he reached out toward it. The air around it was cooler, and he winced upon pressing a gloved finger against the slick, squishy globe.

“Damn, that’s cold. Even through my glove.” Gabriel glanced up at Cindra’s concerned face. “Are your hands all right?”

“Hmm? Yep. Squishy feels great against Cindra’s palms.”

“Eh, what’s the worry for, Alpha? I knew a few kids who kept a pet slime. And if it becomes a problem, Boobs can just eat the little squish mellow.”

“I’m pretty sure it would give you frostbite if you touch it for more than a second or three.”

The large badger blinked her amber eyes. “The fuck? What kind of slime is dangerous?”

“Not exactly dangerous,” Gabriel said, frowning at the jiggly creature cradled in Cindra’s arms.

“Squishy wouldn’t hurt Pack. Please can Cindra keep him?” The muscular hellhound flashed another devastating pout, and Gabriel huffed.

“Yeah, you can hold on to ‘Squishy’ for now, Cindra. But keep him away from others. Especially Sthuza. Your infernal nature protects you, but that little thing’s too cold for the rest of us.”

Cindra’s frown flipped to a blazing smile, and she bounced on her feet, breasts jiggling atop the squirming slime. “Thankies, Packmaster!”

Snorting, Reyna shifted to human form, and they headed back for lunch. Gabriel caught up his Prime on Cindra’s new “pet.” The gorgon giggled but agreed they would watch and wait.

Lunch was more baneheart–fat, spicy sausages that popped with flavor and greasy delight. Dense rye bread and rough-ground mustard complemented the rich meat.

Gabriel asked Sindul about Squishy, and the older mage explained the variant was a gelid lurker. Lurkers were the least dangerous type of slime, the creatures surviving by lying in wait and devouring any vermin that wandered too close. While he intended to keep an eye on the hellhound and Squishy, he enjoyed Cindra’s joy too much to tell her no without good reason.


Chapter Forty-Eight







As the duel approached, Brynja insisted on helping Gabriel don his armor. She took her time, carefully checking that every strap and buckle was set in its proper place.

While she worked, Gabriel mentally reviewed the combat trial’s stipulations. Most personal enhancement magics were permitted. The participants were to present their weapons to Sindul and a circle of valkyrie spellcasters, who would cast Merciful Impact on them.

Gabriel was familiar enough with the spell from his time at the Academy. A potent, short-duration magic that would transform physical damage to a less-than lethal numbing attack. Despite outwardly appearing simple, the triple-disk spell required enough mana and skill to prevent its use by most armies or adventurers.

It reduces the risk of serious injury, though a thrust to the eye could still prove lethal. To say nothing of blinding. But Astryn’s wearing almost as much armor as Brynja. And mine’s nothing to sneeze at. While I can’t use my Spell Mantle, the Force Helm and brigandine will turn most of her strikes.

’Yeah, just be glad they’re not making you fight that bear-bitch, Alpha. Pretty sure her warhammer ain’t much lighter than Boob’s sword. Anything hit by that would fucking shatter.’

‘True.’

‘Uh, are you nervous? Like, I know you’ve trained a bunch, but these winged bitches are fucking intense. It’s kind of weird how they definitely fall in the “work hard, play hard” category, but at the same time. Seems like their lives up here are pretty damn tranquil.’

‘They value warriors as part of their heritage, Reyna. So they train themselves, even if they stay well removed from the clash of kingdoms. And while the Aerie and surrounding villages seem peaceful, you know they have to patrol the area for monsters.’

‘Yeah. Svedra told me ’bout some of the beasts she and Grimsa have slain.’

Sthuza approached Gabriel, placing a hand on Brynja’s shoulder as the taller woman continued fiddling with one of his bracers. “Come now, Brynja. You have checked his equipment thoroughly. We should let Gabriel mentally prepare himself.”

“About the only ‘equipment’ he’s got that she hasn’t manhandled’s his monster cock.” Reyna flashed a lewd grin. “Think he’d fight better backed up, or should one of you get him off before the fight?”

Gabriel tuned out the hissing and squawking as his bonded bantered, focusing on steeling his mind.

Vadis announced the trial this time, the Wind Mistress listing of a series of accomplishments for each of the fighters as Astryn and Gabriel stepped into the grassy arena.

A glowing blue line traced a huge circle around them that marked the limits of their battleground. The soft light formed an intangible wall, rising over a hundred feet up. If either of them crossed it, they would be disqualified.

Even with her wings, I might be able to surprise Astryn and blast her out of bounds. But, I’m pretty sure they would view that as dishonorable. Besides, I should have this in the bag.

Despite his confidence, Gabriel readied himself, taking the duel seriously. Supposedly, Astryn was a more skilled warrior than Brynja.

Though, I wonder if that still applies after her upgrade? That Valkyrja upgrade turned her into a Soul Adept. Once we’re back home, I should see about sparring with her again.

Gabriel’s eyes darted over to where Brynja stood with his other bonded. The blonde valkyrie’s silver-blue gaze watched him with eager anticipation. Cindra flashed a beaming smile, while Sthuza and Kimiko both studied his opposition.

Reyna and Isomyra huddled together, whispering, but Gabriel put their potential shenanigans out of mind.

While he had disrespected the rules during his first duel, back against Jessandra and her party in Stillcrest, he wouldn’t dishonor Brynja, her people, or himself by casting anything before Sindul’s signal.

Astryn strode across the grassy field, face set in a mask of focused intent. Unlike Brynja’s helmet, the visor of hers rose, and as she stopped ten paces away, she reached up and lowered it, leaving her entire body sheathed in mithril and polished gray drake scale.

“After your previous performances, I’m looking forward to a serious match, Gabriel.”

“So am I.” He drew the elven blade that served as his arcane conduit and triggered his bracer’s shield and his Force Helm. While they were magical constructs, Sindul already assured him they counted as arms and armor, so there was no reason to hold back.

The pop of a magical missile drew their attention. Gabriel split his focus, preparing his mana pool for his first cast. When the glowing ball of magic exploded, he spun up a spell disk and rushed the glyphs for Haste.

Astryn’s white wings flared wide, and a surge of silvery energy crackled, coating them in a familiar glow.

Looks like she might still be a match for Brynja. Didn’t expect that, but I can work it.

She flourished her sword with a flick of her wrist. A similar silver-white blaze sprang up along the double-edged longsword. After a slight nod, she shot toward him.

Tracing the glyphs with his sword hand, Gabriel raised his shield to block. Astryn moved faster than most foes, but months of training against Ralloderth let Gabriel track the swift valkyrie.

Her empowered blade crashed against his shield with a thunderous screech. Silvery flames licked at his glowing barrier, and his fist clenched at the heavy impact.

Tapping his full might, Gabriel surged ahead, trying to throw the valkyrie back.

Astryn’s dark-blue eyes widened behind her crystal visor. Her wings flapped as she leapt away. Landing, she restored her posture then stalked toward him again.

She launched a flurry of graceful, dangerous slashes, followed up by a powerful thrust, but he deflected with his shield, then danced away from the final strike.

Gabriel focused half his mind on her as he finalized his Haste spell. The instant the last glyph solidified, he released it, shuddering as a surge of intentioned mana washed over him.

Mana: 68%

More than enough. While I could use Armor Reinforcement, there’s no reason to let her strike me hard enough for it to matter. Focus on speed and skill.

Astryn still moved with incredible grace, smooth and fluid, her wings shifting and flapping to enhance her balance, but now, she seemed slow.

Despite his magically enhanced speed, the valkyrie attacked. She wielded her longsword with both hands, whipping it around in swift, measured slashes.

Gabriel blocked several, relying on careful parries with his much lighter blade to deflect the few she slipped around his shield.

After a furious thirty seconds of ringing steel, Astryn danced back. Her eyes gleamed with excitement, and she darted in again.

Their third exchange confirmed what Gabriel already suspected. The young valkyrie was far more skilled than him. But while he figured she had to be at least equal to a Mithril-ranked fighter, his greater speed allowed him to slip away each time she worked his sword and shield out of position.

Another minute of frenetic, fruitless combat and the pair separated again. Both combatants breathed hard, the focused intensity of combat pushing their bodies.

Gabriel took the initiative this time, dashing forward in a blur, shield leading. He slammed his glowing Force Shield at Astryn, aiming to pin her weapon to the side as he thrust his sword.

It seemed to work.

Astryn’s eyes widened as he shoulder-checked her. But a flare of brilliant silver-white half blinded him, and his right hand stung when his sword struck.

Damn. Felt like stabbing a solid wall.

Blinking against the already fading light, Gabriel frowned. Astryn’s wings folded tight around her, still glowing from her Reinforcement.

He backed off, and she unfurled those large, feathery appendages. Her eyes twinkled with an unseen smile. “I am impressed. Honestly, I wasn’t supposed to use my Techniques, but you’re much stronger than Vadis led me to believe.”

“Astryn,” Sindul called from the ring’s edge. “I thought we had an understanding.”

“Sorry, Auntie. But how many chances will I get to test my favorite sister’s mate?”

“But Merciful Impact won’t affect your empowered wing strikes.”

“What!?” Sthuza and Brynja asked.

A flicker of sinister intent danced across one of Gabriel’s bonds, and he leapt back from Astryn before turning inward and clamping down on his outraged bonded. He left a sliver of attention on his opponent, wary of an attack.

‘Don’t, Kimi. I’m fine. She’s not going to hurt me. Have faith.’

‘But, Anata–’

‘Trust me. If she’s getting serious, then so will I.’

Gabriel shifted his focus back to Astryn as several people argued. Seeing the eager valkyrie with her visor raised, he lowered his sword and turned to Vadis and Sindul. “What’s wrong?”

The older valkyries glanced at each other, frowning, before turning back to him. “Are you willing to allow Astryn to utilize her full prowess, Aspirant Gabriel?” Vadis asked.

Gabriel paused, gaze scanning the crowd. At least two hundred valkyries, their mates, and their children watched with rapt attention. His bonded all stood right on the edge of the circle, as though straining not to cross the line and void the trial.

He focused on Brynja. The beautiful blonde stared back at him, flashing him a proud smile. She gave a slight nod, and he grinned. “Sure. I’m assuming she’s a Soul Adept?”

Sindul blinked, taken aback. Vadis nodded. “Astryn is something of a throwback to our ancestors. One of the few living Valkyrja. As a true Soul Adept, she can project energy offensively rather than extend the magic of her wing as the more numerous Physical Adepts can. And it does not tax her mana pool the same as magic would. You would be fighting at a noticeable disadvantage.”

Gabriel clamped down on the smirk tugging at his lips. “Such abilities are considered fair game for a martial duel, right?”

Several valkyries nodded.

“Then it’s fine.” Gabriel chuckled. “Though, it’s only fair I use my own innate talents as well.”

Vadis’s eyes lost focus for a second, then she smiled slyly. “Very true.”

Sindul frowned, glancing between them. “If that is your wish. But I must warn you, I will disqualify you if you cast any spells other than self-enhancement.”

“Flight would be acceptable?”

All three women nodded.

Astryn smiled. “If you are willing, I would be honored to fight you with my all. Please, cast your flying magic before we resume.”

Brynja called out to her friend as Gabriel dove inward, weaving Flight using the scepter still wrapped around his left wrist.

Once finished, he activated the magic and lifted ten feet into the air.

“Thank you, Gabriel,” Astryn said, lowering her mask back in place. She rotated her shoulders, then strode toward him.

With the opacity of his Force Helm set low, Gabriel fought down a smarmy smirk, not wanting to ridicule his foe.

Silver-white energy flared around Astryn’s thick sabatons, and she kicked off the ground, gouging divots in the hard-packed dirt.

She shot toward him, wings blazing bright with power.


Chapter Forty-Nine







Gabriel’s heart pounded as Astryn streaked toward him. He blocked a powerful slash with his shield, wincing as her empowered strike sent him tumbling through the air.

Need to avoid taking blows head on. Evade like with Brynja’s spear.

Astryn’s wings flapped as she bled off the recoil and recovered her balance. Tilting forward, she darted in again.

Gabriel parried the blow aside, but she shot past before he could counterattack. He spun in place, adjusting the strength of his Flight spell and Alter Gravity to improve his mobility.

Even though her wings blaze with magic, there’s still a mechanical aspect to a valkyrie’s flight. She can’t match me in a turn. Given my Haste, I’m not even sure she can out fly me, but she’s got a lot more experience in the air.

Astryn launched two more slashing charges. Her longsword sang each time he parried, the enchanted blades sliding along sharpened edges.

When she slowed her turn after dashing past him, her eyes blazed with satisfaction. “You may be new to this, but you’re quite the challenge, Gabriel.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying this match. My objective remains victory, so once I get a feel for your performance, I’m not going to drag this out.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way. Show me how powerful Brynja’s lifemate is. If you disappoint me now, I’ll… I’ll rag her for decades!”

Gabriel started to worry, then laughed out loud at Astryn’s mild-mannered threat.

Her eyes sharpened, and Gabriel readied himself for another exchange.

Mana: 61%

It’s not cheap, but I could keep this up for quite a while. Though, I’m not gaining any more insight. Time to end this.

Wings flapping, Astryn rose up above him, preparing a powerful diving attack. The same sort Gabriel had seen Brynja perform numerous times.

The valkyrie gave a fierce battle cry and shot toward him. Despite her grace, she streaked in at almost the exact angle of her previous attacks.

A smug grin twisted Gabriel’s lips as he activated Psionic Acceleration. Astryn’s already sluggish movement slowed further. He waited until she drew close, longsword slashing toward him before shifting sharply up and to his left.

The valkyrie’s eyes snapped open wide. Too late to abort her attack, she stared in stunned fascination as he blurred off-center from her. Then he maxed out Alter Gravity, boosting his effective weight up to Cindra’s.

Before he could fall, Gabriel threw his full strength into an attack of his own. His sword swept in, aimed at her throat. The elven blade struck her mithril gorget with enough force to flip her over.

Astryn’s legs kicked up as her head slammed back. Her luminous wings froze behind her.

Gabriel grimaced, arm throbbing. He canceled Psionic Acceleration and reduced Alter Gravity just in time to avoid being crushed by his augmented weight. But the impact still staggered him. His boots gouged craters into the earth as he landed, a testament to his immense, albeit temporary, mass.

Shit. Pretty sure that would’ve shattered my legs before all the enhancements.

Wings flapping erratically as she tried to recover, Astryn crashed down a second later. The armored valkyrie landed on her back, wings still glowing.

Her empowered wings gouged the dirt and grass, and she gasped.

“Astryn?” Valeif cried. The valkyrie healer started forward, but Gevif grabbed the smaller woman, stopping her.

“Don’t dishonor them.”

Gabriel turned to his prone opponent and adjusted Alter Gravity again, sighing. He settled into a fighting stance and waited for Astryn to rise.

The stunned valkyrie warrior rolled around for several seconds, coughing and moaning before she flipped over and rose to her knees.

Her dark blue eyes stared up at Gabriel, filled with disbelief and excitement. “That was quite the blow. You hit harder than Gevif.”

He grinned. “Clearly wasn’t enough.”

Astryn shook her head as several women chuckled. “Not quite. I trust you are willing to continue?”

“I’m game if you are.”

The armored valkyrie charged toward him again, wings blazing, her heavy sabatons churning the disturbed ground. She raised her longsword, its edge gleaming with power.

Gabriel reactivated Psionic Acceleration, effectively slowing the world around him to a crawl. Proving just how dangerous a warrior she was, Astryn continued forward almost as fast as a mundane swordsman. Still, he sidestepped her diagonal slash, deflecting it out of the way with his shield.

Before her headlong charge carried her past him, Gabriel slashed at her neck again.

Astryn twisted at the waist and dipped away. His blade struck her thick pauldron and screeched as the glancing blow skidded across a sleek mithril plate.

The silvery glow of her blade shifted, seeming to leap down the sword. Her left gauntlet blazed with blinding radiance as she lashed out with a brutal backhand.

Caught by surprise, Gabriel shifted his weight, leaning away. A glowing mithril fist streaked in front of his face, just missing his Force Helm.

Worried gasps sounded, and Gabriel clamped down on the concern bleeding across multiple bonds.

His entire focus remained on Astryn. The valkyrie spun, heel tearing the ground as she redirected her sword in a sweeping slash that forced him on the back foot.

Her longsword blazed brighter than ever. Gabriel knew he’d dodged, yet Astryn stilled her attack with the sword tip pointing straight at him.

A burst of radiant silver energy shot from her longsword and crossed the gap in an instant.

It struck Gabriel in the gut, and he grunted at the impact, despite his armor.

Dancing back, Gabriel yielded ground, seeking to reclaim his balance. “Damn. Didn’t expect that.”

“I do believe we agreed to utilize our full talents, Gabriel?” Astryn asked. A few valkyries chuckled. “I couldn’t help but notice you got even quicker.”

Outside the ring, Sindul nodded. “Yes. I’ve not seen an adjustable Haste spell of such impressive effect.”

“Packmaster thinks himself faster.” Several disbelieving valkyries turned to stare at Cindra who gave a confident nod, as though that explained everything.

“In addition to his arcane mastery, Gabriel is a talented psyker,” Brynja said.

“Ah… that explains much,” Sindul said, turning back to the fight as Astryn charged Gabriel.

Astryn hurled another, wider blade of Essence-shaped aether at him, a vertical slash he dived left to avoid.

Spinning to face her, Gabriel blocked a flurry of rapid, powerful strikes with his shield, wincing as Astryn’s ferocious assault pounded his enchanted defense. The glowing barrier began to fracture, stress lines spreading across its textured surface.

Shit. It can’t hold up against her empowered attacks. At least I’m learning that in a duel rather than a life-or-death battle.

Seeing as Astryn showed no inclination to take the fight back into the air, Gabriel canceled his flight spell. The skilled warrior woman threw another blazing aetheric slash, and he triggered Psionic Acceleration to dodge aside.

She predicted his movement and followed up with an overhead strike. Gabriel parried it just enough so it passed by harmlessly.

Another flurry of expertly chained slashes led to a powerful thrust that scored his brigandine vest. He sucked in his stomach, narrowly avoiding her glowing sword tip.

Even with Merciful Impact, her empowered blade can damage my armor. I’m sure Vadis has healers on hand in case either of us gets injured, but I need to end this. And with a win.

The combination of Haste and Psionic Acceleration gave Gabriel a sizable speed advantage, even if Astryn was moving faster than any normal human could manage. But her greater skill and experience made up for it, and he gritted his teeth against the strain as he pushed more mana into the spell and threw his full power into the psionic enhancement.

It didn’t add much speed, but enough that Astryn’s eyes widened, and he landed cleaner parries. As he chipped away at her dominance of their rhythm, Gabriel watched for a chance to strike.

Astryn shifted from pure offense to a more balanced blend of attack and defense. But the longer they fought, the more he learned of her style and preferences.

She’s better with a sword than Brynja. But she favors the same sequence of attacks, almost like an ingrained kata.

Gabriel deactivate his Force Shield before it could shatter. He was tempted to wield the scepter in its place, but decided to hold it back for the right moment.

Another furious round of clanging blades rang out as the valkyrie pushed Gabriel back. Less than three feet from the white ring, he growled and lunged at Astryn.

Eyes wide, she whipped her longsword around, two-handed grip allowing her to easily counter his strikes. He ducked low and slammed his shoulder against her breastplate, charging with all the strength he could muster.

Cindra’s bond flared with heated passion, and multiple voices shouted as he drove Astryn back a dozen feet. She slammed her round pommel against the back of his head, but the Force Helm held.

Still, the impact rattled him, and he stumbled, seeing stars. Going with the movement, he dropped into a shoulder roll, sprang to his feet and spun.

Astryn seized the opportunity to launch a full-strength slash. With her glowing blade already arcing straight at his chest, Gabriel threw up a desperate parry while willing his scepter into his hand.

His right hand stung, the sword’s hilt digging into his palm. Her heavy strike drove him back onto his heels.

Astryn followed through, stepping closer to keep in range as he stumbled. Her sword drove his down and wide, passing his right hip. Focused as she was, she never saw the scepter arcing up from his left.

The dragon-fanged mace clipped her helmet, knocking her head sideways. Her wings flared, and she gasped, staggering away.

Nerves burning along his right arm, Gabriel shifted his weight and threw himself into another scepter strike.

Astryn struggled to stand up as he brought the powerfully enchanted bludgeon down on her pauldron. Already unsteady, she fell sideways, wings flapping as she tried to recover.

More shouts rang out. Cindra’s and Reyna’s loudest as people cheered or fretted.

“Fuck yeah, Alpha. Kick her ass!”

“Cindra calls dibs on after fight mating!”

Sthuza hissed something that drew laughter from the closest valkyries. Gabriel tuned them out, focusing on his opponent.

Despite the heavy blows, Astryn leapt from her knees straight into the air. She shot up a dozen feet, wings blazing bright as she hovered over the center of the arena.

With room to breathe, Gabriel sheathed his sword and took a moment to shake out his numbed arm. He kept his eyes on the valkyrie, studying her.

Clearly rattled by the headshot, Astryn bobbed and swayed, appearing drunk. Her armor bore no sign of damage, but her left arm hung limp.

Looks like Merciful Impact worked. It’s supposed to transform a hit into numbness that fades once the spell ends. Was a little worried my scepter might cause enough to overpower it.

After a moment of recovery, Astryn shook herself, readied her sword in a one-handed grip and swooped down toward Gabriel.

He pumped more mana into his Haste spell, wincing as his leylines burned. The magic wasn’t meant to be adjusted on the fly, and he felt it begin unraveling but ignored it.

As she streaked in, wings and sword blazing like silver suns, he triggered Psionic Acceleration, raised his battle scepter high, and timed his dodge.

He danced left, and her sword clipped his right shoulder. This time, the whole arm went magically numb. He ignored that, too.

Before her sword slid across his brigandine, he brought the scepter down. Hard.

The mithril dragon’s maw connected with her crystalline visor.

Astryn’s wings flared out to full extension, then went limp, the valkyrie dropping like a stone.

Gabriel grunted, left hand aching from the heavy impact reverberating up his arm. As the valkyrie crashed against him, he fell back, landing hard and bruising his tailbone.

“Fucking hells,” Reyna murmured. “Will she be all right?”

Gabriel shook himself, then shoved Astryn to the side, freeing his leg. The valkyrie rolled, her wings folding behind her.

He rose to his knees, crawled closer, and loomed over the woman lying on her side. Behind her cracked crystalline visor, her eyelids fluttered. But she lay still, and he glanced at Sindul.

The older valkyrie flinched, then nodded. “Aspirant Gabriel is the winner.”

A raucous cheer went up, and a dozen women charged into the clearing as Sindul canceled her circle-cast magic.

Gabriel rotated his right arm as the magical numbness faded, wincing at the battered feeling that remained.

“That was closer than I expected, Gabriel,” Sthuza said, smiling down at him. Head-snakes bobbed at her words.

“I think he performed magnificently,” Brynja said. The blonde valkyrie stood at Sthuza’s side, beaming, though concern danced in her radiant, silver-blue eyes. “Astryn went all out, and yet you stand triumphant.”

Reyna snickered. “Pretty sure he’s sitting triumphant at the moment, Birdbrain. Fucker barely pulled that off.”


Chapter Fifty







The valkyries threw another feast after Gabriel’s victory. His bonded joined in, while he spent most of the evening with Brynja.

The valkyrie beamed as her friends gushed about his performance. Astryn asked countless questions, and after Gabriel recounted his training with Brynja and Ralloderth, the Soul Adept begged Brynja for a sparring match.

Gabriel and his bonded sat around the glowing embers of a large fire. Cindra tended to a cluster of roasting sweet potatoes, reaching through the hot coals to turn them with her bare hands.

‘Brynja’s worry about being accepted seems most unwarranted,’ Sthuza sent after dinner.

The valkyrie slumped against him, drowsing, one wing curled about his shoulders. Gaze softening as he looked down at her peaceful face, he chuckled.

‘Yeah. It’s a huge relief for her, and I couldn’t be happier. While I’m still worried about staying away from Meri for so long, I’m glad we split the trials up.’

Sthuza giggled, leaning against Gabriel’s other side. Wool-sleeved head-snakes slithered up and coiled against his neck and shoulders. ’I agree wholeheartedly. You still have over half of your pool remaining, correct? Likely, you could easily best Sindul with far less. Plus, while she wants to face you, they were willing to let you face Thyrnara. And I am quite certain you would crush her, though she does seem to be rather competent for her age.’

Gabriel snickered. ‘You do remember I’m younger than all of them except Brynja and Grimsa, right, my love?’

Another girlish giggle escaped from the slender gorgon. She squirmed closer, seeking his warmth. ‘Yes, Love. I am aware, though your martial and magical puissance has grown at an incredible rate. It would not surprise me if people begin to doubt your chronological age in the near future. After all, Elaine looks no more than ten or fifteen years older than you. Yet, she is closer to four times your age.’

With an excited bark, Cindra announced the potatoes were ready. Everyone else had eaten enough during the feast, but when Cindra asked about the children nibbling on freshly roasted sweet potatoes, Vadis had more brought for Gabriel and his bonded.

The smiling hellhound pulled one out and replaced it with another from the dwindling pile the cooks had given her. Drool leaked as she licked her dark-gray lips, eyes bright.

She peeled it with her claws, sharp black nails scoring the lightly blackened skin and revealing steaming, brilliant orange fluff.

Gabriel watched the hellhound bite off half in one go. Her lips curved upward, her eyes blazing as she stuffed the rest into her mouth.

“Fluffy orange roots are super tasty. Packmaster should join Cindra.” She pulled two more from the coals, tossing one to Reyna who sat closest to the hellhound.

Reyna gasped, instinctively catching the steaming projectile in her hands. “Gah. Fucking hells, Boobs. We’re not all fireproof.” The lycan grumbled even as she flipped the piping hot treat between her hands.

Her eyes narrowed, and she stopped juggling her potato, holding it in both hands. “Huh, not as hot as I expected.” She ducked down and sniffed. “Smells delicious. Mom used to bake ’em like this too.”

Nodding with excitement, Cindra tossed one to Gabriel. He sensed her intent and raised a hand to catch it before she even let go. Despite being fresh from the fire, Gabriel found it little more than warm.

Sthuza chuckled. “There is no reason for either of you to act so surprised. Master enhanced you recently, Reyna, and his own power has grown substantially.”

“Does that mean Packmaster’s bond with Cindra is stronger?”

Sthuza nodded, then flashed the hellhound a grateful smile as she caught her own steaming-hot sweet potato. “Indeed, Cindra. While I doubt he will match your impressive fire resistance any time soon, as his Essence grows, so do the benefits he receives from our bonds.”

Reyna grinned, eyes twinkling with mirth. “That mean he’s gonna be able to shift like me? He made a fucking sexy hellhound that time in Fuck Space.”

“Fuck Space?” Grimsa asked, leaning over Reyna to snag the next potato tossed by Cindra. Unlike the others, she yelped and began juggling at once, blowing on her treasure.

Gabriel sighed, rolling his eyes as Cindra and Reyna described his little sanctuary in the Astral Realm. Brynja injected a couple words before Gevif asked how often she “participated” in the “Fuck Space antics,” and his bonded valkyrie turned beet red.

◆◆◆

After waking and eating with his bonded, Gabriel moved to the top floor sanctuary set aside for his study to meditate.

Despite his unwavering confidence in vanquishing Sindul during their upcoming mage duel, he sought to harmonize his mana pool and ensure peak performance. Gabriel retreated into the Astral Realm, rehearsing potential scenarios.

Brynja had told him what she knew of her great-aunt’s magical repertoire, but Gabriel expected the older mage to have at least a few tricks for him.

Sthuza sent an update that the valkyries were ready, and Gabriel headed out after double-checking his equipment.

The duel with Astryn had prohibited wands, spell tokens, and most spells, but against Sindul, he couldn’t wear armor and physical attacks were forbidden. While he doubted they possessed an easy means of detecting Psionic powers, he had no intention of violating the spirit of the duel by using them.

He wore the stylish half-cape Sthuza had commissioned for the baroness’s party over an understated gray-and-black doublet and pants.

Vadis met Gabriel and his bonded as they approached the arena. Once again, the valkyries had cleared the snow from the battered field, exposing splotches of grass amid the fresh churned dirt.

“Are you prepared, Aspirant Gabriel?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be. Did Sindul have any other requests regarding the rules?”

Vadis flashed a half grin. “If you are amenable, she suggested prohibiting the use of precast magic, as you both possess quite the arsenal, and this is supposed to be a friendly test of skill, not a display to strike terror into the witnesses.”

Reyna laughed. “Alpha’s plenty fucking terrifying without any of those fancy trinkets.” The lycan shuddered. “He can do some twisted shit to people’s minds.”

Vadis’s face tightened. “I do trust you not to make such an attack on Sindul, Gabriel.”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ve got no intention of treating this as a life-or-death battle. Mage duels are supposed to be about bragging rights and demonstrating prowess.”

Relaxing at his words, Vadis led Gabriel out to the trial arena. Sindul stood along the opposite side, chatting with Kimiko.

The daevonic wraith flashed a wicked grin when she noticed his approach, her eyes lighting up. After a short exchange, she circled around the white line and joined Gabriel and the others.

“And what were you discussing with Master’s opponent?” Sthuza asked, glaring at the taller oni.

Kimiko’s grin twisted into a smug smirk, her violet eyes darkening. “Only ensuring he will face a proper challenge. This is an excellent opportunity for him to push himself.”

“Uh, you didn’t do anything weird to her, did you?” Reyna asked.

Kimiko turned to stare at the werebadger, eyes unblinking as her head tilted side to side. “Weird? Would I do something weird?”

Sthuza huffed as Reyna laughed. “Just about everything you do is weird, girl. I mean, I’m fucking grateful as can be, but yeah, you do some crazy shit.”

Kimiko pouted and crossed her arms over her chest, gaze drifting to Gabriel.

He chuckled and stepped over to hug the pouty undead. “I trust your loyalty, Kimi. Though, I hope you didn’t talk her into pushing too hard.”

“As if. Sindul is a veteran sorcerer. Earth magic is her specialty, so be prepared for that. She earned a Carminium tag decades ago, and I expect her to provide an excellent challenge for you.”

Gabriel gulped. While he had defeated multiple Mithril-ranked mages, starting with Duyaris over three months ago, he hadn’t faced any higher.

Well, other than Amara and Kimi, but they didn’t actually want to win.

Cindra grabbed Gabriel from the side, squashing her massive breasts against his shoulder. Her heat radiated through his clothes. “Packmaster will impress Birdsister’s old aunt and win silly trials.” Her eyes lit up. “Then maybe time for Pack orgy?”

A cacophony of head-snake hissing almost drowned out Brynja’s strangled shriek.

When Gabriel noticed the hellhound’s pleased grin as she peeked at the blushing valkyrie, he laughed. “Don’t tease her too much, Cindra. Now, let go, so I can face this last match.”

Cindra kissed him, thrusting her large tongue into his mouth as she pawed at his back. After she released him, Sthuza and Kimiko each claimed a kiss, though both women were more restrained.

He kissed Brynja’s red cheek, drawing a bright smile before turning to Reyna.

The lycan huffed, scowling up at him, arms crossed. “Hey now, I ain’t into all that public display shit, Alpha.”

“Wouldn’t it be terrible if Packmaster failed because Grouchy Panties didn’t give kiss for luck?”

Reyna sputtered. “Fucking hells, Boobs. Don’t try and jinx him.”

Gabriel studied his shortest bonded’s face, noticing the subtle heat blazing in her amber eyes. Grabbing her hand, he pulled her close, smirking as she sucked in a breath and bit her bottom lip.

He ducked his head and leaned in almost all the way. Reyna gave a hissing growl, then slammed her lips against his. A second later, She leapt up, arms and legs wrapping around him as he deepened their kiss.

The lycan mauled him with her mouth, biting his lip and slobbering like Cindra was wont to do. She ground her crotch against him, and several snickers rang out around them.

When Reyna pulled back long seconds later, they both panted for breath. “Okay, Fucker. Now go out there and show ’em all how fucking huge your magic cock is.”

“Doesn’t do PDA my ass,” Isomyra said, chortling.

◆◆◆

Vadis announced the trial, and the surrounding valkyries grew quiet as Gabriel stepped into the arena opposite of Sindul.

The older valkyrie wore a dark blue cloak over a gold-festooned white robe. She carried a long, gnarled yew staff, polished and aged. The twisted cap clutched a gleaming sapphire-blue arcanite orb filled with mana.

As Vadis spoke of Sindul’s accomplishments as a mage, Gabriel activated Magesight. The valkyrie spellcaster blazed with power, easily outmatching Duyaris or Triscol.

If not for all the sparring with Amara, I would be a lot more nervous. I still don’t appreciate Kimi’s insane method of showcasing her value, but the pair of them pushed me to improve my magic. Now to see if all that work pays off.

Vadis regaled the massive audience with stories of Gabriel’s recent life. While he had shared several tales, it was clear Brynja had gone into far more detail, describing their adventures to her mother.

Every valkyrie in the Aerie surrounded the arena today. Dozens of young girls, several no taller than Cuix and Kestria, stood with their mothers, eager to see the arcane display.

The few males in the crowd watched with the same eagerness as the women. Standing alongside their mates, they appeared to fit in with no discrimination, even the few boys, who stood out due to their lack of wings.

As Vadis reached the end of her speech, Gabriel pushed the spectators from his mind. He brushed against his mana pool, confirming it was placid and ready for tapping. Sindul stood taller, gripping her staff, so he drew his sword, readying the arcane conduit.

Mana: 72%

Enough that I can’t use that as an excuse for failure. Even if she’s been practicing magic for centuries, she shouldn’t have a larger pool. At least, Brynja never hinted at her aunt being some kind of monster.

’Heh, yeah. And you’re definitely a monster of a mage, Alpha. Now stop worrying and start slinging spells.’

Grinning at Reyna’s aggressive confidence, Gabriel watched for the signal to start. Thyrnara stood next to Vadis and raised a wand overhead. A soft-pink Aetheric Missile shot into the sky.

Familiar with the spell’s timing, Gabriel and Sindul both started casting the instant the missile exploded.

Gabriel triggered his Spell Mantle, tapping the one woven into his ornate half-cape. Given the rules of their mage duel, he didn’t activate his Force Helm.

A single spell circle blazed into reality before Sindul’s staff. Her Spell Mantle flared bright a second later, a blue-tinted cloak of tiny translucent hexagons covering the valkyrie from wingtip to toes and head.

Gabriel split off a line of focus and dedicated it to deciphering her spell as he began weaving his own.

While the scepter was fair game for the trial, he wanted to hold back initially and test his mettle against the veteran adventurer first.

Halfway through forming Aetheric Lance, he recognized the spell Sindul worked.

Frost Wave? Flashy, but I doubt a wide area attack spell’s going to breach my Mantle.

Despite his confidence, Gabriel shifted his focus from her spell to his scepter. Using it as a second arcane conduit, he spun up a spell construct for Scorching Gale.

He sealed Aetheric Lance a second before the valkyrie finished hers. Releasing it, he threw his full attention to his second spell.

A glowing pink javelin of hardened aether manifested and shot toward Sindul. Flickers of purple colored the powerful missile, but thankfully, not enough to affect the magic.

Voices rose in surprise. A flicker of curiosity danced across one of Gabriel’s bonds, but he blocked out the distraction.

Sindul’s Mantle flared a brilliant blue-white when the Lance crashed against it. The glowing missile exploded in a cloud of sharp aetheric splinters, forming a glittering cloud around the winged woman.

Before the magical shrapnel faded from existence, Sindul completed her first spell and slashed her staff toward Gabriel.

A roiling avalanche of frost-charged aetheric particles spewed forth, surging straight at him. Several valkyries cheered as the growing tide of magical snowflakes filled the empty space between them.

Gritting his teeth, Gabriel traced the final glyphs two-handed in a desperate rush. Despite his haste, they solidified, and he pointed at Sindul.

Flames burst to life as he unleashed the magic. A gout of magical fire spread out, forming a dancing wall of blue-white flames.

A symphony of chaos erupted as the elemental tides collided twenty feet before Gabriel, their clash a thunderous roar that consumed all else. Magical ice vaporized, extinguished by unnatural flames, while searing heat succumbed to the encroaching chill.

For a few seconds, only the raw discharge of magic filled the air as the spells fought for dominance. As the arcane display dampened, both waves receding, a raucous cheer went up.

Not sensing another active cast from Sindul, Gabriel waited for the bright cloud to diffuse. The valkyrie mage remained poised, a speculative slant to her cool gaze. When he grinned, she nodded respectfully, then spun up another spell circle.

While I need to take this seriously, I get the feeling she’s more focused on giving the audience a good show. It’s not everyday you see the spectacle of mages throwing around so much magic. We might as well make it entertaining.

Gabriel started Aetheric Missiles. One of the most commonly taught attack spells, it was the simplest spell with innate homing. Plus, with his increased capabilities, he could launch enough to make a vivid display.

From her first attack, Gabriel knew Vadis was a skilled caster. This time, as he studied her spell work, he focused on her ability rather than seeking a counter.

Given Sthuza’s report, he wasn’t surprised when he deciphered her magic to find her casting Tremor. The earth spell was another one often taught to army mages, though not one he’d learned at the Academy.

It’s supposed to be devastating against armies, but it wouldn’t be much use against another valkyrie.

Gabriel spread his feet a bit wider, settling into a more solid stance as he continued tracing glyphs and pumping mana into his spell construct. While he could make the individual missiles stronger, he focused instead on producing more.

Sindul finished seconds before him, and a ripple tore through the dirt between them. Like a burrowing landshark, it churned the earth in a straight path as he braced.

A second later, the ground beneath him exploded. The blast rocked him, but he held his focus tight. His Mantle flared into visibility as a deluge of dirt filled the air, half blinding him.

While he couldn’t see Sindul anymore, her presence radiated within the Weave of Creation. Anchoring his spell with practiced ease, he released it.

Dozens of small, brilliant pink balls manifested from the spell construct and rocketed toward the valkyrie. They left contrails through the dusty air, homing straight for Sindul.

Gasps filled the air as forty-two thumb-sized missiles pelted her Mantle. It blazed bright, blue-white hexagons cracking wherever two struck the same tile.

The dust settled, and Gabriel grinned at Sindul’s surprised face. Her eyes were wide, her tongue peeking out between pink lips.

“I am not sure if I have ever seen a lone mage produce so many missiles with such a quick spell. And I cannot help but notice you were unfazed by my attack. Most impressive, Gabriel.”

“While I’ve got a long way to go on skill, I’m fairly confident regarding raw power.”

Sindul snorted. “Yes, with ample justification I believe. Now, let us see what else you have.”

Two glowing disks appeared before the valkyrie mage, signaling a more complex spell. While the number of glyphs used allowed for more detailed and impressive magic, they didn’t directly correlate with more power.

But two rings allows for some versatile spells, so I need to take this seriously.

Again Gabriel split his focus between cracking Sindul’s encryption and weaving an attack of his own. Trusting she would take longer than before, he carefully traced the glyphs for Shadowbolt.

While he had removed the spell from his scepter–along with Purify Sustenance–making room for his preferred combat spells, he had meticulously recorded it first. Since bonding with Merideva, he learned new spells far quicker, so he’d practiced it often enough in the Astral Realm.

He deciphered Sindul’s magic, then chewed his lip. He was familiar with most of the glyphs, but had never seen the combination before.

Some sort of earth manipulation, with a second stage that involves hardening and acceleration. So… some kind of earth or stone darts?

Still uncertain, he dove into casting a simple spellshield. His Mantle was far more durable, but the hardened aetheric barrier would create a flashier spectacle for the onlookers.

He finished Shadowbolt first and loosed the shadowy black missile at Sindul. Tendrils of shadowstuff fluttered behind the fist-sized projectile, drawing awed murmurs from the crowd.

Sindul flinched, biting her lip as she paused her spellcast a split second before it struck. Her Mantle flared brighter this time, and several hexagons shattered beneath the explosive bolt of shadows.

“Yay, Packmaster!”

“Hey, calm down, Boobs. It’s not over yet,” Reyna grumbled, grabbing the energetic hellhound before she could start forward.

Other voices joined in, the crowd chattering. Gabriel ignored them, his focus on finishing his second spell and watching Sindul.

If she can’t restore her Mantle quickly, this may be the end.

The veteran valkyrie disproved any thoughts of her being finished. She scowled, eyes almost crossing, and her Mantle flared bright, then dimmed from visibility, fully intact again.

Damn, that was quick. And she enhanced it to be stronger. Wonder if she wasn’t taking me serious to start with?

Suppressing his curiosity, Gabriel finished his spellshield just as Sindul unleashed her more powerful spell.

The ground before her exploded, throwing up an even larger cloud of dust. A ten-foot cube of hard-packed dirt rose, blocking off Gabriel’s sight of the valkyrie mage.

As the crowd oohed and awed, the giant block fractured, forming dozens of symmetrical rectangles. A second later, those morphed into sleek, stone javelins.

Sindul peeked around the side, grinning impishly. She gave a teasing finger wave as over a hundred earthen missiles shot toward Gabriel.


Chapter Fifty-One







Gabriel gritted his teeth as he raised his spellshield. A blue glow spread from the center, forming a translucent wall of mana-infused aether. The convex barrier was still spreading when the first earthen dart struck.

Sindul launched the sharpened stone missiles in a blurring stream. A dozen exploded into dust as they struck the spellshield. More crashed against it, and jagged cracks spread across the barrier’s smooth surface.

Tapping his pool, Gabriel pumped more mana into his static defense. It wouldn’t stop all of them, but at this point, he was curious how well the defensive magic would hold up.

A stone javelin punched through, tearing a fist-sized hole as it broke up into jagged shards of rock. The small breach doubled, then tripled as more missiles followed right after.

The third one through struck Gabriel’s Spell Mantle over his chest. Little more than a love tap, it failed to disturb him.

Four others streaked through the center as it began to fail. The glowing barrier shattered a second later, and he grunted as Stone Javelins slammed against him.

His Mantle flared bright, a dozen hexagons cracking, then a score more. He staggered back, struggling not to fall on his ass.

The individual impact isn’t that great, but the rapid strikes make restoring the Mantle challenging.

Gabriel flooded his Spell Mantle with more mana, pouring it through the enchanted anchors of his half cape. He winced at the strain of drawing on his pool with such intensity, hand tightening around his sword hilt.

The final forty or so stone missiles slammed against him, driving him back two steps, but he remained standing. More importantly, his Mantle held.

Cracked hexagons covered his front from chin to groin, but there were less than a dozen destroyed, and his carefully woven defensive enchantment replaced them in seconds.

Mana: 61%

A little more expensive than I’d prefer. But I weathered her attack. Now to reply in kind.

Sindul studied him as the cloud of stone dust thinned, her eyebrows rising. “Hmm, you restored your mantle quite swiftly. I half expected to punch through with that one.”

Gabriel grinned and shifted his attention to a new spell construct. Not wasting any time, Sindul followed suit, spinning up another of her own.

They made three more exchanges, limiting themselves to single circle spells. Earthen darts slashed out at Gabriel as he hurled dozens of Aetheric Missiles at Sindul. Neither mage’s Spell Mantle faltered despite the steady bombardment.

The spectators cheered and gasped as they blasted away at each other, but a minute later, Gabriel decided it was time to escalate the show.

While channeling mana for Fireball through his sword, he used the scepter’s rapid casting assistance to fire off a flurry of low-powered Aetheric Lances at Sindul.

Her eyes flared wide, and her wings tucked behind her as they crashed against her Spell Mantle, one after another.

The cheering crowd died down to a subdued murmur as he wove the basic attack spells in seconds before spinning up another to chase it.

Sindul’s Mantle glowed a hazy blue, with dozens of cracked hexagonal tiles scattered across her upper body.

Given the innate penetrative nature of Aetheric Lance, Gabriel refrained from directing any toward her neck or head, though there was always a degree of risk no matter his focus.

Last thing I want to do is blow her head off with an unlucky shot. Though, could I bring her back with Meri and Kimi’s help?

As his Fireball neared completion, Gabriel slowed the relentless flurry of Lances and studied Sindul again. Her Mantle dimmed, taking longer and longer to repair damaged tiles. Despite her seeming disadvantage, the valkyrie mage remained focused.

She wove a complex, triple-circle Air spell, utilizing multiple glyphs Gabriel had never seen before. Sweat trickled down from her hairline, and she gnawed at her lip as she pushed to finish her spellcast.

While he didn’t recognize all the glyphs, he suspected it would be Erosion Gale. It was the strongest offensive spell Brynja had warned him of. After sealing the last glyph for Fireball, Gabriel focused inward, strengthening his Mantle and ensuring his defense before loosing it.

He released the spell, and a foot-wide orb of roiling flames lit up the arena. Excited voices drowned out the crackle of magical flames as the Fireball shot toward Sindul.

Gabriel sagged, sighing at the strain of pushing for the empowered magic.

Mana: 47%

The valkyrie scowled, lips tightening as she forced through the last of her own spell. Blood dribbled from her nose, but her focus won out, and she sealed the construct after finishing the last glyph.

Seeing the nervous excitement in the much older woman’s sharp eyes, Gabriel felt a sinking sense of dread.

She looks like she’s eager to see what happens. Why does that worry me?

The three, glyph-filled rings rotated before her, power radiating outward as intentioned mana manipulated aether to change reality.

His Fireball was already halfway to Sindul when dust began rising from the ground. In the second it took the glowing orb of fire to reach her, furious clouds of grit swirled around her, ripping and howling with hurricane force.

Gabriel braced against the onslaught, straining to remain upright as dust and debris whipped and lashed with such fury he could see the storm coalescing before his eyes.

Gabriel’s Fireball doubled in size before reaching the valkyrie. Then it crashed against the roaring wall of grit-filled wind and exploded. Roiling flames scorched dirt and dust, blasting outward from her spinning barrier.

The thunderous boom deafened Gabriel, and dozens of valkyries winced, covering their ears. A glance toward Cindra confirmed his beloved hellhound whimpered, ears covered as she ducked behind Gevif.

A cloud of molten dirt and superheated air surged away from Sindul’s magic to wash over Gabriel. His Mantle held, diverting the flames around him, but the heat passed through, and he winced.

Seconds later, the magical flames vanished, though the whipping winds scouring the arena’s ground seemed to retain the Fireball’s warmth.

As he recovered, Sindul stood tall. Her chest heaved from exertion, but she slashed toward Gabriel, and a blade of swirling grit slammed into him.

He staggered back. Another blast scoured his Mantle, and he leaned into it, avoiding being blown backward.

Through Magesight, he confirmed the valkyrie’s spell continued to build strength.

I can manage for now, but if she focuses more strength, it’ll blow me out of the arena.

Gabriel tapped his scepter, rushing Alter Gravity. While he had used the spell before, Sindul must not have realized he could use it here despite being ravaged by blades of wind.

As soon as he could, he used the rapid-cast spell to anchor himself to the ground. The churned earth beneath his boots cratered, and he gritted his teeth against the increased weight.

Sindul lashed out faster and faster. Each forceful slash of her staff sent another savage blade of wind at Gabriel.

Dirt and grit sandblasted his Spell Mantle, working to overwhelm his defense the same way Amara had back when he first fought the undead mage. Gabriel clamped down on his mind, blocking out the worry of his bonded and the growing strain on his mana pool.

To buy more time, he cast Shadow Construct, again tapping the scepter’s casting boost. Seconds later, a sleek, featureless dome of shadowstuff manifested around him. The wind howled, tearing and grinding at his squat barrier but failing to find purchase.

Think! What’s the best way to win this without accidentally killing Brynja’s aunt?

Gabriel’s mind raced with ideas. By boosting a scepter-cast Aetheric Lance, he could easily form one strong enough to tear through Sindul’s Spell Mantle, but it would also tear through the woman herself. Not exactly ideal. Ephemeral Ribbons would make even shorter work of her, but again he didn’t want to wound her, merely force her to yield.

She’s strong, pushing me to the limit, just like Kimi hoped. If I hunker down and try outlasting her, I might run dry. This attack is tailor-made to wear down magical barriers.

Each gritty gust of Sindul’s spell gouged deeper into the shadowstuff shielding him. Huddled within the thinning Shadow Construct, he glanced at the scepter coiled around his forearm like a sentient serpent. It thrummed faintly from the strained spell anchored to it. Spells.

“Multiple spells,” he muttered, recalling past training sessions with Amara. “What if I combine Binding Shades and Alter Gravity?”

An excited grin washed away his anxiety as he invoked Binding Shades. Behind the wall of howling wind, shadowy tendrils erupted from Sindul’s shadow, writhing upward like grasping phantoms.

They congealed around her legs before continuing up, grasping for her like a frantic hellhound pawing her lover. Even shielded by the swirling sandstorm, surprise and fear blazed out from Sindul’s face and frantically flapping wings.

Gabriel focused his will, guiding the shadowy coils to tighten. Not crushing, but enough to hinder her movement with an oppressive embrace.

After widening the tap fueling the grasping tendrils, he dove into the scepter again, spinning up a second Alter Gravity. Instead of bolstering his own stance, he directed it toward Sindul.

She gasped, collapsing to her knees. Her dark wings drooped as an unseen force amplified her weight, pinning her to the churning earth. The air shimmered as the dirt and dust around her rained down like tiny hailstones.

Gabriel watched her pained face as he spun up an unencrypted Aetheric Tempest. It was the most fitting Wind spell he knew well enough to cast without embarrassing himself. Eyes flaring wide, Sindul gulped, then poured more mana into her Spell Mantle.

Erosion Gale sputtered, earth and sand drifting away as the wind-wrought assault unraveled. Gabriel canceled Shadow Construct, the thinned shadowstuff fading from reality.

‘Uh, you aren’t going to kill her, are you, Alpha?’

‘Of course not, Reyna.’

While he sensed faint concern from other bonds, Gabriel only brushed Brynja’s as he flooded the basic attack spell with far more mana than usual.

Unshakable trust and pride blazed across their connection, the valkyrie certain he wouldn’t harm her great-aunt.

Mana: 34%

Defending against that storm took more than I’d expected, but this should be enough to get my point across.

His inner leylines burned, but the pain was faint and nothing like when he’d faced Vesrah’s Swarm. A dull throbbing built in his head at maintaining so many active spells, but Gabriel pushed past it, confident one final showy display would seal his victory.

Even with but a single disk to fill, Aetheric Tempest took three times longer than the attack spells he was more familiar with. Long seconds of silence later, he sealed the potent wind magic, locked gazes with Sindul, and activated it.

Crackling shimmers of unnatural luminescence arced through empty space for a split second as his mana and will infused aether into the wind itself.

The air seemed to warp, distorting and churning as his magic shot forward.

A collective gasp rang out from the speechless crowd, but Gabriel focused on his bonds. As the tempestuous wave blurred past Sindul, racing toward a boulder along the hill’s edge, absolute satisfaction blossomed within his bond to Brynja.

The cloud struck the large stone and detonated in a maelstrom of light and sound, filling the air with dust.

Jaw agape, Sindul knelt motionless, staring over her shoulder at the shattered rubble for a long moment before turning back to Gabriel.

Gabriel rolled his shoulders and grinned at her. She blinked several times before she inclined her head, lips curving upward.

As she sagged back on her heels, he canceled all his active spells, freeing the valkyrie and easing the strain on his weary mind.

Mana: 29%

That’s more than I’d planned on using, but it’ll take us days to get back to Lostbarrow, and it’s not like the price of mana elixirs is anything to worry about now. Though, I should avoid making a habit of chugging them.

A raucous cheer rang out at Sindul’s surrender. Hundreds of voices screamed and shouted, cheering.

“Fuck yeah, Alpha. That’s the way to do it.”

“Yay, Packmaster wins!”

Astryn and Brynja darted over to help Sindul stagger to her feet as Vadis stepped forward, eyes on Gabriel.

“Indeed. Aspirant Gabriel is victorious.”

Another, louder cry rose.


Chapter Fifty-Two







“Your performance was excellent,” Sthuza said, smiling. Her head-snakes peeked out from their woolly tubes to bob their little heads.

Reyna nodded, chuckling. “Yeah, that was fucking crazy.” She gestured at Cindra with her thumb. “Thought Boobs was gonna lose it when that old bird almost got you with those stone spears.”

“My lord’s defense was most impressive,” Brynja said, falling back into her stilted formality. She smiled fondly at Gabriel before her eyes tracked toward the older valkyrie mage. “Aunt Sindul is well-renowned for her magical prowess, and that was her signature spell. Mother told me stories of them taking down a storm drake with it, many years ago.”

“Eh? Not bad,” Isomyra said. “Of course, the way people slap ‘drake’ onto almost any monster with a couple scales makes it hard to visualize. They like wimpy dragons or winged iguanas with delusions of grandeur?”

Kimiko snickered, her purple eyes locked on Gabriel’s face.

“Ooo, Cindra bets they taste extra delicious. Maybe Pack could hunt one before returning home?” The hellhound licked her lips, tail wagging.

Sthuza met Gabriel’s gaze and rolled her eyes. Several head-snakes mirrored her. “In this case, ‘wimpy dragons’ would be more appropriate. And yes, they do taste delicious, but I fear we do not have the time to track such elusive prey.”

“Yeah,” Gabriel said, causing Cindra to wilt. He reached up and ruffled her mussy gray hair, and her perky enthusiasm returned. “Don’t worry about them. After we get home, I’ll make some time, and we can go hunting again.”

Cindra leapt at him, wrapping him in a spine-cracking hug and dancing around. “Yay!”

Several women laughed, more than just his bonded, and Gabriel twisted to spot Vadis leading Sindul and several of Brynja’s friends to join them.

Brynja straightened further, wings flapping anxiously as they approached. “Ah, greetings. I-I believe Lord Gabriel has–”

Vadis huffed in frustration before shooting forward and wrapping her daughter in a crushing embrace, wings folding around. “I’m so glad it’s all worked out!”

Flabbergasted, the younger valkyrie blinked, turning toward Gabriel. He nodded at Vadis until Brynja gave a jerky nod and returned her mother’s hug.

Astryn and Sindul laughed at the pair. Grimsa whispered to Svedra, and they chortled, eyes crinkling with amusement.

Cindra released Gabriel, and spun toward the valkyries. Gevif waved, and the hellhound returned the gesture, flashing a fang-filled smile.

“Congratulations,” Sindul said. “While I saw evidence of some roughness, or perhaps, inexperience in your casting, that was damned impressive. You said you’re only Mithril-ranked?”

Several of Gabriel’s bonded snickered as he nodded.

Sindul shook her head, wings twitching. “I imagine you’ll manage another rank before long. Your raw power and speed was… impressive.”

Sthuza beamed at the taller woman. “Yes, he has grown rapidly these past few months. I look forward to seeing how far he can go.”

Sindul studied Sthuza for a moment, lips quirking to the side in a wry grin. “I can only imagine. Now that the trials are complete, would you be willing to lend me a few hours of your time. I would love to learn more about your species, if you both are amenable to that.”

“I would be delighted. Perhaps you could share some of your knowledge with me afterward.”

Vadis finally released her daughter, stepping back to appraise her, though she kept her hands on the younger woman’s shoulders. “You have truly found your place, my little dove.” Her eyes glimmered, and she sniffed, fighting back tears. “I am so sor–”

Brynja gave a sharp head shake, her flawless face set in fierce determination. “No, Mother. You already apologized, yet there was never any need.”

“But, I–”

“No. I have seen you use Foresight enough to know how hard that knowledge is on you. You told me what I needed to hear, so I would follow my path to Gabriel and my new sisters.”

Vadis nodded, lip trembling.

Brynja’s stern expression melted into one of pure adulation and gratitude. “You were right once again, Mother. Thank you for guiding me to my destiny.” When Vadis sniffled, Brynja grabbed her, pulling her into another hug.

“Ha, good for you, Wordy Bird,” Reyna said, smiling fondly at the mother and daughter.

Sindul scowled at the petite lycan, while Grimsa and Svedra shared a smirk.

“Relax, Mom,” Astryn said to the dark-haired valkyrie mage. “We’ve called Bryn plenty of names.”

Gevif nodded. “Yes. Like ‘Priggish Princess.’”

“Oh yeah, that was always my go to,” Valeif said.

“What about ‘Miss Priss’?” Svedra asked, snickering.

Vadis huffed, turning to scowl at the younger valkyries.

Still hugging her, Brynja blushed, though her lips curved up in childish delight. “I haven’t heard that one in years, Shadowstreak.”

Svedra sputtered as her friends laughed. Reyna stared at Brynja, Isomyra cackling at the lycan’s stupefied look.

Gabriel joined Brynja and Vadis, stomach fluttering as the scowling mother turned toward him. Any annoyance vanished, and she flashed him a motherly smile, eyes softening. “Thank you for being the man I prayed you would. I know you can’t guarantee her safety, but I trust you to do your best. For all of them.”

“Of course. I love Brynja,” Gabriel said, pulling the younger valkyrie up against his side. “And I’ll do whatever it takes to protect my bonded.”

Pride and joy blazed across multiple bonds as Sthuza slipped closer, claiming his opposite side.

Vadis’s smile turned wry. “Yes, I have no doubt of that. But I was referring to Astryn and the others.”

Gabriel blinked. “Wait, what?” Recalling that the valkyrie Wind Mistress possessed Foresight, he laughed. “Of course. You mentioned having already prepared for this.” He paused, shifting his focus to the six valkyries standing between Vadis and Sindul.

“You ladies volunteered?”

They all nodded, several flashing wicked grins. “Of course,” Astryn replied. “Mom and Vadis have been preparing us for over a year.”

Brynja stiffened at Gabriel’s side, lips pursing. “A year? You all knew for a year, yet you never even hinted at my fate?”

The others flinched back, eyes widening. Astryn flailed her hands. “No, we were all shocked when you left, Bryn. But, they shifted our training over to get us ready to leave.”

Cheeks pink, Brynja stood there for several seconds, slowing her ragged, angry breathing. “I-I see. Well, does that mean you are all willing to serve Lord Gabriel?”

Astryn nodded, smiling in relief. The others copied her, Gevif stomped over to loom above Brynja and Gabriel. She clapped the shorter valkyrie on the shoulder with enough force he felt the impact.

“It’s good that we’ll be battle sisters again, Cousin.”

Cindra grinned, expressive face lighting up. “Ooo, Frostmane is joining Glowy Lady?”

The large valkyrie shifted to face the hellhound, gazing down the few inches to Cindra’s glowing eyes.

“Uh, are they gonna fight? ’Cause, I’d totally put my money on Boobs.”

Sthuza giggled at Reyna’s statement, but Gevif reached out for Cindra. “Yes, Cindra. We will be swearing ourselves to your noble cause. I look forward to fighting at your side.”

Cindra beamed, tail wagging.

The quarter-giant valkyrie guffawed again, clapping her on the shoulder with thunderous force. Unlike with Brynja, Cindra didn’t budge in the slightest.

“New Packfriend is almost as strong as Packmaster.” The hellhound paused, tongue lolling as her head tilted to the left. After a second, she glanced at Gabriel. “New winged sisters are Packfriends or Packsisters?”

Several eyebrows rose. A few valkyries stared in confusion. While Sindul and Sthuza giggled, Vadis sighed, shaking her head.

“While your mate is rather handsome, and I do like the idea of a strong man, it is not our custom to lay claim on a sister’s mate,” Gevif said.

Cindra nodded. “That makes sense. But Cindra is happy to have new winged Packfriends.” Her face lit up, and she shot Gabriel a proud smile. “Maybe new Packfriends will make nice with old Packfriends.”

Reyna snickered as most of the valkyries stared on in confusion.

“We’ll see where everyone fits in once we get back to Lostbarrow,” Gabriel said. He focused on Brynja’s six friends. “Thank you for agreeing to join us. I don’t know if Vadis explained–”

Vadis shook her head. “No, I fear speaking of the threat you face could draw unwanted attention.”

Gabriel flinched. Reyna scoffed. “Seriously? Bit late for that shit now. We’ve talked about that skank ass bu–”

Cindra slapped a hand over the lycan’s mouth, cutting her off mid-word. “Birdsister’s mother said no talking about Rotten Soul.”

Vadis smiled at Cindra. “I appreciate your discretion. Though, I could have been more specific.” She turned back to gaze at Gabriel. “As long as you are present, I do not believe anyone will overhear your discussion. But, I strongly advise you to limit who knows your foe’s true nature.”

Gabriel glanced at his Prime, then over to Kimiko before opening his mind to both bonded. ‘Think she’s referring to my psionic talent? It’s not like I use many wards.’

Both women nodded. ‘I believe that is exactly what she is referring to, Master. Did Duyaris not complain about his inability to scry us before the ambush?’

‘Yeah, he did. But Kimi had no trouble spying on us in the dungeon. Even in Meri’s Core Room.’

The oni’s eyes flashed. ‘Yes, but I used my ability to possess thralls. Attempting to scry on the private sanctum of a Dungeon Core would be foolish at any time, but even when you left the dungeon, I was unable to track your travels outside. It seems safe to assume your psychic prowess interferes with scrying magic.’

‘Well, that’s nice to know. Though, the only foe we have is Vesrah, and I’m more worried about her getting inside my head than listening to our chats.’

Pulling back to focus on the valkyrie leader, Gabriel gave a polite bow. “Thank you for the advice, Vadis.”

Sindul snickered, and Vadis huffed, crossing her arms under her breasts. “For some reason, I don’t enjoy hearing my name from you.”

Gabriel frowned. unsure how to take that.

Cindra leaned close, then whispered sotto voce, “Birdsister’s mother wants Packmaster to call her Mom.”

Gasps, giggles, and raucous laughter erupted as the hellhound gave a smug nod. Vadis blushed, but her vibrant eyes lit up.

Gabriel blew out a forceful breath, reaching up to rub his eyes. “Never change, Cindra.”

“Don’t worry, Packmaster. Cindra won’t… well, except for having pups.” She paused, mischievous pride vanishing as a look of pure terror washed over her face. “Cindra can have puppies, right?”

Gabriel sighed again as Reyna cackled and Sthuza berated the hellhound.

“We can worry about that in the future, Cindra. After we secure our home.”

In an instant, Cindra’s face transformed, lighting up with glee, her eyes blazing brighter. She pulled him in for another hug, dragging Brynja and Sthuza with him.

“Life with you guys is going to be wild, isn’t it?” Grimsa asked. Watching the hellhound dance around holding the three of them off the ground, she smirked.

Reyna chortled. “You have no idea. Fucker’s like a chaos magnet or some shit. I mean, hells, we fucking wiped out an army on the way here.”

“Hey don’t forget how we ran through that dungeon,” Isomyra said. “They threw everything they had at us. I thought Gabe was gonna tear the whole fucking place down when that one poor bastard tried stabbing Sthuza.”

The gorgon’s cheeks darkened as her lips curved. She ceased berating Cindra and twisted about to gaze lovingly up at Gabriel. A couple of head-snakes rose to brush his cheek.

“Anyway,” Gabriel said in a blatant attempt to redirect the conversation. “I’m grateful for the generous welcome and the chance to prove myself worthy of Brynja’s hand.”

Vadis fought a smirk as she watched Gabriel pretend Cindra wasn’t still holding him and Sthuza in her arms. “Thank you for bringing my daughter back, Gabriel. Now, before we let the evening escape us, I believe my aforementioned daughter would appreciate at least some manner of ceremony.”

“I-is that all right?” Brynja asked, eyes darting between Gabriel and Vadis.

“Of course,” Gabriel said without hesitation. At a flicker of amusement from Sthuza, he licked his lips before continuing. “But if it requires a lot of preparations, we may have to wait until after we establish a portal between Meri and Zeke.”

Sthuza giggled, drawing Gabriel’s attention from the blushing valkyrie. He turned to find the gorgon smirking. Before he could speak, she glanced over at Brynja’s mother. “I rather doubt Vadis would neglect to prepare for her daughter’s marriage.”

Spotting the valkyrie’s grin, Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Of course, right. Foresight.”

Vadis nodded, chuckling. “Indeed. While I cannot actively direct it, I have plenty of experience with deciphering the portents. And I have seen you in little Bryn’s future for quite some time now. I began preparations for tonight the day I sent her out to find you.”

Gobsmacked, Brynja stared at the older valkyrie. “Mother?”

“Of course I did, you silly daughter of mine. And do not even try and pretend you don’t want a ceremony. I know all about those romance novels you love to read.”

Brynja’s face turned cherry red, and her mouth worked soundlessly. Her friends chuckled good-naturedly at her embarrassment, though from the way Astryn’s pale complexion heated, Gabriel suspected she shared Brynja’s taste in fiction.

“What kind of ceremony do winged warriors have?” Cindra asked. The statuesque hellhound edged closer to the other valkyries, dragging Gabriel with her.

Grimsa snickered. “We don’t really have one other than the trials. Though, most men only face the valkyrie he seeks to mate. And usually they don’t perform all seven trials.”

“Aye. My fight against Svija was a right slog,” Villaff said, chuckling. “I had to scrounge up one of those winged cloaks the elves sell before I could face her. Then I spent half an hour batting her around afore she admitted defeat.”

Sindul and Vadis laughed. “Yes, that was rather amusing,” Vadis said. “You were as graceful as a fish out of water, but Svija should have known you’d remain dangerous.”

The huge man threw an arm around the valkyrie at his side and let out a booming laugh, his pale-blue eyes twinkling. Svija blushed, glancing down demurely, though she wrapped a wing behind him in turn.

“So, what do I need to do?” Gabriel asked, eyes on Brynja and Vadis.

The older valkyrie smiled. “Do not fret, Gabriel, while Bryn might enjoy the lavish depictions in those stories, I prepared something more reasonable. After all, while I am proud of our home, we lack the outlandish wealth and decadence of the old elven cities.”

“Cindra will help!”

Reyna snorted, smothering her laughter as Brynja beamed at the boastful hellhound.

“Yes, I am sure you will, Cindra,” Sthuza said. “For now, perhaps Gabriel could spend an hour or two discussing magic with Sindul while the rest of us prepare.” She paused, glancing at Brynja. “May I assume your earlier desire remains true?”

Cheeks pink, Brynja nodded. “Yes, dear sister.” She turned to face her mother, shoulders straightening. “If permissible, I wish to have my bond sisters join me in the ceremony, Mother.”

Vadis’s lips quirked to one side, and she shot Gabriel a conflicted look. “That is fine. I suspected you would.”

Cindra dashed over and grabbed Brynja up in a powerful hug. As the hellhound and valkyrie spun about, both laughing gaily, Vadis cocked an eyebrow at Sthuza.

“Did you prepare clothing for everyone?”

“Of course. I approached Brynja about her desires shortly after Gabriel declared his intention to marry her.”

“Excellent. I’ll leave the girls to you, while I arrange the festivities.”

Sindul slunk past her niece, taking care to avoid drawing too close to the dancing hellhound, then stood beside Gabriel. “So, while your brides-to-be dress up, I’d love to hear about how you were casting two spells at a time.”


Chapter Fifty-Three







The experienced valkyrie mage kept Gabriel distracted for the hour or so his bonded took to ready themselves.

Sindul all but drooled when he revealed the incredible spellcasting acceleration of the preloaded spells in his scepter. She had heard rumors of similarly advanced conduits but never seen one in person.

She struggled to comprehend Gabriel’s ability to split his mind. Even after a brief explanation of his bond with Merideva, and whatever strange soul fuckery Vesrah had practiced on him, Sindul had no clue how he developed the ability, nor heard of anyone with a similar talent.

Sindul was explaining the underlying principles of her Erosion Gale spell when a loud rap on the door announced Vadis’s presence.

“Of course you two would lose all track of time while discussing magic.” The valkyrie Wind Mistress snickered, eyes dancing with mirth. “Your mates await, Gabriel.”

Sindul laughed and slapped Gabriel on the back. “Come on, prodigy. You’ve got better places to be.”

Gabriel followed the two women out from Sindul’s unassuming log and stone longhouse. They led him across the spacious Aerie, past multiple similar homes before reaching a cliff overlooking a deep valley to the west.

The sun sank toward the horizon, casting fluffy clouds into a breathtaking display of purples and reds. A large, weathered stone platform rose above the dirt-covered clifftop, with a series of rough-hewn logs laid out as benches.

The weight of the ancient site’s centuries of rituals, prayers, and celebrations washed over Gabriel. He took a deep breath, steeling his nerves, and strode more confidently toward the platform.

As he followed Vadis to the wide, low ritual site, dozens of valkyries slipped silently from nearby, lining up along the simple benches. Mothers held tight to their daughters’ hands. Their mates stood proud beside them, watching Gabriel with admiration and welcome.

This is turning out to be both more and less than I expected. I promised Brynja a marriage, but… never imagined all of them joining in.’

‘Is it a problem, Alpha? We don’t have to,’ Reyna sent, worry and self-doubt coloring her mind-voice. ’It was Birdbrain’s idea. I think she’d mentioned it to Snakes before we left, maybe. But I can totally wait. Hells, I don’t even need a fucking wedding. I’m a gods-damned lycan. Don’t worry, I’m totally fine being your tame werebadger. I’ll hang back, but pretty sure you’re gonna have to deal with Snakes and Boobs joining in at least.’

Reyna’s rambling, half-coherent babble surprised Gabriel, and he sent a surge of love and acceptance flooding across her bond.

A loud, startled shriek from behind the growing crowd suggested he might have overwhelmed the newly alive lycan.

‘You okay, Reyna?’

‘Hah, gods damn, Fucker. Warn a bitch ’fore you go slapping her face with your huge psychic cock.’

Despite her words, Reyna’s bond radiated satisfaction and warm, gooey love. Rather similar to what flowed across Gabriel’s connection with Cindra most of the time.

‘You better be coming with the others, Reyna. If you don’t, I’ll hunt your cute ass down and drag you up here with me.’

Fiery passion flared across their bond, and Gabriel grinned.

The crowd continued growing, more and more spectators standing behind the weathered benches. A moment later, Brynja and Vadis stepped out from the throng, his other bonded following the pair.

Gabriel stared at the beautiful valkyrie. Once again, she wore tasteful makeup, accenting her already breathtaking features. A few rich black streaks formed harsh symbols that enhanced the warrior woman’s stoic grace. Slender braids bound back the sides of her thick blonde hair. A larger, looser braid ran back along the center, cascading down between her wings.

She wore a simple, long white tunic that hung to her knees. Understated brown leather boots shielded her feet from the snowy ground. But for once, her abundance of mithril jewelry wasn’t on display.

A shy smile graced her face, and Gabriel gulped as the significance of today struck him.

I know she’s already sworn to Meri and me, but… this is real. I-I what did I do to earn the love of such a skilled, kind woman? Movement behind Brynja drew his eyes to his other bonded, and Gabriel’s gut clenched. Even more so, to have all of them in my life. This is…

‘Knock it off, Fucker. It’s too late to get cold feet now. Don’t be a wimp. We all fucking love you, even that ice-cold undead nutter. Just relax and go with whatever Vadis has cooked up. Though, I’m pretty sure you’re gonna get jumped later tonight. I’d advise against drinking too much mead, but have you ever failed to get it up?’

Reyna’s teasing blasted away Gabriel’s doubt. By the time he recovered, Brynja and Vadis stepped up onto the platform.

The older woman moved over to stand on one side, allowing Sthuza and the others to join Brynja.

His other bonded wore the same white tunics as Brynja, though Cindra was barefoot.

The hellhound beamed, eyes blazing with excitement and lust as she stared at him. Dark eyeshadow deepened those glowing orbs, making the brilliant blue pop. She licked her lips, fangs peeking out.

Reyna shifted nervously beside the much taller woman. Her thick strip of blonde hair framed by shorn black sides was bound in a single braid like the one atop Brynja’s head.

Cindra’s hair remained unbound, though someone had given her thick mane a thorough brushing.

Kimiko stopped a few feet away from Sthuza. The oni had the shortest hair, and a single braid hung down along her right cheek. She glanced around at the others before focusing on Gabriel.

Her face remained emotionless, but her violet eyes stared at him with an intensity only beaten by Cindra’s.

While most of his bonded blazed with eagerness, Gabriel reached out across his connection with Kimiko. The oni’s placid expression concealed a churning maelstrom of emotion.

Her turbulent thoughts, fears, hopes, and memories crashed against Gabriel’s mind, almost staggering him. Sthuza and Reyna shot him worried glances, but he smiled back.

‘You okay, Alpha?’

‘Fine. Just a little nervous.’

‘Ha, yeah, well, that’s what you get for shacking up with five women. Especially some of us.’

Still smiling at the stunning women before him, Gabriel split his focus, half his mind remaining present as Vadis began speaking. The rest, he devoted to penetrating the roiling morass of Kimiko’s disjointed mind.

She must have sensed his presence brushing against hers, but her face remained emotionless.

Dark, lonely thoughts rose like rocky cliffs, unassailable in their jagged grandeur. Slivers of memories from her centuries-long vigil against Vesrah radiated such an intense desperation and longing that he steered far clear.

Others were older, yet fresher, thanks to Gabriel helping her unlock them when they bonded. Strangely drawn figures leapt from sappy romance tales, dancing about in the stormy confines of Kimiko’s mind.

Heroic men defeated outlandish villains in exaggerated feats of valor, then rescued young maidens who gushed over their hero. A crude dragon carved from cheap wood and sloppily painted loomed menacingly above a cute young woman in one of the voluminous kimonos Kimiko preferred.

No longer in distress, the damsel clung to her noble savior. This tale played out just as the countless other similar stories around him in a riotous diorama, only for more emotions to erupt from the simplistic characters.

The woman’s layered robes vanished along with the knight’s polished armor. As they began fucking like rabbits–or horny hellhounds–Gabriel turned away, tuning out the dozens of similarly outlandish fantasies cavorting about.

Come on. I don’t need her memories, I want to know how she feels about this.

Gabriel slipped past countless erotic fantasies, several so utterly bizarre–or even physically impossible given the exotic nature of the actors.

Lightning crackled and danced across ominous yet fluffy purple-white clouds. The stormy, empty inner world seemed so different from Reyna’s, and Gabriel realized he had never delved as deep in the minds of his other bonded.

While Reyna’s was prickly, with a hidden passage to her gooey core, I can’t even find anything other than memories here. What do the clouds represent? And where is Kimi’s true self?

Vadis spoke of Gabriel’s successful trials, drawing excited cheers from the valkyrie onlookers as he and his bonded stood upon the stage behind her.

Brynja twitched and fidgeted as though against biological need. From the way her wings fluttered and the obvious joy on her face, Gabriel suspected it was all she could do to not take flight.

Still listening with half his focus, he continued probing Kimiko’s mind. He propelled his mental avatar via thought, zooming through the seemingly endless void. Diffuse light from the lightning arcing across eerie clouds cast the whole space an unnerving appearance, but he kept seeking the oni’s true self.

Turning his head, he peeked at Kimiko. Her face remained just as blank as earlier. In fact, she appeared even more undead–or at least, unliving–than normal.

The thin white tunic covering her torso fluttered and shifted with the chilly breeze blowing across the cliffside, but she drew no breath. Her vibrant purple eyes were glassy, and she never shifted her weight.

As Vadis wound down her speech, Gabriel redoubled his effort to reach Kimiko’s core.

I should have checked her at some point after we bonded. After the sudden demand and sex, we were all so busy expanding Meri’s Domain and integrating the undead. Come on, she has to be in there somewhere.

On the brink of abandoning his quest, Gabriel glimpsed fractal lights: swirling purples, blacks, and whites emanating from a colossal crystal. It echoed the uncanny Astral Sanctum where he and Kimiko had first bonded–where her ancient, potent soul had almost overwhelmed him.

Slowing his approach, Gabriel reached out, seeking his bonded’s true feelings.

That might have been a mistake.

An unfathomable torrent of love, devotion, obsession, and excitement surged outward, slamming against him with the intensity of Cindra’s most aggressive hugs.

A thousand voices screamed, cried, laughed, and howled in a dozen tongues. All were Kimiko, though the sheer number and variety made Gabriel stagger.

“Are you all right, Gabriel?” Vadis asked, staring at him with obvious concern.

“Massster?”

“Maybe Packmaster is so excited to marry Pack he forgot how to stand up?”

Reyna frowned, suspicion brewing on her cute face. Her amber eyes turned accusatory as they tracked toward Kimiko.

The oni’s cheeks darkened, and she shrank in on herself. Yet, she neither blinked nor looked away.

Sthuza turned a harsh glower on the taller, horned woman. “What did you–”

“I’m fine.”

Reyna scoffed. “Yeah, you totally don’t look like someone just sucker punched your brain.”

“Seriously, I’m fine,” Gabriel insisted. “Sorry for the distraction, I was checking something about my bonds.”

Vadis cocked an eyebrow while Sthuza’s brow rose. Kimiko’s face went slack, a hint of fear adding emotion to her stark beauty.

The oni waved her hands in a blur before her, backpedaling. “I-I wasn’t trying to–”

Before she could escape, Gabriel captured one of those pale, clawed hands in his. “Relax, Kimi. I just wanted to be sure you were okay with this. You don’t always display your emotions openly.”

“Ah… yes. I-I will work on that, Anata.”

As a twitchy, somewhat disturbing smile lit up her face, Gabriel laughed and pulled her close to stand with his other bonded. “Don’t force yourself. I, uh, I got a decent glimpse of your true feelings.”

Reyna snorted. “Fucking hells. What kind of messed-up shit is she harboring in that head of hers? Nearly knocked you on your ass.”

A look of pure terror flashed over the oni’s face for a split second before the fractured, uncanny smile returned. Gabriel shook his head, smiling at the women before him. “Don’t worry about it, Reyna. We have something more important to focus on now.”

“If you are prepared,” Vadis said, reclaiming the lead. “It is my great honor to bind you, Gabriel Grimm, to these proud, noble ladies.”

All five women stood taller, Brynja blazing bright with radiant joy.

“As time consumed much of our heritage and the world around us changed, we have adapted our rituals.” Vadis smiled fondly at her daughter. “While a more formal ceremony might be my daughter’s dream, I fear all we can offer is a simple tying of bonds to represent the strands of fate you already share with these powerful women.”

Vadis gestured to the side, and two young valkyries stepped up, carrying a sleek ironwood coffer. She reached over and opened the polished gray-and-black wood chest, revealing eight elaborately braided cords.

Each bracelet was black drakeskin, interwoven with a brighter-colored leather. Emerald green marked Sthuza’s, while a vivid blue matched Cindra’s eyes. White and amber blended together for Reyna’s. Brynja’s wove strands of mithril with the drakeskin.

One of the purple one’s is obviously for Kimi, but why are there two? And who is the red one for? Even allowing for roles to change, no one in our group would match that shade.

At one end sat a much thicker bracelet, obviously meant for Gabriel. The same rich black drakeskin made up the majority, woven together with slender strands of arcanite-infused silk. While the tiny fragments of crystal would hold less than any of Gabriel’s other arcanite jewelry, the symbolism was clear.

After a nod from the older valkyrie, the girls presented the velvet-lined case to Gabriel, both fighting down the urge to smile as they pretended to be stoic and serious.

Motes of arcanite glittered as the young valkyries stepped forward, catching the light. The colors of each of his bonded reflected from the masculine bracelet. Gabriel shot Vadis a grateful look as all the women beside him gazed lovingly at the thicker cord.

As the Wind Mistress resumed speaking, he picked up Brynja’s bracelet. Her wings flapped, but then she shook her head. “I believe the only equitable manner is to go in chronological order, Lord Gabriel.”

Amusement warred with excitement in Sthuza’s eyes. Gabriel returned Brynja’s mithril and leather bracelet, claiming the beautiful emerald one instead.

Beaming, Sthuza raised her left arm for him. Gabriel draped the understated band around her slender wrist. The rugged, brushed mithril clasp proved easy to work, and he gazed into her reptilian eyes as he closed it.

Her radiant smile matched the loving devotion blazing across the bond. ‘Thank you, Love.’

‘Thank you, my beloved Prime. Your support and wisdom were crucial to our success, and will continue to be. We’ve come so far from that day I stumbled into you.’

Sthuza’s smile widened, revealing slight fangs.

Before stepping away from the gorgon, Gabriel raised her hand and pressed a chaste kiss against the back.

The young valkyries moved aside, and he gathered Cindra’s bracelet. His second bonded beamed, wicked canines glistening in the setting sun.

To his surprise, she refrained from saying anything outrageous, instead presenting her arm as Sthuza had. Her hand was hot compared to the gorgon’s, with lethal black claws instead of nails, yet her touch was gentle as he clasped the bracelet and raised her hand to kiss.

Cindra’s tail wagged, and unbridled lust flared in her blue-on-black eyes, but the hellhound held back.

‘I love you, Cindra. I’ve treasured every day since you leapt in to save me. Thank you for joining this Pack.’

’Cindra loves Packmaster, too! Thanks for accepting C–me. I love my new Pack.’

Reyna’s amber eyes glistened as Gabriel drew out her bracelet. She froze up for several seconds, then gave an angry head shake before flashing a wry grin. Once again, he closed the rugged clasp, unsurprised the fit was just as perfect as the first two.

‘Thank you for joining us, Reyna. If you hadn’t sacrificed yourself for me, everything would have gone to hell. It feels so right to have you here for this, my feisty little lycan.’

Reyna snickered. ‘Heh, glad to be here, Alpha. But you saved me first, remember? Dragged my short ass out of that shitstain’s creepy dungeon.’ Tears flowed from her eyes, and she sniffled angrily. ‘Fuck. I–thanks for taking me in and helping with Raeya.’

Gabriel held her gaze as he kissed her hand. Her grin returned, though her cheeks flushed.

‘Go on, Fucker. Wrap that cord around Birdbrain and make her yours.’

Moving to stand before Brynja, he picked up the woven mithril bracelet. Given Vadis prepared them all, he couldn’t blame her for crafting a slightly more ornate one for her daughter.

It’ll pair well with the rest of her jewelry. Not like the others wear much.

Brynja imitated Kimiko as he wrapped the braided cord around her wrist, her silver-blue eyes never blinking, breath held.

When he closed the clasp, her wings flapped, and chuckles rang out.

‘It has been an honor having you at my side, Brynja. We never would have saved Meri without your assistance, and I have come to cherish your noble spirit and easy-going charm.’

‘Thank you for fulfilling my most cherished dreams, Gabriel. To be your champion as we fight against the most despicable of evils in righteous battle grants me a sense of purpose and satisfaction like no other.’

Astryn and her friends whooped when Gabriel kissed Brynja’s knuckles, causing her cheeks to burn a brilliant cherry.

Still smiling, he shifted down the line to Kimiko. The white-skinned oni stared at him, a fond smile teasing at her dark lips.

While there were two purple-themed cords in the case, Gabriel picked the next one. Since Vadis had arranged the first four in the order he met his bonded, it seemed a safe bet.

Can’t afford to let the extras drive me nuts. For now, focus on the woman before me.

The rich black leather made a stark contrast against Kimiko’s pale flesh. Her vivid, haunting eyes flashed as he sealed the clasp, and she clenched her fist.

Her face sharpened, hints of the ruthless undead peeking out, almost daring Gabriel.

Smirking, he gripped her wrist with his left hand and used his right to peel her clenched fingers loose.

Wicked black nails teased his skin, but Kimiko didn’t resist. Holding her gaze, he dipped his head and kissed her hand.

‘We got off to a rough start, but you’ve more than proven yourself to me and the others. Our relationship may be different, but it is no less important to me than the theirs. You’ve lived countless centuries, lonely and forlorn, but as long as I draw breath, you’ll never be cast aside.’

‘I love you, Anata. Truly, it feels as though meeting you was the reason I slumbered for so long.’


Chapter Fifty-Four







After Gabriel kissed Kimiko’s hand, drawing a delightful dark blush to her pale cheeks, he paused, glancing back at the three remaining bracelets. He arched an eyebrow at Vadis.

“Is it truly a surprise that I might have made a mistake?”

Gabriel chewed his lip in thought for a moment. “Kind of, yeah. Don’t suppose you want to mention anyone we haven’t met before?”

Vadis’s smile grew, her old eyes flashing with girlish mischief. “No, I don’t have any revelations to gift you. Much of what is to come is… turbulent. I have done all that I can to assist you without either endangering our Aerie or upsetting your future.”

Gabriel frowned, the idea of Vadis’s help making things worse bothered him, but he knew little about Foresight.

What I heard at the Academy suggested it tends to drive seers mad if they push too hard. And if they don’t, too much is left up to interpretation. Vadis is the expert here, so if she thinks it’s risky, I don’t have much choice, except to trust her.

“Thank you for preparing the bracelets–”

Vadis wagged a finger at him, still grinning. “Ah, ah. While there were two extras, you’re not wearing yours yet.”

Eyes darting toward the more masculine-looking braided bracelet, Gabriel hesitated. He glanced at the intense gazes of his bonded.

Pretty sure they’d smack me senseless if I put it on myself.

‘Good call, Fucker.’

“I believe as your Prime, Lady Sthuza should have the honor, Gabriel,” Brynja said. She smiled fondly at the shorter gorgon, whose head-snakes swayed behind her.

Sthuza shook her head. “No, none of this would be possible without you, Brynja. Please, on behalf of us all…” Cindra and Reyna bobbed their heads in agreement.

Gulping, Brynja stepped out of line. The two valkyrie girls held the display case out to her, and she inhaled before lifting Gabriel’s bracelet from within.

Gabriel smiled at Brynja’s focused look as he pulled up his left sleeve, exposing his wrist. The leather was warmer where she held it. All those tiny motes of arcanite tickled his skin for a second as he instinctively attuned with their mana storage capacity.

“It’s already charged?”

Near the front of the low platform, Sindul grinned. “We had to ensure it worked correctly, Gabriel. I wanted to enchant them, but Vadis felt you might have more interesting options.”

From Sindul’s tone, Gabriel suspected she was referring to the Soul Forge. While he’d limited his usage so far, it would easily allow him to imbue enchantments on any of the bracelets.

“Thank you,” Gabriel said, bowing toward the older valkyries as Vadis stepped away to join her aunt. After their acknowledgement, he returned his focus to Brynja.

Her cheeks burned, and her lips curved up in a bright smile. Eyes flashing, she clasped his fingers, raising his wrist toward her mouth. At the last second, she rolled his hand and kissed his palm.

Several valkyries catcalled, while Cindra huffed. “Silly Birdsister kissed Packmaster wrong. Here, let Cindra show Packsister.” With that, the statuesque hellhound stalked forward, grabbed Gabriel’s free hand and tugged him closer.

He slammed against Cindra, smushing her massive, supple breasts, and laughed at her impish grin before she leaned in.

Cindra kissed with her typical fiery passion, tongue plunging into his mouth while at the same time, seemingly trying to suck his soul out. The embrace was messy and wet with her viscous drool.

More voices cheered, laughing and snickering as the hellhound pawed at his back and ground against him.

Gabriel matched Cindra’s affections happily, hands sliding down to grope her plump, round ass. A chorus of envious hissing returned him to reality, and he pulled back.

A thick rope of Cindra’s cinnamon-flavored drool connected their mouths for a second until she licked her lips with that blue tongue. “See? Packmaster likes this type of kiss best.”

Gabriel glanced at his other bonded, all of whom looked eager for their own kiss. Spotting the blend of mortified and lustful on Brynja’s cherry-red face, he took her hand and tugged her toward him.

Her wings fluttered as she stumbled forward. He caught her, wrapping an arm around her slender, toned waist, his free hand cupping her chin and tipping her head back.

Gevif and Grimsa egged them on, but Gabriel focused on the desire flashing in Brynja’s silver-blue eyes. He pressed his lips against hers, tasting cherries.

Wings spasming behind her, she snaked her arms around his chest, deepening their kiss.

After a lengthy, groping embrace, they parted. Brynja stepped back, beaming.

“Get a room!” Svedra shouted, causing Brynja’s face to heat even further.

Cindra smirked, tail lashing behind her. “Packmaster has whole tower of rooms for mating with Pack.”

Gasps and laughter erupted, but Gabriel focused on Reyna.

“My turn?” she asked.

The instant he nodded, Reyna leapt at him. Gabriel braced his feet and caught the short but solidly built lycan. Her legs clamped tight around his waist, and she slammed her lips against his.

Reyna’s kiss was all feral passion and raw lust. She ground her crotch against his stomach, short, powerful legs trying to squeeze the life out of him.

Loud snickers sounded, but they ignored the gawkers, savoring the intimacy of their moment.

Once Reyna jumped down and moved over to join Cindra, Gabriel turned to Kimiko and Sthuza. Both women stared back at him, dozens of head-snakes all joining them in studying him.

Smiling, Gabriel beckoned for Kimiko. The oni’s eyes snapped wide, and she forgot to blink or breathe. Several head-snakes scowled for a moment, then Sthuza flashed a compassionate smile.

“You are one of my bonded, Kimi. There’s no need to hold back. Unless you don–”

Kimiko blurred forward, slamming against Gabriel and almost knocking him over. She leaned in close, plump purple lips an inch from his. So close, her vibrant, unblinking eyes were unsettling, but he tugged her hips, drawing her tight.

She moaned, hands clutching his back as they kissed. After a few seconds, she pulled back and pressed her forehead against his cheek. Her dark horns brushed his face, even colder than her chilly skin, but she took care not to impale him.

Eventually, Kimiko resumed breathing, chest rising and falling like normal. She stepped back, then dipped her head toward Sthuza. “I believe your Prime is ready.”

Gabriel held his arms out for the gorgon, and she beamed, gliding forward. She pressed her slender body against him, head tilting back to gaze up at him with gleaming eyes.

Her head-snakes bobbed in encouragement as he dipped down to kiss his second shortest bonded.

Sthuza’s lips parted, and Gabriel took the invitation, darting his tongue in and tasting a vaguely minty flavor. The same faint tingle he often got from her venom washed over him, enhancing his already aroused state.

As her long, slender tongue dueled with his, she ground against him. Her head-snakes stretched toward him, brushing and rubbing against his face, hair, and neck.

Predictably, Cindra decided to join in, her long blue tongue lapping at Gabriel and Sthuza’s cheeks as she kissed them messily.

◆◆◆

Gabriel reveled in the festive atmosphere as his bonded celebrated alongside excited valkyries.

Dinner turned out to be just as impressive. Apparently, Sthuza had anticipated Brynja’s mother would hold a “wedding feast,” and she had stored away over a hundred pounds of drake meat.

Vadis’s cooks grilled the rich, aged steaks to perfection, serving it with salt-crusted baked jakons and a garlic butter sauce that had everyone complimenting them.

Cindra raved about the succulent, heavily marbled meat, grease-smeared face beaming. Her boisterous nature drew plenty of attention from younger valkyries who crowded the cheerful hellhound as everyone sat around drinking after dinner.

Brynja and Reyna stuck together, both women fidgeting with their woven bracelets. The pleasure and pride radiating across their bonds left Gabriel smiling as he sat with Sthuza and Kimiko, sipping mead.

Isomyra danced with a cluster of young, flush-faced valkyries. After a while, she clopped over and dragged Brynja and Reyna to join the dancers.

Gabriel chuckled as his bonded gave a half-hearted protest. Their words didn’t faze the curvy gnome death knight, the trio looking hilarious as the tiny undead gnome effortlessly dragged them over.

Cindra insisted Gabriel join once she spotted Brynja and Reyna dancing together. He drew Sthuza with him as he rose, and the hellhound caught Kimiko’s hand before she could slip away.

He cycled partners through the night, dancing with each of his bonded before Cindra and Sthuza added Brynja’s six friends to their group. When several valkyries took wing to dance through the starry night, he noticed Brynja’s hopeful gaze and cast his spells, enjoying a heart-pounding aerial waltz.

Gabriel took the time to chat with each of the young valkyries, confirming they truly wanted to travel back to Lostbarrow. Cindra gathered a cluster of eager, boisterous companions, thrilling the winged women with tall tales and silly antics. Squishy rode atop her shoulder, jiggling in time with the lively carousing.

This little side trip was definitely worth it. We’ve been so busy I never stopped to consider how important it was to have at least some sort of ceremony. It feels a bit more real now.

◆◆◆

Gabriel woke under a pile of limbs, with feathers tickling his nose. Blurry memories of a wild night with his bonded blasted the sleep from his mind.

Cindra insisted Pack had to sleep together. Which of course meant an orgy. Wait… I don’t remember getting any personal time with Reyna. Did she avoid me, or did I overlook her?

Thinking back, Gabriel recalled frantic mating with Cindra, the riled up hellhound all over him the entire time. The others took turns, each pairing off, except Kimiko and Sthuza who had given him a tandem blowjob.

The image of his two most powerful bonded gazing up at him with lustful eyes only to scowl at each other a second later was vivid enough he was tempted to seek another round.

Wait, we’re supposed to set out early. Astryn and the others should be here soon, if they’re not already waiting outside.

Gabriel tried to slip out from the tangle of limbs, only to find Kimiko’s tail wrapped tight around his thigh. Head-snakes shifted and brushed against his face as Sthuza woke.

After flashing a loving, carefree smile, the gorgon was quick to wake the others, and they set about preparing to leave.

Vadis and Sindul led a dozen other valkyries and four mates in sending off Brynja’s friends. The six young women were all smiles and excited chatter, clearly eager to start their new lives.

Gabriel stored away the crystal tower, and they set out along the pass through the Dragonspine Mountains. Brynja, Isomyra, and Reyna kept the new valkyries company as they hiked the icy path. Cindra, Kimiko, and Sthuza stuck closer to Gabriel, keeping sharp eyes out in case of wandering monsters.

While Brynja’s recent upgrade meant she was stronger than her friends, no one had trouble keeping up a rapid pace, even as the winds grew chilled, lashing them as they traveled deeper into the mountains.

They set camp in a sheltered valley, restoring the tower and traipsing inside to avoid a brewing snowstorm.

With thirteen people, plus Gabriel’s Minions, the place was more crowded, but fortunately, Sthuza and Vadis had arranged several smaller beds for Astryn’s group, allowing the six girls to pair off in unclaimed rooms.

They made great time back to Zeke’s dungeon. After a brief check in to confirm he and Emily were handling their small undead wing, Gabriel led the way out and through Valimar.

While he had worried about getting the six valkyries through the city’s dungeon entrance, Vadis had once again solved the problem before it cropped up. Astryn and her friends all held Bronze tags.

Their ranks were comically low given their combat prowess and experience, but none of the guards protested. After leaving the city, Gabriel resummoned their mounts, and from that point, the valkyries flew ahead to the next campsite with Brynja while the others rode hard.

The magical tack Sthuza had acquired for their mounts was rare and not something that could be purchased off the shelf, so if they didn’t want to slow down to mundane travel times, it was simplest to split up.

Each night, they regrouped, with the valkyries raving about Sthuza’s delicious cooking. Gabriel had initially worried about making them feel unwelcome as he and his bonded had sex–often quite vocal sex, especially in Cindra or Kimiko’s case. But the third night, he stumbled out of the bedroom, throat parched and longing for a drink, and overheard Astryn and Grimsa getting intimate as he descended the stairs.

They crossed over into Ailannor without encountering any more rampaging mercenaries. Near the border, Brynja and her winged sisters spotted a roving band of bandits and eliminated them without issue.

Gabriel was unsurprised to find that while the other valkyries teased Brynja about her often over-the-top formality, they all shared a similar disdain for those who plunder and rape.

Reaching the outskirts of Lostbarrow, they slowed to a brisk walk, allowing the valkyries to travel with them and hopefully minimize any attention they might draw.

It didn’t matter.

Even before they passed through the gate, rumors spread like wildfire about the sudden arrival of six more valkyries. More than a few townsfolk murmured exaggerated tales of Brynja’s first, flamboyant entry into the city, drawing snickers and smirks from the others.

“You were always good at making a scene,” Grimsa teased.

Brynja blushed beet red, wings folded around her as she trudged forward. Despite the increased activity in Lostbarrow, the large group had no trouble making their way to the Careless Queen.

“It was a most urgent quest,” Brynja said. “Time was of the essence, so my lord was forced to–”

“Relax, Bryn,” Astryn said, smiling. “You guys are amazing, and Grimsa’s just jealous. But, it does seem like this place is ripe for adventure.”

Gevif nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been looking forward to this trip for months. Now that we’re finally here, it’s so exciting.” Standing taller than Cindra, the large valkyrie marched forward, an enormous hammer slung over her shoulder. She smiled at anyone brave enough to meet her gaze, though few seemed capable.

“Just remember, we’re going to have secrets to keep,” Thyrnara said. She hung back with Kimiko, the pair discussing uses for Magic Stones.

◆◆◆

After stabling their mounts, which involved very insistent instructions from Cindra regarding the care of Surefeet, Gabriel led the way to Darlene’s inn.

He stepped inside, smiling at the familiar, bustling sight. Even just past noon, the first floor tavern was over half full. Several adventurers, all regulars, waved or nodded in greeting before turning back to their meals when they noticed his entrance.

They performed comical double takes as seven valkyries followed him inside.

“Gabriel Grimm, my word. What on Evora have you gotten up to now?” Darlene Spaulding asked. The rotund innkeeper shook her head, a jovial grin on her flour-dusted face as she took in Gabriel’s enlarged party.

“Hi, Mrs. Spaulding. How’s business?” He replied, fighting the urge to smirk.

Cindra pushed past the other, glomping onto Gabriel’s arm and beaming at Darlene. “Ooo! Does Happy Cook have enough tasty stew for Pack and Packfriends?”

Darlene’s smile widened, her eyes crinkling in delight at Cindra’s eagerness for her food. “Of course I do, darling.” She gave an amused huff and turned back toward the kitchen. “You know where the extra chairs are.”

Cindra’s head bobbed.

The older woman glanced back over her shoulder and pinned Cindra with a serious look. “I reckon you’ll need to move another table over, but no causing problems now.”

The hellhound never flinched. “Don’t worry, Cindra is apex of discretion and po-poli–niceness.”

Reyna and Isomyra cackled, Grimsa and Svedra snorting in disbelief. Sthuza met Gabriel’s gaze and rolled her eyes, head-snakes mirroring the expression.

Brynja nodded, every bit as serious as the hellhound. Astryn and Thyrnara shot their friend doubting looks, while Gevif stepped up and slapped Cindra’s back in a show of camaraderie that had several regulars wincing.

“You’re a strong lass too, aren’t ya?” Darlene asked, watching as Gevif actually caused Cindra to shift. “Don’t you worry none, I’ve got plenty of oross stew and drinks to handle any friends of Gabriel’s. And that big sweetie there knows where the reinforced chairs are.”

“That sounds perfect,” the quarter-giant valkyrie said, booming with laughter. She started toward the rear corner table after Cindra, waving the others into action. “Come, come. I’m eager to partake in the most delicious food our furry friend has spoken of with such passion.”

As Gevif and Cindra collected a half dozen chairs and carried them over to Gabriel’s table, Sthuza politely freed the next closest, buying drinks for the three smiling adventurers who’d sat there.

While the regulars were used to the sight of Gabriel and his beautiful, dangerous bonded, even they stared as six additional valkyries settled around the combined tables.

Katelynn took their drink order, then returned swiftly with her sister, Cheryl, to deliver an assortment of ales, beer, and wine. The young women paused to chat with Brynja and Cindra, his bonded having helped them out a while ago.

Darlene returned less than ten minutes later, accompanied by one of the nyatari girls, both carrying heavy serving trays.

“So, dearie, it seems you’ve made some new friends.”

Gabriel blushed at Darlene’s intense gaze. After sipping his rich, dwarven ale, he nodded. “Yes, we visited Brynja’s former home, and a few of her friends decided to come delve the dungeon after hearing about its growth.”

Sadness flashed in Darlene’s warm brown eyes before she glanced over at Astryn and the other valkyries raising their mugs and chatting happily. “That place is awful dangerous, Gabriel. I expect you and your ladies to make sure they don’t get in over their heads.”

“Do not fret, Darlene,” Brynja said with formal grace. “Mine kin are most capable and well-trained.”

The background din of dozens of adventurers chattering dimmed yet a few voices grew more animated as men argued.

Recognizing a few of the voices, Gabriel sighed. Sthuza scowled toward a group of five who rose from a neighboring table after chugging their drinks and started toward them.

“Hail and good tidings, Sir Gabriel, ladies.” The jovial speaker was Harkon Slairn. “I couldn’t help but notice you are accompanied by so many new faces.”

The man seemed over-large in his blackened vanguard breastplate, his well-muscled arms tiny beside the thick armor plate as he surveyed the six new valkyries, all of whom watched him and his party with curiosity. “While you are undoubtedly the most capable and knowledgeable adventurer in the city, taking on the orientation of six newcomers would be quite the challenge. Harkon’s Heralds still has an opening, and I would be honored to assist you in working your new friends through the dungeon.”

Reyna snickered. At her side, Isomyra sputtered, having just taken a sizable gulp of ale. The death knight frowned, glancing over at Kimiko.

Noticing their reactions in the corner of his eyes, Gabriel brushed his bond with the undead oni. ‘Relax, Kimi. Harkon’s an overenthusiastic blowhard, but decent enough. He’ll back off if they say they’re uninterested. Well, at least after last time.’

‘Last time?’ Kimiko sent. The pale-skinned woman’s face went slack, and Gabriel knew she was scanning through the memories they’d shared during the bonding ritual. To make it easier, he shared the specific memory of intervening when two parties pressured Yalaen to join them.

‘Ah, I see. So… it would be inconvenient if I turn them into ghouls?’

‘Just a little.’

Astryn faced the large, Silver-ranked adventurer and smiled disarmingly. “We are most flattered by your offer good sir. But we have already made arrangements.”

She flashed a grin toward Gabriel, and her friends mirrored her. All five Heralds rocked back, eyes wide. Harkon spoke again, and Sthuza answered as Gabriel was distracted by the excited chatter erupting across the tavern.

Everyone thinks I’m sleeping with them too now, don’t they?

‘Heh, you walked right into that one, Fucker. At least your reputation will keep assholes from pestering ’em.’

‘Gee, thanks.’

As Harkon and his party trudged back to their table, Sthuza ordered another round for the disheartened adventurers. Katelynn darted off, but Darlene crossed her arms over her apron-clad chest.

“I know you love your ladies, Gabriel, but I’m thinking thirteen might be just a few too many.”

“Packmaster always satisfies Packsisters, but new Winged Sisters don’t want to hog in on Birdsister’s claim.”

Half a dozen women spoke up at once. Gabriel just sighed, turning his full attention to the steaming bowl of rich oross stew before him.

His ears burned as Sthuza and Darlene chatted, showing no concern for propriety. Thankfully, all seven valkyries protested and spoke over each other, keeping most of the embarrassing discussion from spreading across the tavern.

Reyna leaned across the table, smirking. “Don’t worry, Alpha. Anyone who’d hate you for having so many fucking hotties already does. Biggest fear ought to be someone dropping dead from envy.”

“Gee, thanks,” Gabriel drawled. Several of his bonded laughed as Cindra sat taller in pride.


Chapter Fifty-Five







They spent two hours in the tavern. The valkyries raved about Darlene’s stew, and the cheerful matron happily served seconds for all the newcomers. Gabriel decided it was time to leave after Cindra licked her fifth bowl clean.

“Before we go,” he said, glancing at Darlene as she darted over for another round of hugs from him and his bonded. “Do you have any vacant rooms?”

The older woman laughed. “Dearie, since you came back and made such a fuss, every room I’ve got’s been filled. Most of ’em were booked even afore the work finished on that expansion.”

“Maybe Happy Cook needs more space? Packmaster and Glowy lady could help.”

Sthuza hissed at Cindra’s mention of Merideva, but the rotund human woman only smiled up at the hellhound.

“I reckon we’re already pushing the limits of what me and Elrick can manage. The girls are a delight to work with, but growing much larger would change the whole feel of this place.”

Sthuza nodded. “Your establishment has such a delightful, welcoming atmosphere, it would be a crime to alter it.”

Gabriel sighed. “Okay, then we’ll need to see about another inn for Astryn and the others.”

At his words, Gevif frowned. “Wait, I thought we would stay in–”

Cindra clamped a hand over the taller woman’s mouth, muffling her words. “No spilling Pack secrets.”

The eyes of several valkyries widened, Grimsa making an O shape as understanding dawned.

Sthuza humphed. “That will not be necessary, Gabriel. When we assisted Darlene with the renovations, I purchased all the rooms on our floor.”

Gabriel blinked, thoughts turning back to when his Prime had arranged the massive expansion of the Careless Queen. Vague memories of Sthuza mentioning her plan tickled his mind. “Oh, right. Sorry about that, I was a little distracted back then.”

“It is fine, you were quite busy at the time.” Smiling, Sthuza focused on Darlene. “Do you have any objections to us lending those rooms to our new friends?”

“Not at all, dearie. Any friends of yours are welcome here.” Darlene paused and turned a firm gaze on the assembled valkyries. “But I do expect them to comport themselves as well as the rest of you.”

Cindra beamed, nodding. “Don’t worry. Cindra will teach Packfriends proper way to eat tasty stew and fried fishies.”

Sthuza’s lips quirked to one side, and a faint, hissing laughter floated. Isomyra and Reyna howled with laughter. Amusingly, Kimiko’s expression mirrored Sthuza’s, and Gabriel grinned.

With lodgings solved, Gabriel led twelve women up to their private floor where Sthuza handed out enchanted mithril cards to unlock the doors.

Reyna stared at the collection of expensive mithril disks. “I’m still not used to how fucking rich you are. Even the Guildhall in Stillcrest only had gold keys.”

“You mean, how rich we are, Reyna,” Gabriel said, grabbing the lycan’s shoulder. “Between Kimi, Meri, and Sthuza, we won’t be worrying about money anytime soon.”

Svedra stared at the enchanted key in her hand before sharing a look with her fellow valkyries. “Uh, I thought we’d be… you know”–She gestured down–“living elsewhere.”

“Fret not,” Sthuza said, smiling. “Your rooms all connect to a central lounge where you will find a hidden passage. Brynja can show you how to access it.”

As his valkyrie led the others into their rooms with the promise of meeting up shortly, Gabriel unlocked the enchanted door to his suite and led his bonded inside.

The massive suite took up almost half of the floor, but it served primarily as camouflage for their comings and goings from the dungeon.

Gabriel opened a secret door, revealing the tight spiral staircase leading down into Merideva’s Domain. The instant he stepped across the threshold, Merideva chirped brightly.

“Gabriel! Why’d you take so long to come back to me?”

Reyna rolled her eyes as Gabriel laughed at the Dungeon Core’s affronted, almost whiny tone. “The Dragonspine Mountains are hundreds of miles away, Meri. We made the best time we could.”

“You didn’t get distracted by the sex?”

This time, Gabriel joined several of his bonded in rolling his eyes. “No, but the trials took a few days. Don’t worry, we’ll be down in a few minutes.”

“Aww, but can’t you Translocate now?”

“I’m not leaving my bonded behind, Meri. Just wait a little longer, then we’ll catch up on what’s happened while we were apart. Besides, we chatted while I was gone.”

“Aww, but it’s not the same when your not in my Domain.” She sniffled. “Will you at least polish my orb again? You should pamper me more.”

Gabriel met Sthuza’s amused gaze and rolled his eyes. “Of course, Meri. The entire time we talk.”

“It’s a promise!” she chirped, pulling back, no doubt to have Sarzykx ready the luxury gem-polishing kit he’d bought a month earlier.

The trip down was quick. While Merideva could have connected the staircase directly to her Core Room, Gabriel had insisted on maintaining security, just in case. So the stairs let out on the fifth floor, well out from the multilayered defenses erected to protect Merideva’s inner sanctum from intruders.

Most of the ten minutes it took them was spent navigating the narrow passages of a veritable maze lined with murder holes and arrow slits manned by goblins and kobolds. When they reached the Umbral Forest, Gabriel summoned Gwenaelle and let his Minion out to play with the other wolf drakes.

A score of shadowstalker kobolds dropped from the dense trees, all bowing as Gabriel and his bonded passed. Amara and Ryldor met them at the reinforced doors, guarded by a pair of vanguard-plated minotaurs.

The instant he stepped into Merideva’s Core Room, a brilliant pink crystal orb slammed against his chest. “Gabriel!”

Smiling fondly, he stroked the glowing Core as he continued toward his throne. “Hey, Meri. We’re back.”

“I don’t like it when you go so far away, Gabriel. I could barely sense you after the first couple days.” Her voice was muffled, and she sniffled. “Was it worth it? You brought back a bunch of valkyries. A-are they going to serve me? O-or are you keeping them for the sex?”

Several women gasped, and hissing erupted from Sthuza’s head-snakes. Cindra shook her head, gray hair whipping about. “Nope. Packmaster didn’t claim any new Packsisters.”

“Oh, so… they’re all for me?” Merideva asked, perking up. Her Handmaiden and the new Honor Guard minotaurs all smiled at her bright glow.

Gabriel chuckled, pulling the Core out to arm’s length. “Yes, Meri, along with some monsters we picked up in Zeke’s dungeon. Though, shouldn’t you aim for a more proper introduction?”

The bright pink dimmed, hints of yellow splotching her vibrant orb.

“Are you Lady Merideva?” Astryn asked, drawing attention back to the newcomers.

Merideva wiggled in midair. “Yep, that’s me.”

Astryn stepped forward, then knelt before the floating orb. Five more valkyries followed suit, bowing their heads as she spoke. “Greetings, Lady Merideva. In recognition of Gabriel Grimm’s victory in the trials, we have come to aid you in your noble quest.”

Merideva’s glow flared brighter, and she darted away from Gabriel to hover in front of the valkyries. “I’m so excited to have you join us. Brynja was super helpful when Gabriel recovered my Soul Forge. Those evil bug meanies are so creepy.”

Wings fluttered as all six valkyries glanced up, worry and surprise clear on their beautiful faces.

“Bugs?” Grimsa asked.

Merideva bobbed. “Yep. There’s a bunch of nasty Swarm infesting the lower floors of my dungeon.”

Astryn and Thyrnara glanced at Gabriel.

“I assume Vadis didn’t mention the Swarm to you,” he said.

They shook their heads.

“Don’t worry about it right now. There’ll be plenty of time for explanations later. And given you weren’t born as dungeon monsters, I don’t plan on risking you against Vesrah’s forces anyway. Once you swear allegiance to Meri, she’ll be able to conjure dungeon-born valkyries to reinforce her troops.”

“I understand, my lord,” Astryn said, sounding far more formal than in their previous talks.

Gabriel started to tell her to relax, but the surge of pride and satisfaction radiating from Brynja and Merideva stilled him.

It’s not that big of a deal, as long as it’s limited to moments like this.

Binding the six valkyries to Merideva took only minutes. As soon as Svedra, the last one to go, finished, Merideva streaked over to slam against Gabriel’s chest again.

“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you, Gabriel! I’m going to conjure a whole army of super-awesome valkyries, and then you can totally go kick that creepy witch’s butt.”

“I’m glad your excited, Meri, but we need to go over what’s happened while we were away. Then you can start conjuring. But,” he paused, glancing at his pregnant Prime. “I’m not sure if we’re ready to face Vesrah just yet. As long as she’s trapped below while we can grow stronger, I’d like to focus on improving the odds further in our favor.”

“Master, my condition will not impair my ability to support you,” Sthuza said.

Gabriel fought down a frown. He was still acclimating to the fact he would soon be a father. The idea of sending Sthuza into another battle against the terrifying monstrosities disturbed him more than a little.

“I’m not saying we’ll wait until you give birth,” he said. Cindra yipped as she leapt over to hug Sthuza, and he had to wait for the boisterous hellhound to calm before continuing.

“But I’ve improved leaps and bounds over the past three months. Another one or two spent training and preparing could give us the edge we need to push through Vesrah’s forces. Plus, it would allow for Meri’s valkyries to integrate with Rade’s orcs and Wannaga’s minotaurs.”

“I believe Gabriel has the correct idea,” Brynja said. She faced Sthuza without flinching, though her wings were tense behind her.

The gorgon huffed, several head-snakes twisting about as though pouting. “Very well. I apologize for misjudging your intent, Master.”

Gabriel shot his Prime a disapproving look, and she sighed, though her lips twitched into a grin. “Gabriel.”

He nodded, stepping over to the dark throne, and the polished wood case sitting next to it. “Okay, now, let’s catch up on what all happened while we were away.”

With that, he recounted their adventure first. Astryn and the valkyries were stunned to learn about the mercenary army Gabriel and his bonded had annihilated. Thankfully, they all approved vigorously, disgusted at the horrors being inflicted on innocent civilians under the guise of war.

Merideva’s update didn’t take as long, with the Core confirming that there had been no serious trouble from Vesrah’s forces, the lengthy labyrinth on the twelfth floor continued to thwart the Swarm drones.

A party of Mithril-ranked adventurers was in the city, delving the seventh through tenth floors on a regular basis. Merideva didn’t like the men, labeling them as crude “meanies,” but they stuck to the usual adventurer norms.

She spoke excitedly of Callie and Claire’s group who continued to improve as their newest members integrated with their party. Gabriel found the twins a bit intense, but Cindra had struck up a strong friendship with the young inutari sisters, and he would never complain after seeing how much fun his bonded had with the adventurers.

Wannaga’s Herd continued to develop the sixth floor, expanding from their town as they reclaimed long abandoned sections. Dozens of adventurers now roamed the massive, shifting labyrinth, eager to hunt the powerful monsters.

Until Gabriel and Merideva restored the floor, the handful of adventurers who still bothered delving here focused on harvesting Magic Stones from goblins and orcs.

Now, there was a full-time operation for both the more valuable stones and minotaur meat.

I still find it a little strange how no one seems bothered by butchering and eating sapient monsters. But I guess it’s always been this way, and I just never thought about it until we met Wannaga.

When Merideva’s report reached the seventh floor, Amara and Ryldor joined in, adding more details on how things went with the undead-filled floors.

Gabriel had asked the Core to seal off most of the tunnels on the seventh floor, but even the remaining space was almost as large as the entire sixth floor. Skeletons and zombies filled the adventurer-accessible sections.

Fewer parties delved so deeply, given the increased danger posed by undead, but a couple of well-prepared groups had developed a routine of hunting them for the somewhat rare alchemical reagents that could be harvested from them.

So far, only Sir Darren’s party had reached the tenth floor where Ralloderth was installed as a floor boss. The ghouls on the eighth floor were less popular with adventurers, with two parties passing through to face the more dangerous, and rewarding, ghasts on the ninth floor.

“So, Aren fought Ralloderth?” Gabriel asked.

Amara and Ryldor nodded. “Yeah, Ral was thrilled when that muscle headed noble squared off against him.”

“How did the fight go?” Brynja asked, leaning forward, concern on her face.

“My death knight floor boss fought really good, but eventually, those mages helped the hulking, tiger-striped weirdo win.”

Gabriel nodded. “Makes sense. Ralloderth’s insanely quick, but he has endurance issues, whereas Aren’s a bruiser, and I bet he could outlast most foes. Especially in that dwarven steel vanguard plate.”

“Who are you talking about?” Astryn asked. “I thought you said Aren was a friend, yet aren’t you training under a ‘Ralloderth’?”

“Aren’s this huge, brutish fighter we bought Birdbrain from,” Reyna said. When several valkyries scowled at her, she huffed. “Gonna have to stop calling Brynja that, ain’t I?”

The valkyrie in question blushed and waved away Reyna’s comment, only to freeze when the lycan smirked.

“Nah, I’ll drop it, otherwise it’ll get confusing.”

Still pressed against Gabriel’s side, Cindra cocked her head to the side. “Does Cindra need to change Birdsister, too?”

Brynja leapt up, wings fluttering. “Absolutely not!”

As her friends and sister bonded stared at her outburst, she blushed profusely, wings tucking back and down. “I-I mean…”

“Don’t worry, we know what you mean,” Gabriel said, smiling. He rubbed Cindra’s hip, and she relaxed against him, tail wagging. “And you don’t need to change, silly pup. But maybe you can call Astryn and the others by name from time to time?”

An introspective look washed over the hellhound’s face before her default beaming smile returned and she nodded. “Cindra can do that.”

‘Think Birdbrain would feel left out if Boobs started using her name?’ Reyna sent.

‘Yes. I imagine we’ll all have to adapt a bit to having her friends here. How are you feeling, though? Once we get them settled in, we can see about restoring Raeya.’

‘Thanks, Alpha! But, um, maybe we should wait a week or two? Now that Kimiko’s helped me talk with her, s-she’ll be fine waiting a bit longer. I-I need to sort some things in my head first.’

‘That’s fine. Just let me know when.’

After they caught up, Sthuza guided his bonded to assist the valkyries in settling into their new home. Merideva, ever eager, had already directed her drones to construct a dedicated wing once Gabriel and Brynja mentioned their recruitment.

Gabriel now turned his attention to crafting a comfortable barracks and a secluded mountain retreat for the valkyrie contingent they envisioned conjuring forth.

“Should we try and copy that Aerie you visited?” Merideva asked, floating over Gabriel’s shoulder as he sat back on his throne.

He shook his head. “No, that’d be almost as expensive as trying to duplicate the minotaur’s meadow down on the sixth floor. Way too much for us to take on right now, Meri. For the moment, I want to modify a section of the sixth to feel a bit more like home. Maybe raise a few of the distant hills into snowy mountains and add some longhouses. We’ll put a concealed shaft they can fly through to get between floors.”

Checking the Dungeon Interface, Gabriel found they still had close to a million Dungeon Essence. While that sum seemed huge compared to the early days when Merideva could barely afford the twenty for a goblin, he didn’t want to spend it recklessly.

Carving out and claiming a new space large enough for what he had in mind would be prohibitively expensive, so he selected a stretch of rolling hills near the “northern” edge of the Herd’s vast Meadow.

Even with his increased Dungeon Master level, it would still cost more if he made the actual changes, so he would leave that to Merideva.

“Meri, I’m going to plan the layout for a wintry forest just beyond the Meadow. Would you please have a drone dig out a shaft large enough, so the valkyries can fly between the neighboring floors without having to traipse through the entire place?”

“Sure,” Merideva chirped. “Um, do they need one to head farther down, too? They’re going to be fighting those nasty Swarm, right?”

“No, I don’t want to risk them being used against us. We’ll arrange regular patrols so they can protect minotaurs and orcs, but if Vesrah makes a serious push, the undead fodder will slow them long enough to arrange an organized defense. A-ranked monsters are too expensive to throw into a rushed effort.”

Merideva bobbed, then wiggled in midair before lowering herself to rest in his lap as he focused on the translucent image glowing before him. Idly, Gabriel stroked her crystalline orb as he worked.

After raising three hills to rise far over the landscape, he altered the climate to match that of Vadis’s village. Then, he added dozens of towering trees, the tips brushing stalactites, so he removed those, leaving a smoother ceiling over their region.

“Are you going to add any other monsters?”

Gabriel started to shake his head, then paused. “Maybe we should. Though, right now, all we have that would fit the region are wolf drakes. I’ll check with Brynja.”

A quick sending to his bonded valkyrie received an excited reply.

‘Yes, I am sure my conjured kin would greatly appreciate such companions. I-I still find it hard to believe that Lady Merideva can simply create valkyries from thin air. Are you sure this will work?’

‘It should. You saw how naturally her minotaurs integrated with Wannaga’s Herd, right?’

‘True. I look forward to meeting Lady Merideva’s new forces.’

‘How are Astryn and the others settling in?’

‘Wonderfully, my lo–husband. I cannot thank you enough for this. I truly love my new sisters, but having old friends here adds a degree of familiarity I did not even realize I missed.’

‘Glad to hear it. I’ll let you ladies get back to it. I’ve got several more rooms to finish fleshing out.’

Shifting back to the Interface, Gabriel added a couple of reasonable-sized caves to the new mountain, complete with plush minotaur hides for the wolf drakes to claim as lairs.

Thanks to the Interface’s ability to replicate almost anything he had personally seen, it was child’s play to erect several of the longhouses from the Aerie. Each could house multiple valkyries, though Gabriel doubted they could afford to fill them all right away.

“Meri, how about starting with a dozen valkyries for now? Based on how many monsters Brynja wound up shielding without realizing she could, they should be enough for at least fifty or so minotaurs.”

The glowing orb rolled in his lap. “Sure. Should I do it here, or down in their home?”

Gabriel continued tweaking the layout as he thought. “Might as well do it up here. Then we can show them the route to where they’ll live. Need to introduce them to Syrkirus and Rade so they can organize patrols.”

Once satisfied with his work, Gabriel asked Merideva to implement the changes. He called his bonded and Brynja’s friends back for the conjuring.

Astryn and Thyrnara were stunned by the awe-inspiring magic as Merideva created a dozen adult valkyries in just minutes.

Once the spell constructs around them vanished, there were no visible differences between the two groups other than their clothes. The six valkyries from Vadis’s Aerie wore rugged, well-crafted tunics and an assortment of jewelry.

The newcomers wore identical white smocks and simple leather boots. It took them a few minutes to acclimate to life, by which point, Grimsa and Svedra were mixed in amongst them, poking and prodding the conjured women.

“This… this is incredible,” Astryn said, watching Grimsa trace the feathers of a statuesque blonde valkyrie.

“I’ll say, they’d all fit right in back home,” Svedra replied, gazing up into a taller valkyrie’s face.

“Is there something wrong with me?” the conjured woman asked, brow furrowing.

Svedra waved her hands in a frantic rush. “No, sorry. Just need a little time to let all this sink in.”

The conjured woman smirked. “You think you have it bad? First time I open my eyes, I’m staring at the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.”

Svedra blushed, wings flapping. “Uh, thanks? Hey, what’s your name?”

“I am Sahildr, Cousin Svedra.”

The small, dark-haired valkyrie blinked. “Wait, how do you know my name?”

Merideva giggled. “You’re both bound to me, silly.”

“Yes, it would be quite inconvenient if conjured monsters required extensive tutelage before they could integrate with the existing dungeon population,” Sthuza said, smiling.

The conjured valkyries all turned toward the gorgon and bowed as one. “We are prepared to serve, Prime.”

Sthuza puffed up, a bright smile on her face. She turned and gestured to Gabriel. “Dungeon Master Gabriel Grimm will be in charge of the war we all must fight, but yes, I serve as his Prime-bonded.”

The valkyries shifted, bowing lower to Gabriel as Sthuza’s expression hardened. In an instant, the smiling, pregnant woman vanished, replaced by a confident leader with centuries of experience.

“I trust you will obey his commands without question.”

A dozen winged warrior women saluted as one, barking affirmative.

“Damn, they’re fucking intense,” Reyna muttered. The lycan stood beside Kimiko and Cindra, the trio off to Gabriel’s left.

“Do we need to act like them?” Gevif asked, grinning at him.

Gabriel shook his head. “No, I’m not much experienced with command. And you six are Brynja’s friends. While you’ll need to help defend Meri, I thought you might prefer staying closer to the surface.”

Grimsa nodded emphatically. “Want us to scout the barony for you to watch out for outside threats? Bryn mentioned you’ve had some trouble with local nobles.”

“Something like that. We’ll see how everyone fits in once the dust settles. For now, I want to get Sahildr and her cohort settled on the sixth floor. Then we can arrange patrols for the seventh and eighth.”

Sahildr gave a sharp nod. “We await your orders, Dungeon Master.”

“Brynja, would you and Sthuza lead our new warriors down and show them around?”

“It would be my honor,” Brynja said, standing even prouder than the conjured valkyries, if that was possible.

“Thanks. Now, if everything’s settled, I’m going to get in some training with Amara.”

Standing back near the doorway, the bissian death knight grinned. She wore a simple tunic and breeches today instead of her imposing, adamantite vanguard suit. “Oh? I’d love to hear how your magic duel went. Myra said you soundly defeated their best mage.”

“Sure. But, then I want to work on Monomolecular Lash some more. I need something to get through those heavily armored soldier drones.”

The muscular undead mage shuddered, her fluffy tail lashing behind her. “Yeah, good plan. I’d never seen so many of them deployed together before. We’ll need a way for Lady Merideva’s troops to crack those exoskeletons, or we’re going to have a bitch of a time cleaning house.”


Chapter Fifty-Six







After kissing his bonded farewell, Gabriel led Amara through to the massive training hall Merideva had constructed off from his wing.

The long, wide stone chamber held a variety of training equipment, including racks of sparring weapons and armor for him and all of his bonded, as well as each instructor he invited.

Now that Ralloderth’s installed as a floor boss, we’ll have to head down there to train. Still, it was the right move. Meri needed a second boss if we’re going to attract more powerful adventurers, and Ralloderth earned his position.

’Heh, yeah. That four-armed freak loves fighting,’ Reyna sent. ‘Think he can teach you much more? You’ve been beating him pretty consistently the last several times.’

‘Only because my Haste spell is better than the enchantment he uses. My Psionic Acceleration is faster than his, too, but he’s far more skilled and experienced. And sparring against him is the best way to push myself on technique while Hasted. None of the others can handle my maximum speed.’

‘What are the odds of facing someone else so fucking fast, Alpha?’

’Pretty good. Carminium and higher fighters tend to be both stupidly strong and fast. And a lot of them are Soul Adepts like Astryn and Brynja.’

‘Fucking hells, you really boosted Birdbrain with that upgrade shit. I thought the whole primal lycan bit was impressive, but she’s fucking terrifying now. In battle, I mean. She’s a total sweetheart the rest of the time.’

‘Yeah, she is. I’m glad you two get along.’

◆◆◆

Gabriel exhaled and rolled his neck, releasing the tension built from intense focus as he practiced controlling the incredibly destructive spell.

Monomolecular Lash was easily the most dangerous spell he knew, and even after two months of study, he wasn’t comfortable using it in combat. While it could cut through almost anything weaker than orichalcum, the whip-like construct required exacting control lest he slip up and dismember himself.

“You have improved greatly, Dungeon Master,” Amara said. The bissian death knight leaned against the polished stone wall, an easy smile on her lips. “A few more weeks and you might be safe to use it in battle.”

Gabriel gave a self-deprecating chuckle. Sweat flicked about as he shook his head. “Maybe. But if we can hold Vesrah back until after Sthuza gives birth, I’d have enough time to get more comfortable with it.”

“True. While the bugs have been more active since your arrival, I–”

Merideva’s panicked voice cut the bissian off. “Gabriel! That little catboy just dashed into my dungeon all alone.”

Gabriel blinked, instinctively glancing up toward the Dungeon Core’s disembodied voice. “So? Is something wrong?”

“He’s super injured, Gabriel. Like, to where I think a goblin might be able to kill him.”

Amara stiffened as Gabriel leapt to his feet, already diving into Dungeon Sense. He sought out the first floor entrance, scanning for Yalaen.

The slender pantheran staggered along the dirt-walled cave tunnel, blood dripping from a series of gashes along his left side. That arm hung limp, his right clutching his bleeding stomach.

Yalaen looked around with twitchy, bloodshot eyes, tail lashing behind him. “Uh, Gabriel? Oh, fudge patties, how is he going to hear me in the dungeon? What was Leryane thinking?”

Seeing the severely wounded adventurer stumbling along alone sent a shiver of fear down Gabriel’s spine. He wasn’t that close to the pantheran, though Cindra met up with Yalaen and his party from time to time.

But the mention of Leryane and the frantic look on Yalaen’s face left Gabriel wondering why on Evora he’d entered the dungeon already wounded.

Amara grabbed her staff from where it rested against the wall, preparing herself for battle. “Dungeon Master?”

“Something’s wrong out in the city. I’m heading up to check it out.” Immediately, Gabriel Translocated to the fifth floor staircase and started up, reaching out across his bonds.

‘Yalaen just staggered into the dungeon covered in wounds. He’s rambling about me and Leryane. I’m going to meet him.’

‘Be careful,’ Sthuza sent. ‘This seems most odd.’

‘No shit, Snakes. What do you think happened, Alpha?’

‘No clue, Reyna. And yes, I’ll be careful. But we don’t need the city falling apart while we’re preparing for Vesrah.’

‘Packmaster will help Shadowy Cat?’

‘If I can. For now, I want all of you ready in case there’s something serious going on. Brynja, alert Astryn and the others, please.’

Brynja’s mind-voice came back at once. ‘At once, my lord.’

‘Should I summon my death knights, Anata?’

Gabriel frowned, Translocating again and starting up another set of stairs. ‘Yeah. Better safe than sorry. This might be something unrelated to us, but his mention of Leryane worries me.’

‘I concur, Master. If she sent him to find you in the dungeon, it strongly suggests she and Elaine are aware of your true nature.’

‘Not the time to worry about that.’

It took Gabriel less than two minutes to reach the first floor and Translocate close to the pantheran adventurer. He sprinted around the last corner and spotted the bloody youth.

“G-Gabriel!”

He dashed forward and caught Yalaen as the slender male stumbled and fell. Guiding the grievously wounded youth to the rough ground, he pulled a healing potion from his belt pouch. “What’s happened?”

Yalaen winced, lips peeling back from his bloody muzzle. “Attacks everywhere. Dozens of powerful mercs seized the castle. We were in the tavern. Leryane seemed to recognize their leader and started fighting. They were… so strong.”

As Yalaen shuddered, Gabriel unstoppered the vial and poured the rich purple potion down his throat. “Focus, Yala. Drink.”

The youth swallowed, light-blue eyes rolling back in his head for several seconds. He coughed, sputtering. Blood soaked Gabriel’s hand and his gray gambeson.

“What happened in the tavern? How do you know about the castle?”

“This masked woman taunted Leryane. Said her friends had already attacked. There were so many. Leryane cut down three before mages blasted her. I-I don’t know if she survived. As she fell, s-she told me to come here and call out for you. I… didn’t think I’d find you in time.”

Gabriel gritted his teeth, righteous fury roiling within him. “What about Callie and Claire? Did they attack everyone at the tavern?”

Yalaen’s head shook. “Over a dozen Gold and Mithril-ranked fighters and mages flooded inside. Everyone panicked and fled.” A haunted look washed over his feline features. “T-they grabbed Callie and Claire right at the start. I-I couldn’t do anything.”

Seeing the petite, wounded pantheran shrinking back from him, Gabriel fought down his rage. “You did the right thing coming to get me.”

“I did? Can… can you save them?”

Dark, alien thoughts clawed at Gabriel’s psyche, and a wicked sneer crossed his face. “I’ll make them all regret messing with my city.”

Yalaen’s eyes flared wide, but pounding footsteps rang out, distracting both men.

“Cindra will help!” the hellhound declared, charging into the cave. Rushing over, she loomed above Gabriel and Yalaen. She unleashed an ominous rumble as she took in the pantheran’s brutal wounds.

Gabriel’s potion helped, several of the clean slashes along his left had closed, but blood still leaked from Yalaen’s gut.

“Fucking hells,” Reyna growled. The lycan stomped over, scowling. “Who the fuck did this?” Her sharp amber eyes locked on Gabriel’s sinister scowl. “Someone attacked him in the city?”

“Wait till the others get here, and I’ll explain. For now, get ready, we’re heading out and hunting these bastards down.”

Kimiko arrived next, Isomyra and Amara on her heels.

“Come on, we’ll use the inn staircase.”

’What should I do, Gabriel?’ Merideva asked.

“Send a couple shamans up to deal with Yalaen. Ask Valeif to help.” Gabriel turned to Amara. “Put him to sleep for now, there’s nothing more he can do.”

“Wait, what?” Yalaen asked, glancing about as Amara began casting. Laying near Gabriel’s feet, the pantheran trembled.

“Relax, Shadow Cat, Pack will take care of everything,” Cindra said, smiling down at the young adventurer.

Amara finished her spell, and Yalaen stilled, chest rising with slow breaths.

Head-snakes rustled and hissed as Sthuza strode into the room. Her white and green dress fluttered around her legs.

After his Prime arrived, Gabriel gave them a brief rundown on what he knew. Everyone scowled, Cindra growling as she watched the slumbering pantheran.

Sthuza stepped toward Gabriel. “Master, you should go back for your armor.”

“No time.” He paused, noticing her frilly outfit and complete lack of armor. “If you want to join us, suit up and meet us in the inn.”

“But–”

He pulled his half-cape from the dimensional storage pouch on his belt, attaching it over his shoulder. “No arguing. I’ve got my Mantle, but you’re pregnant. I’m not risking you in an unknown situation.”

Sthuza’s lips pouted, but a head-snake dropped down to glare at her, and she huffed.

As she sprinted back the way she came, Cindra spoke up. “Don’t worry, Snakey. Cindra will protect Packmaster and spank baddies.”

Brynja caught up with Gabriel and the others as he stepped into their suite in the Careless Queen. Five valkyries chased after her, four struggling to don armor. “My Lord, we are ready to serve.”

“Thanks. We don’t know much beyond some powerful mercenaries attacking.” He paused, realizing the death knights stood out even more than the winged women. “Kimi, I don’t want–”

The oni stood taller, glaring up at him, unblinking. A manic grin split her face. “I will not stay behind, Gabriel Grimm.”

He snorted. “Not asking you to. But Amara and Isomyra should wait here until we know what’s going on.”

“Wait, seriously?” Isomyra protested.

Kimiko spun, whipcord tail lashing behind her. She grabbed the curvy gnome’s neck and lifted her effortlessly. Holding the vanguard-plated death knight, she glared, violet eyes twitching. “Do not speak against my Dungeon Master.”

“Urk! S-sorry, Mistress.” Glowing blue eyes wide as she stared upon the face of her final death, Isomyra hung limp, unwilling to protest.

“Let her go, Kimi.”

Kimiko’s hand snapped open, and Isomyra crashed to the floor.

“Good, now follow.”

Gabriel stormed down the stairs, his boots unheard beneath the thunder of sabatons and Cindra’s powerful steps.

He leapt down the final flight, knees bending as he landed in the first floor tavern. His heart clenched at the devastation before him.

A dozen patrons lay strewn about the large room. Shattered tables and chairs decorated a quarter of the tavern, drawing his eyes to pools of sticky blood and dismembered corpses.

He spotted the three humans Leryane had killed. The attackers had left their fallen behind. She’d cut clean through two of them, but the row of craters blasted along the back wall hinted at the magic that took her down.

Several people huddled over, tending to the wounded. A few noticed Gabriel but blanched and looked away.

Cindra let out a deep rumble. “Packmaster’s very angry.”

“Fucking right. The hells happened? Where’s Darlene?”

An older man rushed out from the kitchen. He spotted Gabriel and skidded to a halt, face torn between fear and hope. “Gabriel? Please, you’ve got to get my wife back.”

Gabriel growled as pain flared in his fist, his nails drawing blood. “They took Darlene?”

Elrick Spaulding nodded, jaw muscles clenching. “Yes. They said something about using her as bait.”

“Oh fuck,” Reyna muttered. “Stay calm, Alpha. We’ll deal with this and get her back.”

The valkyries leapt from the second floor, gliding down to land around him. “This disgraceful cowardice and senseless brutality shall not stand,” Brynja declared.

“Did they say who they worked for, or where they were headed?” Gabriel asked.

Elrick scratched at his dense gray beard. “I didn’t hear much over the screaming and crying. That elf put up a proper fight, and the wounded were loud.”

“They bragged about attacking the castle,” Kimiko reminded him.

Gabriel stomped toward the door. “Let’s go.”

◆◆◆

Rage burned within Gabriel as he stalked along the city streets, headed for Elaine’s castle. Few people were out and about, most cowering in their homes. Clearly, the attack had been far larger than just those who invaded the tavern.

As they entered the nobles’ quarter, the castle looming before them, Brynja darted ahead to walk beside Gabriel. “My lord, I understand your outrage, but we must be strategic about this.”

Growling, he fought down the incandescent fury within, slowing as he stilled his mind with a familiar meditation. “You’re right.”

“Bad men are planning to trap Pack.” Cindra rumbled, tail erect but still. Her triangular ears twitched, and a feral grin creased her lips. “Packmaster should turn table, then pounce.”

“Fuck, yeah, we need a plan, Alpha. If they’re tough enough to take Leryane, we’ve got to assume they planned for you, too.”

Gabriel blew out a frustrated sigh. “Yeah. Elrick said they took Darlene, and I didn’t see Callie or Claire among the wounded.” His eyes hardened as he connected the dots. “Or Leryane. Fuck! This is about me.”

Brynja’s wings flapped. “My lord?”

Gabriel split his focus to share the conversation with his Prime and Merideva. “It’s got to be about Triscol. Remember that pompous envoy? Duke Mornstead must want revenge for his son.”

“You don’t think it’d just be the arrogant little shit coming back for round two?”

Gabriel shook his head. “No, there’s no way he’d be both fully recovered and able to raise a mercenary company. With Countess Sarah’s guards reinforcing the castle, he’d have needed some serious firepower to take it.”

’I concur, Master. Please, do not rush off and risk yourself. I do not want our friends to suffer, but nothing in the city will matter if you are slain. Protecting Merideva and defeating Vesrah must be our priority.’

‘Yeah, please don’t get hurt, Gabriel. You’re my specialist DM. I can’t bear the thought of losing you to some dumb meanie.’

“I have no intention of dying heroically.” He let out another dark, hungry growl. “Or surrendering myself for hostages.”

“Okay, so what’s the plan?” Reyna asked. The lycan shifted from foot to foot, eyes darting around the ornate houses lining the street.

“If they’re using hostages, they’ll want to capture me and deliver me to whoever’s in charge.”

Several heads nodded slowly.

“So that’s what we’ll do.”

“Wait, what?” Astryn squawked. Several other women spoke over each other, so Gabriel waited until they grew silent again.

“Cindra has the right idea. They expect me to surrender, so I will. Then, once we figure out where the hostages are, we pounce.”

“Uh, you wanna use Boobs’s plan? That’s a terrible fucking idea.”

“No, it’s perfect. But if we’re going to pull this off, we need to appear like it worked. Showing up with a small army of armored warriors won’t fool them.”

‘I do not like this, Master.’

Kimiko frowned, tail lashing angrily behind her. She stomped over to glare up at Gabriel. “No. You cannot risk yourself for these weaklings. Let me sweep the castle clean. They won’t be prepared for me.”

“You can go with me, but I’m not letting you go alone.” Gabriel scowled, considering what they could be facing. “We don’t know how many mages they’ve brought, Kimi. Even you’re not invincible.”

The sleek undead beauty scoffed. “I still have Yirish’s body in my closet. There is zero chance they could destroy me.”

“Maybe, but I’m not sending any of you in alone. And I’d prefer to save Darlene and any other hostages.” Gabriel’s mood darkened, and a faint chittering droned in the back of his mind. “If they’re still alive.”

“Would bad men hurt Packfriends?”

“Uh, yeah, Boobs. That’s what cockswabble shitsticks do. Fucking power-crazed cowards always hurt people who can’t fight back.”

Reyna’s bitter anguish washed over her bond with Gabriel, but instead of heightening his rage, her pain dulled the dark urges clawing at his mind. He pulled the snarling lycan against his side. “We’ll save them, Reyna. They’ll keep whoever they captured alive until they’ve got me in their clutches.”

Gevif stepped past the other valkyries and focused on Gabriel. “So, we are going to fight this duke’s men to liberate the castle?”

“He’s the only one I can think of who’d have a reason to pick a fight with us. And the only reason to attack both Mrs. Spaulding and Elaine would be my relationship with them.” Gabriel glanced at his bonded, all of whom nodded.

“Yeah. Darlene’s a sweetheart,” Reyna said. “This sounds like the sort of manipulative bullshit small-dicked nobles get up to.”

“Okay, leave Ryldor and Anthraxa guarding Merideva. Along with her honor guard and Sarzykx. I want Amara and Isomyra to join up with Sthuza and as many armored minotaurs and orcs as Meri can deploy.”

‘But how will we reach you in time to assist, Master?’

Gabriel flashed a wicked smirk. “Meri, claim the ground between the first floor and the castle’s basement. In fact, go ahead and start in on the castle itself. When I give the signal, Amara can blast her way through the floor and flood the hall with monsters.”

“Uh, Alpha, you sure you wanna do that? Someone’s liable to notice.”

“Friendly Elf and Sad Eyes already think Packmaster lives in dungeon.” Cindra beamed. “They won’t reveal Pack secrets.”

“Sthuza?” Gabriel asked, both speaking and sending.

‘It makes sense, Love. Still, I must express my disapproval. Perhaps it would be best to send Kimiko instead?’

“No, I don’t want anyone suspecting what Kimi really is. Plus, if they’re strong enough to put Leryane down fast, they’ll be resistant to her best attacks. Sure, she could grind them down eventually, but they’ll kill everyone else while she does.”

The oni crossed her arms under her breasts, pouting, but she didn’t dispute his statement.

“I’ll go in through the gate with… Kimiko, Cindra, and Reyna.”

“What should we do?” Astryn asked.

Kimiko glanced over at the armored valkyries. “Gabriel is correct, they would refuse to let you all enter as you are. In fact,” she paused, eyes studying Gabriel. “You chose those of us who will not appear to be a serious threat?”

“Exactly. I’m sure they’ll expect my Spell Mantle, but if we’re up against arrogant mercs and noble’s troops, they’ll assume you three are more arm candy than highly lethal warriors.”

Brynja gazed at Gabriel crestfallen, wings sagging.

“You revealed your armor when we clashed with the envoy’s guards, Brynja. I don’t want to give them any reason to suspect what’s coming. This time, I want you to take the others and get in position to strike from above when the time’s right.”

The beautiful valkyrie straightened, beaming, and gave a decisive nod. “You can count on us, m–Husband.”

Despite the anger and worry, Gabriel smiled. “Okay, let’s go spring their trap and end this.”

‘What if it was the duke, Master? This will likely not be the end.’

’We’ll deal with that after we take care of the problem in front of us.’

‘Of course. Please be safe, love.’

‘I will.’


Chapter Fifty-Seven







Gabriel, Cindra, Kimiko, and Reyna approached the castle gatehouse, noticing the citizens kept well away, eyes averted from the four armored guards.

They wore Lostbarrow livery, but their blackened mail hauberks, poleaxes, and heavy glaives didn’t match the arms of Elaine’s guards.

Reaching out with Magesight, Gabriel estimated them at Silver or Gold perhaps, though none displayed Adventurer tags. Their gear was enchanted but weakly, nothing that would breach his Spell Mantle or Cindra’s armor.

Doubt they could even scratch Kimiko if she let them hit her.

All four straightened up as Gabriel’s party approached. “Halt,” a grizzled, scar-faced man said.

Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Out of the way, I’m here to visit Elaine.”

Three fake guards sniggered as their leader scowled. “Guess you’re Grimm, huh?”

Gabriel nodded. Cindra growled, and a flicker from Kimiko’s bond suggested the oni was ready to attack, so he held up a hand to stop them.

“Surrender yourselves for inspection. Once we’ve thoroughly searched you, we’ll let you inside,” the older man said, openly leering at Cindra’s curvy form.

Reyna chuckled. “Ha, not fucking likely, ya cum-snorting hemorrhoid.”

The rear three guards brandished their polearms. Cindra joined Reyna in laughing.

Gabriel stared into the man’s eyes, releasing a flicker of the fiery rage burning within. “Yeah, that’s not happening. You’re nobodies. Out of the way.”

The older guard sneered, hand dropping to his longsword. “Are you daft? We have your friends.”

Cindra’s head swiveled back and forth, scanning for Packfriends.

A soul-chilling laugh erupted from Kimiko’s lips. “All I see are four deceased souls, still trapped in their mortal coils,” she purred, a malevolent smirk stretching across her face to reveal predatory fangs. As the oni unleashed a fragment of her terrifying Presence, the four guards trembled.

“Y-you have to surrender,” the leader said again, almost pleading.

Gabriel’s eyes narrowed, his face hardening. “Yeah… no. You’re not laying a finger on my bonded.”

Stepping forward, the leader drew his sword.

At least, he tried to. Cindra gave a ferocious bark and leapt at him. He screamed as she slammed him to the paved road, ribs splintering beneath her half-ton bulk.

Kimiko was a quarter second behind, her orichalcum naginata appearing midswing. The gleaming blade cleaved through her target, bisecting the dumbstruck guard.

The last two swung poleaxes at the sleek oni, but she kicked the stone road and dodged back out of reach.

Reyna grumbled, breaking into a charge at the left guard, running as fast as her short legs would allow.

Gabriel resumed walking toward the open gate, confident the fight was already over. ‘Sthuza, how long until you and Amara are in position?’

‘We are nearly there, Master. Lady Merideva’s drones are close to the castle’s basement. Amara will prepare a spell and wait until you give the order, then breach.’

‘Perfect. If possible, I want you coming up wherever they’re holding the hostages.’

Kimiko spun, ducked under another strike, then cut down the overextended guard. Blood sprayed through the air as the man fell back, screaming.

The last guard stabbed the vicious spike atop his poleaxe at Reyna. She dodged with ease and grabbed the haft just below the axe blade.

Dense muscles corded along the lycan’s arm as she jerked him off his feet. Disbelief radiated from the man’s face until Reyna’s small fist slammed his head down against the paving stones, crumpling his nose and fracturing his skull.

Cindra bounced over to walk at Gabriel’s side. “Weak baddies were stupid to challenge Pack.”

Kimiko cleaned her naginata, stored it away, and joined the pair. Reyna rushed after, still grumbling.

“This part of the plan, Alpha?”

Gabriel huffed. “They were nobodies. Even if this isn’t about Triscol, the real threat will be much stronger.”

Stepping past the gate, he slowed to survey the courtyard. Signs of battle were everywhere. Charred grass and churned earth marked where the attackers had clashed with Elaine’s guards.

Cindra captured Gabriel’s arm, ducking down to watch him. “Will Sad Eye’s Pack be all right?”

“I don’t know, Cindra. We can’t worry about them until we deal with whoever did this.” Spotting corpses dressed in Lostbarrow and Fayhallow livery piled against the keep’s left wall, Gabriel scowled. “But we will be punishing the perpetrators.”

He glanced up, visually confirming seven valkyries swooping in to land on a slate roof far overhead, Valeif having joined her sisters.

More guards stood watch at the reinforced keep entrance. These were geared similarly to the first four. But they didn’t challenge Gabriel or his bonded. Trembling, they stepped aside as he swept past.

The long hall was more packed than during the party. A dozen archers lined the second floor landing at the far end.

A score of vanguard-plated soldiers split the long room. Unlike the guards outside, their arms and armor blazed with powerful enchantments. A black-and-gold tree decorated their garb, but Gabriel didn’t recognize the insignia.

A hundred others milled about the hall, and given the stomping of booted feet echoing from behind the archers, he suspected many more soldiers lurked above.

The two clusters of robed men and women near the far side gave Gabriel pause.

That’s a lot more mages than I expected. Must be forty, at least. And unlike outside, a lot of those armored assholes are strong. This, could be a problem.

The raised platform from the party was deployed again, though at an odd angle. Someone had dragged Elaine’s small throne from upstairs.

A handsome, arrogant-looking man with blond hair and a sharply trimmed beard sat on the throne, glaring death toward Gabriel. A Mithril tag gleamed along his doublet’s collar. Two dozen more casters and armored men flocked around him. Mithril and Carminium plates decorated their coats, cloaks, or breastplates.

Many people were crammed in tight against each other behind the stage. Several wore Lostbarrow or Fayhallow colors, but Gabriel’s gaze honed in on a round-faced, older woman.

Darlene sat, hands in her lap, rope binding her wrists. She stared in horror at him and his bonded, mouthing, “Run, Gabriel.”

Dried blood cracked around her lips, and one eye was swelling shut.

The fiery rage burning within Gabriel exploded, an inferno of blue-white flames threatening to consume his mind. Eerie tongues of purple-black crackled along the dense firestorm.

‘Calmly, Master.’

‘Calm the fuck down, Alpha!’

Cindra’s voice boomed across the hall, the hellhound’s outrage like an erupting volcano. “Who hit Happy Cook?”

Gabriel started forward, visions of all these pathetic pissants’ writhing in agony dancing through his mind. A crushing hand clamped around his shoulder, stalling him.

Turning, he blinked as Kimiko glared at him, eyes narrowing. “What?”

“That foul despoiler is influencing you.”

Her words shattered the illusion, and Gabriel gritted his teeth, wincing at the chittering screeches tearing at his mind.

‘They dare strike what is yours, beloved. You must destroy them. Rip them apart and feast on their souls.’

‘Get out of my head!’

His bonded flinched, as did many of the nearby soldiers. Gabriel turned his focus back to the hostages.

Elaine sat beside Leryane and Sylvia. The baroness appeared unharmed but stunned and listless, while the other two bore multiple injuries. Blood soaked the side of Leryane’s skintight leather armor.

Elaine glanced up, hope and fear warring in her haunted eyes.

Callie and Claire huddled together near Darlene. A blood-encrusted, flame-haired head rested in Callie’s lap.

Another elven woman sat near Leryane and Elaine. Her wire-rim glasses and tired face scratched at his memories, but Gabriel pushed the familiarity away, focusing on his bonded.

‘Sthuza, Brynja, we’ve found Darlene and the others. They’re all crammed along the rear wall of the entrance hall.’

‘When should we strike, Husband?’ Brynja asked.

‘See if you can sneak in through a window without making a fuss.’ Gabriel focused on sharing his sight with Sthuza. ‘Guide Amara so she can blast the floor open under the staircase. It’ll slow reinforcements and allow an easy way to evacuate the hostages.’

‘Yes, Master.’

A deranged female voice rose in a broken screech. “You! Where is that gods-damned, winged slut? I want you to watch as I pluck her disgusting feathers.”

Gabriel glared at the masked woman standing on stage. He started to ask who she was, before a vague memory of the fight in Stillcrest, back when they had freed Brynja.

“Jessandra Maddis?”

Reyna twitched. “That bitch who was with Tom?” She turned an angry glare on the feminine figure trembling in rage. “What’re you doing here?”

“You dare? After slaughtering my party and shredding my face, you have the gall to ask why I’m here?”

“Ugly Bitch ruined own face. Packmaster was kind enough to spare your life last time.” Cindra growled ominously, causing several soldiers to flinch. “Pack won’t forgive second time.”

“Kind?” Jessandra screamed. She ripped her mask off, revealing jagged, angry scars covering almost her entire face. Her hazelnut eyes blazed with an instability similar to Kimiko’s, and Gabriel winced at her horrific visage.

“Heh, given how few people we’ve spared, yeah. Pretty sure Gabe was being merciful.” Reyna’s eyes tracked across the huddled hostages along the back wall, her cute face hardening. “Won’t happen again.”

“No, it won’t,” Jessandra snarled, words dripping with venomous scorn. With a theatrical flourish, she ripped open her cloak, revealing bandoleers filled with gleaming S-Crystals. With twitching eyes, she touched several in quick succession. Swirling energies erupted outward, vanishing as eight hulking brakkari materialized.

Towering over nine-feet-tall, their thick, furred bodies radiated primal rage. Their glowing red eyes burned with malevolent glee.

“You think you were merciful?” she cackled, her voice echoing with twisted delight. “I’ll show you mercy! Watch as my brutes ravage your precious women, make them beg for death while you are forced to witness their suffering. You, Gabriel, will see the true meaning of pain, and your pathetic bitches will crumble before my fury!”

The man rose from Elaine’s throne, straightening with predatory grace. A cruel smile, cold and calculated, twisted his handsome features, barely masking the inferno of fury simmering beneath. “Permit me a brief conversation with our esteemed guest,” he purred, gaze fixed on Gabriel like a viper’s. “Before my associates attend to you and your… women, I desire enlightenment regarding the fate of my brother.”

Gabriel sighed. “Seriously? This really is about that cocky little shit and his attempted coup?”

The noble mask vanished as Triscol’s brother leaned forward, glaring down at Gabriel from the raised platform. After facing Ralloderth, Amara, and Kimiko–not to mention Vesrah’s attacks–the handsome man’s angry scowl didn’t even faze him.

“Calmly, Lord Rhys,” a familiar-looking elven male said. He stepped up from behind the throne, still glaring at Gabriel.

Rhys ran a hand through his thick, curly blond locks before nodding. “Right. Listen, you damned necromancer. Return the souls you’ve stolen, or I will have your friends executed.”

To emphasize his point, a dark-robed elven male raised his staff, pointing it at the collection of hostages.

Gabriel’s brow furrowed. “What? I’m not a necromancer. What souls are you…”

Rhys stomped to the platform’s edge. “My brother never resurrected!”

‘Master, could Triscol’s soul be trapped among the ones in your bracers?’

‘Shit. Yeah, sounds like it. I assumed the envoy was just whining about me killing him. Maybe if that pompous prick had mentioned Triscol never came back, I could have returned him and avoided this mess.’

The elven speaker from earlier stared at Gabriel, and his name finally clicked in Gabriel’s mind. “Duyaris Galamore. Why are you here?”

Duyaris’s sharp, bloodshot eyes narrowed. “You stole my wife’s soul when you attacked us.”

“Fuck you!” Reyna growled. “You fucking ambushed us! And you killed my ass.”

“But you were able to resurrect. Alisa was not. Even though she still held multiple Divine Favors. No priests could even contact her spirit.”

Mind darting back to the desperate battle to reclaim Merideva’s Domain Crystal, Gabriel recalled using Swarm-infused magic to breach their barriers.

‘We did suspect that tapping Vesrah’s corrupted power affected the soul, Master. I fear his wife is lost.’

‘Yeah… shit. All I wanted was the crystal.’

He shifted his focus back to the powerful, furious people on the stage. “Release the hostages, leave Elaine’s castle, and then we’ll talk.”

Jessandra screamed incoherently, but the two men ignored her.

“That’s not how this works, you arrogant little shit,” Rhys said. “You murdered my brother and stole his soul. Relinquish it at once, along with Galamore’s wife’s, or I will hold you friends as accomplices to your crimes.”

Sighing, Gabriel tracked his gaze across the frightened hostages, weary resignation washing over him. “That’s not happening.”

“Are you so far gone down such a heretical path that you would sacrifice all of these people?” Duyaris asked.

Gabriel met the elven man’s hard eyes head on, his own burning with unwavering resolve. “I would cleave through every man, woman, and child in this city to protect my bonded,” he declared, voice resonating with chilling conviction. “And now that you’ve gone this far, I can’t trust you not to come after me and mine.”

A wave of palpable dread, like the icy breath of death itself, emanated from Kimiko. It sent shivers down spines and scattered guards, their faces paling in terror. Her voice, low yet laced with lethal power, thundered across the hall. “Touch Gabriel Grimm, and this city will drown in blood.”

Several men drew swords, and Gabriel felt mages begin harnessing mana.

Well, shit.

“Last chance, Grimm,” Rhys said. The nobleman stepped back from the platform edge, hand dropping to the ornate sword hilt at his belt.

“Where is that winged bitch?” Jessandra snapped. The unhinged woman stuffed her hand into a large black satchel hanging from her shoulder, no doubt readying more S-Crystals.

Rhys turned to Duyaris, who continued glaring at Gabriel for several long seconds before drawing a crystalline courtblade. “Enough, Galamore, do it.”

The Mithril-ranked elf pursed his lips, sighed, and gave a sharp nod. A ripple of unease spread through the assembled guards as more drew weapons, but the room remained otherwise frozen in anticipation.

Gabriel tapped into the enchanted anchors of his half-cape, activating his Spell Mantle and Force Helm. Knowing he would be the primary target, he increased the mana feed to his Mantle. By his side, Cindra deployed her sleek, wolfen armor, drawing surprised muttering.

‘Time to fuck them up, Alpha?’

Gabriel nodded. ‘Yeah. Sthuza, tell Amara to go. Brynja, eliminate anyone in black and gold. I’m pretty sure they’re mercenaries. Carve through those upstairs and meet us down here.’

A fresh wave of apprehension erupted as Cindra and Kimiko unveiled their weaponry. The adamantite greatsword blossomed from its tiny token form, while Kimiko merely snapped her wrist and a sleek naginata appeared.

As Gabriel gripped the hilt of his elven saber, dozens of mages began harnessing mana, sending ripples through the Weave of Creation.

A spike of lethal intent lanced at Gabriel, sharp and sudden, freezing him mid-grip.

“What the h–”


Chapter Fifty-Eight







A shiver raced down Gabriel’s spine as the premonition of imminent doom intensified. Kimiko’s eyes darkened, locking onto him with a chilling intensity.

Like being caressed by a ghost.

Kimiko stiffened, eyes dimming as she glared straight at him.

No, behind me!

Even as Gabriel started to turn, a torrent of magic flared just behind him. His Spell Mantle shattered like brittle glass as an enchanted blade sliced through with surgical precision.

“No!” Kimiko wailed, her single word causing people to flinch back. Several of the closest guards collapsed, eyes rolling up in their heads.

Kimiko’s anguished cry reverberated, causing a ripple of flinching fear among the closest guards. Several crumpled, eyes rolling back in their heads.

Gabriel didn’t hear them fall.

White-hot agony erupted just between his shoulder blades. A magically sharp sword carved through skin and bone with the same effortless grace as it did his silken doublet.

Grimacing, he tried to dodge away, but his body refused to comply, seeming pinned in place by an unseen weight.

“Nothing personal, kid,” a jaunty female voice said.

More magic activated. Gabriel screamed as a fiery blast punched through his torso. Pain spiked, his mind blanking as every nerve screamed in protest.

The explosion blasted the air from his lungs and sent a gout of chunky gore spraying from his chest.

Or rather, it blasted his lungs and heart outward in a fine mist. Mind numb, he glanced down at the gaping, bloody hole centered across his sleek doublet, unable to hear the feminine screams filling the air.

As he stared at the wicked black blade jutting through him, a vicious purple-white surge coursed through his body, and wailing darkness overtook him.

◆◆◆

“No!” Kimiko lunged toward a slender elven woman appearing behind Gabriel just as his chest exploded outward, gore spraying across the stone floor.

Smirking, the assassin spun on one foot, a voluminous white greatcoat whipping about her. “Uh, uh, they only paid me for him. You should worry about yourself.”

Cindra’s tail stilled, her tall ears falling limp. “P-Packmaster?”

“What the fuck?” Reyna gasped. Her jaw dropped as Gabriel fell to the floor, a gruesome hole blasted straight through his chest. “No…”

“Nicely done, Janarra,” Rhys said, grinning at the elven woman standing over Gabriel.

“I want those bitches alive!” Jessandra screamed. “Capture the furry mutts.”

At her words, eight brakkari stomped forward, building into a charge toward Cindra and Reyna.

“That’s for Alisa,” Duyaris growled. He turned remorseless eyes on Reyna. “His fate was far more merciful than he deserved. But I’ll take my time with you until you return Alisa.”

“You dare? I will reap your souls!” Kimiko screeched. The very air thrummed as the oni let out a tortured wail. Pressure built, causing Cindra and Reyna to cover their ears.

The lycan gritted her teeth as an overwhelming wave of malicious death washed out from Kimiko. “Oh fuck me, don’t murder the hostages.”

Cindra let out a mournful whimper, her glowing eyes locked on the eight-inch-wide crater through Gabriel’s chest. “Packmaster.”

Vanguard-armored mercenaries advanced toward the three women. They brandished poleaxes, glaives, and longswords as they moved in a disciplined rank.

Kimiko lashed out at the assassin, who danced away, smirking.

“Damn, that’s a nice toy, but not really my type,” Jannara quipped, her pixie-cut, blue-black hair seeming to float around her. She parried Kimiko’s followup strike with supernatural speed, deflecting the deadly orichalcum blade with her adamantite shortsword.

Thirty-six mages erupted in synchronized action, their combined power birthing a dozen shimmering spell circles that crackled with energy. The air thrummed, thick with ozone as they channeled mana, a palpable wave of arcane force altering the aether.

“No, Gabriel,” Darlene sobbed. The rotund innkeeper strained at the rope binding her.

Beside her, Elaine stared, tears leaking from forlorn eyes. She tore her gaze away to glare at Rhys. “You have no idea what you’ve done!”

“Silence, you worthless hag,” a large man in vanguard plate snarled. He slapped the baroness, his gauntlet shattering her cheek and sending her sprawling across Darlene.

Leryane leapt to her feet despite the blood-soaked bandages covering her midsection. She caught the man by surprise, her unexpected strength bowling him over. “We’re all dead now. There’s nothing left to lose.”

They wrestled as more voices rose in surprise and fear. Guards in Lostbarrow and Fayhallow colors surged up, attacking the closest mercenaries.

“For the baroness!”

“For Lostbarrow!”

Tears leaked from Cindra’s eyes, turning to steam halfway down her cheeks. Ears snapping up again, she let out a pain-filled howl as she readied for battle. Her helmet expanded to conceal her angry grief with a snarling wolf’s head.

Two men in massive plate armor stabbed at her with mithril-bladed spears. Her massive greatsword whipped across, smashing their attacks aside with such strength they both staggered.

With another fiery roar, the hellhound pounced. She kicked one in the hip, crumpling dwarven steel and shattering bone.

He fell screaming. Cindra ignored him, bringing her sword around and overhead to chop his partner.

The blow caught the top of his helmet, and the screech of metal drowned out the screaming as she carved through inches-thick steel plates.

Mercenaries and hostages alike stared in horror as both sides of the bisected man fell away.

Cindra charged the next closest. Howling with rage, she attacked with abandon, terrifying everyone.

“Fuck!” Reyna growled. With a wince, she transformed, quickly growing two feet taller and packing on well over a hundred pounds. Tears flowed from her eyes, and she joined Cindra in a mournful howl as two mercenaries attacked.

A glaive covered in flames carved through her furry coat and dense muscle, scoring her left humerus, but she slipped in too close and tackled the man, slamming him on his back.

Rhys pointed at the ferocious pair with his courtblade. “Don’t just watch! Take them down.”

Jessandra’s brakkari raced past Kimiko as the oni struggled to strike Janarra. One turned to attack her, swinging a massive maul.

Kimiko caught the powerful blow with the palm of her left hand. As Janarra slipped under her one-handed strike, Kimiko scowled and turned to glare at the furry brute attacking her.

“You disgusting filth!” She let out another soul-scouring wail, swiping at the muscular simian with her free hand, and the brakkari collapsed.

Duyaris gaped. “She’s a necromancer, too?”

Before anyone could reply, a massive surge of magical power erupted from below.

A hundred-square-foot section of tile floor, and the underlying stone, vanished, replaced by a glittering cloud of dust as Amara fired off Disintegration.

Shouts rose. Minotaurs in vanguard plate charged up a rough-surfaced ice ramp. They cut down four soldiers before anyone could react.

Garbed in massive adamantite armor, Amara levitated into the hall, staff raised. Her eyes widened at the sight of Gabriel’s mangled corpse, then tracked to the enraged oni. “Oh, Mistress…”

A thirty-foot-long, four-armed gorgon slithered up the ramp. “Massster?” Her eyes fell on Gabriel’s still form, and she let out a disconsolate wail. Head-snakes joined in a discordant harmony, writhing around her.

Duyaris grumbled. “The fucking gorgon’s here too? Fine, we prepared for this. Jaro, you know what to do.”

A slender elven man gave a jerky nod. His face paled, and he couldn’t look away from the massive gorgon rising on her tail to loom over the battle. But he drew a mithril spell token, triggering it a second later.

Sthuza spun, sensing the powerful magic. “I will not grant you the mercccy of sssuch a quick death!”


Chapter Fifty-Nine







“Loose,” an officer on the staircase shouted. Dozens of enchanted arrows streaked out from the archers, raining down among the minotaurs. Most glanced off thick armor plates, but several struck Sthuza’s scaly bulk.

Few found purchase against the well-protected targets, but the mercenaries lining the stairs and landing drew more arrows, loosing as quickly as they could.

Isomyra shot up through the gaping hole in the floor, pigtails brushing the high ceiling before she crashed down atop a surprised soldier. “Oh, fucking hells. I knew this plan was shit.”

Her impact crumpled the man’s armor, caving in his chest. When he let out a pitiful moan, she spat and stomped his throat flat. She hefted her comically massive axe one-handed and strode toward the closest cluster of armored men. “So, what’s the plan now that shit’s gone to the abyss? We just killing everyone?”

Before anyone could reply, the short, curvy undead surged ten feet ahead, axe tearing the air. Metal screeched in fruitless lament as she sheared through two men.

And their vanguard plate.

The pair fell screaming, arterial blood fountaining from severed thighs.

“What is this madness?” Rhys asked. The noble stared, slack-jawed, at the horde of massive, armored minotaurs bubbling up from below.

Leryane headbutted a mail-armored woman, pulverizing the human’s face. Glaring out through blood and brains, she turned toward the duke’s son. “You picked a fight with the biggest fucking monster south of the Dark Lord.” She gave a deranged laugh. “We’re all doomed now.”

Elaine continued to stare at Gabriel’s unmoving corpse. “I-I… I was so close. Kelith, I’m sorry.” Shoulders sagging, the baroness staggered to her feet. “Come on, Ry. Let’s try and remind his ladies we were friends.”

Rhys backed away from the seemingly crazed women, lips curving down. He patted his chest, confirming his Mantle was active, before diving into a spellcast.

The first of twelve spell circles finished. A blazing web of aetheric strands appeared before a trio of robed mages. It shot toward Cindra, growing larger and glowing brighter.

Cindra bisected another suit of vanguard plate. The woman within shrieked as her guts flopped out to pool around her still standing legs.

Sensing the approaching magic, Cindra spun, but the Aetheric Web struck her shoulder. She slashed her blade across, severing six strands, but dozens more tangled and wrapped around her.

She howled, mad with rage and grief. The glowing webbing was both sticky and self-tightening. It clamped down on the hellhound, but she continued to struggle even as she fell over, splashing in blood and viscera.

“Cccindra!”

Sthuza swung twin poleaxes together, sleek, powerful muscles bulging along all four arms as she sent her foe flying across the hall. He screamed until slamming against the wall, armor crumpling as enchanted stone cracked.

She coiled her massive bulk, then leapt over a cluster of mercenaries, crashing down beside the restrained hellhound.

Duyaris cursed. “Jaro, Leth, focus on the gorgon. She’s the most dangerous one left.” The elven mage took his own advice, a triple-ring spell construct manifesting before him.

Sthuza hissed, head-snakes lashing around her. With their greater length in her larger form, they strained to reach anyone foolish enough to approach the greater gorgon. She slashed a poleaxe across the Aetheric Web binding Cindra, her enchanted blade sparking as she gouged the hellhound’s armor.

“Get up, Cccindra. Ssslay them all!”

One arm freed, Cindra quickly ripped more glowing strands away and leapt to her feet, rumbling with the promise of unrestrained violence. “Cindra will avenge Packmaster.”

Greatsword leading, the hellhound charged back into the fray, cutting down armored mercenaries without thought of defense.

Sthuza spun. A thunderclap rang out when her scaly tail caught two men, crushing armor and bone. They flew backward, crashing into six more and bowling them over.

More arrows washed over the pair of monster girls. One caught Sthuza’s cheek, scoring a thin line below her eye.

Glaring back at the source, Sthuza snapped orders, “Reyna, deal with the archers.”

The primal werebadger tightened a large, furry paw around her opponent’s armored leg, the other wedge inside his breastplate. With a furious roar, she ripped the wailing man in half and tossed aside both pieces. “Uh, the fuck, Snakes? How the hells am I supposed to–”

“Jump and tuck!” Isomyra shouted, charging at the much larger woman.

Reyna’s mouth opened to protest, then snapped shut at the gnome’s focused scowl. When Isomyra skidded to a stop and crouched, coiling her supernatural strength, Reyna leapt.

She screamed as the powerful death knight grabbed her in midair, spun, and sent her rocketing toward the staircase.

Archers gasped and shouted as the furry missile arced through the air. Several loosed arrows at the large lycan, and her growling redoubled.

Reyna winced as she slammed against some kind of magical barrier. Before she could see straight she was through, and then she crashed down on something hard. It squished.

Two women whimpered beneath her. The lycan bounced, grunting before clawing the wounded archers’ faces.

Leaping to her feet, she spat. Mercenaries panicked, scrambling to escape her reach. Amber eyes teary, Reyna vented her despair on the archers.

Kimiko cut down a dozen armored men who drew too close to her, but a trio of men in black-and-gold trimmed vanguard plate worked as a team, distracting her from pursuing Janarra.

Carminium tags gleaming from their gorgets, the trio attacked the snarling oni with measured, wary strikes. Two wielded mithril greatswords while their partner blocked her naginata with a massive dwarven steel shield and brutal shortsword.

A purple-black haze leaked from her haunting eyes. Those malevolent violet orbs never blinked, her gaze darting back and forth between Gabriel’s still form and whoever dared step in front of her.

Janarra stood ten feet away, studying her fallen target. “Where the hells did you find so many monsters, Mr. Grimm?” Shaking her head, she chuckled to herself.

The ringing of steel struggled to be heard over the screams, moans, and whimpers as scores of fighters fell.

Armored minotaurs towered over the humans facing them, but the B-ranked monsters struggled to beat experienced, well-geared adventurers and mercenaries.

Five men and a lone woman in silvered plate and mail formed a spearhead and breached the monsters’ formation. Gold and Mithril tags marked them as far above average for human soldiers, and the mounting pile of dead or wounded around them only confirmed their strength. Despite wielding shields and arming swords, they carved through minotaurs like a farmer through wheat.

Amara rose higher into the air, scowling face hidden behind her dark helmet. A two-ring spell construct blazed before her as she sought to counter the flurry of spells being hurled by over thirty enemy mages.

“Mistress, you need to calm down,” she said, voice carrying thanks to a simple enchantment within her armor. “I cannot handle so many casters.”

Anthraxa stomped up behind the collapsing rank of minotaurs. A Firebolt blasted a black-horned monster before her, and she shoved the headless corpse aside.

Her massive mace arced down to crush an emboldened mercenary’s helmet like an egg. Brains, blood, and bone shards sprayed out as the red stone head pulsed. “I’ll deal with these shiny shits, but I want a real fucking vacation after this. Myra said those birdgirls have some sweet mead.”

A large, masculine form leapt up from the pit behind her. Dougraine bent his knees as he landed in front of the six silver-armored adventurers. “Do not dictate to the Mistress, Anthraxa. Your role is merely to crush those she wishes dead.”

The male death knight swung a wicked bronze mace at the closest enemy. His foe, the lone female among her group, raised her shield to catch the simple strike.

She screamed as the mace erupted with necrotic energy. Her shield splintered, her arm shattered, and Dougraine’s blow carried on through to dimple her thick breastplate.

“Fuck, Sarah!” another man cried. He charged at the imposing death knight garbed in a black brigandine over an even darker gambeson.

Dougraine ignored him. The man’s sword struck Dougraine’s chest and scored the wool exterior of his brigandine, but dwarven steel plates soaked the impact. In response, the death knight launched a casual backhand.

His flanged mace shot past the enraged man’s shield, crushed his helmet, and pulverized the head within.

A flurry of glowing pink Aetheric Missiles arced in at Dougraine. Explosions rippled across the death knight, rocking him back on his heels.

He growled but got his own shield up in time to block another sword strike as a third adventurer focused on him. “Amara, deal with those blasted mages.”

“I’m trying,” the bissian death knight said. She released her finished spell, and a wall of glowing aether appeared over Merideva’s forces. A dozen more magical missiles slammed against the barrier but failed to penetrate.

Amara dove straight into another spellcast. “But with Gabriel down, we have less magical might than expected.”

Kimiko danced about, naginata spinning as she parried a flurry of coordinated attacks. All three Carminium-ranked warriors continued to harry her. Black blood leaked from half a dozen wounds, stark against her pale skin and baggy silk garb. Still she kept glancing back at Gabriel, glaring petulantly.

One moved slower, red blood soaking his left leg, but so far she had failed to land a decisive blow.

A man to her left grunted, and Kimiko scowled. Head snapping around to face him, she let out an ear-shredding wail, then parried two probing strikes.

The foolhardy cretin who’d thought to ambush her collapsed, soul ripped from his body. A half dozen others standing nearby similarly fell to her necrotic magic.

“What the hells was that?” the wounded adventurer before her asked. He lashed out, but she deflected the poleaxe away yet again.

“She must be some kind of undead monstrosity,” his partner said. “That arrogant shit Janarra killed was a necromancer.”

Powerful magic flared from a cluster of mages, and Kimiko scowled as a blazing white bolt of Radiant energy raced toward her.

The celestial-aligned magic crashed into the undead oni, and she threw her head back, screaming as fiery agony coursed across her body.

Despite the magical attack, she dodged a poleaxe swipe and countered, naginata screeching against thick plate armor.

Screams rang out from higher up as Reyna mulched any archers too dumb to flee the lycan’s wrath. Less than thirty seconds after Isomyra tossed her, blood soaked her thick black and white fur.

With every vicious swipe, her claws tore through armor and flesh, accompanied by distraught howls. “Fucking, stupid, Fucker! How could you fucking stand there and die!”

The hall lit up with magical explosions as the slower mages loosed hundreds of Aetheric Missiles.

A Fireball streaked through the air to explode amid the densest cluster of Merideva’s monsters. Minotaurs lowed as magical flames washed over them.

Nearest the impact site, only Dougraine and Anthraxa remained on their feet, surrounded by charred corpses. Acrid smoke filled the air, the surviving minotaurs hacking and coughing.

Anthraxa shot an angry glare at the levitating bissian mage. “The hells, Amara?”

“I can’t counter forty fucking mages. Even the least of them are probably Silver-ranked.” As she spoke, Amara fired off a brace of Aetheric Lances.

The hardened aether javelins shot straight back toward the cluster of mercenary mages. Three Lances shattered against well-woven Spell Mantles that flared into view. The other four struck true, transforming a quartet of unsuspecting mages into gory confetti.

A woman standing next to one of the misted mages vomited as blood painted her Spell Mantle crimson.

Another smirked, pausing his cast to toss Amara a jaunty salute. “Fancy switching employers? We pay well.”

Amara chuckled darkly. “My contract binds even through death.”

Pained shouts ran out from the second floor, announcing the arrival of seven armored valkyries. Brynja swooped down the landing, wings glowing a brilliant gold.

Three archers lost their heads to her spear. The six valkyries behind her slaughtered another dozen as they passed, following her lead.

They arced up to hover above the fray, drawing hundreds of eyes. “Who slew mine most noble husband?!” Brynja demanded, her captivating voice resonating with authority. It swept across the hall with the remorseless fury of a winter maelstrom.

Cindra crushed a man’s breastplate with a sidekick before glancing up at the blazing spectacle above. “Skinny Elf stabbed Packmaster in back.”

Brynja’s hard eyes narrowed, glowing behind the sapphire visor of her massive helmet. The cold fury of her glare promised a reckoning steeped in pain.

The slender, elven assassin smiled back, adding a mocking finger wave. “I hope you’re not the type to throw your life away for petty revenge.” She laughed, pointing out across the battle as mages hurled magic at Merideva’s forces. “You’d be better served saving some of your friends.”

“Focus, Bryn,” Grimsa said, drawing back her bow. “Save those we can, then punish everyone responsible.”

Gevif gave her runed maul a few practice swings, warming up for the fight to come. “Do not fear, Cousin. We are with you and your bond sisters.”

Tears wet Brynja’s cheeks as she gazed down at her beloved lord husband’s motionless form. Sniffling, she nodded. “Yes, Gabriel would focus on saving the others. We will seek vengeance later, even if I must beg mother to deploy the entire Aerie.”

“You didn’t mention a flight of valkyries, Duyaris,” Rhys growled.

The elven mage shook his head, unable to tear his eyes from the spectacle of seven angels of death descending upon his carefully orchestrated revenge. “There was only the one. I-I had no idea he had tamed so many.”

“There you are, you stuck-up, winged bitch!” Jessandra screamed, spittle flying from her mouth. “I know that asshole ruined my face because you were spreading your legs for him. Look what he did to me!”

“Ugly Bitch was always ugly,” Cindra barked. To punctuate her statement, she split another mercenary in twain. Blood ran in rivulets across her sleek dastet armor. While most was the red of mortal men, trickles of bright blue turned purple as her lifeblood mixed with her prey’s.

“Thyrnara, Svedra, Valeif, protect the hostages. Astryn, Gevif, support Lady Merideva’s minotaurs. Grimsa, with me.”

“As you command, Flight Leader,” the six valkyries intoned solemnly.

Seven pairs of wings flapped hard, lifting them up before they inverted, streaking down to strike.

Men screamed and minotaurs bellowed. A blast of magical fire washed out, but Amara countered it, freezing the deadly flames with bone-chilling frost.

Gevif slammed atop a woman in vanguard plate, eliciting a shocked, mangled scream as armor crumpled. The pair crashed down, shattering stone tiles as the seven-foot-tall valkyrie used her foe for a cushion.

“What the hells?” a nearby man asked, stunned into inaction at the massive impact. He only began to recover as the quarter-giant valkyrie leapt to her feet, wings beating.

Her rune maul tore through the air, and his eyes widened, seeing inevitable death.

With his size and massive, dwarven steel vanguard plate, he had to weigh four hundred pounds.

All of which went airborne as brain matter oozed out from cracks in his crushed helmet. The heavy corpse knocked down another man who never saw Cindra’s greatsword remove his neck.

“Thanks, Frostmane.” Cindra forced a smile into her tone, but an abyss of sorrow dulled her customary cheer. Her armored tail drooped.

Gevif parried a poleaxe. Continuing the motion, she raised her maul high, shifted her weight, and brought it crashing down on her attacker’s head like a carpenter driving a nail.

His helmet vanished. A torrent of blood gushed from his groin a split second before the armored corpse collapsed like a stringless puppet.

Gevif spun to face another foe. “We will mourn later. For now, defend the living and slay the wicked.”

An angry, mournful roar drew closer, and several heads turned to watch Reyna plummeting from above.

“Fucking assholes!” she howled before crashing into a trio of mercenaries near Cindra. The werebadger was all claws and fangs, rending and tearing as she dug into joints, crippling all three in the seconds before Cindra picked her up by the scruff of her furry neck.

Reyna got her feet under her and shared a brief, pained look with her fellow bonded. A spear-wielder stabbed the lycan in the back, and she roared in outrage. “The fuck, shitstick? We were having a moment. You that fucking eager to die?”

The man replied by squirting a fresh layer of blood across Reyna’s sticky, dark fur. Her glower darkened until she turned and noticed the massive maul half-buried in his chest where his neck should have been.

“Together?” Gevif asked.

In her hybrid form, Reyna stood even with the muscular valkyrie. Sighing, she nodded. “Why not. We’re all fucking dead anyway. I at least want to kill the pricks responsible before Queen Bitch rips all our souls out.”

Gevif frowned. “Do not fear. We will prevail.”

A glaive slashed at Reyna, and she took the hit, so she could grab the man’s wrist. After shredding his throat with her free hand, she snorted. “You haven’t met Vesrah yet, have ya?”

“Who?”

Cindra whimpered. “Without Packmaster, how can Glowy Lady prevail?”

“Fucking bug bitch is even more obsessed with Alpha than Kimiko. Bet she felt him die. And after everything she’s tried, gods… It might be better to die here and get it over with.”

A louder pack of screams rose before a deafening crash. Several voices cut off with a thunderclap as Sthuza crushed more mercenaries.

The huge greater gorgon rose high on her serpent half, one pair of arms crossed under her large breasts. Every head-snake joined her in glaring at Reyna. “Absssolutely not! M-Massster trusted usss to defend Lady Merideva. W-we mussst not fail again.”

More spells discharged, bolts of lightning coruscating across Cindra. She howled as smoke rose from beneath her helmet.

A brave mercenary tried to take advantage of her distraction. His glaive slashed her arm, just below a stylized pauldron, tearing through the form-fitting padded layer. Bright blue blood welled along the cut.

Cindra spun, greatsword whipping across and severing the man’s neck. Before his head tumbled, she was again facing the trio of brakkari struggling to hold the enraged hellhound back. Despite their numbers and hulking physiques, they continued to yield ground.

Jessandra jabbed a gloved hand toward Cindra. “Stop retreating, you cowards! Take that oversized bitch down, and you can have your way with her!”

Rhys and Duyaris scowled at the deranged woman’s vitriol. The duke’s son sighed and scanned the chaotic hall for the assassin. “Janarra, would you please end this.”

The slight elven woman glared at Jessandra as the crazed woman continued shrieking before meeting the noble’s gaze. “Contract was for one Gabriel Grimm, and as you can clearly see, he’s dead.”

He huffed. “How much extra for you to deal with the others?”

Janarra blinked. “What, like all of them? They’ve got a gods-damned army, no fucking way you can afford for me to kill that many.”

As they bickered, ignoring the growing melee, Sthuza crushed her way toward Cindra, Gevif, and Reyna.

The trio pulped anyone foolish enough to approach, though Jessandra’s brakkari survived longer than the more heavily armored mercenaries.

Despite their hulking forms, the simian monsters were fast, dodging strikes, while displaying their bulk wasn’t just for looks as they parried blows from both Gevif and Cindra.

Six of them worked as a team, separating the pair of powerful women. An elven man in streamlined plate darted in behind one and stabbed a gleaming rapier at Cindra.

The slender blade pierced through a gap in her armor alongside a weak rear plate, targeting her kidney.

Cindra erupted in a shocked howl as agony ripped through her. Without a second’s hesitation, she pressed forward, crippling another brakkari before lunging away and ripping the wicked blade from her organs.

Whimpering, she struggled to hold back a flurry of attacks from bloodthirsty, baying brakkari.

“No!” Reyna cried. She turned from her own foes and leapt a dozen feet to tackle the elf before he could stab Cindra again. She screamed with each vicious swipe of her claws as she carved through his mail aventail. Blood gushed from his mangled throat, but she didn’t relent until she severed his spine.

Sthuza coiled and leapt again, a cacophonous hissing the only warning before she landed on two brakkari. Her poleaxes fell a split second later, splitting each monster’s head.

She lashed out with her tail, killing another mercenary and knocking over a brakkari. “We mussst claim victory for Lady Merideva,” Sthuza said, sniffling.

Cindra and Reyna glanced her way, eyes watery. The pair gave each other a nod and turned back to their opponents.


Chapter Sixty







“Fine!” Duyaris shouted, his cultured voice booming over the clash of battle. “If you ensure our victory and capture the gorgon, I’ll give you my tower.”

“Seriously?” Janarra asked, sounding both surprised and very interested.

Duyaris sighed, shoulders sagging. “I’ve sacrificed everything else. Called in every favor owed. Nothing matters but freeing Alisa’s soul. I will save her, regardless the price.”

The white-coated assassin snickered. “Huh, never pegged you for the sentimental type, Yari. Fine, I’ll go beyond the contract. For Alisa.”

She turned a hard glare down at Gabriel’s corpse near her feet. “Hard to believe this guy managed to kill you and steal her soul.” Janarra’s eyes tracked back to Duyaris on the platform. “He was still in the Academy a few months ago.”

Rhys growled. “Clearly, one of those monsters was the true mastermind. Likely that undead bitch.” He pointed at Kimiko, who now fought five Carminium-tagged warriors in vanguard plate. A trio of mages hurled a brace of Ice Javelins at the pale-skinned oni, but the frosty missiles turned to snow on impact.

Despite her undeniable skill and incredible strength, Kimiko struggled against her coordinated foes. Black blood leaked from multiple minor cuts and a single deep hole in her gut that seemed not to bother her in the slightest.

Janarra spun to watch the masterful display as Kimiko deflected a dozen strikes in just a couple of seconds. She chewed her lip, frowning. “I’ve never heard of a lich so skilled with a spear. Or that didn’t hurl kingdom-destroying magic.”

“Oh, would you prefer we unleash an unstoppable cataclysm?” Amara asked. The bissian death knight sounded smug, despite the strain evident in her voice as she wove spell after spell.

Rhys glared at the hovering death knight. “Jaro, put that fucking mongrel down. How can all of you be losing to an inutari?”

Amara stiffened in midair. “How dare you? I am a bissian royal of impeccable breeding. You runty little shit. If you hadn’t killed the Dungeon Master, I would ask the Mistress for the privilege of hunting down your entire line.”

The clamor of battle dimmed as over a hundred people stared dumbly at Amara.

The bissian’s fluffy black tail drooped.

“Not nice to spill Pack secrets,” Cindra admonished without heat. The hellhound took advantage of the distraction to bisect another brakkari.

The monster’s blood-curdling screams woke the stunned humans, and battle resumed, growing even more frenetic.

“Dungeon Master?” Duyaris whispered, eyes losing focus. “The crystal…”

“Yeah, you really should have handed it over, you arrogant twat waffle.” Reyna huffed. “Like, I’m sorry your bitch got vaporized by Alpha’s terrifying magic, but you started that fucking fight.”

The elven mage staggered back, hyperventilating.

Reyna had no time to gloat however, as six warriors with Mithril tags pushed through the crowd and attacked her.

Seeing the lycan struggling to hold her own, Sthuza slithered over, casually beheading two other mercenaries along the way.

“Deal still stands?” Janarra asked Duyaris.

“Y-yeah. It’s too late to change anything, but I will see Alisa free.”

One of the men pressing Kimiko overextended. She caught his ankle with her tail and pulled, sending him tumbling backward. Before anyone could react, her orichalcum blade shot forward, punching through the thinner armor under his chin.

As she retracted her naginata and parried the next attack, she turned an angry glare at Gabriel’s corpse. “Anata, if you keep lying there, the scrawny bitch who stabbed you is going to kill your other bonded.”

Kimiko deflected three more strikes, twisted past two others, then cleaved an armored arm at the shoulder. “If this is your way of getting rid of them so it can be just the two of us, I can live with that, but your passivity is beginning to annoy me.”

“The fuck?!” Reyna growled, turning to glare at the pale oni.

Sthuza hissed, echoed by her head-snakes. “You frigid bitch!”

Janarra paused, spinning toward Kimiko. “Uh, you seriously think he’s coming back from that?”

As the elven assassin pointed at Gabriel’s motionless form, Kimiko flashed a too wide, broken grin, fangs gleaming.

Sthuza screamed, hurling herself into a frantic orgy of slaughter, hacking away with her poleaxes.

Pausing in her own attack, Cindra turned toward where Gabriel lay, glowing blue eyes softening. A subtle tremor shifted her tail. “Packmaster not dead?”

Kimiko drove back several mercenaries with wide sweeping slashes. Her head cocked too far to one side, her leer widening. Haunting purple eyes stared unblinking at Cindra who didn’t flinch away.

“Death is really such a trivial thing. Mortals come back all the time thanks to Divine Favors. And death hasn’t slowed me down.”

The hellhound’s dark gray lips twitched upward. She threw herself back into the scrum, but a pair of Mithril-ranked adventurers joined in, preventing her from slaughtering the last brakkari.

Sthuza hissed and spat, poleaxes slashing wildly. Every chance she got, her massive tail whipped out, turning unsuspecting targets into steel-sheathed mincemeat.

Janarra gawked at Kimiko. “Even if he could regenerate his heart, lungs, and fucking spine, my blade was imbued with Soul Sever. Doesn’t matter if you’re the best necromancer on Evora. There’s no restoring him. That’s why they pay me so much.”

Kimiko continued to fend off her foes, gaze focused on Gabriel. After several long seconds, her manic grin morphed into a petulant pout.

“Uh, Mistress,” Amara interrupted. “I fear he is lost. We need to protect the Core and his other bonded.”

Kimiko’s head spun so fast her neck popped sickeningly. Nearby humans winced, one woman vomiting inside her helmet. A second later, her head went flying as an orichalcum blade carved through her neck.

“Forget about him,” Dougraine said. “These foolish mortals dare challenge the Mistress and must perish.” The large death knight smashed aside another soldier, his dark mace pulverizing the man’s rib cage through an inch-thick breastplate.

A volley of Fireballs streaked out from the dozens of mercenary mages, and Amara groaned as she snapped two spell tokens, then released her prepared magic.

Glowing walls of hardened aether intercepted half a dozen balls of roiling flames. They splattered on impact, thick drops of molten death raining down among the front ranks.

Minotaurs and men screamed as they fell, burning. Those who avoided the fiery rain lashed out, silencing their dying foes.

Two Fireballs slipped past Amara’s defenses. Landing deep among Merideva’s forces, they exploded, incinerating dozens of minotaurs and orcs.

Despite the flurry of death amid their ranks, bellows and shouts rose from the dungeon monsters, and they surged forward, pressing at the horde of heavily armored mercenaries.

A brilliant flash blasted up from the gaping hole in the floor. Eyes turned toward the spectacle as a nine-foot-tall armored warrior shot into the air.

Arcing over the surging crowd of minotaurs, Sarzykx bent her knees before landing. She slammed down near the left flank where a score of humans in gray-and-black gambesons and breastplates fought as a cohesive unit.

Her massive sabatons shattered tiles on impact, and she hefted the bulky, runed flamer with both hands. Terrified soldiers stared in horror at the weapon’s gaping nozzle and her enormous vanguard-plated form.

Few even noticed the blazing orb lashed to her gorget by a baby carrier. It glowed a hateful crimson, small splotches of deep blue swirling within its heated depths.

“Burn them all!” Merideva demanded. “They killed my super special DM. I want to hear them scream!” The Dungeon Core trailed off into haughty, almost deranged laughter, yet sounded on the verge of tears.

“As you command, my lady.” Sarzykx feathered the trigger of her heavy flamer. A torrent of roiling, blue-white flames streamed out as she played the muzzle across the tight-packed formation.

Twenty humans screamed. Their tortured wails trailed off as vicious flames and superheated air burned away their vocal cords. They fell in rows, none standing after Sarzykx played the torrent of fiery death across them.

“Gods above,” Rhys muttered. “What is that monstrosity?”

Leryane slashed a mercenary’s knee, reversed her empowered blade and sank it through the armor gap around the woman’s neck. Kicking the dead warrior away, she spotted the glowing orb strapped to the armored figured and sighed. “That’s what you’ve unleashed, you fucking idiot. Everyone’s dead now.”

Still on her knees, Elaine stared wide-eyed at Merideva’s blazing Core. “They were right. I-I was right.” She glanced up, sharing a wistful gaze with her oldest friend. “We were so close, Ry.”

“Yeah, close, El.” Leryane stole the dead warrior’s arming sword, tested the balance of her uneven weapons, then stalked toward Rhys. “I can at least kill this arrogant shit before we die.”

Rhys shook away his amazement and turned to face the scowling elven adventurer. “This was all your fault for conspiring to kill my brother,” he snarled at Elaine.

The baroness gave a sad chuckle. “Conspire? All I did was promote Gabe to Gold so he could accept. Triscol was stupid enough to antagonize him all on his own. The trial by proxy was just an excuse.”

Duyaris dashed over to help the duke’s son. Bright spell disks formed before each man as they rushed to finish before the black-haired elf attacked.

Leryane cursed, throwing herself to the side an instant before dozens of inch-thick splinters erupted from the wooden platform and shot toward her. One sliver gouged her cheek, but she recovered and charged again, glaring death at a trio of guards rushing to aid Rhys and Duyaris.

Across the hall, an adventurer in darkly ornate, dwarven steel vanguard armor pushed his way through the crowd of faltering mercenaries. “Come on, you bloody cowards. We took the job, so hold your frakking ground.”

“But, Commander,” a woman pleaded. “The flames are hot enough to melt enchanted steel. And that golem is indestructible.”

His massive helmet turned so he could glare back at the cowering woman before shifting his fury toward the mages assembled in the rear. “Fire Wards, now.”

He strode toward Sarzykx as the s’kraith continued bathing screaming soldiers in blue-white flames. “If you’ve got potions or tokens, use ’em now. This bitch has to die, but preserve that talking stone. I can find a buyer for it once the job’s done.”

As he spoke, he slapped one of a dozen enchanted trinkets hanging from his thick bevor and oversized pauldrons. A brilliant white coat of tiny glowing hexagons spread across his huge, armored form. Hefting his adamantite poleaxe with one hand, he pointed at the power-armored s’kraith. “Yield now and I won’t hand you over to the men.”

Sarzykx’s glowing visor turned toward the large, confident man. “You insult my honor. I am First Handmaiden to the Lady Merideva. In her name, I shall slay you with the rest of these cowardly eels.”

Several men blinked at the s’kraith’s unusual insult. The mercenary commander guffawed. “Fair enough. I was hoping to take your armor intact, but I’m sure my dwarven contacts can arrange repairs.”

Rattling against the leather straps binding her to the handmaiden’s breastplate, Merideva flared brighter. “Kill him extra hard, Sarzykx!” The Dungeon Core chirped. “Oh, yeah. Hey, Kimiko! Come steal this smelly meanie’s soul, please?”

“The Mistress is otherwise occupied, my lady,” Amara said, wincing as a continuous stream of Aetheric Missiles peppered her wide-area barrier.

They punched a hole along the right side, and a Fireball streaked through before the bissian could restore it.

The ball of compressed flames struck a minotaur, incinerating the furry monster and washing over others.

“Fuck!” Isomyra grunted as the blast threw the curvy gnome to the ground. She rolled to her back and kipped up, huge battleaxe swinging with her momentum. “Really need ya to shutdown those yapping mages.”

“Little busy, Myra,” Amara snapped.

Sthuza continued to rampage, hacking and smashing anyone she could reach. With her thirty-foot length and twin polearms, that proved to be quite a few people.

Gore coated her sleek scales, some from the dozen wounds along her serpent half. Head-snakes writhed, blood dripping from their tiny mouths as they joined the enraged gorgon in slaughter.

Cindra and Reyna worked as a team nearby, staying out of Sthuza’s way. Brynja shot up, then swooped down again, wings blazing with lethal brilliance as she slew two more elite mercenaries.

Grimsa darted side to side like a hummingbird, playing her dark recurve bow like a harp as she rained arrows across the hostiles attacking the pair of monster girls. She barely dodged a flurry of small Fire Shards, turning to glare back at the mage safely ensconced in the round barrier. “This isn’t working, Bryn. We’ve got to deal with those blasted mages.”

“Their shield’s too strong,” Brynja said. “I will not abandon my sister-wives.”

Brushing back sweat-slicked hair, Grimsa nodded. “Of course not. But we’ve got to find a–”

A bolt of lightning blinded half of the room as it shot toward the dark-haired valkyrie. She gave a shrill cry, convulsing. Her wings stilled, and she plummeted toward the chaotic melee below.

“Sister!” Brynja dove, wings tucking back. She caught Grimsa, but a quick-acting mercenary got his spear positioned just in time for the diving valkyrie to impale her hip on its blackened tip.

Groaning, Brynja flapped her wings, channeling her new Soul Adept ability to enhance the magic powering her flight. The wounded valkyries climbed higher, but she had to weave through a storm of Fire Bolts and Aetheric Missiles.

Sthuza hissed louder, recoiling as two elven warriors gouged her scaled flanks with sleek greatswords. The curved, mithril blades bit deep, and thick blood welled.

Even enraged as she was, the greater gorgon twisted away, shielding her unborn child from their enchanted swords.

“Come on, Snakes. Snap out of it! You can’t give up just ‘cause Fucker got his ass dead.” Reyna paused to twist a man’s head off like a Kormyrean bottle cap. “Fuck! Boobs, we’ve got to–”

A glaive punched into the distracted lycan’s back. It’s carminium blade ripped through her right breast, the red metal darker than her free-flowing blood.

She gurgled. “F-fuck!”

“Furry Sis!” Cindra bellowed. Maddened with grief and fury, the hellhound swung her greatsword in a stupendous sweep, cleaving through two men and their weapons. Then she let go and transformed.

A hulking blur of fur and fury, Cindra launched herself at the scar-faced elven woman who’d impaled Reyna. Claws and fangs scored armor while searing blue-white flames erupted from the hellhound’s maw.

The woman screamed as magma-like infernal fire melted her backplate and devoured her flesh. “Oh, gods! Jaro, help!”

“Anna!” the younger elven mage near Duyaris shouted. Tears flowing from his angular eyes, he drew an orichalcum spell token with trembling hands. He glared at Cindra as the hellhound dug her claws deeper into the woman’s melting innards.

Snapping the token, he pointed at Cindra and a bolt of sickening greenish-black vitriol raced across the gap between them.

It bubbled and hissed, burning the very air as it homed in on the oblivious hellhound. The pelori-melon-sized glob of Nihilistic Acid splashed across Cindra’s flank, sizzling as it ate through her enchanted armor.

Her agonized howl tore through the clamor of battle. Cindra released the dying elf and rolled, grinding her wounded side against the stone floor, whimpering as she tried to rub off the burning goo.

“Oh, fuck,” Reyna gasped, ripping herself off the glaive impaling her. She staggered toward the whimpering hellhound, glaring death at the trio of Mithril-tagged adventurers preparing to attack.

A green blur shot past her, followed by a thunderous boom, and all three men went flying. Reyna fell back on her ass, wincing as the impact jarred broken bones in her chest.

Sthuza coiled about the downed monster girl, snarling. Head-snakes hissed, lashing about frantically as a dozen mercenaries stabbed at her huge, bloodied tail.

Busy fending off three Carminium-tagged warriors, Kimiko spun at the gorgon’s tormented lament. “A-na-ta, if you don’t pull your patchwork soul back together and get up right now, your pregnant Prime is going to die.”

Janarra stared at the oni as though she had grown an extra head. “You can’t seriously think he survived, can you? Forget the physical injuries, there’s no way his soul is still attached to his corpse. I told you, my sword’s enchanted with Soul Sever. It costs five S-tier Magic Stones to recharge, but there’s no coming back from that spell.”

Kimiko flashed a wide, fractured leer as a spine-tingling breeze blew through the still room, seeming to leech away every hint of life from the surrounding air.


Chapter Sixty-One







Gabriel floated in a vast emptiness. No, not floated. Existed? For the first time in what seemed like forever, he felt no other presence.

A yawning void of absolute loneliness crushed down upon him.

My bond with Meri. I-I never even realized how strong it was. Until I lost her. I’m all alone. Rushing in to save Darlene and the others was reckless. My bonded and Meri were all that mattered to me. I even told that arrogant asshole I’d trade the whole city for them, yet now I’ve fucked up and… Wait, am I dead?

His final memories blurred. They had traveled to visit Brynja’s mother at her Aerie to recruit valkyries.

Vadis held a marriage ceremony for us. I–we made it back to Lostbarrow. What was I–

A spike of pain erupted in his chest. He felt the thick-bladed shortsword carve straight through his chest in excruciating detail. The split second it had taken for the adamantite tip to sever his spine and puncture his heart dragged on for an eternity.

Yet, the agony was but a languid warm-up, a prelude to the main event. Eventually, he sensed multiple spells fire off as one. A powerful Aetheric Blast eviscerated his heart, shredded his lungs, and escaped by exploding out both sides, leaving a massive crater.

Adjusting to the sensations took him long seconds–or maybe years. But just as Gabriel acclimated, a far more potent spell activated.

The searing pain of magic directly shredding his soul, excising it from his mortal form dwarfed all physical pain. If not for the experience with Estrial’s attack on his soul, he was sure he’d have lost connection outright.

Gabriel’s existence was pain with a tormenting hint of despair and longing. Slowly, he grew accustomed to the indescribable torture of his soul fraying, the strands of Essence binding his bonded to him unraveling.

He flailed about, seeking to preserve both the connections with them and their Essence, fearing what might happen to his beloved monster girls if the parts of their souls they’d gifted him were lost.

Clinging to ephemeral shards of intangible Essence was like grasping smoke, but Gabriel tried nonetheless. “Come on. I can’t lose them, not now!”

Fleeting visions of radiant smiles danced before him, each a searing pang screaming out from a void where his bonded once resided.

Tortured mind fraying, Gabriel struggled to recall their names. The knowledge, seemingly so intrinsic until now, danced along the tip of his tongue, always just out of reach.

As glimpses of his lost bonded–his soulmates–tormented him, a scraping, chittering sound grew louder.

Gabriel shuddered as a malevolent, deranged, utterly alien psyche brushed against his diminished soul. Though he rebelled instinctively, there was no way to resist, and the Presence loomed closer.

With sudden clarity, Gabriel clung to Vesrah’s miasmic tendrils, grateful for anything tangible, even as he wanted to vomit when the maddening chittering and scratching peaked.

“Ah, my Destined One,” Vesrah cooed, her dark voice straining against her inhuman nature. “I am so glad you have finally accepted us. Embraced me.”

Gabriel spat, or at least, attempted to spit in disgust. Vesrah snickered.

“I’m not ‘embracing’ you.”

Harsh, flickering purple light washed over him, and he could see again. Vesrah’s enormous, alien Presence crushed against him as they both floated in an empty, fathomless void. The Astral Realm existed somewhere nearby, but remained beyond his reach.

Especially given his entire existence was busy clinging to the vast, chittering, squirming Presence that was Vesrah’Zavrun.

Gabriel felt her arch an eyebrow she didn’t have at him. “You are lucky, my Destined One. My Gabriel Grimm. That lazy abomination may have shoved another nexus into your soul, but she didn’t teach you to manipulate it.”

“What?”

This time, Vesrah scowled, waves of deepest purple-tinged fury flooded across a fractured, much-patched bond Gabriel didn’t quite recognize. “That rotting harlot you chose over me!”

The Swarm Queen gave a chittering huff. “She stuffed you full of Essence, but failed to realize you know nothing of manipulating souls.” Vesrah gave an arrogant laugh that seemed far out of place for the alien monster.

Gabriel focused on the concept of an angry scowl, then fought a grin as Vesrah pouted. “What are you talking about?”

“You noticed how much your SE spiked after bonding that frigid corpse?”

Gabriel nodded.

“She gave you power but failed to teach you how to use it.” Vesrah smirked, and he shuddered as her overwhelming Presence pressed in closer, rubbing against him like Cindra might. “Do not fear, Beloved. Even if I am still mad at your terrible decision, I helped you absorb it.”

“Y-you helped me…”

Vesrah smiled brighter than the lovable hellhound, revealing far too many fangs behind plump, perfect lips. “Yes. Though, now you’ve gone and let that pathetic elven bitch sever your soul entirely.”

The Swarm’s uneven speech clawed at Gabriel’s mind, and his stomach churned. At least, echoes of his physical body protested Vesrah’s unhinged rant and the waves of alien energy radiating from her.

That unfathomable power bombarded Gabriel’s soul, leaving him desperate to simultaneously retch, eat, fuck, and wallow in the energy suffusing him.

Vesrah snuggled closer, her sticky, squirming Presence seeping inside. “Relax, Dungeon Master. If you do not stop resisting me and focus on pulling your soul together, you will lose your simpering bonded.”

Frowning at the soul-devouring monstrosity’s sudden assistance, Gabriel struggled, trying to escape.

“None of that, Beloved. I am trying to save you.”

Something about her words is all wrong… Yet… she’s not lying? I refuse to lose any of my bonded!

“Yes, focus on what is yours, Gabriel Grimm. That cowardly little elf dared try to slay you. And now all that is yours tumbles toward destruction. Breathe deeply. Draw in the power you need to punish the pathetic vermin seeking to steal that which is yours.” The Swarm Queen’s voice twisted, alternating between seductive, alien, and enraged, but her words resonated within Gabriel’s soul.

The subtle vibrations drew his focus to the vibrant patches where his bonded, and Vesrah had restored the tattered, unraveling fabric of his Essence. Growling, Gabriel clutched at every patch, claiming them for himself.

“Yes,” Vesrah drawled. “There is more to take. Devour the weak and grow strong. You must be stronger to punish those who oppose us.”

Gabriel pulled, imagining he was sucking in a deep breath. Echoes of a hundred deaths rattled around him, distorting reality.

But power flowed within him. Pain flared as he forcibly reclaimed his mortal body.

Faint chittering and wordless whispering yielded to the clatter and clanging of a distant battle. Gabriel pulled harder, drawing every speck of Essence toward himself.

Voices grew louder, but all he could make out was a single overemphasized word. “A-na-ta.”

Emotions followed a second later. Or was it an hour? Gabriel ignored the unanswered questions percolating in the depths of his mind, instead throwing his mental avatar toward the only thing that felt physical.

◆◆◆

Riotous flashes and blurry motion assaulted Gabriel’s vision as he forced leaden eyes open.

A polished wood ceiling spread out far above him, supported by long, dark stone walls. All around him, armored figures dashed and darted, stuck in vicious melee combat.

Sound returned a second later, and Gabriel winced at the ringing of blades and wailing of the dying.

He sucked in a deep, life-affirming breath, ignoring the overwhelming taste and scent of blood.

Or at least, he tried to breathe. Nothing happened.

Gritting his teeth, he sat up. Waves of pain cascaded across his chest, and something in his back produced a horrific cracking.

The hells?

‘Alpha?’ Reyna’s mind-voice exploded with such disbelief and hope it almost knocked him unconscious.

‘Yeah. Give me a second. I can’t breathe.’

‘No shit, Fucker. You let that elf bitch blow your fucking lungs out of your chest!’

The pain and fury raging across the lycan’s bond slammed into Gabriel, but he barely felt it. Dreading the inevitable, he lifted his left hand and touched his chest.

His fingers brushed splintered ribs and torn skin. Blood slicked his digits, but he couldn’t resist probing inside the crater of ruined flesh.

I know high Soul Essence can grant supernatural durability, but… How am I still alive?

Even as the thought occurred to him, reality sank in.

Kimiko’s soul anchor? Either that, or our bond… I’m undead.

‘If you’re done lollygagging, we could use some fucking help,’ Reyna sent, the feisty werebadger’s stress bleeding across her mind-voice. ‘Those shit-waffles brought a gods-damned army and like fifty elite adventurers.’

Reyna’s words blasted away any concern about his current state. Clenching every muscle in his ruined body, Gabriel forced himself to rise. Even that simple effort drained him, nerves screaming in protest.

This is worse than when Estrial sacrificed me. It’s like I’m trying to puppet my mangled body while drunk.

With the frenzied battle around him, no one noticed him right away, so he drank in the scene as he struggled to draw his mithril sword.

A slight-framed elven woman with short, blue-black hair stood two feet to his side. She wore skintight black shorts that barely covered half of her ass paired with a figure hugging long sleeve shirt that molded to her small bust.

The enormous white greatcoat draped over her shoulders lent her a comical air, but Gabriel froze when he noticed the oversized, rune-covered boots encasing her legs.

Those look like the ones in that vision Vesrah showed me months ago. But what’s with her strange aura? It’s like she’s an illusion without any substance. If I look away, will she cease to exist?

The assassin gazed across the battlefield, drawing Gabriel’s attention to where Sthuza clashed with multiple foes. Bloody red slashes covered his beloved Prime’s massive naga form, and fiery hate sparked within his soul.

To his other side, Kimiko fought against several well-armored men. The skilled warriors worked together to press the powerful monster girl. She bled from multiple minor cuts, as well as a brutal hole through her lower abdomen.

All four of her enemies bore wounds of their own, despite their far heavier armor. But the clearest indication of the undead woman’s prowess were the dozens of uninjured corpses strewn across the polished floor.

A quick survey of the surviving mercenaries within sight confirmed none bore an Adventurer’s Guild tag less than Mithril. Similarly, the most obvious victims of Kimiko’s soul ripping all proudly displayed Steel, Silver, or Gold tags.

Flapping wings drew Gabriel’s attention to a pair of valkyries swooping down to strike. Astryn and Gevif carved through the orderly mercenary formation, leaving several armored men pleading for help.

Kimiko parried a longsword aside, twisted to avoid a poleaxe, then kicked out, her clawed foot shattering a man’s knee.

She smirked as he fell screaming, then froze when she noticed Gabriel wavering on his feet. Her purple eyes widened, and she flashed a too large grin, tail lashing behind her. “Anata.”

A pointed ear twitched in his peripheral vision, and Gabriel spun, reaching for the elven assassin.

Too slow!

Growling silently, he activated Psionic Acceleration, and the world slowed around him. His bloody left hand wrapped around the elf’s pale, slender throat, and Gabriel tightened his grip.

“H-how are you still… alive?” Janarra gasped, struggling to speak past his clenched fist.

Gabriel tried to reply, but no words escaped his throat.

Kimiko huffed. “Seriously?”

The elven assassin froze, head turning to stare incredulously at the oni.

“Anata, you have no lungs. You need to direct a trickle of mana across your vocal cords if you want to speak.”

Instinctively, Gabriel did so, grimacing as his throat squirmed. He tried again, coughing before stringing together a sentence. “That… fucking… hurt!”

Janarra punched him in the face. Her tiny fist struck with deceptive strength, rocking his head back. Blood sprayed from his flattened nose, but Gabriel frowned at the subdued pain.

“That didn’t,” he growled, squeezing her throat.

’Crush her. Devour her soul, then slaughter the rest of these scrambling, riotous fools. This world is ours!’

Janarra’s eyes bulged, and she lashed out, kicking and slapping, but he just kept tightening his fingers, relishing the slow, inevitable yielding of her flesh. The raw terror blazing in her vibrant eyes.

“Anata!” Kimiko shouted, causing him to glance her way. “Your Prime lost her mind with grief. Calm her down before she gets herself or your child slain.”

A thunderous roar erupted from Gabriel, and he spun toward the enraged gorgon and her frantic battle. “Sthuza, to me!”

“Massster!”

Janarra drew a short, broad-bladed dagger and slammed it into Gabriel’s right eye. That side of his vision vanished in blackness.

“That tickles,” Gabriel said, glaring at the gasping elven woman.

Her mouth worked silently. She kicked him again and again, her thick, heavy sabatons bruising bones with each strike. Gabriel didn’t flinch.

Reyna leapt atop a vanguard mercenary, riding him to the ground as she worked a dagger through his helmet’s eye slit. She bounced to her feet, then stared at Gabriel. “Holy, fart-huffing, melon-fuckers! The hells are you doing, Alpha!?”

“Packmaster!” Cindra yipped. The hellhound bowled over a large man, knocking him senseless with his shield. She stomped down, caving in his helmet before racing toward Gabriel.

Brynja soared through the air, glowing wings brushing wood beams overhead before she dove. Her oversized lance blasted a crater through an unsuspecting mercenary an instant before she landed gracefully, helmet melting back from her beautiful face.

She smiled, only to falter, eyes widening as she took in Gabriel’s grievously wounded figure. “M-my lord?”

Cindra spun her greatsword through flowing arcs, building speed as she drove back multiple warriors. “Slay Pack’s enemies. Packmaster and Glowy Lady will fix things after.”

More mercenaries screamed in agony as Sthuza bull-rushed them, crushing those unable to dive away from her sidewinder motions. She raced toward Gabriel, hacking off limbs and heads as she passed.

“M-Massster? A-are you…”

Gabriel had to turn his head farther to meet the pale-faced gorgon’s gaze. “I’ll live. Let’s finish this.”

“Ah… I–”

Reyna growled. “Yeah, yeah, apologize for flipping your shit later, Snakes.” She darted under a sweeping glaive and shredded the overextended mercenary’s knee, sending him screaming to the floor. “Those bloody cum bubbles brought a gods-damned army, and I think they’re winning.”

Flames washed over organized ranks of well-armored men near the keep’s main entrance, and Gabriel frowned upon spotting Sarzykx in her massive armor. Brushing his bond with Merideva confirmed the Dungeon Core was in the hall with her.

‘Meri! The hells are you doing up here?’

‘Gabwiel, you’re alive!’

‘Get back into the dungeon. And I thought I told you and Amara to open the tunnel beside the hostages.’

‘Those greedy, villainous mages made a round shield, and Amara said she couldn’t breach it. Something about a spherical barrier empowered by forty-three mages was too tough?’

Gabriel bit back his frustration, mind racing as he considered the battlefield. Elaine, Leryane, and Sylvia fought almost back to back, with another cluster of Lostbarrow guards trying to join them. Callie and Claire shielded Darlene from a huge bear of a man.

Triggering Magesight, Gabriel studied the dense barrier. “There’s two distinct spell shields?”

Reyna gave a dark, growly laugh. “Yeah, Amara was popping heads with some specialized glowing javelins until they erected that second one.”

“Fine. Fight our way over to Meri’s forces. This is turning into a pitched battle, so we need to present a united front.” Gabriel turned toward Kimiko, who had been joined by Brynja and Grimsa, the three skilled warriors driving the Carminium-ranked mercenaries back.

“Kimi, can you rip out their souls?”

The oni’s head snapped to the right, narrowly evading a powerful spear thrust. She caught the ironwood shaft with her tail and jerked, sending the lunging man stumbling into his partner. Her naginata arced in and severed his leg before she met Gabriel’s gaze. “They mistook you for a necromancer and warded everyone. Only the weakest remained vulnerable.”

Kimiko flashed a vicious smirk. “They’re all dead.”

’Yes, they are. But you are wasting their potential, my beloved. Reap their souls!’

Gabriel shook his head, but it did nothing to silence Vesrah’s more seductive voice. “Fuck. Rally with the others. I’ll circle with Amara and finish this.”

His bonded leapt into action, the powerful women slaughtering anyone stupid enough to try and slow them as they advanced toward the furious melee where dozens of minotaurs fought mercenaries.


Chapter Sixty-Two







“Uh, Alpha, are you going to kill that murdercunt or let her keep kicking and scratching you?”

Gabriel blinked, vision refocusing on the gasping, red-faced elven woman held out at arm’s reach.

His arm.

Janarra’s struggles had devolved into desperate kicks and gasps, raw panic replacing her earlier control. Tears welled, spilling from wide, terrified eyes. Her mouth hung open in silent plea for air. Her once-impish face had turned a delightful shade of blue and deepened with every passing second.

“Strangling someone with so much SE will take far too long,” Kimiko observed. “But if you wish to prolong her suffering, I would be happy to assist.”

Gabriel gave a jerky head shake. “No. She’s a hired assassin. I don’t care about her in the slightest.”

Multiple emotions flickered across the elf’s face, but when he tightened his grip, she slumped in resignation.

Squeezing harder, Gabriel held eye contact until something popped, and the slight woman fell limp.

“Fucking ass-grater, Alpha. Did you get stronger? Hells, how the fuck are you standing upright? Your spine’s missing!”

Gabriel dropped the elven corpse and shrugged before striding after Brynja, Cindra, and Sthuza as the trio pressed into the mercenary ranks. He restored his Spell Mantle and mended shattered hexagons. Activating Force Helm with a spare thought, he scanned the ranks of armored men, assessing who posed a threat to his bonded.

His advance sparked unexpected fear. The closest mercenaries flinched, then scrambled back with panicked yelps and muttered curses. As Gabriel pressed forward, a domino effect rippled through their ranks, men tripping over each other in desperate flight.

A vanguard-plated knight, caught off guard, stumbled and fell, his armor clanging mockingly as he sought escape.

A dark smile twisted Gabriel’s lips. He surged toward Brynja and Cindra who were carving a bloody path through the soldiers pushing Merideva’s troops back, ready to join the fray.

Most of the mercenaries fled, only six trying to hold their ground. All six fell in seconds once the line of vanguard-plated minotaurs pushed to link up.

“Lord Grimm,” Arerax said, bowing his horned head. “Y-you still live?”

“Close enough for the moment.” Gabriel looked past the towering minotaur Honor Guard, searching for Sarzykx.

Clad in her massive armor, the s’kraith handmaiden was easy to spot. She stomped toward him, large helmet swiveling side to side as she scanned for threats. When she pushed through the ranks of minotaurs, Merideva’s orb surged with vibrant pink.

“Gabriel! You’re safe. I was so worried when your mind vanished.”

He reached out and stroked the blazing orb strapped to Sarzykx’s breastplate. “Sorry, Meri. But you need to get back in the dungeon. I’ll handle things here.”

“Uh-uh! I’m not leaving until all those horrid meanies are dead. They tried to kill my DM.” The Core fell silent for a moment, the sounds of battle dimming as both armies hesitated to advance near the grievously wounded Dungeon Master. “Um, you aren’t dead, are you?”

“Don’t know. Kimiko did more to my soul than I realized, and Vesrah’s screwing around as well. Doesn’t matter right now. We need to get a lid on this fiasco.”

“Ha, good luck, Fucker. Pretty sure there’s no covering up this clusterfuck. Kimiko’s already killed at least a hundred people, and the rest of us cut down more than a few.”

Gabriel scowled. “I want them all dead. If needed, we’ll capture their souls.”

“As you command, Dungeon Master,” Ryldor said. The dro’ikyr death knight dashed past Gabriel and his bonded, cleaving into the reforming front rank of mercenaries.

“You heard the Dungeon Lord,” Arerax bellowed. He stomped a hoof, echoed a second later by dozens of minotaurs before they stampeded toward the mercenary forces.

Battle cries erupted from both armies, and Gabriel turned back to glare at their massed enemies. Spells raced out from the three clusters of circling casters hidden behind multiple spellshields.
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At least my pool didn’t drain out with half my organs.

Reyna stepped closer, looming to his right, mostly unseen thanks to his blinded eye. “Can you actually beat so many mages?”

“Breaching those defenses will be a pain, but at least they’re not all working as a single circle.” Gabriel turned his head and shouted out toward the rearmost of Merideva’s monsters. “Amara, lead a circle, we need a barrier to stop their bombardment.”

“Got it,” the bissian death knight replied. She canceled a half-formed spell and dropped to the ground. “Who’s joining?”

“Thyrnara, you’re with us.” Gabriel summoned his Minions, cursing himself for not getting them into the battle sooner. While Cuix grumbled and Gwenaelle howled, three kobolds darted straight for Gabriel.

“War Chief has something… Ah, Kestria will fix, please stay still,” the kobold shaman said, flashing a nervous grin. Without waiting for his response, she clambered up his body, Sathru and Kuterug boosting her. She wrapped her slender legs around his shoulders, foot-talons clutching his ruined doublet. Her left hand pressed gently against his face, then pulled the dagger from his eye.

“That feels… odd,” Gabriel murmured as the blade slipped free. “Almost like a tickle, except… Pretty sure I should want to vomit.”

Dark mutters rose from his nearest bonded, but Gabriel pushed their anger aside and scanned the crowd of monsters before spotting seven minotaurs in simple robes. The shamans wielded a jumbled assortment of staves, wands, and swords looted from adventurers and Kimiko’s treasure hoard.

He pointed his sword at the group and barked an order for them to start a second collaborative spellcasting. At the same time, he tapped into the arcane effort, letting half his mind join Amara’s nascent effort.

Circling allowed casters to unite and produce far more powerful or quicker spells, but it lacked the explicit telepathy Gabriel shared with his bonded. While Kestria could join a mage’s circle with relative ease, he doubted the minotaurs had the same breadth of experience.

Pretty sure most of Wannaga’s Herd focused on enhancement magic. We can’t waste time trying to unify their offensive spells with ours.

Motion drew Gabriel’s attention to Kimiko. The athletic oni launched a flurry of skilled strikes, driving a mercenary out of position. Before his allies could help, her naginata’s blade punched through his knee, and he went down hard.

“Kimi, join us. We need to get a proper barrier going.”

Kimiko’s head snapped around with a fervor matching the manic glint of her sinister eyes. She gave a quick nod and pulled back from the melee, none of the armored men eager to pursue the terrifying undead as she retreated.

It took only seconds for Amara to get everyone on the same path, and soon enough, a brilliant blue-white spellshield spread over Merideva’s small army.

Gabriel focused the second half of his mind on casting Haste on all of his bonded, the valkyries, and the closest minotaurs.

Dozens of magical missiles detonated impotently against the glowing barrier, leaving the warriors on both sides to clash in a brutal melee. Minotaurs lowed and men screamed as they lashed out with axes, glaives, spears, and swords.
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By the time Gabriel’s expensive Haste washed over his targets, four valkyries fought shoulder to shoulder with Cindra and Sthuza, forming a solid front. Hasted minotaurs guarded their flanks, pressing the mercenary vanguard back.

Near the closest wall, Isomyra and Reyna hacked into human soldiers with reckless abandon. The pair fought with savage ferocity, the gnome cackling as she smashed her way through their armor and defenses with raw power.

Dougraine and Anthraxa displayed more restraint as they methodically cut down mercenaries on the opposite side of the battle. Minotaurs lay scattered along their section of the brutal melee, having fallen victim to an organized party of six Mithril-ranked soldiers.

A spike of magical power across the hall drew Gabriel’s attention to Rhys and Duyaris. The pair had joined the closest circling group, and their triple-disk spell construct blazed with mana.

He started to speak, but Amara beat him to it. “I see it. We don’t have time to punch through their barrier, so we’ll have to counter.”

Kimiko huffed in annoyance as the five of them spun up a twin-disk Counterspell. Since they were already behind, taking the time to decipher the exact attack spell was too risky. Kestria swayed on her small feet as she struggled to match the other, more powerful spellcasters, and Gabriel knew they had to break the attackers’ coordination soon.

With Amara’s guidance, they finished just after the mercenary mages unleashed a devastating Firestorm.

The blazing conflagration roared, stealing the very air as it mushroomed into a massive cyclone. It stretched from wall to wall, conforming to the hall’s width, with angry tendrils lashing out. Tapestries ripped from the walls, the vibrant fabrics consumed by the infernal vortex.

Men cheered or gasped in awe. Fearful lows escaped from minotaurs.

Amara’s Counterspell formed a network of slender strands of mana-charged aether. She hurled the crisscrossing, web of disruptive magic across the battlefield.

As Duyaris unleashed the raging inferno upon Merideva’s troops, the colossal area-of-effect spells crashed together with earth-shattering booms. A dazzling cascade of multicolored mana erupted, showering both sides in a tempest of fiery shrapnel.

Chaotic serpents of furious plasma uncoiled, sputtering and sparking as Amara’s precision counter severed the magical fires from their fuel. With each flicker extinguished, the inferno waned, shrinking from roaring maelstrom to dying embers and sweltering heat in seconds.

Merideva’s minotaurs bellowed and surged against surprised mercenaries.

Looks like they weren’t expecting us to stop that.

‘No shit, Fucker. I thought that storm was gonna incinerate all of us. Hells, look at the damned walls. It still managed to melt half the windows. And I’m pretty sure the ceiling’s on fire.’

Glancing up, Gabriel frowned. ‘That could be a pain, but it’s a problem for Elaine and future me.’

‘Ha, fair. You magic-huffing fuckers deal with all those shielded mages, and we’ll take care of these armored taint ticklers.’ An angry growl rumbled across his bond with the feisty lycan. ‘Fucking fart guzzlers hurt so many innocent people, I’m gonna enjoy this.’

Her seething fury drew Gabriel’s eyes to the massive lycan’s furry figure as she clashed with the mercenaries. At some point, she’d drawn her billhack, and now, she used primal lycan strength and raw aggression to overwhelm well-trained soldiers.

Two men squared off against her, both in vanguard plate. They slashed and parried with enchanted longswords, but the werebadger’s relentless assault kept both off balance. Blood leaked from one man’s hip, and he struggled to keep fighting.

A deep, rumbling roar, both canine and fiery, drew Gabriel’s eye leftward just in time to watch Cindra bath three unsuspecting mercenaries in blue-white flames. They wailed in agony, her roiling breath slipping between dense armor plates to cook their flesh.

Brynja and Sthuza controlled a huge swath of the hall, their polearms sweeping and arcing about. Six armored men displaying matching insignia worked as a team, wielding glaives with obvious skill. But against the pair’s greater speed and strength, they struggled to find even the briefest windows of attack.

More magic flared across the hall. Dread welled within Gabriel as all three clusters of circling mages joined forces. “Okay, that could be a problem.”

“More enemies approach, War Chief,” Kestria trilled. The shadowstalker shaman pointed her ornate dragon staff toward the keep’s entryway.

Amara spun up a massive barrage of Aetheric Lance, and Gabriel merged into the twin-disk casting while glancing toward the doors.

Dozens of well-geared adventurers charged into the chaotic hall. Unlike the two hundred plus mercenaries wearing the same black tree insignia, each group of six bore their own, distinct markings.

“Looks like Rhys or Duyaris hired several parties.” Gabriel sent a warning of the new arrivals across his bonds. ‘And I bet that’s the mercenary leader.’

‘Wonder what took ’em so long?’ Reyna sent. ‘I mean, I’m glad they’re fucking late, ’cause we had our hands full with all these chucklefucks. But still.’

‘I do not believe they expected us so quickly,’ Sthuza replied. ‘Master’s insistence on striking without delay likely upset their plan. Though, I still fear what has befallen you, Love.’

‘I’ll survive, Sthuza. Once we end this shit, I trust you, Meri, and Kimi to find a solution to… this.’

Risking a glance toward the newcomers, Gabriel frowned. Four six-member adventurer parties formed up, everyone blazing with active enchantments beneath his Magesight.

‘Looks like they took the time to buff up before joining in. Given the power radiating from them, they may be the greater threat.’

‘Nah, pretty sure the small army of fucking mages hurling clouds of death are the bigger threat, Alpha. But if you haven’t noticed, we’re kinda stuck in the fucking middle right now.’

Gabriel frowned, unable to disagree with Reyna’s assessment. He reached out to three minotaur squad leaders and ordered them to intercept the new enemies.

Unfortunately, that removed most of the warriors waiting to reinforce the main front. His bonded continued chewing through mercenaries, but the sheer numbers facing them threatened to drown the powerful women in bodies if the minotaur line broke.

Another group of monsters surged up from the hole near the wall, and Gabriel smiled as Estrial rushed after a band of ravenous ghouls, her flowing blue robe fluttering.

“Kimi, break from the circle and join the others. Now that they’re all working together, we’re not breaching that barrier quickly. We need to shatter their line and force the mages into melee.”

The athletic oni leapt into action. As she sprinted past him, she trailed a gentle, clawed hand across his jawline, eyes blazing with myriad emotions. Her naginata reappeared an instant before she lunged forward, impaling a mercenary who was too focused on avoiding Cindra’s greatsword.

“Thankies, Chilly Sis.” The hellhound beamed, her wolf-head helmet mirroring the emotion. Her clawed boots scored the tile floor as she shifted her weight and surged at another armored man.

Kimiko’s arrival startled several mercenaries, allowing his skilled bonded to cut down six more in seconds before their disciplined ranks reformed.

The massive bear of a man in scarred vanguard plate strode toward Kimiko, pointing his sword to where Gabriel and Amara continued working coordinated magic. “Miller, take First Lance and silence those monstrous mages. I’ll deal with the horned bitch myself.”

Fiery rage burned within Gabriel. Cindra’s passionate outrage bubbled up like magma, seeking the slightest crack in his composure through which to erupt.

Come on; don’t lose focus! Getting upset about insults isn’t going to help Kimi or any of the others.

‘Heh, true, Fucker. But I bet she’d get a kick out of you being pissed on her behalf. Might wanna tell her next time you’re trying to split her in two. Or maybe while you’ve got your monster cock shoved down her throat and your hands wrapped around her horns.’

‘Not the time, Reyna.’

Despite his words, Gabriel grinned at the lycan’s crude amusement. As Estrial joined Amara’s circle, the skilled frost sorceress providing a fresh surge of arcane might, he focused on the newcomers.

Gory slabs of armor-sheathed beef lay before a party of six Carminium-Ranked adventurers. The two men in front stomped forward wearing suits of vanguard plate almost as massive as Sarzykx’s. They both wielded adamantite weapons, one man lashing out to behead a minotaur with his longsword as the other pummeled another furry monster with a brutal poleaxe.

Three of their companions were circling, the trio weaving magic without encryption. The briefest glimpse of their rapidly forming glyphs made Gabriel wince.

Aetheric Blades. That would explain why the fallen were sliced like a wheel of cheese. They’ve got to be stronger than the ones up on stage. And given we’re busy countering the first group, they were smart to forgo encryption and rush their magic. Can’t let them do that again.

More minotaurs fell to the other parties, leaving half of the force Gabriel sent already down.

Fear and doubt assailed his mind, but Gabriel stomped on it, refusing to let his distraction or weakness endanger Sthuza and the others. Instead, he focused on carefully splitting his mind, supporting Amara’s latest Counterspell while also diving into the scepter for another rapid-cast spell.

His head throbbed, dulling the rest of his senses as he traced a dozen glyphs in quick succession. Despite the horrible damage to his body, power coursed through his inner leylines. There was a sticky, rebellious nature to it, but he needed more and couldn’t afford to dicker about trivial details.

Mana surged and aether flickered into visibility near the adventurer mages as their spell manifested. A dozen gleaming blades of hardened aether shot toward a cluster of minotaurs fighting a desperate defense against the front-rank warriors.

Gabriel swayed on his feet as he unleashed his rushed counter. A scintillating wall of nebulous shadowstuff sprung up to shield the minotaurs’ left flank.

Aetheric Blades crashed against the dark barrier, their wickedly sharp edges shredding the still-hardening Shadow Construct.

Four broke through but only after expending most of their power, the magical blades losing cohesion before they struck two minotaurs. Both bellowed in pain, blood spraying, but they stayed upright and continued to fight.

Magic lit the hall with vibrant blasts and thunderous booms. Gabriel followed Amara’s lead as their smaller circle countered devastating Fire spells and lashed out with arctic Frost spells.

The air grew misty, refracting the blinding explosions and burning corpses in lurid colors.

Repeated discharges of mana from nearer the entrance drew Gabriel’s attention. The bearlike leader of the mercenary company strode forward, literally glowing with enchantments.

“About time you joined us, Marek,” Duyaris snarled.

The powerful warrior scoffed. “You said it would be hours at least. I was busy hunting down that perverted gnome.”

“Stop bitching and end these monsters,” Rhys said, voice strained as he wove magic.

Gabriel canceled Magesight, wincing at the eye-searing spectacle. At least a dozen spells saturated the large man and his massive vanguard plate. Acid dripped from his adamantite bardiche, each droplet scoring the stone floor.

A minotaur bellowed in challenge and lashed out with its halberd. Marek caught the blow head on, his arms rock steady. He snapped a front kick in retaliation. Armor bowed and thick minotaur bone splintered. The seven-foot-tall monster went down with a pained scream, only to fall silent as Marek casually lopped off his head.

Two more roared in outrage. The huge mercenary blurred, cutting both down with savage, lightning-quick slashes of his bardiche.

Marek carved his way through Merideva’s monsters, moving with obvious purpose. Seeing where the man’s unflinching gaze focused, Gabriel blanched.

‘Cindra, fall back and stay with the others!’

‘Don’t worry, Packmaster. Cindra is staying safe. Birdsister and Tired Elf taught how to use sword.’

Gabriel watched, scowling, as Cindra cut down another mercenary. The statuesque hellhound stood taller than the humans and made an obvious target.

I doubt any of the rank and file are a threat to her, but their leader’s buffed halfway to Celestia.

‘Kimi, Cindra’s pushing too far ahead, and Marek is headed her way.’

‘I understand.’

Kimiko drove back her two skilled opponents, then crouched and leapt into the air, soaring over several others to land a half dozen feet behind Cindra.

Trusting his undead bonded to support Cindra, Gabriel continued casting under Amara’s direction while readying his best Disenchantment, targeting Marek.

The flow of newcomers through the front gate slowed, with a trio of red-robed mages hanging back to cast from relative safety.

Arrows rained down from the far end, where at least fifty well-geared archers lined the stairs and second-floor landing. Though a few appeared sickened from standing amid the mauled corpses laid low by Reyna’s earlier attack, they stood their ground.

More men descended, heading down to join the teeming mass who prevented Merideva’s monsters from assaulting the mages packed atop the shielded platform.

Gabriel discounted the latecomers, not sensing any particular talent among them. He studied the multiple layers of spellshields, seeking a way to take out the mages quicker.

Seven corpses lay among the spellcasters, victims of Amara’s initial strikes before they’d erected the secondary barrier.

All we need is a crack in their defenses. Maybe… Gabriel reached out to Kimiko again. ‘Kimi, can you raise the dead mages within the barrier?’

’No, I already tried. I would have resolved this entire fiasco already if they weren’t so well shielded against Necromancy. Only the weakest are even vulnerable to my innate ability. The few I’ve raised out here were more taxing than normal.

‘Damn.’

Another volley of Fireballs streaked out from Rhys’s mages, but Amara countered them in midair, the roiling spheres exploding into fiery globlets of magical magma that splattered across both sides’ barriers.

’Why do you rely on your women, Beloved? You have reaped their souls. Use that foul abomination’s disgusting magic and make their worthless meat fight for you.’

The chittering cacophony Gabriel so associated with Vesrah’s mind-voice failed to scratch at his skull. He shook his head clear, and began weaving Armor Reinforcement for Cindra and Brynja.

While the spell was less efficient without physical contact with the target, Gabriel couldn’t care less about wasting mana at the moment. As soon as the spell was ready, he released, adding yet another constant drain on his pool.
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’Come now, Beloved. You are surrounded by power, just waiting to be tapped. Reap the rest of those cowardly vermin and cut down all who oppose us.’

‘Shut up!’

Affronted chittering erupted this time, and a shudder raced down Gabriel’s spine. He forced the uneasiness aside and sought a way to take out Rhys’s mages.

Long seconds studying their multi-layered barriers confirmed that the larger, original spellshield was warded against everything he could think of. But the second one, erected to stop Amara’s tandem Aetheric Lances, was solely dedicated to block conventional magical attacks.

If we punch a hole through the main barrier, could I Leap inside? Then it’s just a matter of fighting forty or so skilled mages in close quarters. Gabriel gave a derisive snort. Yeah, that sounds easy.

“Amara, prep another volley of those shield-piercing Lances,” he said over his shoulder.

The bissian death knight didn’t hesitate, spinning up a new twin-disk spell construct the instant she released their latest Counterspell. “Not sure what your plan is, but you’ve got ten seconds.”

Instead of replying, Gabriel reached out for his Minions. Gwenaelle, Sathru, and Kuterug fought together, but Kestria and Cuix stood closer. He focused on the threads connecting them and tugged. Hard.

He wobbled on his feet, body protesting at the sudden strain before all five Minions vanished from the Mortal Realm.

A lot harder to put them away when they’re not right in front of me. Oh well, hope this works.

Even before Gabriel recovered, he drew a silver spell token and snapped it, casting the prepared Eldritch Edge and directed it to imbue his mithril sword.

Throwing his mind into the scepter, he cast Umbral Leap. Like most Teleportation spells, its cost grew exponentially as the distance to travel increased. As best he could discern from studying the glyphs, rather than true Teleportation, it phased the caster’s body and gear into Shadowspace and raced toward the exit point.

Despite the esoteric nature of the magic, the enemy’s primary barrier would still be effective.

Wonder what happens if I time this wrong and the shield reforms while I’m passing through?

‘Alpha? Are you planning something stupid?’

‘Maybe. Now let me focus.’

“Ready,” Amara announced. Magic flared in front of the armored mage and six brilliant Aetheric Lances shot across the hall.

They struck the massive dome barrier dead center, targeting a Mithril-tagged elven mage. The first three exploded, cracking dozens of hazy hexagons. A split second later, the final missiles hit the same section.

Aetheric tiles shattered. One missile punched through the second barrier only to explode impotently against the elf’s Spell Mantle.

Gabriel triggered Umbral Leap.

Color faded from the world, everything taking on sinister purple-black tones.

Stomach churning and vision swimming, Gabriel shook his head clear. His entire body felt off, and he clenched every muscle tight in an effort to remain attached to his mangled corpse.


Chapter Sixty-Three







The instant the shadows receded, Gabriel summoned his Minions. ‘Distract and kill; go!’

“Tribe will slay War Chief’s foes,” Kestria declared. The slender kobold, still dressed in her cute dark outfit, started yipping commands to the others.

Cuix grumbled but complied. She brandished an enchanted shortsword in both hands and scampered toward a target. “I’s gonna need new panties after this.”

Blinking a dry eye, Gabriel drank in his altered surroundings. Over thirty mages stood atop the platform, most wearing robes shimmering with enchantments. Wands and staves pulsed with arcane energy as they powered another round of cooperative magics.

The closest mages turned and stared at Gabriel, jaws slackening. As they shifted to face him, he smirked, a spike of emotions bubbling up within him.

Flickers of fear teased his mind but failed to claim a place as dark anticipation washed over him.

’That was reckless, Beloved. Your grasp on your body is tenuous. Let me help you.’

Gabriel ignored Vesrah’s chiding and forced down the protests of his body. Activating Psionic Acceleration, he slashed out at the closest mage.

The human’s eyes widened, and she started to scream, but his enchanted blade carved through her generic spellshield and her neck.

Before her head tumbled, Gabriel pivoted and attacked again. A second mage fell just as easily. Panicked shouts erupted as a dozen mages broke from their circle and began casting defensive spells.

Cuix leapt at a well-endowed human mage, stabbing the woman in the face as she shrieked, “Die cow-tits!”

Gwenaelle chose a different target, tackling an elf and slamming him to the ground. The wolf drake’s jaws locked around the man’s slender neck. Her fangs scored his Spell Mantle as her claws shredded tiny hexagons until it shattered. The elf’s terrified screams cut off as Gwenaelle crunched through his spine.

Gabriel hacked and slashed with a ferocity worthy of Reyna. The heavy tang of blood filled the air, cloying even to his impaired sense of smell. He charged forward, cutting down every mage he could reach. A thought transformed the scepter curled around his forearm into a lethal mace.

Blood splattered across his Spell Mantle, lending the grayish hexagons a sinister red-tinged glow. Five more mages fell to his scepter and sword. Horrified faces stared at the ghoulishly wounded Dungeon Master as he stalked forward.

His Minions took longer to kill their foes, dog-piling targets and dragging them down. But the panicked, desperate screams of the dying disrupted several half-formed spells.

An elven woman snapped a silver token, and a brilliant blue-white spellshield formed around her. She scrambled to draw another, but her trembling fingers fumbled, and several scattered from her desperate hand. “G-get back!”

The short, slender mage in ostentatious robes stumbled, falling on her ass with a strangled yelp. “P-plea–”

Gabriel cut her off with his scepter. The flanged weapon flared with powerful enchantments as it smashed her barrier like a porcelain cup, carrying through and turning her head to mist.

Sathru and Kuterug charged a pair of mages, sliding beneath a clumsy staff strike. The petite shadowstalker kobolds tripped both men, knocking them prone. Before either could recover, Kestria joined in, smashing one’s head with a brutal overhead chop.

“Duyaris, help!” an older man shouted over his shoulder. Blood splatter from Gabriel’s latest foe lent brilliant color to his dull, gray beard. He brandished his polished staff before him, yielding ground to Gabriel.

“Faerie preserve us,” Duyaris muttered. “Rhys, we have to stop that undead abomination. This goes far beyond anything we thought.”

The duke’s son replied, but Gabriel lost their words beneath booming strikes of his mace against the old man’s Mantle. He struck so fast the sounds blurred into one continuous ringing.

Cracks began forming, then tiny hexagonal tiles shattered. Gabriel thrust his sword through the widening gap, taking the older mage in the throat, then deflected a rapier seeking his chest.

Gabriel spun to confront his attacker, finding himself face-to-face with a lanky, dour woman whose bravado faltered the instant their eyes met. Color drained from her olive skin, and horror washed across her aristocratic face. Her haunted expression struck Gabriel.

Shoving aside any pangs of guilt, he burst forward with Psychic-fueled Haste and launched a ferocious offensive. With her confidence shattered, it took just seconds to overwhelm her clumsy defense, and he winced as her head exploded with a wet, squelching splat.

Someone nearby vomited. Turning, Gabriel frowned as the mages spread out, a series of smaller spellshields manifesting before them.

Several mages farther back, near Duyaris and Rhys, harnessed enough mana to send a shiver up Gabriel’s spine.

Two athletic elven men dashed toward him, wielding ornate longswords dripping with enchantments. Under Magesight, both blazed with multiple spells and well-woven Mantles.

Growling in frustration, Gabriel willed the scepter back to coil around his forearm and activated his bracer’s shield.

He blocked the first attack, relying on his greater speed to fend off the pair’s skilled swordsmanship while diving into the scepter and readying Binding Shades.

“Tilven, keep him occupied until we’re ready,” Duyaris shouted. Several casters circled with the elf, straining as they wove a four-ring spell.

The taller battle mage nodded, black ponytail bouncing with the motion. “Just hurry.” He slashed at Gabriel, driving the Dungeon Master back, then drew a spell token and snapped it.

A brace of Aetheric Missiles rocketed at Gabriel. He caught four on his glowing Force Shield, but the other five exploded against his Mantle, forcing him to tap his mana pool to rejuvenate it.

Swords rang as they clashed, exchanging dozens of blows in seconds. Both elves proved skilled, but Gabriel’s speed gave him advantage enough to outmatch the duo.

When the shorter elf backed off after a near miss, Gabriel cast Binding Shades. Grasping tendrils of amorphous shadowstuff snaked up the taller battle mage’s legs, anchoring him in place.

Caught by surprise, the elf stumbled, wobbling. He struggled to remain upright and missed Gabriel’s next strike.

Gabriel launched a textbook slash at the elf’s neck with all the speed and strength he could muster. Eldritch Edge blazed brighter, carving through the panicked elf’s Spell Mantle.

Slanted, blue eyes stared into Gabriel’s. They inadvertently locked gazes as the mithril sword slowed but continued through flesh, tendons, and bone.

Gabriel watched the light fade from those sharp, intelligent eyes. He shook his head, unwilling to waste any thought on his foes.

They’re here to kill me and my bonded! Remember what Mother taught you. Eliminate the threat, then deal with the aftermath.

The other battle mage gulped, then opened his mouth.

Gabriel blurred ahead, charging into range and slashing at the elf’s head. Mithril struck steel, and his foe growled, spine stiffening. They exchanged several rapid strikes, each scoring the other’s Spell Mantle but failing to land a solid blow.

The power radiating from Duyaris’s group grew, and Gabriel redoubled his effort. He rushed Aetheric Missiles through the scepter, focusing on producing multiple, low-powered projectiles.

Halfway through another fruitless exchange, Gabriel raised his left hand and released his spell. Nine, small, bright pink orbs streaked forth, blasting the elf in the face.

They exploded impotently against the battle mage’s Spell Mantle. But the brilliant blasts made him wince and twist away, trying to shield his eyes.

Gabriel leapt forward, launching a series of strikes at the elf’s head and neck. Each hit scored tiny blue hexagons until they shattered. The elf was only just turning back to face Gabriel when the distinctive tinkle of a broken spellshield rang out.

“Pl–”

Gabriel cut the elf’s throat, aborting the elf’s last words.

Even as the elven spellblade fell, awe-inspiring magic washed out from the far side of the platform.

Gabriel shuddered at the raw power radiating from over a dozen spellcasters working together. Without time to identify their spell, all he could do was hunker down and try to survive whatever attack Duyaris planned.

While increasing the mana tap fueling his Mantle, Gabriel drew a silver spell token. He snapped it, and a blue-white oval of hardening aether formed around him. With a thought, he connected the precast spellshield to his mana pool.
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Not going to last long if I try exchanging blows with a whole circle.

‘You need not fight alone, Beloved. I will help you. Just let me in!’

Vesrah’s mind-voice rocked Gabriel. By the time he forced her from his head, a ball of crackling, discordant destruction surged toward him.

Panicked mages dodged away as the Entropy Sphere advanced. Ironwood boards exploded to sawdust where the roiling, chaotic orb brushed against the platform. Corpses vaporized, throwing up a sickening cloud of blood mist and atomized meat particles.

“Kestria, look out!”

The kobold shaman rolled off her latest victim, but the sphere moved too fast. It brushed her clawed left foot, blowing off her entire leg. Kestria shrieked as her scaly flesh ripped from bone, exploding outward in sections like the monster anatomy charts in the Academy.

Two men in vanguard plate rushed in, slamming Sathru and Kuterug from behind. Gabriel winced as both Minions tumbled backward to vanish as the churning, destructive ball of chaos manifest devoured them.

With no time to spare for the fallen, Gabriel threw open the tap powering his spellshield. The glowing bubble doubled in size, brightening and forcing him to avert his gaze.

The Entropy Sphere collided with his barrier, and Gabriel sagged as the defensive magic sucked him dry faster than Cindra.

Think!

Mana: 33%

’Do not let that touch you, Beloved. You must draw upon our power. Devour the souls your pet abomination reaped!’

Gabriel ignored Vesrah, throwing every drop of power he could muster into strengthening the struggling spellshield. A flicker danced across the blue-white bubble, and a shiver ran down his spine.

Terror and pain washed through his bonds, heightening his own dread. He couldn’t allocate the attention to sort out the others, but his heart would have skipped a beat at their palpable fear.

If he still had one.

The precast barrier popped, and the Entropy Sphere surged forward again. It slammed against Gabriel’s Spell Mantle, and he screamed as tiles weakened by the spellblade buckled.

Pure destruction carved into his already mangled body, renewing the torment he’d struggled to suppress.

He gritted his teeth, groaning in agony. “Come on, fight!”

‘Master?’

‘Anata, what’s wrong?’

Buckling beneath an unyielding assault, Gabriel’s mind latched onto the panic in his bondeds’ mind-voices. That fleeting distraction proved enough, and a cacophony of chittering erupted in his head. A swarm of insectile talons clawed at his skull like a thousand tiny daggers.

The Entropy Sphere continued destabilizing his Spell Mantle. Gabriel’s entire awareness was pain and fear. Most came from his bonded, but more than a little blossomed from a dozen wounds as skin and muscle disintegrated.

‘Relax, Beloved. Breathe deep, and consume!’

Without thinking, Gabriel inhaled despite his ruined lungs. The world froze around him.

Scores of tormented, terrified souls howled, their discordant voices forming a ghoulish harmony. Gabriel’s stomach revolted, gorge rising.

Despite the gut-churning chorus ringing in his head, a surge of pleasure and satisfaction drowned him in a demented orgy of ecstasy.

‘Yes!’ Vesrah purred, mind-voice rapturous. ‘Feast upon their Essence! Use it against their wretched comrades! They dare to challenge what you rightfully claim. Devour them! Obliterate their pitiful existence, and let their screams echo as you consume their very souls. Punish them all! Bask in the exquisite pleasure of their despair!’

A swirling, purple-black vortex emerged, eclipsing the frantic battle. Terrified soldiers and mages vanished as the amorphous storm surged forth from Gabriel. Malevolent tendrils lurched hungrily, snaring trembling, protesting souls.

With each one enveloped by the eldritch horror, a surge of power coursed through Gabriel’s very being. The souls screamed as undulating strands of alien hunger devoured them, sucking out every drop of Essence.

Gabriel reeled, overwhelmed by raw power and an accelerating procession of thoughts, fears, and hopes. Centuries of memories. The flood was reminiscent of claiming a bonded, only amplified a hundred times over.

And filled with far more fear.

Gabriel lost all track of time, but eventually, the tide receded. With the worst of it past, his consciousness resettled in his body.

The Entropy Sphere loomed before him, dominating his field of view. He scowled and swatted at the roiling orb of destruction.

His Spell Mantle flared into visibility around his hand. But where it had been a hazy gray and splintering beneath the powerful attack, now deep, purple-black tiles formed an impenetrable barrier.

“You okay, Big Boss Guy? I thought you’s was a goner for sure.”

Shoving the Entropy Sphere back to arm’s reach, Gabriel glanced down at Cuix hiding behind a dead elf. Blood drenched the goblin war leader’s left side where a mage had stabbed her shoulder, but she appeared otherwise uninjured.

Gabriel’s lips quirked to one side in a dark, wicked smirk. “I’m fine.”

Cuix shivered, knees buckling. “Uh, right. You’s totally looks ‘fine.’ But I’s might have peed myself, just a bit now.”

A cry of pain reminded Gabriel of the larger battle, and he turned back toward Duyaris and his cluster of mages. “This ends now,” he growled in a cruel, uneven tone.

Panicked mind-voices clawed at Gabriel, but he focused on the fight before him. Turning inward, he centered his mind and focused on Area Suppression.

Mana: ∞

A menacing rumble escaped his throat as he enforced his will on the world around him.

The Entropy Sphere flickered, then chaotic strands of destruction lashed out, obliterating more corpses and ruining the platform. A second later, it vanished with an anticlimactic pop.

Duyaris stood at the opposite end, panting from the strain of channeling such a potent spell. He stared in abject disbelief. Another mage near him fell to her knees, tracing the sign of Justice with a trembling hand as she rambled incoherently.

“W-what are you?” Rhys asked.

Gabriel’s smirk widened. “Angry.”

A courageous mage drew a wand and fired Acid Bolts at the gruesome Dungeon Master. They lost cohesion over a dozen feet away, leaving only droplets to splatter against his Spell Mantle, drawing attention to its ominous, purple-black tint.

Others mirrored him, and a torrent of magical attacks blasted Gabriel with over a dozen different energies. He flinched beneath the overwhelming assault.

But every one unraveled the instant they crossed into his Area Suppression. His dark Mantle shrugged off what few bits reached him.

“H-how? How on Evora are you doing this?” a well-dressed elf with a Mithril tag asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Duyaris replied. “We’ve got to stop him. He’s a monster who’ll kill everyone if we fail.” He drew multiple spell tokens, activating and discarding them in a rush.

Wafers of gold, mithril, and carminium fell to the floor. It represented a small fortune just in materials, to say nothing of the potent magics being discharged with reckless haste.

Another, even more radiant dome manifested, enveloping Duyaris, Rhys, and a handful of other mages. The barrier thrummed with power, promising to blunt even the strongest of attacks.

While the larger battle continued out on the floor, those nearby grew quiet except for the few mercenaries struggling against the hostages. Choked sobs spoke of heartbroken anguish.

Gabriel glanced their way. His scowl darkened.

Tears streaming down her cheeks, Elaine knelt with Leryane’s pale form draped over her legs. She clutched the elf’s head to her chest as she wept. A gruesome wound yawned open, exposing Leryane’s innards as coils of intestines slipped out.

Six armored men lay scattered around the pair. Sylvia wrestled with a broad-shouldered woman in a black mail hauberk. She smashed the older mercenary’s head against the stone floor, until a sickening crack rang out.

Callie and Claire crowded Darlene, ready to defend the feisty innkeeper. All three looked terrible but remained alert, with Callie tending to her sister’s bleeding arm.

Rodolf Middleton, the affable Fayhallow sergeant, cut down a mace-wielding mercenary. He kicked the dying man’s chest to extract his bloody saber, then turned, scanning for another foe to slay. His lips tightened when his steely eyes tracked over Sylvia slumped atop the armored woman.

Illanaya wove a barrier, shielding several hostages from a scorching burst of magic fire.

Three men in light plate charged down the stairs, eyes on the belligerent hostages.

Gabriel dove into the scepter, rapid-casting Aetheric Missiles as he pointed his left arm at the trio. Chittering erupted within his mind, but a tender mental caress prevented the usual dissonance.

Glyphs filled the glowing disk the instant it manifested, and he loosed the spell. Three malevolent, purple-black darts streaked across the hall. Each struck one of the armored men in the face.

The magical bolts punched through their steel armets and exploded. Grasping, undulating tendrils of Swarm miasma erupted from their cratered heads.

People gasped and retched as the horrid magic devoured the men in seconds. The black goo consumed their corpses, then quivered and bounced before slithering back up the stairs.

An archer shouted, pointing at the accelerating oozes surging toward them. Over a dozen men turned, unsure how to stop the amorphous monstrosities.

Elaine let out an unhinged laugh. “See? I told you: you’ve killed us all.”

Rhys scowled at the bloody baroness before focusing on Gabriel. “You’re an abomination. What foul fiend did you sell your soul to?”

“Heh, more like who hasn’t snag a piece of his soul.” Reyna’s voice caused several people to turn. The werebadger and four valkyries stood before the main barrier, blood dripping from their weapons. “Uh, but seriously, Fucker, you still in there? I can almost hear your thoughts, but you’ve locked us all out.”

Gabriel furrowed his brow.

I didn’t mean to. Am I blocking them… Or is Vesrah?


Chapter Sixty-Four







Duyaris drew a wand, firing a flurry of Fire Bolts at Gabriel. They fizzled out several feet away, but the frantic elf pulled another wand and continued the assault. “Try and overwhelm his defenses! There’s no way he can stop us all.”

“R-right,” Rhys said, grabbing for a sleek leather holster on his hip. “Once he’s dead, we can force the others to surrender Triscol and your wife.”

Seven more mages drew an assortment of wands, rods, and tokens, unleashing a maelstrom of magical attacks.

Earthen Darts turned to dust, shrouding Gabriel in a cloying cloud of dirt. Ice Lances melted away, while Aetheric Missiles dispersed into scintillating plumes of loose mana.

“Uh, you need any help in there, Alpha?”

“That barrier is too complex for me to counter,” Thyrnara said. Despite her words, the slender valkyrie traced glyphs in a rush as a glowing spell disk filled before her.

Gevif stomped toward the large spellshield, hefting her massive warhammer. “Let’s see how it fares against my hammer.”

She turned her impressive physique to shattering the barrier, but multiple, brutal strikes did nothing but generate thunderous booms as the complex spell construct deflected the rapid hammering.

Jessandra pulled three S-Crystals from her leather satchel and sent a spike of mana into each. “You disgusting winged sluts. I’ll pluck every one of you stuck-up bitches!”

Two more armored brakkari appeared just outside the barrier, decked out in dwarven steel vanguard plate. A hulking, furless quadruped crouched between them. Thick, corded muscles rippled beneath its leathery, sable-striped hide.

The brutish sablestripe roared, its thunderous bellow echoing off the stone walls and drowning out the clash of battle. Ten-inch fangs glistened as its mouth opened wide enough to swallow an oross whole.

“Rip their wings off!” Jessandra snarled, pointing a shaky finger toward the valkyries clustered near Reyna. “And I want to skin that furry mongrel.” As the monsters obeyed, hurling themselves at the women, she drew a metal vial and chugged its contents.

Outrage exploded within Gabriel. His awareness narrowed until all that existed was the hysterical summoner. Raising a hand, he cast Aetheric Lance through the scepter.

The purple-black javelin shot forward, only to pass through Jessandra, leaving a rippling distortion in her appearance.

She spun, pure hatred darkening her scarred face. “You arrogant bastard!” Her lips twisted in a sadistic sneer. “I didn’t think you’d last this long, but I planned ahead. You should have let Janarra kill you. Now, you get to watch all your whores die slow, painful deaths.”

Gabriel prepared and launched a brace of Aetheric Missiles to a similar result as all six slipped through Jessandra, her body rippling as they passed.

“I’ve got a special summons prepared for after the fight.” Her hazelnut eyes flashed with cruel eagerness. “I’m going to enjoy watching it fuck them all to death. Perhaps I should keep a healer on standby to drag out every exquisite second of their suffering.”

Cuix’s head popped up from behind a dead mage where she’d hidden. “Oh, Ugly Bitch is so fucking dumb. Boss is gonna go super dark on your flat ass. And not in good way.”

Jessandra whirled to confront the goblin, whose head wagged in disappointment.

A ominous hum resonated in the air, drawing everyone’s attention to Amara and her circle. Duyaris and his allies recoiled at the surge of magical energy, dread etched across their anguished faces.

Reyna ripped the throat from her distracted opponent and paused, glancing at Gabriel. “What the hells is going on? Why’s everyone freaking out about one more spell? Especially after the shit you fuckers were throwing at each other.”

A dark, vindictive chuckle escaped Gabriel’s throat. “Because they stopped shielding their soldiers when I attacked.”

Reyna blinked several times before a look of horror spread across her muzzle. “Oh, shit.”

The temperature plummeted as tendrils of frost spiraled from Amara’s outstretched staff, weaving a web of glimmering ice. Shouts rang out from the mercenaries still clashing with minotaurs and Gabriel’s bonded.

In unison, Amara and her supporting mages unleashed their magic, sending a wave of freezing energy surging forward. Shimmering frost coursed through the air, snuffing out all heat in the cavernous hall.

Delicate tendrils caressed each hostile soldier, with many failing to notice the threat until magical frost engulfed them. Amara’s spell forced every drop of water in their bodies to erupt outward in a violent burst. The moisture froze, creating beautiful yet eerie crimson petals.

Scores of elite mercenaries now stood encased in translucent shards of blood-tinged ice, transformed into macabre frost blossoms.

Gabriel watched, a grim satisfaction frolicking within him at the chilling spectacle.

Ice crunched beneath sabatons as one of the few frost-covered figures not ringed by bloody petals shook himself. Marek pointed at Amara’s group and began barking orders. “Fucking stop those mages!”

Fourteen mercenaries responded, the only motion amid the desolate landscape of Amara’s crystalline garden.

“Cindra won’t let bad men harm Tall Ears.” The hellhound leapt forward with a powerful overhead chop.

Her foe parried, cursing as her incredible strength left him reeling. Minotaurs bellowed, dense puffs of condensation rising from their bovine snouts.

Despite their distance from the magic’s frigid epicenter, mages shivered and muttered. The hostages huddled in close, those with less Essence struggling to ward off the sudden winter chill.

Reyna growled, shaking her muscular, furry bulk. “Fuck me sideways. Yeah, I was feeling a touch hot, but gods damn. That was intense.”

A soldier swung his halberd at the grumpy lycan, carving a deep furrow along her left arm. She caught its shaft before he could reset, jerked him off balance, and swiped her claws through his mail aventail.

He fell to his knees, hands scrabbling to hold back the blood gushing from his gurgling throat. The remaining mercenaries resumed fighting even as they sought to escape the crushing cold.

Gabriel surveyed the icy abattoir. The briefest glance assured him Merideva’s forces would hold the field soon enough.

Dougraine and Anthraxa strode like titans, crunching ice beneath their heavy boots. They slaughtered the few soldiers still standing, the shivering men and women hampered by cold-induced lethargy.

There’s a good reason undead casters favor Frost magic.

Sthuza and Kimiko worked to overwhelm a party of Carminium tagged adventurers. A robed woman near the gorgon’s tail wailed in agony, frantically attempting to heal her crushed pelvis.

Given the blood soaking her robe and pooling around her, Gabriel doubted she would survive long enough to influence the fight.

With their healer down, they won’t last much longer.

Brynja darted across the hall, wings golden as she swooped down to join Cindra in fighting Marek. The huge man blazed with active enchantments, but facing Cindra and three elite minotaurs, he struggled to defend himself, let alone mount an effective counterattack.

Isomyra stomped toward Reyna, slowing to finish off any survivors fortunate enough to lie in her path.

Jessandra’s sablestripe leapt at Reyna. The lycan stumbled back in surprise as they crashed to the frost-covered floor in a tangle of fur and fury.

Fear lashed Gabriel, but a tender, loving caress soothed his worry.

‘Leave the fodder to your pets, Beloved. Deal with the ones who dared lay hands upon what is ours.’

Gabriel glared at Duyaris. More spell tokens littered the platform around the elf. The mages safely ensconced within his impressive barrier began weaving new magic.

Rhys appeared catatonic, mouth hanging open, his unseeing gaze directed toward the frozen battlefield.

Ranting incoherently, Jessandra pointed a wand toward Brynja, who was currently tanking Marek’s furious assault.

‘Reap the petty bitch. She is unworthy of notice.’

Gabriel raised his sword, carving shifting, alien glyphs across a shimmering obsidian spell disk. Spectators recoiled in horrified fascination as he seemed to cleave reality itself, the very air humming with unease.

Jessandra halted her attack on Brynja, spinning to face Gabriel. Her bloodshot eyes widened when she realized she now stood outside Duyaris’s barrier.

Three seconds after he started, a pulse of energy erupted, the unfamiliar spell birthing a crackling beam of eldritch miasma. It struck the scarred woman in the chest.

Brilliant darkness violated the light. Reality stuttered, and colors bled. Jessandra screamed as black flames ignited across her body, dancing and rollicking with malicious glee.

Discarding her wand, she flailed, then dropped to the mangled platform and rolled. The flames sparked and grew, clinging to her figure like a lusty hellhound.

Gabriel watched, a cruel smile twisting his lips as he savored her agony. More screams sounded, deeper and louder, as though trying to dampen his entertainment.

What? That’s not right…

“Fucking get off!” Reyna snapped. The lycan struggled against the massive sablestripe. It loomed over her, snarling and chomping on the ironwood handle of her billhack.

Though she held its terrible fangs at bay, two claw-laden paws shredded her unarmored flesh. Blood drenched the furry werebadger and slicked the stone floor.

Fury and fear chilling his missing heart, Gabriel spun up another spell disk. Before he could act, Isomyra leapt into the fray.

The fun-sized death knight slashed at the hulking monster. Blazing with eerie runes, her oversized axe split the air. She caught the sablestripe in the flank, her blade rending its tough hide and sending a thick splatter of blood out in an arc.

Roaring in pain, the beast ceased gnashing at Reyna and twisted its huge maw toward the undead gnome. Isomyra moved quicker, reversing her massive weapon and bringing it down on the sablestripe’s neck.

“Thanks,” Reyna said, grunting as she rolled out from under the huge beast. Its head tumbled aside, cut clean through by the deceptively strong death knight.

“Us shortstacks gotta watch out for each other.” Isomyra frowned as the lycan rose, her enhanced hybrid form towering over the gnome. “Even if you’ve gone all furry.”

Jessandra gave another torturous wail, drawing Reyna’s attention. “Fucking hells, Alpha. That’s a bit much, ain’t it? Put the pathetic bitch out of her misery.”

“Watch out!” Astryn shouted.

Marek sprinted past Isomyra and Reyna, slashing at the lycan as he passed. His greatsword carved her arm and chest open, but she spun away, saving the limb.

Astryn, Grimsa, and Svedra dropped down to join the pair, interposing their armored forms between Reyna and the powerful mercenary.

He ignored the valkyries and leapt onto the platform, passing through the larger barrier without issue and raising his visor. “You grossly deceived me, Rhys. If we survive this, I expect your father to make things right.”

The pale-faced noble gave a jerky nod. “Y-yeah, of course. We’ll drown you in gold. Hells, kill these monsters, and I’ll establish you as Baron Lostbarrow.”

Marek grunted, turning to study Gabriel and the devastation surrounding him. He snorted. “That’s a start. It’s going to be a right bitch until you put that unholy abomination down. Most of his bitches should be Mithril, maybe Carminium. But his Presence is more akin to facing a dragon.”

Cuix peeked out from behind a bloody flesh fortress of stacked corpses. “Hey, Big Boss Guy. Is all the round ears up here so eager to die? The one’s me and the boys meet in the dungeon always seem to wanna keep their insides inside.”

The goblin’s abrupt question pierced through the blinding rage threatening to drown Gabriel’s consciousness, and he gave a grim, sardonic laugh. “No, but we do seem to attract the most foolish, don’t we?”

“Packmaster is still here? Cindra can’t feel your soul cuddles. Only Rotten Soul’s.”

Gabriel turned to his hellhound bonded. Blood drenched her sleek, dark armor. Some was her luminescent blue, but more was dark red. Outrage burned within him at the sight of her injuries, but he flashed her a sincere smile.

“We’ll figure things out after we finish this, Cindra. For now, there’s more killing to do.”

Sthuza slithered closer, the huge gorgon coiling her bulk and rising to loom over the others. “Please do not give into that abomination, Master. We are all safe.”

Kimiko strolled past several dead or dying mercenaries, naginata resting casually against her shoulder. “That spellshield is quite impressive. Either you or Amara will need to break it.”

Gevif slammed her hammer against the complex barrier yet again, causing it to ripple but failing to breach it. “I can’t even crack the damn thing.”

The remaining mercenary and adventurer mages clustered closer. But several stood straighter as the growing throng of lethal women remained trapped outside.

“Focus on Grimm,” Duyaris said, slashing at Gabriel with a mithril and orichalcum rod. Powerful magic flared, and a bolt of pinkish-blue lightning shot out from its obscenely massive aetherite cap.

Unlike the previous attacks, when it reached the outer reach of Gabriel’s Area Suppression, it continued forward. The bolt diffused, tripling in width before it struck his Spell Mantle.

Purple-black tiles shattered, and chaotic lightning raced across his mangled body. Every remaining nerve flared in exquisite agony, and he blazed like a bonfire.


Chapter Sixty-Five







The pain faded even as raw aetheric flames ravaged Gabriel’s body. Pulling his awareness back, he focused on cutting off the elven mage’s attack.

Area Suppression smothered the unrefined spell, and Gabriel restored his Mantle. Vesrah brushed his mind, but he clamped down on all of his bonds, and her mind-voice faded in a skittering of talons.

The mages near Duyaris split into two circles and began casting. The furious elf glanced at Marek. “I was wrong. We’ll deal with the bitches first, so keep him occupied.”

“Hah, fine. But you better come up with something better, because that freak doesn’t look any closer to dead than before you burned him.” A smirk crossed his handsome face, then he shot toward Gabriel in a blur of dwarven steel.

Gabriel activated Psionic Acceleration and threw himself to the left, raising his sword and adjusting his shield as he rolled to his feet.

The massive mercenary commander bellowed, moving far too fast. His greatsword screamed through the air, denying Gabriel the space to dodge.

Without thinking, Gabriel caught the brutal strike on his bracer’s shield. The sword’s wicked, obscenely enchanted edge bit into the glowing barrier. It flickered but held.

Gabriel and Marek locked eyes, both blinking in disbelief. The larger man blurred backward, settling into a more balanced stance. “You’re stronger than you look, aren’t you? The fuck kind of deal did you make? You were human, right? At least your canine beauty’s an infernal, so her strength makes sense.”

“More or less. And thanks for not insulting Cindra. I have enough vermin to punish as it is.”

Marek chuckled. “Hah, I worked hard to get where I am.” He gave a weary sigh, head shaking. “Took me forty years to build the company you and your ladies destroyed. But that’s the risk of my profession. No reason to make it personal.” He paused, sharp brown eyes twinkling. “Any chance I could get a hint at your secret? Hells, if you really just graduated, maybe an infernal deal’s worth it.”

Gabriel’s lips quirked into a wry grin, but he shook his head. “Afraid not. The situation’s rather unique.”

“Shame, shame.” Marek lunged forward, enchanted greatsword swinging in a sweeping arc. A sharp crack echoed through the ruined hall. The force of the impact sent ripples through the magical shield, but Gabriel stood firm, his mithril sword poised for a counterattack.

The Dungeon Master darted in closer, thrusting at the larger man’s exposed face. Eyes widening, Marek leapt back, grinning. He gave a sharp nod and the raised visor fell into place, concealing his face.

The two men dueled, Marek demonstrating greater experience and skill but unable to overwhelm Gabriel thanks to his stacked Haste effects and unexpected strength. Brutal elbow and knee strikes supplemented Marek’s relentless flurry. The powerful mercenary struck again and again, pressing Gabriel until all he could do was defend.

Three distinct magics built. The closest two came from Duyaris’s group, but the air thrummed as Amara led her circle in a potent spellcast. Shouts rang out, and Gabriel gritted his teeth as fear squirmed its way into his focused mind.

He parried another crushing slash, then flinched back when Marek lashed out with a sharp pommel strike. His Mantle held, but the shock threw Gabriel off balance, and the veteran warrior didn’t waste the opening.

Mana filled the air, pulsating with raw power and focused intent. The shimmering dome overhead flared brighter. It was a mesmerizing display of defensive magic, a beautifully woven tapestry of arcane energies that shielded against every conceivable attack.

With a resonant crack, the barrier trembled. Violent fractures erupted across its surface, splintering the construct into thousands of delicate, glinting pieces of hardened aether. They rained down in a cacophony of crystalline shards.

“Fuck yeah!” Reyna growled. She leapt up onto the platform and charged toward the few armored adventurers huddled outside the smaller dome.

Another surge of magic signaled Duyaris’s spell activating. The elven mage, leading four others, fired a single glowing white missile at Gabriel.

Due to his heightened senses, Gabriel saw it coming and ducked behind Marek, hoping to use the larger man as a shield.

The bolt swerved around Marek and accelerated, homing in on Gabriel’s sword like a lodestone. It struck gleaming mithril, and a sharp chime sounded as the enchanted blade split in half. A second later, the large arcanite pommel fractured.

Uncontrolled energy bubbled out, and Gabriel threw the draconic hilt down, turning away as the magic contained within detonated.

Both men fell back, but Marek recovered quicker. He spun with his momentum, greatsword blurring around to catch Gabriel over the hip.

The blow shattered his Spell Mantle and bit into flesh before Gabriel could roll away.

“Massster!”

Getting his feet under him, he looked up in time to see Marek’s sword rise, twirl through a graceful arc, and come crashing down in an earth-shattering strike.

“Shit!”

Furious hissing drowned out Gabriel’s muttered curse. Sthuza caught the devastating attack by crossing her poleaxes even as she slammed down, splintering the ruined platform and collapsing the entire end to the stone floor.

“Gods damn you’re fast,” Marek said. He jumped back to avoid a screaming tail swipe, then lashed out at Sthuza.

The gorgon parried, muscles cording along all four arms as she soaked the mercenary’s pounding strikes.

Midswing, Marek threw himself sideways, narrowly ducking Kimiko’s surprise attack. Her naginata screeched off a thick pauldron but missed his helmet.

He leapt to his feet and yielded ground, shaking his head. “Fuck. Not sure if I can take all of you at once.”

“Heh, yeah, you’re pretty well fucked,” Isomyra said from right behind him. She swung her axe in a lazy slash at the back of Marek’s knee.

With him retreating from Kimiko and Sthuza, he had nowhere to go. The huge, wickedly sharp blade carved clean through to clang against the thick front plate of his vanguard armor.

Marek collapsed with a pained groan, grinding his teeth. Despite his grievous injury, he rolled to his back and parried both of Sthuza’s poleaxe strikes.

A glistening black blur slammed down on the mercenary’s gorget. Cindra’s adamantite greatsword tore through inch-thick dwarven steel, his supernaturally hardened flesh and bone, splintered boards, and several inches of stone floor.

The hellhound ripped her sword free with one hand, hefting the eighty pounds of adamantite up to rest against her shoulder. Turning to Gabriel, she retracted her wolf mask and smiled, eyes lighting up as she gazed into his good eye. “Cindra and Packsisters killed tin can men. Now Packmaster and Tall Ears need to pop small bubble, so Pack can finish and go home.”

Still fighting against the surge of fear from almost dying again, Gabriel stared at his beaming bonded.

Reyna stomped over, but kept her muzzle pointed toward the mages cloistered inside Duyaris’s smaller dome. “Hey, you still in there, Fucker? Because the guys who started this shit aren’t dead yet. And I don’t like the looks in that elf’s eyes.”

Everyone turned to stare at Duyaris. Seven mages remained with him and Rhys. All of them appeared terrified, but four actively wove magic to reinforce the smaller spellshield protecting them. Rhys stood motionless, aristocratic face slack with resignation.

Gabriel locked gazes with Duyaris. Unyielding hatred blazed within the elf’s slitted eyes.

“I believe we can shatter that barrier as well,” Amara said. The bissian strode toward the ruined platform, fluffy tail wagging with each step. Six ghasts followed along behind. “But your help would make things quicker, Gabriel.”

He nodded, unwilling to look away from the anxious casters cowering behind the glowing dome. “Yeah. Go ahead and take the lead, I’ve never faced such a thoroughly crafted spellshield before.”

The bissian nodded, tall, jackal-like ears twitching. “This one’s almost more impressive than the other. It’s going to take time. If you don’t mind, I’ll start with a shield for us first.”

Gabriel spun up Ephemeral Ribbons from his scepter, curious if the lazy shadow missiles could breech Duyaris’s barrier. He loosed them just two seconds after starting, and they took almost as long to cross the devastated hall.

Unlike his past experience with the strange magic, the wiggling, undulating projectiles splattered against the glowing spellshield.

Rhys turned to the three mages not reinforcing the barrier, whispering hurriedly.

Reyna huffed. “So we have to let those limp-dicked shitsticks keep going? I’m not looking forward to another Firestorm or whatever other tricks they’ve got stashed away.”

“Me neither.” Gabriel paused, a devious smirk spread across his pale, ruined face, and he glanced at Kimiko. “Kimi, how long would it take to turn some of these bastards into ghasts?”

The oni’s purple lips quirked in a malevolent grin. “Not long.” Eyes flashing brighter, she waved a long-nailed hand in a wide sweep.

A surge of purple-white magic rushed out, washing over the dozens of corpses. One by one, several twitched and began staggering to their feet.

“No! Gods have mercy,” an elven man groaned as his corpse rose against his will. He grabbed the staff lying beside his feet and turned to face Duyaris and his compatriots.

“Silence!” Kimiko snapped. Her chilling command blasted the area like a Frost Nova. The newly risen undead twitched in response. “Join Amara’s circle and tear down that barrier so we can end this farce.”

Over a dozen former mercenary mages readied arcane conduits. As they merged with the bissian’s nascent spell construct, a hum filled the now deathly silent hall.

A blazing blue-white wall of hardened aether formed in front of Amara. It was simplistic compared to Duyaris’s barrier, but would shield Gabriel’s bonded and their undead mages from any surprise attacks as they worked on a far more complex spell. And whatever it lacked in elegance, it more than made up for with raw power.

The clop of minotaur hooves drew Gabriel’s gaze to the growing ranks of Merideva’s monsters. Sarzykx marched alongside Arerax, and he sighed in relief that the baby carrier strapped to her massive breastplate hung empty.

“Should we deal with the survivors?” the imposing s’kraith Handmaiden asked.

Studying the nearly one hundred minotaurs and the dozens of undead with them, Gabriel nodded. “Yeah.”

An anguished cry rang out, echoing through the cavernous hall. He turned to stare at the woman.

Sylvia stood protectively before Elaine, who still cradled her fallen friend. The human guard’s eyes were wide as she stared at the monstrous army.

A pained whimper from her left reminded Gabriel of how things started, and he frowned. “Sarzykx, I want the shamans to heal the surviving hostages. But don’t let anyone leave.” He shifted his gaze to a handful of mercenaries cowering near the second floor landing. “Everyone else dies.”

Sarzykx smashed her gauntlet against her breastplate in a booming salute. “As you will, Lord Grimm.” She spun on her heel and began barking orders.

Trusting Merideva’s Handmaiden to handle the survivors, Gabriel merged with Amara’s circle. Even though he had no experience with the stunningly complex spell she wove, he slotted in with ease, tracing glyphs to enhance the raw power of her magic.

A surge of power from within the dome presaged a flurry of Aetheric Missiles that streaked out. Sixty-six Aetheric Missiles homed in on three ghasts who weren’t behind Amara’s barrier.

The pink missiles blasted ragged craters in the undead casters, but Kimiko’s iron will compelled them to ignore the gruesome wounds and continue casting.

“Fuck that’s creepy,” Reyna muttered.

“Fresh ones are messier,” Isomyra said. “Usually takes a few weeks for the necrotic energy to really dry ’em out. Till then, they’ll bleed and rot.”

A shudder ran down Reyna’s spine and along her bloody tail.

Rhys directed two more magical attacks, but neither managed to breech Amara’s barrier.

Moans rose from the wounded as minotaur shamans began healing survivors. A few terrified whimpers cut off quickly as Sarzykx and the others executed any mercenaries still drawing breath.

“C-can we t-talk about this?” Rhys asked.

Gabriel split off part of his mind, finding it even easier than normal, and glared at the pale nobleman. “No.”

Rhys gulped. “You’ll steal our souls as well, won’t you?”

“You left me no choice. I will not let anyone endanger my bonded. If you’d tried diplomacy, I’d have happily freed Triscol.” Gabriel gave a sardonic chuckle. “I didn’t realize I’d captured his soul.”

“Then–”

“It’s too late now. You know too much.”

Rhys’s broad shoulders sagged, and he slumped to his knees. At his side, Duyaris glowered, muttering under his breath.

“How long, Amara?” Gabriel asked.

“Another minute, maybe two,” the bissian said without looking away from the triple-ringed spell construct before her.

Duyaris pulled an overly ornate black and red rod from the pouch on his thigh. “If I can’t save Alisa, I’ll at least see you feel the same pain you’ve caused me!”

Power and danger assaulted Gabriel’s senses, radiating from the obscenely powerful item as Duyaris raised it.

Gabriel expected the enraged elf to target him, and so wasted a precious second on how to evade the attack. His soul froze when his thoughts caught up with Duyaris’s intent.

“You took my wife from me. I’ll take your child as payment!”

The world wailed in anguish as the rod disintegrated. A bolt of pure white erupted from its tip and tore a gash in reality, racing toward Sthuza. It bored through Amara’s barrier without slowing.

Despite knowing he would never make it, Gabriel leapt toward the ominous magic.

Psionic Acceleration triggered, but all it did was draw out the half second of terror as his eyes tracked the disruptive bolt homing in on the gorgon.

The pregnant gorgon.

Screams rang out, forming a grating harmony. Gabriel’s throat burned as his voice joined the discordant dirge for his beloved Prime.

Their eyes met, and his soul quaked at the undisguised despair in those beautiful emerald orbs.

A blur streaked in, emitting waves of purple-white energy.

The bolt exploded on impact. Everything went white.

An enormous wave of force blasted Gabriel from his feet. He tumbled, slamming to a stop when jagged planks tore into his leg. Tangled amid the platform wreckage, he blinked his single functioning eye until the blinding light faded.

He climbed to his knees, then stood, ignoring the gashes along his leg. Turning, Gabriel reached for his bonds even as he scanned for Sthuza.

The greater gorgon huddled tight, using her scaly bulk to shield her rounded tummy. Hesitantly, she rose, four arms wrapped around her midsection. Their gazes met again, and Gabriel sagged, all strength failing him.

“Massster… We sssurvived?”

He fell on his ass, basking in the presence of his bonds. Four remained as strong and intimate as ever, but he struggled to locate the fifth.

“That was fucking insane,” Reyna said. “Did anyone realize that fucking knife-ear had a death wish?”

Gabriel ignored the lycan, searching for Kimiko. A cloud of debris made it hard to see, and he struggled to sort through the wreckage and dozens of mangled bodies.

Cindra rushed over and hugged him tight. She said something, but he didn’t hear, his focus on a gory display near Sthuza.

Hints of chalk-white skin peeked out beneath lurid black. Organs slipped from a ruined torso. A fractured horn jutted up through the twisted mess of char, and Gabriel’s stomach rebelled despite his undead state.

He struggled to recognize Kimiko’s remains, the oni’s resilient body now only vaguely human-shaped.

Cindra sniffled, clutching Gabriel tighter. “Chilly Sis saved Snakey. And Packmaster’s pup.”

“If you are recovered, Gabriel, I could use your assistance,” Amara said.

He spun to find the bissian on her knees. Despite her heavy armor, the blast must have knocked her down as well, but she maintained her spell. Several ghast mages hadn’t been so fortunate.

Gabriel forced his dread out of mind and rejoined Amara’s circle.

“Thank you. While it may not be my place, I would suggest capturing at least the elf’s soul, Lord Gabriel. The Mistress will be quite upset when she sees what he did to her body.”

Amara’s casual tone lightened the weight crushing down on Gabriel, and his lips turned up.

Less than a minute later, they finished and released her magic. Duyaris’s dome cracked like an egg, then blew away in a cloud of glittering aetheric dust.

Reyna and Isomyra leapt at the revealed mages. The pleading and screaming lasted less than ten seconds before the pair cut down the final man. They left Rhys for last.

The nobleman knelt amid the ravaged corpses of his allies, head hanging. Isomyra stomped up behind him, axe braced on one shoulder. Placing a gauntlet against his head, she sent a pulse of necrotic energy, and his lifeless body slumped.

Gabriel hobbled over to join them, Cindra clinging to his side. He paused to touch each fallen mage or mercenary, stealing their souls and storing them in his bracers.

Going to fill all the gems at this rate. Need Meri to conjure more S-Crystals.

Once he finished, he started toward where the shamans had set up triage for the wounded. Valeif and a pair of conjured valkyries assisted with healing.

Reyna kicked Jessandra’s bloody corpse one last time, then looked up. “Fucking hells, Alpha. Uh… can you heal all that?”

Gabriel shrugged. “I’m not even sure how I’m still alive.”

“You’re not, really,” Janarra said, sounding a touch off. Everyone turned to stare.

The short elf strolled over, a goofy, uneven grin on her face. She stretched her arms overhead, spine popping. “What?”

“Kimi?” Gabriel asked, staring. His bond with the undead oni pulsed stronger.

“Who else would it be?”

Ignoring the crunching of his wounded leg, he rushed toward her. She flinched, elven eyes flaring too wide as he wrapped her petite body in a crushing hug. “Thank you, Kimi!”

The staggeringly powerful undead stiffened in his arms for a second before returning his embrace. “I only did my duty.”

Gabriel held her tight, overwhelmed by a torrent of grief and gratitude.

“No. You went well beyond duty, Kimiko,” Sthuza said, slithering closer and dropping low enough to gaze eye-to-eye with the short elf. Head-snakes swayed, conversing with each other in hushed hissing. The gorgon took a deep breath, a fragile smile struggling to hold back tears. “You saved my life and my daughter’s. I-I saw death, but you took that blast for me. Thank you.”

“Yeah, I don’t… I don’t know what I’d have done if–”

Sthuza shook her head, pulling both Gabriel and Kimiko into a four-armed hug. “Do not dwell on imagining the worst, my love. Kimiko saved us.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Kimiko asked, squeezed between Gabriel and Sthuza.

“Uh, maybe ‘cause you two bicker about fucking everything? You never even hesitated,” Reyna said, studying the tiny elf as they released her. “I thought you didn’t like Snakes.”

Kimiko turned her unblinking gaze on the werebadger, who crossed her arms with a huff. “What? You do. Hells, you two wasted hours arguing over what color the lining of Gabe’s doublet should be. I figured you wanted to replace her as Prime.”

“Yep. Cindra worried Packsisters would start fight over Packmaster’s meat.”

Embarrassment washed over Kimiko’s and Sthuza’s faces, even as the former shook her borrowed head. The pair separated and turned to glare at the solemnly nodding hellhound.

Gabriel frowned, not having realized his bonded argued over sex. That needs addressing. I refuse to hurt them, or let them hurt each other.

Kimiko and Sthuza both spun to face Gabriel, waving their hands. “No, Massster, it is not what you think.” Several head-snakes writhed, spitting at Cindra.

“That’s right, Anata. We were just discussing whether oross or minotaur would be better for dinner the other night.”

“W-wait, what?” Sighing, Gabriel glanced at Cindra. She nodded again, lips ticking up at the corners in a mischievous grin.

Reyna laughed. “Damn, Boobs. Can never tell with you, can we?”

“Okay, let’s focus on the more important topic,” Gabriel said. “Kimi, I can never thank you enough for what you did, but I’ll do my best to give you all the joy and happiness I can.”

“Yes,” Sthuza agreed. She nodded vigorously, head-snakes joining in. “I-I was so terrified, but you saved our daughter. Even if Lady Merideva and Gabriel could have restored me, I would have lost her.” The gorgon’s fearful expression faded as she stroked her swollen belly.

Kimiko gazed at Sthuza with atypical tenderness, her borrowed face lighting up with fond affection. “I have lived three distinct lives already, Sthuza. I-I have been victim and oppressor, ruler and ruled. But I never desired to lead.” She gave a sad chuckle. “When I was a young girl, dutifully serving my family, my dreams were simple. A kind, loving husband to dote on me and beautiful children smiling up at me.”

Melancholy flooded her bond with Gabriel, and he started toward her, but Sthuza beat him to it. The gorgon wrapped the petite elf in a gentle embrace. “I am sorry for picking at you when Master was not around. Your power and experience left me fearful he would replace me.”

Gabriel stepped over, wrapping his arms around both women. “Never. Besides, I’m pretty sure Kimi has zero interest in taking charge.”

She nodded, sniffling. “When I first arrived on Evora, it was just me and Shin’yū. But as he grew, I had to become the Dungeon Master he needed, even though it rubbed against my nature.”

Sthuza leaned back to gaze into the elf’s purple-tinted eyes. “Truly?”

Kimiko nodded, but it was Gabriel who replied. “Yeah. I saw enough of her original life to know she wasn’t groomed to rule. And after centuries as a DM, then more commanding an army of undead, I imagine Kimi must be tired.”

“So tired. I-it is quite taxing to command. I always dreaded issuing orders, but Shin’yū needed me.” She sniffled again before scowling. “Then I woke to find the dungeon infested with those hideous insects. I didn’t understand why, but I felt compelled to fight that bitch.”

“Perhaps a subconscious memory of your time serving the Core? That abomination was perverting what you and Mistress Iylara built.”

Something about Sthuza’s words tickled Gabriel’s mind, but he pushed it aside, content to enjoy the peace between his most powerful bonded.

Kimiko tilted her head, neck cracking. The elf’s pale lips twitched into a parody of the oni’s typical smile. “Regardless, I would never allow any of my Dungeon Master’s bonded to come to harm.”

“Yep. Chilly Sis is Packsister, and Pack protects Pack.” Cindra stepped over and pulled the possessed elf into another spine-popping hug. “Thanks for saving Snakey and Packmaster’s Pup.”

The statuesque hellhound wiggled in delight, waving the tiny undead around. Gabriel laughed, enjoying his bonded’s antics.

Once Cindra released Kimiko’s puppet, she turned to where her real body lay mangled and ruined. Janarra’s face twisted in a mask of pure demonic fury, hints of purple burning within her angular eyes. “That fucking asshole!”

“Can you fix it? Uh, heal your body?”

“Of course. Though it may take a couple of days. That spell was ridiculous. Why would anyone make such a destructive wand?”

Cindra cocked her head, staring at the possessed assassin. “Was it stronger than Packmaster’s soul stick?”

Kimiko nodded. “Definitely. Look at that bastard’s hand. The whole thing disintegrated under the strain, taking half his arm with it and tearing his soul free. He was Mithril-ranked, right? The backlash would have annihilated anyone with a weaker soul.”

“I am gladdened to see you have survived, sister,” Brynja said, walking over to join them. Five valkyries accompanied her.

Sthuza slithered closer, lower arms still wrapped protectively around her belly.


Chapter Sixty-Six







‘I-is it over, Gabriel?’ Merideva asked.

“Yes, Meri. They’re all dead,” Gabriel sent and said. “I still need to deal with Elaine and the others, then we’ll head back.”

“So, uh, how the fuck can he stand upright?” Reyna pointed at Gabriel. More specifically, at the gaping hole in his chest. “I’m not an expert on anatomy, but even in my hybrid form, I can’t stand up without a fucking spine.”

Isomyra cackled.

Kimiko scowled at the death knight before focusing on Reyna. “I anchored a not insubstantial portion of my soul within Gabriel’s when we bonded. The same necrotic energy that powers my existence dwells within him. When this asshole killed him, it took over. Though, that insectoid bitch stepped in as well.”

“Yeah, I figured that much out,” Reyna grumbled. “But how the fuck is he able to stay upright?”

Head-snakes hissed in laughter as Sthuza responded. “In the same way that Necromancy can animate a skeleton without muscles or ligaments. The sheer amount of power radiating from him is greater than Kimiko’s death knights.”

Reyna eyed Gabriel sideways, muzzle twitching. “Still fucking creepy. You really need to get that other body going. D-do you need to see the healers first?”

Isomyra snickered, and Amara shook her head, but it was Kimiko who answered. “No healer could restore him right now.” Pursing Janarra’s lips, she inspected Gabriel’s ravaged form. “I think we’ll need to construct him a new body. Repairing all that damage would take at least a week.”

Still clinging to Gabriel, Cindra frowned. “But Chilly Sis said it would take less to fix pretty, horned body.”

Kimiko flashed the towering hellhound a surprisingly tender smile. “Yes, but my body is deeply imbued with necrotic energy. It makes it far more resilient to fleshsculpting. I would need to take more care with Gabriel’s.”

“Doubt he’d appreciate you restoring his nerves while he’s still trapped in that meatsack either,” Isomyra said.

“There is that.” Kimiko grinned up at Gabriel, elven eyes twinkling.

“So, we can just… conjure me a new body? How does that work?”

“Merideva crafted your current one, remember? Thankfully, with the Soul Forge, it will be far quicker.”

Sthuza nodded, head-snakes undulating. After the near disaster with Duyaris, the slender serpents maintained a three-hundred-sixty degree watch. “We should further enhance his body at the same time.”

“After we deal with Elaine,” Gabriel said, turning toward the huddled hostages.

“Uh, maybe you should tone down the bloodthirst, then, Alpha.”

“What?” Gabriel blinked at Reyna, face scrunching as Brynja and Gevif nodded.

The quarter-giant valkyrie shook herself before responding. “Ever since the barrier fell, you’ve been putting out a suffocating pressure.” She swallowed visibly. “It makes breathing as hard as at the peak of Rathorak’s Claw.”

“I was wondering when someone would mention the telyak in the room,” Isomyra said. She shot Gabriel a cocky grin. “You’re like a harbinger of the void. It’s even more potent than the Mistress’s.”

Cindra locked eyes with Kimiko, the pair cocking their heads to opposite sides in some unspoken agreement. Grinning, the hellhound released Gabriel and darted across the ruined hall.

He chewed his lip while trying to draw in his aura. “I don’t think I’m projecting my Presence outward.”

Reyna shuddered. “If this is you not trying, please don’t start.”

Head-snakes hissed as Sthuza gazed intently at him. “You have a far more intense air now, Gabriel. If you cannot sense any change, it must be related to either Kimiko’s influence on your survival…”

Gabriel sighed. “Or Vesrah’s.”

Sultry, mirthful laughter echoed in his mind. ’Do not be angry, Beloved. All I did was help you. Your soul is so much stronger now. Soon, we will be together, and the world shall tremble before us. But first, you must punish the fools who dared strike at you. Have no fear, I will not attack your little mortal toys until you return.’

The resonance of honesty radiating within the depths of Vesrah’s mind-voice surprised Gabriel. Rather than reply to the Swarm Queen, he ran through a centering meditation, hoping to close his mind.

“Here, Packmaster.”

His eye snapped open to find Cindra holding up Janarra’s massive white greatcoat. The purple, black, and silver epaulets marked it as a military uniform of some foreign power. Given the exquisite craftsmanship and luxurious materials–which remained pristine despite the gore and grim coating everything else–he knew it had to be enchanted.

Yet, even Magesight revealed no hint of magic.

“Wait, I can’t even sense Cindra’s gear…”

“Given this cocky little bitch”–Kimiko pointed at her stolen body–“surprised all of us, it’s heavily enchanted for concealment.”

Reyna snickered. “It’s kinda loud for an assassin.”

Several heads bobbed.

“Yep! Cindra couldn’t even smell Sneaky Shorty until she stripped.” The hellhound beamed. “Maybe it will help Packmaster not scare people.”

Shrugging, Gabriel accepted the voluminous coat. Once Cindra draped it over his shoulders, the potent enchantment was obvious.

The surrounding women sighed in relief, and a faint hum of cheer rose from the survivors across the hall.

“Fuck,” Reyna drawled. “That’s so much better. Feels like Boobs just rolled off me and I can breathe again.”

“It was that bad?”

“I would not say bad, but it was quite intense,” Sthuza said.

Reyna chuffed. “You’re a gods-damned gorgon! Even you’re terrifying when angry.”

“Ooo, like when Cindra drank Snakey’s ‘special’ wine.” The hellhound’s long, blue tongue darted out to lick her lips.

Sthuza pouted, four arms crossing as Reyna and Isomyra snickered. “As I was saying, that coat’s enchantment is most impressive. I cannot detect even a hint of your Presence now. Nor your scent for that matter.”

“Cindra doesn’t like that part.” Her nose twitched as she inhaled deeply, then whined. “Maybe Packmaster should only wear it in city.”

“Hopefully this is just a temporary situation related to whatever Kimi did to save me.”

The oni-turned-elf shook her head. “I fear that bug’s influence is to blame. But we can worry about that later.”

Gabriel nodded. “Yeah. First, we need to sort through this mess.”

“Ah, perhaps we should do something about…” Sthuza slithered close, a silk sash held between two of her hands. “Please hold still, Master.”

With unexpected tenderness for such a large, dangerous monster, Sthuza wrapped the black fabric around Gabriel’s head, covering his mangled eye.

“Nice work, Snakes.” Reyna stepped over and stared down at his face. “With the coat buttoned up and that eye patch, you can hardly tell he’s a warmed-over corpse.”

Sthuza huffed, head-snakes echoing her as they pouted down at the large werebadger.

She calmed when he stroked her arm. “Thanks, Sthuza. Now, let’s see about salvaging this disaster.”

With Cindra’s help, Gabriel hobbled over to join the dozen healers tending to the survivors.

Several minotaurs stretched out along one side, lowing in pain. Three shamans worked to bind their wounds and administer potions. To their left, a dozen more bustled around the hostages.

A gray-furred minotaur looked up, sorrow and loss bright in her soft, brown eyes. “Lord Grimm. We have stabilized most of the wounded, but I fear several were too far gone for healing.”

“Not your fault.” Gabriel scanned the fifteen people lying on simple bedrolls. Blood-soaked bandages covered several, but it didn’t take him long to spot Elaine.

The despondent baroness sat beside a slender, cloth-draped figure at the end. Sylvia and the Fayhallow sergeant stood respectfully behind the blood-soaked woman.

Hearing his approach, Elaine stirred, head slowly turning. When her bloodshot brown eyes took him in, she flinched. “G-Gabriel.”

“Elaine.”

“Please, y-you, can you save Ry? Please, bring her back to me.”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry; I can’t raise the dead.”

Elaine’s head spun toward Reyna. “But… I know you brought her back. Please? I’ll do anything. Do you want the barony? I’ll have Sarah transfer it.” A broken, sobbing laugh escaped. “Or marry you… whatever it takes. D-do you need m-more souls? A puppet? I’ll gladly give you mine.”

Her sheer, desperate intensity rocked Gabriel, but Cindra held him steady. The hellhound ducked her head, leaning toward Elaine. “Packmaster would never force mating. And what would Friendly Elf say if she heard Sad Eyes now?”

Elaine flinched, sniffling several times. “I-I, you’re right. Ryane would probably slap me.” She gave a sad chuckle.

‘Hey, Alpha, maybe we can help? I mean, Elaine and Leryane have been solid allies since you recovered the Domain Crystal.’

Gabriel glanced at Kimiko, then Sthuza.

“I could raise her as a death knight,” Kimiko said, causing Elaine to shudder. “But I doubt she’d be too thrilled. A priest should be able to bind her soul, and I can fix those wounds with fleshsculpting. But you’ll need Lady Merideva to raise her as an independent mortal.”

Elaine gasped. “Is it possible?”

Sthuza slithered forward, staring down at the baroness, causing the human woman to wilt. She turned to Gabriel, conflicted emotions dancing in her vertically slit eyes. “How do you wish to deal with this situation, Gabriel? Every survivor knows our secret now.”

Elaine gulped, as did Sylvia and the sergeant. A soft moan from nearby drew Gabriel’s attention to another cluster of wounded.

Callie and Claire knelt beside Darlene. The innkeeper struggled to sit up, blood trickling down from her hairline. “Stay still,” Callie said, pushing the older woman back to lie on the bedroll.

Darlene’s warm brown eyes focused on Gabriel, and he gave a weary sigh. “We’ll force a geas on each of them and forbid revealing our secrets.”

“Will that work?” Reyna asked.

“Yeah. Unlike a soul oath, a geas compels behavior. With Amara and the ghasts supporting me, it’ll be far too powerful to remove. Even if they tried, I’d know.”

“I-is that you, Gabriel?” Darlene rasped.

“Hi, Mrs. Spaulding.”

“How?”

Reyna snickered as a grin tugged his lips to the side.

“I might have undersold the fiasco with Estrial a few months ago,” Gabriel said. “Don’t worry, I’ll survive.”

“Yep. Glowy Lady will fix Packmaster, then Pack can go have tasty stew in Happy Cook’s lair. Ooo! Now that Happy Cook knows, maybe Pack can give tastier meat to cook?” Cindra’s head bobbed in a decisive nod. A translucent blob popped out from beneath the hellhound’s breastplate. Squishy bounced away, squirming across the bloody floor, surprising several survivors.

As Cindra turned after the slime, Darlene chuckled, and the inutari twins joined her before Claire broke off, coughing.

“Careful, Sis,” Callie said.

“Since even being killed by the kingdom’s most infamous assassin barely slowed you,” Illanaya said, “is it safe to assume you possess the magical power need to enforce over a dozen geasa?”

Sthuza giggled. When heads turned to stare at the gorgon, her high-boned cheeks darkened. “Yes, Gabriel is more than capable of handling the tasks.” Her humor faded as quickly as it rose, her dark-green lips pursing. “Though, I insist Lady Merideva prioritizes replacing your body first.”

“Replace?” Callie asked.

“Yeah, long story; not relevant.” Gabriel focused on Elaine. “Where’s that priest?”

She sighed. “Kelvin and Garlyn tried to hold back the initial attack. They were both wounded. I don’t know what those thugs did with them.”

Sthuza stiffened and glanced at Gabriel. ‘Would you prefer to handle assignments, or should I?’

‘You’re my Prime.’ Gabriel grinned. ‘Managing the others is your purview, right?’

A brilliant smile lighting up her sleek face, Sthuza turned toward the valkyries. “Brynja, you are in charge of securing the castle. Astryn, Gevif, go seal the gates and ensure no one gets in or out until Gabriel says otherwise.”

Wings fluttered as the valkyries saluted. Brynja gazed up into the looming gorgon’s eyes. “I will see it done, Sister.”

“Thank you.” A head-snake tugged, causing her to turn. “Ryldor, Dougraine, lock down the subterranean levels and find out if Wannaga has arrived. She will need to allocate tasks for her minotaurs.”

“Understood,” Ryldor said, throwing a lazy salute. Dougraine glowered at the dro’ikyr death knight but nodded.

“Sarzykx–”

A bright glow rushed toward them as Merideva cut Sthuza off. “Gabriel!”

The Dungeon Core slammed against his chest, making him wince.

“Glowy Lady needs to be careful. Packmaster is hurt.”

“Sorry,” Merideva said, sniffling. “I was so worried. A-are you all right, Gabriel?”

He nodded. “Yeah, Kimi says I’ll be fine once we replace my body.”

Merideva flared brighter. “Oh! Yeah, I can make you a super awesome new body with my Soul Forge.” She vibrated against his bloody chest, smearing dark blood across her crystalline surface.

“I-is that what I think it is?” Elaine asked. She stared up at the glowing orb with wide, terrified eyes.

“Probably,” Gabriel said. “But for now, let’s get you and the others dealt with.”


Chapter Sixty-Seven







Almost an hour passed before Brynja joined them in Elaine’s throne room on the fourth floor, declaring the castle and grounds secure. Captain Garlyn Albright and Kelvin, the Mithril-ranked priest of Calios, accompanied her, escorted by a dozen battered guards.

The weary, wounded soldiers shuffled nervously, their haunted eyes averted from Gabriel. Garlyn rallied the survivors as Elaine made it clear Gabriel and his bonded were in charge.

Brynja had sent a pair of valkyries out into the city, assuring the watch that things were under control. While there would no doubt be weeks of work to stabilize Elaine’s rule, Svedra’s initial report suggested Rhys’s mercenary army had restrained from assaulting the general populace.

Merideva was hard at work down with the Soul Forge, restoring Leryane. She’d grumbled for fifteen minutes but finally agreed to deal with the fallen elf before crafting Gabriel’s new body. Kimiko estimated it would take at least a day to complete, but her confidence helped Gabriel relax.

Minotaurs in vanguard armor stood guard in place of Elaine’s decimated forces while newly conjured shamans continued healing, along with the few valkyrie healers. While Merideva had relented on staying with Gabriel, she insisted that Sarzykx remained by his side until he returned to their sanctum on the fifth floor.

The s’kraith Handmaiden cut an imposing figure in her massive power armor, drawing fearful glances from the humans and elves in the vandalized hall. With the threat eliminated, the powerful warrior had turned off her suit, relying on raw strength to move the gargantuan armor.

Rhys and Duyaris may have refrained from pillaging the city at large, but their soldiers had ransacked the castle. Elaine ordered chairs brought into the hall, so people could sit as they waited their turn before the Dungeon Master. Surprisingly, she chose one for herself rather than claim the throne on the dais.

Reyna sat near Cindra and Gabriel, with Sthuza coiled at his side. The werebadger was back to human form, covering her shredded clothes with a plain cloak.

Gabriel wove a geas for each survivor. His mana pool was back to normal, but thankfully, they didn’t require excessive mana. Rather, the most important aspect was the raw power of the caster.

With over twenty ghast mages, all raised from Mithril-ranked adventurers and mercenaries, power he had in droves.

And it’s not like anyone’s going to fight back. Once they realized what happened to Duyaris and the others, everyone’s been cooperative.

◆◆◆

After Gabriel sealed the last oath and directed the undead mages to leave, Elaine led Gabriel’s group and her closest guards up to the fourth floor for more privacy. Not long after, the doors boomed open.

Everyone turned to watch as Leryane rushed inside, black braids whipping behind her. “El, are you all right?”

“Ry!” Elaine leapt from her chair and raced toward the restored elf. They crashed together in a sobbing hug.

“See, Packmaster and Glowy Lady fixed things.”

Reyna stood at Cindra’s side, drinking from a wine bottle. She chuckled before turning to Gabriel. “You made the right choice, Alpha. They’re nice people, and I’m glad we saved them.”

“Gabriel?” Leryane’s head turned at Reyna’s words. Her sharp eyes widened when she spotted him. “What the fuck happened? I thought that cocky bitch killed you.”

“I got better.”

Reyna sputtered, spraying red wine as she struggled not to laugh. Snickers rose, and Elaine shook her head, giggling herself.

“Your… friend resurrected me?”

“More or less. How do you feel?”

Leryane paused, not releasing the baroness. “Far better than the last time I was raised.”

Trembling, the pair walked back over to join Gabriel and his bonded. Leryane stared at Sthuza, the pregnant gorgon still in her massive naga form.

The doors slammed open again, this time, Isomyra stomping through, dragging Rhys’s corpse with her.

“What happened to him?” Leryane asked. Elaine leaned closer to whisper in the elf’s pointed ear.

“Hey, Gabe, the Mistress checked this wanker over and said it’s safe. Wanna swap out to something a little less holey until she finishes your shiny new body?”

An audible gulp echoed through the now silent room. Sthuza sighed, head-snakes chortling. “She has a point. While I rather disdain that loathsome man’s face, perhaps you would be more comfortable in an intact body?”

“Uh, can I even do that?”

Isomyra shrugged her armored shoulders. “You’re sure as fuck not alive right now. And you don’t feel like a ghast or death knight. So, you’re probably the same as the Mistress.”

Elaine cleared her throat. “By Mistress, are you referring to the athletic oni who, after dying, stole Janarra’s body?”

Isomyra’s cavalier grin vanished with the same terrifying swiftness as Kimiko’s mood flips. Her cute features twisted into a hateful scowl, causing the humans and elves to flinch back. “She didn’t steal shit! Fair fucking war spoils.”

“A-ah, quite right,” Elaine replied.

The gnome death knight grinned again to the accompaniment of relieved sighs.

Leryane guided Elaine over to Gabriel’s side. Her angular eyes took in his gruesome wounds, lingering on the patch covering his left eye and the gaping hole in his chest half hidden behind his still pristine greatcoat.

“That was Janarra’s, right?”

Gabriel tugged at the heavy coat’s lapel. “Yeah. The enchantments woven into it are insanely powerful. I’ve never even heard of half the runes involved.”

“If you were hoping it would hide that crater where your heart should be, it really doesn’t.”

Reyna snickered. “Oh right, you were already dead before he went all dark overlord.” At the elf’s raised eyebrow, she continued, “The fucked up soul shit that kept him alive also makes him fucking terrifying.”

Cindra nodded. “Fancy jacket hides Packmaster’s overwhelming aura, but it also dampens scent.” She ducked, pressing her nose to his throat and sniffing. “But Cindra can still smell a little from real close.”

“Huh, that would explain how she was always so damn sneaky.” Leryane glanced at Elaine, then back to Gabriel. “I’m guessing it conceals magic as well, since her Invisibility spell slipped past our wards.”

“Yeah. I’ll test it out later. Hopefully, after fixing my Presence. For now, let’s see if I can’t puppet Rhys’s body.”

Reaching out with his mind, Gabriel latched onto the unoccupied corpse with surprising ease. As he settled into the second body, gasps of fear erupted from several people.

“This feels a little strange,” he said with both his own voice and Rhys’s.

“It’s fucking creepy, Alpha. More importantly, maybe let go of your bloody meatsack and swap the coat over? ’Cause your freaking people out again.”

Gabriel glanced around and promptly fell from his chair as two visions overlapped. Elaine and Leryane shuddered, huddling close against each other. The valkyries fidgeted, wings twitching.

“Right. Let me just…”

He let go of his mangled corpse, and his Presence shifted fully into Rhys’s body. His vision blurred for a second until he adjusted to having two functioning eyes. Standing with ease, he stretched, testing how to move. “Feels a touch off, like when your pants ride up.”

Sthuza chuckled, slithering over to drape the white greatcoat over his borrowed shoulders. “It will not be for long.”

Elaine sighed, sagging in relief the instant the gorgon let go. “Thank you.”

“Fucking hells, Alpha. You’ve really got to get a handle on that.”

“Definitely on my to-do list. For now, let’s go ahead and knock out Leryane’s geas.”

“That’s not necessary, Gabriel,” Merideva said.

He didn’t flinch at the Dungeon Core’s disembodied voice, nor did Leryane or his bonded. But several others spun, searching for the source.

“Meri, how are you speaking out loud in here?”

While her crystalline orb wasn’t in sight, Gabriel swore he could feel her glow dimming as she wiggled in midair. “I might have, sort of claimed the castle.”

Head tipping back, Gabriel forced a sigh using magic. To his surprise, manipulating a corpse via his soul was rather instinctive already. “We’ll talk about that later. What were you saying?”

“Oh, right! Yeah, I totally claimed Leryane, too. She’s one of my favorite adventurers, and she’s super respectful. Um, is that okay?”

Snickers rose from Isomyra and Reyna as he shook his head. “That’s fine, Meri. But maybe mention your plans first next time?”

“Heh, pretty bold there, Alpha. Implying that silly rock ever plans anything.”

Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Anyway, if we’re done taking oaths, it’s time to decide how to move forward.”

Dragging Leryane over to sit on two vacant chairs, Elaine stiffened. “I-I am willing to comply with whatever demands you have.”

“Huh?”

The baroness and Gabriel stared at each other for a moment before Leryane laughed. “From what I understand, your in charge now, Gabe. So, what do you want us to do?”

“Brynja secured the castle and Svedra is still out scouting the city, so we should be fine for the moment.”

Elaine scowled. “Those arrogant pricks killed over half of my guards, including several of Sarah’s. I’ll need to message her soon. No doubt, she’ll rush over with more soldiers.”

Leryane snorted. “She’ll bring Delaine with her. We need to make sure they don’t start digging into Gabriel.”

Scales rustled as Sthuza slithered closer, holding her humanoid half low so as not to loom over the seated women. “As Gabriel Grimm’s Prime, it is my honor and duty to manage the more onerous details.” She glanced at him, and he nodded confirmation.

“So you’ll pass out our orders?” Elaine asked.

Sthuza grinned. “Not as such. I was thinking more of helping organize your new guards.”

“New?”

“Meri, go ahead and conjure a few more valkyries,” Gabriel said. “We’re not using any of them on the floors open to adventurers, so no one should suspect they’re dungeon monsters.”

“Y-you can actually ‘conjure’ living people?” Leryane asked. “There was something about that in those papers Alberik had.”

Reyna chuckled. “Yeah, it’s a real mindfuck watching that little gem just magic dozens of living, breathing people out of thin air.”

“Do you intend to reinforce my guards or replace them outright?” Elaine asked. Worry flickered in her bloodshot eyes, but she sat straight and firm.

“Reinforce,” Gabriel said. “We’ve already revealed the valkyries, so why not have some live here and ensure nothing like this can happen again.”

“Packmaster should have big green chew toys in armor, too. Cindra thinks people won’t notice.”

Sthuza crossed a pair of arms as she considered the hellhound’s words. “Hmm, that is not a bad suggestion, Cindra. We would need to establish a barracks for them.”

“That’s not a problem,” Elaine said. “We have two currently. I’m sure Captain Albright can arrange housing.”

“Oh, I can handle that,” Merideva chirped.

Gabriel frowned at the Core’s sudden enthusiasm. The wry smirk on Sarzykx’s cobra-like face only heightened his doubt. “Meri?”

“Um, I might have sort of ruined the basement one.” Heads shook as several people snickered, and Merideva rushed to explain. “Since it’s all in my Domain now, I can totally build an even better barracks.”

Reyna held up a hand. “Wait, I thought it cost you a lot if people walk through your Domain and you don’t challenge them.”

“Nope. Well, I mean it did because Gabriel helped that elf steal my Domain Crystal. But now it won’t be a problem. As long as it’s properly assigned.”

Reyna smirked at Gabriel. Sthuza frowned, then said, “Now that Lady Merideva is established as the true ruler of her Domain, we need not worry about that particular issue.”

“Getting back to your plans,” Elaine said, sitting forward. “Am I correct to understand you intend to leave me in charge of the city?”

Gabriel shrugged as he walked over to reclaim his chair. “You are the baroness, right? I don’t have any desire to rule. My focus is on the dungeon.”

“Seriously?” Leryane asked. The elf’s face remained pale, her sharp purple eyes tracking back to him but unable to meet his gaze. “You’re far more powerful than El and I ever imagined. How can you be sure that won’t change?”

“Before I was expelled, all I wanted was a safe, cushy bureaucratic position with the Guild. The idea of handling scheming nobles, the law, and citizen complaints is frankly terrifying.”

The elven adventurer glanced over at Sthuza. “And you ladies are fine with this?”

The gorgon flashed a wicked, fang-baring grin. “I have lived within the dungeon for centuries. After Mistress Iylara’s death, I did not leave once until meeting Gabriel.” She glanced at Cindra, who smiled back. “And I doubt any members of Cindra’s old Pack ever stepped outside.”

“Nope. Mother Dannak and Mom Nyxia sometimes explored a couple floors up or down. And once, they took Cindra with them to hunt orcs, but Pack mostly stayed in cozy, warm lair.”

Elaine and Leryane looked at each of the dangerous women surrounding Gabriel, their gazes lingering on Sarzykx. “And her?”

Gabriel grinned, and the s’kraith warrior twitched, armored tail swaying behind her massive form. “Remember how battered we were a few months ago? Right before that mess with Triscol?”

“Yes,” Elaine said. “Worries about what could have pressed your group so fiercely caused me more than a few restless nights.”

“Yeah, that shit was terrifying,” Reyna said, grinning at Sarzykx.

“When we claimed the sixth floor, several dormant portals activated. A small army of s’kraith were sent to explore and… I guess ‘conquer’ the dungeon?” Gabriel glanced back to Sarzykx as his statement turned into a question.

She nodded. “I believe that was the vicereine’s intent, Lord Gabriel.”

Elaine trembled. “So we need to worry about entire armies of warriors like her?”

“Fuck me,” Leryane muttered. “I’m not sure Arrie could take her one on one. How did you guys beat them?”

Gabriel squirmed in his chair as every pair of eyes turned to him.

“They almost didn’t,” Reyna said. “Fucker had to use that nasty miasma to kill them.”

“How were you there?” Elaine asked. “I thought you were only recently resurrected.”

“Yeah, but I was riding along in Alpha’s head. I about pissed my soul when he let loose with those creepy flowers and tentacles.”

“I inadvertently stole Reyna’s soul back when she died, but I didn’t know my bracers could steal souls until Kimi told us. Wish I’d known sooner. We could have avoided this latest fiasco.”

Sthuza shook her head. “No, you did not capture Alisa’s soul, and Jessandra would similarly have sought vengeance regardless.”

“Right.” Gabriel sighed. “Not sure what I could have done differently that would have changed things.”

Reyna snickered. “That knife-eared prick–” She winced, shooting Leryane an embarrassed grin.

The dark-haired elf chuckled, drawing stares. “What? He was a prick, and I always thought his ears were a little too pointy.”

“Broken Elf had weak scent, like dogs that bark too much. Though…” Cindra turned to study Gabriel. “Maybe Packmaster would look good with taller ears?”

Merideva chirped, her bright voice both excitedly cute and serious. “Oh, should I modify your body?”

Reyna and Sthuza shared a devious look, and Gabriel grumbled. “No, Meri. Let’s stick with an exact copy.”

Cindra pouted. “Aww, but isn’t Glowy Lady making Packmaster stronger?” Her disappointment vanished as her blue eyes lit up. “Ooo! Maybe make Packmaster taller than Cindra.”

Reyna and Isomyra cackled as the hellhound’s head bobbed.

Elaine cleared her throat. “We were discussing your plans. If I retain the barony, I will do all that I can to work with you and your lovely ladies.” She glanced about the room. “Including your spherical companion. If she wishes to rearrange the lower levels, I have no problem with that.”

“Thanks!” Merideva replied. “Maybe we could talk about decorating later? Gabriel has lots of great ideas for traps and efficient flow, but he never shows much interest in making rooms look fancy.” The Dungeon Core’s bright voice grew more amused as she spoke.

“Remind me who designed all those perfectly square, smooth stone rooms,” Gabriel said, glaring up at where he sensed Merideva’s scrying.

“Hmph.”

Elaine smiled. “That sounds delightful, Lady Merideva. If you wish, we can alter any aspects of the castle you feel lacking.” She met Gabriel’s eyes, lips quirking in a wry grin. “Since you already ‘claimed’ the entire property.”

“Oh, that’s awesome! We’ll make it super cool.”

While Gabriel remained quiet, his bonded and Isomyra proved eager to join in as Merideva began chattering about improving the castle. Sthuza and Reyna at least provided mostly practical suggestions while Cindra continued to champion installing lava fountains and showers.

“Okay, so we’ve agreed to work together,” Gabriel said eventually, steering the conversation back on track. “As long as you’re striving to better life in Lostbarrow, I’m happy to support you.”

“We all are, Elaine,” Sthuza said, drawing nods from his other bonded. “While our initial meeting was more than a little… unpleasant, you have proven far more reasonable and pragmatic than most nobles I have encountered.”

Leryane bumped her shoulder against the baroness. When Elaine just stared at her, she pointed at herself, then Reyna while waggling her eyebrows.

The human woman seemed to age a decade between breaths, intense sadness filling her eyes. She fidgeted for a moment, then looked up. “Gabriel, is…” Her voice broke, and Leryane wrapped a comforting arm around her. “I-is there any way to save my son?”

The room fell silent. Reyna and Sthuza stiffened while Gabriel sagged back against his chair. Meeting the baroness’s hopeful gaze, he winced. “I’m sorry, Elaine. Kelith killed Sthuza in our final exchange, likely assuming his partner would handle me. Meri suggested a way to save her, and I took it.”

The baroness shuddered, tears leaking from her unblinking eyes. “But you…”

“I sacrificed him on the same altar Estrial killed me on. We used his Essence to resurrect Sthuza.”

With a pitiful moan, Elaine collapsed. Leryane caught the sobbing woman before she slid from the chair, hugging her tight.

“Ah, actually, you only used a part. I kinda might have kept the rest,” Merideva said, voice trailing off.

The effect of her words on Elaine was even more intense than the shock that rocked Gabriel and Sthuza.

“Y-you mean?” Elaine whispered.

“Well, I don’t know how to fix his soul, but I held onto what was left. ED always said, ‘waste not, want not.’”

Elaine threw herself from the chair, slamming to her knees. “Please!? I’ll do anything to save him. K-Kelith went down the wrong path. But I’ll take full responsibility. Please?”

Gabriel watched silently as Leryane knelt beside the baroness, stroking her trembling back. He arched an eyebrow at the elf, who flinched, then nodded.

“El found his journals. Th-they paint a very different picture than the life he outwardly led.”

Gabriel’s brow furrowed. “I took his spellbook. He had a lot of mental magic spells.”

Leryane winced as Elaine sobbed louder. “Yeah. But at least according to what we read, he wasn’t using them to rape anyone. He…”

“I failed,” Elaine murmured. “Alberik pushed him too hard, and I, I failed to protect him. H-he was forcing girls to mother him.”

Sthuza’s sharp emerald eyes softened as she watched the sobbing baroness. Her head-snakes swayed side-to-side mournfully.

“I figured as much,” Gabriel admitted. He looked up toward Merideva’s presence. “So, if you can’t ‘fix’ him, what can we do?”

“Um, I could talk with Kimiko maybe?”

Gabriel turned inward, reaching out to the undead beauty, and updated her on Merideva’s revelation. ‘Do you think you could restore Kelith from a fragment of his soul?’

‘Hmm. I have never attempted anything like that. Undead would be easy enough, but I doubt that would be well received. I will need some time to research the issue. A lot depends on how much Lady Merideva recovered.’

After thanking his bonded, he returned his attention to his surroundings. Elaine was back in her chair and no longer crying. “Okay, Kimi and Meri will look into restoring Kelith, but I can’t promise anything.”

“Thank you,” Elaine said, sniffling.

“I will assist as well,” Sthuza declared, head-snakes giving firm nods of agreement.

Elaine sniffled again, louder, then sat straighter. “Thank you. I will ensure you never regret it.”

Leryane mouthed thanks as well, a gentle smile softening her angular elven face.


Chapter Sixty-Eight







Reyna brushed her mussed blonde hair back, then scratched at the black stubble along the side of her head. “So, if we’re all one big happy family now, is it time to talk about the sentient shitstick that sent a fucking army to murder us?”

Cindra let out an ominous rumble, brows furrowed in a dark glare. “Packmaster needs to punish bad man for trying to kill Pack. And Snakey’s pup.”

A chorus of furious head-snakes hissed, lashing around Sthuza. The gorgon gritted her teeth, lower hands rubbing her rounded belly.

“Yep! No one’s allowed to attack my special DM and his bonded,” Merideva declared, her angrily cute voice booming across the hall.

The reminder of Sthuza’s near death rekindled the furious rage within Gabriel. He glowered, lips twisting as visions of cruel torture danced through his mind. “Yes. Viktorin will answer for his audacity.”

Reyna got up and moved to stand behind Gabriel. “Uh, easy, Alpha. You’re channeling that bug bitch again.” Her small hands pressed against his shoulders, massaging stiff, cool muscles.

Leryane leaned back while Elaine gaped, eyes filled with fear. Shaking her head clear, the baroness said, “Sarah will be here shortly. By tomorrow at least. Please, allow us to deal with this. Rhys went far beyond the pale with this egregious assault. I swear, we will see Duke Mornstead punished.”

Gabriel’s lips quirked to the right, faint purple light dancing within his borrowed eyes. “I have something else in mind for that arrogant bastard.”

Isomyra slapped her knee, head thrown back as she cackled. “Oh yeah. Let’s go fuck this dumbass up. Bet the Mistress’ll be thrilled.”

Elaine opened her mouth to plead with Gabriel, but Leryane brushed her hand, and she closed it.

“Gabriel, I get your anger. Hells, I’m furious at the way they treated El. We lost a lot of good people to those fucking animals. But Viktorin has a lot more men to his name. Hundreds of mages and thousands of soldiers.”

Gabriel stared at the elven woman until she flinched, eyes averting. “Not in his estate he won’t.”

“Wait, what are you thinking?” Elaine asked.

“He hired an assassin to kill me. I’ll just return the favor.”

Before anyone could reply, the doors opened. Kimiko entered the hall, still wearing Janarra like a borrowed dress. “Want me to sneak into his home and reap their souls?”

Every single one of Elaine’s people gasped, radiating terror as the seemingly unstoppable undead sauntered over to drape her possessed body across Gabriel’s lap.

Still grinning, he shook his head. “Not exactly. I want to do this personally. If we can’t remain anonymous, the next best thing is to make it crystal clear what happens if someone comes after my Pa–my family, or our friends. We’ll spend a day or two preparing, then we ride for Aelberg.”

“B-but, he’ll surely expect retaliation after this failure,” Elaine said. “All of you are terrifyingly powerful. But you barely survived this battle. How can you hope to break into his castle and win?”

Leryane nodded. “Yeah. Thanks to Alberik’s incompetent family, this place isn’t that impressive anymore. But Duke Mornstead is a powerful, obscenely wealthy noble. His defenses will be far stronger.”

Sthuza wiggled her serpent half, lowering herself to Gabriel’s eye level. “Master, you do have a plan in mind?”

“I doubt he’ll have enough forces in place to hold the castle against a few hundred minotaurs. And we can take all of Kimi’s new ghasts.”

Leryane blinked, face scrunching up. “But, but that’s insane! You won’t get within fifty miles of Aelberg before his army intercepts you.”

Gabriel’s sinister grin widened. “Thanks to the Soul Forge, we can make S-Crystals for the same DE cost as a monster. They can’t counter an army they never see coming.”

“Ryane’s right,” Elaine said. “That’s insane. No summoner can manage more than a few dozen summons at once. Even fewer if they’re powerful enough to be useful for this crazy plan.”

“Actually, as a Dungeon Master, Gabriel can carry and release as many of Lady Merideva’s monsters as he desires. The mana cost would be trivial.”

Kimiko nodded, wiggling in his lap. “I have the perfect artifact for this delightful stroll.”

“That green coffin?” Isomyra asked, drawing surprised looks from the others.

“It can hold a few hundred undead.” Kimiko frowned. “Unfortunately, most death knights won’t fit.”

“Actually, Mistress, I believe it is already full,” Amara said.

“Oh, right.” Kimiko shrugged her slender elven shoulders. “There were so many of those furry desert folk pouring through that portal for the first few decades.”

Amara snickered. “Yes, but you eventually convinced them to stop delving even before it closed.”

Kimiko flashed a twisted grin. “Good times. But I had forgotten all about those.” She turned to Gabriel, eyes glittering. “Would five hundred-odd beastkin adventurers be sufficient for your plan?”

As Elaine and Leryane stared in growing horror at the possessed elven assassin, Gabriel’s smirk widened. “Perfect, Kimi, thanks.”

“If we are to set out on a punitive strike, we should return home first,” Sthuza said. “I will need some time to prepare.”

Gabriel shook Rhys’s head. “No, I’d rather you stay here this time, Sthuza.”

The gorgon scowled, sharp brows furrowing as she crossed a pair of arms across her impressive bust, the other bracing angrily on her hips. “Why?”

“Probably cause that dipshit tried to kill your kid, Snakes.” When Sthuza spun to glare at Reyna, the feisty werebadger shrugged.

“You are pregnant, Sthuza. While I’m grateful Kimi saved you, that was legitimately the most terrified I’ve ever been.”

“But, Massster, I will be far–”

“I also need to leave someone in charge. Aelberg is almost certainly outside my reach with Merideva.”

“That won’t be a problem this time, Gabriel,” the Dungeon Core said.

“Huh?”

“You’re going to take my wonderful Handmaiden with you.” She sent a distinct impression of crossing nonexistent arms over her chest.

Gabriel glanced at the s’kraith, who bowed. “How would that change anything?”

“She’s my Handmaiden,” Merideva said, as though that explained everything.

Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Right. So, how is that different from my bond with you?”

“Now that I’m the real Dungeon Core, I can connect with my Handmaiden from way farther than a DM. You’re not supposed to leave me in the first place, meanie.”

Sthuza’s sour look flipped to a beaming smile quick enough that several women snickered. “Ah, that is an excellent suggestion, Lady Merideva.”

“Fine. But you’re wearing armor and hanging back with the mages. I will not give anyone else a chance at you, or our daughter.”

Her reptilian eyes softened. “Of course, my love.”

Gabriel refocused on the baroness. “Okay, we’re going home for now and let you recover.”

“Will you at least meet with me again before heading out?” Elaine asked.

“Yeah. If you could get us whatever intel you can on Viktorin and his resources, I’d appreciate it.”

Elaine gave a sharp nod. “We’ll take care of it, Gabriel. I’ll summon Olphelia right away and see what the Guild knows.”

◆◆◆

Kimiko practically dragged Gabriel through a crude tunnel leading from the basement straight to Merideva’s Domain. Sthuza slithered behind them, cradling his ruined corpse, now wrapped in a plush black cloak. They beelined for her Core Room while Cindra and Reyna escorted Darlene, Callie, Claire, and the rest of the inutari twins’ party back to the Careless Queen.

Gabriel knew he would have to sit down and explain things better at some point, but they were all under a geas, and he had more important issues to deal with.

He tried to peek in on the Soul Forge, but Kimiko and Sarzykx blocked him out, insisting he wait until Merideva finished his new body. His other bonded joined him in the lounge, mood somber after sealing away his corpse.

“So, going to have that goofy rock restore your old one?” Reyna asked. “Bet Boobs’d love getting railed by two Packmasters.”

Cindra bolted up from where she reclined on the leather sofa beside Gabriel’s possessed form. The hellhound had sniffed at Rhys twice before sitting back with a pout.

Sthuza smirked, cocking an eyebrow. The gorgon had finally shifted back to her human form. Beside her, Kimiko sat, appearing lost in a fantasy.

“Oh, is that part of the sex?” Merideva’s disembodied voice asked. While the Dungeon Core clung to Gabriel mentally, her awe-inspiring Presence almost smothering him ever since he reached her inner sanctum, her crystal remained with the Soul Forge.

“We can talk about that later,” Gabriel growled.

“Husband,” Brynja said, pink lips curving up as she spoke. “I recovered your gear, but…” Her smile fell as she held out the mithril sword Sthuza gave him back when they first met. “I fear that most foul ne’er-do-well ruined your conduit.”

Gabriel turned to Sthuza, gazing into her emerald eyes. Mirrored there, he saw the same sadness that leaked across their bond. “Meri, ask Torrik to come here.”

His bonded chatted for a few minutes until a knock sounded, and Sthuza opened the door for the rugged dwarf.

“I’m glad to see ya ladies looking well,” Torrik said, bushy brown beard parting around a toothy smile. His amber eyes widened when he noticed Kimiko in Janarra’s body, then further as he turned to Gabriel. “That you, lad? The lass mentioned you were in a different body.”

“Yeah, there was an incident.”

Torrik guffawed. “Ho, ye’ve a fine way with words, lad. I was helpin’ some o’ our burly pals gear up quick as the Lady Meri could muster it. Is it true that scrawny elf got the better o’ ya?” He gestured toward Kimiko, or rather, her looted body.

“Fucking skank blew a gods-damned crater through his chest,” Reyna spat.

“Which is why I’m borrowing this one.” Gabriel held up his ruined sword for the dwarf to inspect. “Any chance you could repair this?”

Torrik’s bushy eyebrows furrowed. “Sandstone. What happened?”

Gabriel recounted how Duyaris targeted his arcane conduit, hoping to cut off his magic. The Silver-ranked dwarf spent several minutes studying the broken pieces, lips pursing.

“It’s a bit beyond me skills, lad.”

Soft, mournful hissing tickled the air, and Cindra leaned over to comfort Sthuza. Gabriel scowled, malevolent shadows darkening Rhys’s face.

A shiver ran down Torrik’s spine, but he refused to look away. “Beyond mine. But I ken an elder from the Bluecrags who might could mend it.”

“Really?”

“Aye, lad. Runesmiths on her level aren’t much for taking outsider work, but I reckon she’d be willing.” He wet his lips, then grinned. “Won’t be cheap, but then I’m sensing yer wanting it for sentimental reasons.”

“Yeah, thanks. I’ll pay whatever it takes, but I’d really appreciate you handling it.”

“Not a problem, lad. Will take a few months I reckon. I’ll get it done, though.”

“Thank you, Torrik,” Sthuza said, smiling. Cindra continued to cuddle with the slender gorgon, flashing a silly grin.

“I’ll need a replacement for now. Being able to weave two spells at a time is too valuable to ignore.”

“Maybe try that one on your hip, Alpha?”

Sthuza giggled as Gabriel glanced down, only now noticing the gilded swept-hilt courtblade hanging from a sword frog on Rhys’s belt.

“Myra probably sheathed it back when she grabbed the corpse,” Reyna said.

Kimiko’s angular eyes lost focus for a second before she nodded. “Yes. In a rare demonstration of wisdom, she anticipated Gabriel’s need.”

“Ah,” Gabriel murmured. Biting his lip, he drew the slender, elven-wrought sword. Its sleek athyrundum blade glittered as he held it out, turning it about and studying the faint runes embedded within.

After testing the balance and finding it exceptional, he started to thread mana into the arcane conduit but paused. “Kimi, is it safe for me to try attuning with it?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Maybe ’cause he’s wearing that prick like a skinsuit?” Reyna replied, chortling.

Kimiko cocked Janarra’s head side-to-side, lips pursing as she thought. “It shouldn’t matter. Most of your magic is related to your soul. If you attune it now, you should need only minor adjustments when you are back in your proper form.”

“Got it.” Nodding, Gabriel fed mana into the elegant elven weapon. It drank his magic in without issue and minutes later, he withdrew from a meditative state, grinning. “I’m a little surprised I can attune so well.”

“You are a Dungeon Master,” Sthuza teased. “And an increasingly skilled mage. I am unsurprised. You should retain it even after Torrik returns the other. As a knight errant, it would serve you better if you need to appear in court.”

Gabriel sheathed the sword. “Maybe. For now, let’s see about getting some sleep.”

“Packmaster needs to sleep in different bed tonight,” Cindra declared, surprising him.

“What?”

“Cindra has a point,” Sthuza said. When he glanced at the gorgon, she shot him a wry look. “None of us are eager to embrace that bassstard’sss corpssse, Massster.”

“Right. Yeah, I don’t want him in our bed either.”

“Pack can spend night together in Packmaster’s soul lair.”

“Heh, yeah. Why don’t you invite us all to Fuck Space tonight, Alpha?”


Chapter Sixty-Nine







Waking after a lengthy encounter in the Astral Realm which eventually turned into an orgy, Gabriel opened his eyes.

He blinked as he found himself floating in midair. His chest tightened in panic, then he realized he had no chest, and he laughed. “Right. Disembodied soul possessing a corpse. Wonder if Kimi accidentally abandons her body.”

Gabriel dove back into Rhys’s corpse still lying in one of the featureless stone coffins lining Kimiko’s massive walk-in closet. He pushed the lid open and climbed out.

His bonded joined him in the lounge for a meal prepared by Sthuza and Brynja. As they ate, anger simmered within his soul, and he scowled in frustration.

The door opened, and Merideva darted past Sarzykx, blazing brilliant pink. With her usual enthusiasm, she declared Gabriel’s new body ready.

He was eager to abandon Rhys’s, as it still felt off, but his haste proved insufficient for his bonded. Cindra dragged him through the crafting wing where Torrik lived to the Soul Forge.

Stepping into the large, dark room, he paused and stared at himself lying on the rune-covered stone slab at the center of the potent magical artifact. A silk kimono protected the broad-shouldered, dark-haired figure’s modesty. Its muscular chest rose and fell in the slow, steady cadence of deep slumber.

“Hurry up, Packmaster. New body smells much better than stinky dummy’s.”

“Heh, yeah, drop that prissy meatsuit and get back where you belong,” Reyna said.

Gabriel turned to Kimiko. “Anything special I need to do in order to return to living?”

“No. Simply detach from that corpse and anchor your soul to your own body.” Janarra’s lips quirked in an off-putting half grin. “It may take a day or two for you to acclimate after the stark difference, but you’ll be ready before we reach that cur’s honorless father.”

Gabriel did as instructed, withdrawing from Rhys’s body, then willed himself into the sleeping form. A riot of sensations threatened to overwhelm his mind, and it took several minutes before he felt secure enough to move.

“Are you all right?” Sthuza asked. Gabriel opened his eyes to find all five bonded and Merideva looming above him.

Seeing their faces with his own familiar eyes soothed the jagged edges of spite and fury chafing his soul. He smiled up at them and reveled in the surge of love and warmth across their bonds as they beamed and cheered.

As Kimiko and Sthuza spoke up, Cindra ducked in close and snuffled at Gabriel’s neck. “Ooo! Packmaster smells so good.”

Sputtered hissing erupted, followed by howls of laughter from Reyna as Sthuza struggled in vain to pull Cindra off him.

The hellhound demonstrated her typical lack of restraint, climbing up onto the stone platform and draped herself over Gabriel. Sthuza let go with a frustrated huff, head-snakes swaying as they stared down at him with excited eyes.

Tail wagging in a blur behind her, Cindra licked his face and rubbed against him, trying to blend their scents once again. “Maybe Pack should have orgy? Just to test new body.”

“Cccindra!”

Reyna snickered, and Brynja blushed, while Kimiko licked her lips, a look of intense emotion roiling within her stolen eyes.

After a few minutes, Sthuza turned to the scrawny-looking elf. “Kimiko, we will be here all day if Cindra has her way. Would you please help?”

Janarra’s pale lips spread too far, distorting the elf’s beauty. “As you desire, Prime.” Kimiko glided closer and grabbed Cindra by the scruff.

“Fucking hells,” Reyna muttered. “I thought your stupid strength was from being an oni.”

Kimiko turned, dragging Cindra off Gabriel. The hellhound pouted and flailed her limbs in a playful attempt to recapture him. With her refusing to stand, she left Kimiko holding her off the ground. The elf’s creepy smile twisted further, and she cocked her head to one side. “While that body is quite strong, most of my strength comes from my soul, unlike Cindra’s and Sthuza’s.”

“Ah, if I may, Sister, how are you able to stand upright without Cindra’s weight causing you to tilt?”

The hellhound in question twisted around to beam at Kimiko, seeming unfazed by hanging in midair. Her goofy grin proved infectious, with even Sthuza smiling.

Kimiko glanced at each of them in turn, but only the gorgon flashed a knowing look. “Soul Essence enhances every aspect of a mortal’s existence: strength, speed, intelligence—even attractiveness.” She shot Gabriel a knowing glance. “More Essence also means greater control over ‘supernatural’ power. Imagine how chaotic it would be to have a giant’s strength in a body this small.”

Gabriel sat up, nodding as he turned and jumped off the raised stone. “Yeah. Mother told me plenty of stories about some of the mundane issues a few of her acquaintances struggled with as they grew.”

“Like what?” Reyna asked as Kimiko dropped the hellhound, who landed with effortless grace.

Gabriel stretched his arms overhead. Something fell from his shoulders, but he wasn’t worried about his modesty before his bonded. “Stumbling into doors and shattering them to kindling, crushing tankards, stuff like that.”

Reyna gasped. “Fucking hells, Alpha.”

“Huh?” he asked, glancing around. “What’s wrong?”

Brynja and Reyna shifted and squirmed, appearing uncomfortable. Sthuza flashed a wry smile. “Perhaps you should put the coat back on, Love.”

Blinking, Gabriel sighed as he realized it wasn’t the kimono that had slipped off. He recovered the enchanted greatcoat and pulled it on. Sighs of relief slipped from his bonded. “Why is this a problem still?”

Kimiko flashed a smug grin. “Have you checked your Interface lately?”

“What? No…”

Gabriel brought up the glowing green-and-black display, and his breath caught in his throat. “How?”

His Soul Essence had grown substantially after Amara inserted one of Kimiko’s Soul Anchors inside him during their bonding ritual. The almost fifteen hundred point increase had played out over weeks, slowing as the number passed four thousand.
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“I’ve got over eight thousand SE?”

Voices erupted in a chaotic clamor. Excited hissing provided background for Cindra’s cheers and the gasps from Brynja and Reyna. Darkly joyous laughter echoed within Gabriel’s head, and he shivered.

“I expected you to experience some manner of growth after what happened,” Kimiko said. “You absorbed a great many souls during the final moments of the battle.”

“Fuck. I didn’t mean to.”

Sthuza stepped close and slid her arms around his waist, nuzzling her face against his bare chest. “While I abhor that foul abomination’s influence on you, I am grateful you were able to survive. We will deal with her soon enough.”

“Yeah, she might have her creepy bug claws in your soul, but she can’t control you,” Reyna said.

At the lycan’s words, Gabriel turned inward, studying his soul. The tattered quilt of Essence radiated with far more power. Large patches of vibrant colors mended the numerous gashes. When he bonded Kimiko, she had massively reinforced the edges of each patch and formed rings around the squirming purple-black tendrils burrowing through his soul.

While her stitching held back the familiar splotch of Vesrah’s presence, a new tear rent his soul almost in two. The sight of the frayed edges reminded him of the agony Janarra’s specialized attack had caused.

The sheer scale of the gash, which stretched over halfway across, made it clear just how close he had come to losing everything. A vast track of the Swarm Queen’s lurid Essence sealed the gaping wound.

Gabriel stared for some time before sighing and withdrawing.

“That bad?” Reyna asked.

“Pretty sure Vesrah saved me from obliteration. But her presence has more than doubled. I-I’m not sure how to stop her.”

“I have faith in you, Husband. Your will is unyielding.” Brynja met his gaze and flashed a beatific smile. “Despite her repeated intrusions, you resist.”

“Brynja is correct,” Sthuza said. “You assured Elaine of your continued support but stipulated she must continue improving life in Lostbarrow. While I am quite concerned about Vesrah’s seeming obsession with you”–the gorgon’s eyes darted toward Kimiko–“I too have faith, Master.”

“Cindra knows Packmaster will conquer Rotten Soul.” The hellhound rushed in and pulled Gabriel into a crushing hug. “Naughty Bugs can’t stop Pack.”

Seeing the smiling, supportive faces surrounding him, Gabriel relaxed. “Right, thanks.”

◆◆◆

Gabriel spent the rest of the day on the sixth floor, in a secluded glade near Knossis. Wannaga’s Herd cheered when he, Amara, and Cindra passed through.

Kimiko had suggested he take some time and test his body to ensure full integration. Given she was the expert, he was quick to follow through.

Cindra insisted on accompanying him, and he figured the vast, woodland environment would do them both good. While the training was Kimiko’s idea, she remained on the fifth floor, restoring herself.

She sent Amara to guide him through a series of exercises the daevonic wraith used whenever she needed to refine her control of a body. The bissian death knight stood back, blue eyes bright with amusement as Cindra repeatedly molested Gabriel mid-exercise.

The facsimile sun lighting the cavernous floor hung low in the magical sky by the time he called it quits, and they headed to rejoin the others.

His undead bonded was back to her pale, athletic self by the time they met up, and Cindra insisted he spend the night with her to “Make sure Chilly Sis and Packmaster bodies work right.”

◆◆◆

It didn’t take long to confirm that indeed, their bodies worked perfectly. His training earlier in the day had helped Gabriel acclimate to his vastly increased base Strength, and he made love to the beautiful oni twice before Cindra ran out of patience and rushed in.

To his surprise, Sthuza also joined the hellhound’s cuddle puddle. Gabriel woke buried beneath supple flesh, the petite gorgon draped atop him, with the other two women cuddling close to each side.

While the passionate and intimate night had held back his fury, waking in the morning, Gabriel’s mind again swirled with brutal, almost sadistic fantasies.

Sthuza urged him to wait another day, but his other bonded agreed they should strike before the duke could learn the outcome of the attack and prepare.

Now that he and Kimiko were back in their own bodies, there was little reason to wait. Merideva had produced a hundred B-ranked S-Crystals to house minotaurs and filled them with armored warriors and shamans.

Sthuza did convince him to visit Elaine once more, ostensibly to get fresh intelligence on the duke and his forces. After gearing up–including the Presence-suppressing greatcoat–he directed Amara to ready their mounts, and they headed up.

They used a large spiral staircase leading straight into the castle’s basement. Merideva had kept busy, adding multiple choke points and a sizable barracks already.

Captain Albright gulped when he spotted the scowling Dungeon Master and his terrifying entourage. After warning them of Countess Fayhallow’s presence, he led them up to meet the nobles.

The first thing Countess Sarah did was thank Gabriel and his bonded for saving Elaine and the others. Her attractive face blazed with anger as Elaine explained what led up to the battle before Gabriel and his bonded recounted their part in the bloody mess.

When Sarah asked him to wait until her husband arrived, along with over two hundred warriors and mages to reinforce his vassal, Gabriel growled, his own fury boiling over. She couched her words with diplomatic grace, but both noblewomen seemed to doubt they could make any accusations stick given the use of mercenaries.

Interrogation of the few captured attackers had confirmed Rhys and Duyaris were the only men directly tied to hiring the Ironbark Legion. Even after Kimiko summoned Marek’s spirit for questioning, they lacked evidence to prove Count Fayhallow’s liege was directly responsible.

Everyone not bound to Merideva shivered when Gabriel leapt to his feet, the greatcoat slipping from his broad shoulders. His declaration that he would personally hold Duke Mornstead accountable left Elaine and Leryane sighing in resignation while the countess only stared in horror.

Gabriel stormed out of the castle, leading his bonded to meet Amara and the others who would accompany them.

Amara, Estrial, and Isomyra were the only death knights Gabriel was willing to bring, leaving Dougraine, Ryldor, and Anthraxa to safeguard Merideva’s inner sanctum. All three rode undead horses, as did Brynja’s six valkyrie Flight.

Merchants, travelers, and guards stared, awestruck, as Gabriel led fifteen mounted women out through the city gate. Each wore enchanted arms and armor more impressive than any other adventuring party in Lostbarrow.

A crowd of onlookers watched as they left, hurried whispers speculating about their destination. Many focused on Cindra’s exotic mael’tuil and Sarzykx, who wore only a form-fitting bodysuit. The never-before-seen s’kraith sat stoically astride an aetherastrider borrowed from Countess Fayhallow.

The avian-themed arcane construct was Sarah’s personal ride. She’d been quick to lend the tireless construct when Sthuza inquired after additional mounts.

Nocturne galloped along the road at a breakneck pace. Between Gabriel’s unyielding scowl and his bonded riding hard behind him, everyone they met veered off the rutted, hard-packed dirt.

Gabriel pushed ahead without stopping until the sun fell. Simmering fury churned within his mind despite Cindra and Sthuza’s attempts at calming him as they rode.

Kimiko set up the tower while the gorgon and two valkyries prepared dinner. Gabriel barely tasted the delicious soup and crusty bread, nor the plentiful ale as they ate.

The ladies chatted amicably, reveling in Cindra’s unbridled happiness despite his souring mood. Faint whispers tormented Gabriel’s thoughts, and he struggled against visions of what would have happened if Kimiko hadn’t saved his Prime.

Sitting around the fire, he kept Sthuza at his side, nursing a dark ale as the talk turned to strategy.

“Sarah’s best guess is Viktorin has at least three Orichalcum-ranked guards,” Sthuza said. “Two mages and a moderately famous warrior, Kaelan Velaris. In addition, the duke himself earned a Carminium tag over fifty years ago. He and his wife are both skilled mages, as are most of their children.”

Reyna drained her mug and burped, wiping her mouth. “Are you sure this is a good idea, Alpha?”

Gabriel turned his glower toward the lycan, who flinched but met his gaze. “He’s too powerful for Elaine or Sarah to handle. The king might censure him for the overreach in assaulting a vassal’s vassal, but he’ll remain in power.”

Kimiko nodded, firelight glinting off her dark horns. “And as long as he is, he’ll be a threat to us. We must crush anyone who dares strike at you. At us.”

“Cindra can handle fancy warrior.” The muscular hellhound thumped her chest, causing her large breasts to jiggle beneath her skintight black crop top. “Packmaster and Tall Ears will beat bad mages.”

Sthuza gave a slow nod. “While I do not believe those three alone would pose a problem, it is likely he has numerous mages ranked Gold or higher residing in his estate.”

“But his place is outside the city, right?” Reyna asked, pouring another mug of ale for herself.

Cindra nodded while making grabby hands at the enchanted cask next to the lycan. “That’s what Friendly Elf said.”

“So we don’t need to worry about him bringing a whole army down on us?”

“No, he’ll have an alarm of some sort that’ll flag the city garrison the moment we attack,” Gabriel said.

“Uh, then how the fuck are we supposed to do this? I mean, yeah, you and Kimiko are carrying two-and-a-half fuckloads of monsters to summon, but doesn’t this guy command thousands of soldiers?”

A malevolent smirk washed away Gabriel’s scowl. “Most of them will be little more than fodder.”

“Are we to slaughter our way through them all?” Brynja asked. The valkyrie sat near Sthuza, with Astryn and Thyrnara flanking her. All three looked uneasy, but only devotion and duty filled his bond with the honorable winged woman.

“If we have to.”

Amara spoke up, “The city is an hour from Duke Mornstead’s estate. If we strike hard enough, it is likely we can deal with him and be gone before any sizable force could rally and march upon us.”

Several heads bobbed at the bissian death knight’s words, but Gabriel chewed his bottom lip. “We’ll see how it plays out.”

Reyna frowned. “If we need to move fast, maybe we should plan for how we strike?” She glanced at Sthuza tucked tight against Gabriel’s side.

The gorgon shifted, snuggling close as his arm tightened protectively around her. “Quite right, Reyna. Elaine, Leryane, and Sarah have all visited the duke’s home. While we rode, I studied their notes and have a decent lay of the estate grounds, excluding the ducal family’s private wing.”

Sthuza explained the secluded manor’s layout, with everyone but Gabriel listening carefully. His thoughts continued trending toward darkness and despair, fueling a growing fury.

Cindra and Sthuza dragged him off to bed on the fifth floor when the fire died down. With three death knights, they could relax in confidence, and his bonded teamed up to keep him pleasantly occupied until sleep claimed them.

◆◆◆

Morning found them already mounting up before the sun rose above the horizon. They rode hard for another grueling day until Sthuza insisted they stop to rest the living mounts. While their enchanted tack allowed them to run hard for hours a day, Gabriel’s brutal pace left everyone sore, and the horses lathered in sweat.

Once more, they set camp as Sthuza roasted several chickens. Gabriel’s mood darkened despite the tasty meal and his bonded’s vibrant company.

Sthuza and Cindra snuggled against him as they ate, but when he started growling, the hellhound pulled away. She leaned across him and whispered into Sthuza’s ear. Before he could ask, she leapt up and flounced over to Kimiko, a sly grin on her expressive face.

“What are you scheming about now, silly pup?”

Cindra flashed an unrepentant grin, fluffy ears dancing atop her head. “Packmaster has been grumpy butt ever since Broken Elf’s attack. But don’t worry, Cindra knows how to help.” Her fanged grin spread even wider. “And Cindra’s plan will help Chilly Sis and Snakey, too.”

Gabriel glanced at his other bonded and was a little surprised to find them nodding in agreement.

“Yeah, Boobs is right, Alpha. You’ve been ornerier than Fluffy when Snakes tried to put him on a diet.”

Reyna’s words made him glance at the gorgon, who huffed, cheeks darkening. “I merely insisted it was inefficient to feed him entire orcs. Conjured meat is noticeably cheaper.”

Several head-snakes bobbed in agreement as women laughed. A moment later, Kimiko and Sthuza rose. They started toward the stairs but paused at the base, both turning back to shoot him heated gazes.

“Come on, Packmaster. Cindra and Packsisters will help get your mind off bad nobles and back where it belongs. With Pack.”

“Go on, Fucker. It’s about time you had a fucking orgy in the real world.”

Realization dawned on Gabriel, and he gulped at the thought of the three powerful and aroused monster girls in the same bed.

The Astral’s one thing. I don’t have to worry about stamina there… but they’ll suck me dry.

“Heh, don’t worry, Alpha. I’m sure Snakes has plenty of Vigor potions.”


Chapter Seventy







Cindra led the trio upstairs, her form-fitting underwear vanishing into her collar and plated belt the second she stepped into the large suite. A playful smirk danced across her lips.

“Snakey and Chilly Sis should get naked. Cindra will help Packmaster.”

Laughing, Gabriel slid his black shirt overhead. While his eyes were covered, plump lips pressed against his, startling him, though he matched the hellhound’s passion, enjoying her cinnamon taste before pausing long enough to tug the shirt off and toss it aside.

Sthuza and Kimiko watched the pair, their hands busy loosing belts and straps as they disrobed. Cindra pulled back, beaming.

Her “help” dragged out Gabriel’s effort, but seconds later, he stood nude, meeting Sthuza’s amused look as Cindra threw his shredded shorts into the corner.

Huh, kind of expected a snarky retort from Reyna. Guess Brynja or Isomyra are distracting her. Might be good to close my mind off, just in case.

The air grew weighty with heated arousal, and Gabriel surveyed the gorgeous monster girls standing nude, just feet from his bed.

“You three are stunning, each uniquely beautiful.”

Cindra grinned, head bobbing as her tail blurred. Kimiko gazed back at him without blinking, while his Prime smiled fondly, one hand stroking her rounded belly.

“Ooo! Time for Pack Orgy.” Cindra gave a decisive nod, then spun to Sthuza. “Snakey, want to show Chilly Sis gratitude for saving pup?”

The gorgon flinched. “I-I…”

Gabriel stepped forward, intending to cut off Cindra’s well-meaning but fraught suggestion, hoping to avoid making Sthuza or Kimiko uncomfortable.

Before he could, several tiny serpents met his gaze and shook their heads. Sthuza licked her lips, hooded eyes darting over to Kimiko.

“I am very grateful, Kimiko,” Sthuza crooned. The gorgon’s lips quirked to the side, and she shot Gabriel a sly look. “And I do believe our Dungeon Master might enjoy the show.”

The pale oni blinked rapidly, lips slowly spreading in a wide leer. “Showing that all of us are united is important,” she replied, voice growing husky.

Cindra nodded again, her hand dropping to stroke Gabriel’s erection. “Yep. And Cindra can get Packmaster ready for Snakey and Chilly Sis.”

Kimiko and Sthuza reacted in unison, both women crossing their arms and sharing a knowing smirk. The gorgon chuckled. “And there it is. Cindra intends to strike while we are distracted.”

“I don’t know about you, but I don’t need much of a warm-up at the moment,” Kimiko said. She reached down to stroke her dark, glistening entrance, biting her lip as she leered at Gabriel’s nude figure.

Sthuza nodded, stepping closer to the pale oni. Head-snakes rose, their tiny eyes locked on Kimiko as the pair gazed hesitantly at each other.

Tail undulating behind her, Kimiko reached out, then paused, her fingers an inch from the gorgon’s pale-green cheek. When Sthuza nodded again, the oni brushed her cheek with incredible tenderness. “I made our start rougher than proper, but I am truly grateful to be one of Anata’s bonded.” A girlish giggle bubbled up as her dark lips spread in a delighted grin. “And I especially appreciate your devotion to him. After so long, finally, I can follow instead of lead.”

Sthuza leaned into the gentle touch, a head-snake slinking down to stroke the oni’s arm. “We have centuries ahead of us as bond sisters. Perhaps it is best to put the… unpleasantness in the past and focus on unity. Besides,” she said, shooting Gabriel a mischievous grin. “I confess myself somewhat curious just how skilled you are with that tail. I have fond memories of Nyxalira’s delightful mastery.”

“Ooo, Cindra learned about tail jobs from one of Chilly Sis’s books.” The hellhound flashed a goofy grin, her hand continuing to stroke Gabriel’s rock-hard member. “But maybe Pack should save that for next orgy? Cindra thinks Snakey and Chilly Sis should kiss and make up.”

The oni’s cheeks darkened as Sthuza arched an eyebrow, but when Gabriel brushed their bonds, he found a rush of sensations beyond simple arousal. Excitement thrummed strong, interwoven with love for him, and a delicate thread of nervousness—the heady cocktail of exploring intimacy with a new lover.

While neither radiated with unbridled lust like Cindra, he relaxed, trusting the pair as they inched closer. Kimiko paused just before their lips met, waiting for Sthuza to close the gap.

Head-snakes bobbing, the gorgon leaned in, pressing her green lips against Kimiko’s darker ones. The oni’s tail swayed faster, and her hand slid down Sthuza’s cheek, tracing along her neck.

Sthuza hummed, then a flash of mischief danced across her bond with Gabriel. Kimiko gasped, tail bolting out straight as she gagged.

Cindra laughed, darting in close and pressing her face against Gabriel’s neck and inhaling. “Snakey’s really skilled with long tongue.”

He started to reply, but the hellhound took his open mouth as an invitation and thrust her blue tongue inside, cutting him off. Instinctively, he returned her kiss, savoring the rich, cinnamon flavor. He traced his hands down her firm back, seeking her thick, round butt.

Cindra’s lusty moans rumbled as she ground against him. A few feet away, the pair of centuries-old monster girls murmured, hissed, and cooed as they embraced.

When Cindra pulled back, tongue lolling as she panted, Gabriel glanced at his Prime. The gorgon’s slender hands stroked Kimiko’s back, and multiple head-snakes teased across the oni’s pale flesh.

Kimiko’s whipcord tail swayed low behind her, and her eyes were closed. Another brush of their bonds reassured him neither woman was unhappy with the intimacy on display.

“Boo!” Cindra barked. “Snakey and Chilly Sis need to kiss like real Packsisters. Let Cindra show how.”

The hellhound wasted no time, dashing over and wrapping her muscular arms around the startled pair, pulling them tight. She demonstrated by capturing Sthuza in a deep, heated kiss that set head-snakes hissing and undulating.

Sthuza dipped backward as Cindra pushed the smaller women toward the bed. Without warning, Cindra released the gorgon, letting her fall back on the mattress. She spun to Kimiko, blue eyes blazing with lust.

The oni gasped, then moaned as Cindra plunged her large, blue canine tongue into the pale woman’s mouth. Kimiko clutched at Cindra, fingers digging into firm, gray skin before being tackled to the bed beside Sthuza.

Cindra beamed, while Kimiko licked her lips. Beside them, Sthuza lay still, panting as she teased one of her dark-green nipples.

With the larger woman watching them with obvious anticipation, the pair smirked and crawled closer. They kissed again, with more passion. The oni’s tail coiled around Sthuza’s leg, pinning her close as Cindra’s head bobbed in approval.

“Yay! That’s how Packsisters should kiss.” She snuffled at the air, and her lips spread in a smug grin. “Packmaster really likes it when Packsisters kiss.”

Gabriel didn’t bother protesting. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the sight of his two most powerful bonded locked in such an intimate, welcoming embrace.

As long as they’re all comfortable with it… yeah, I’m not going to complain. It’s hotter than Cindra’s firebreath.

Sthuza climbed atop Kimiko, their breasts smushing together. One of the oni’s toned legs slipped between Sthuza’s, and she ground her sex against pale flesh, her moaning growing lewder.

“Maybe now Snakey can show Chilly Sis appreciation?” Cindra’s smile curved up. “Come on, Snakey. Packmaster should mate with Prime at same time.”

“Hold on, Cindra,” Gabriel said, stepping closer, erection bouncing.

“It is quite fine, Love,” Sthuza said, climbing to her knees and wiggling back toward the bed’s edge. “Now, if Kimiko would slide back farther… perfect.”

As the women repositioned, Gabriel watched with bated breath. His manhood throbbed in tune with his pulse, and he had to fight not to lose himself to the lust blazing across their bonds.

Cindra bounced across the bed, massive breasts jiggling. She grabbed two pillows and used them to prop Kimiko up.

The oni spread her legs wide, exposing the glistening wetness of her silken folds. When Sthuza ducked closer, and head-snakes began teasing along Kimiko’s pale legs, Gabriel forgot to breathe.

Kimiko met his gaze, then gasped as the gorgon gave a delicate, exploratory lick of her sex. Gabriel watched as unblinking as the oni, while his Prime continued.

“Come on, Packmaster. Snakey is improving Packsister bonds, so you need to reward Alpha Female.”

Sucking in a ragged breath, Gabriel nodded. “R-right. Yeah.” He maneuvered behind the kneeling gorgon, eyes drinking in her tantalizing green entrance.

Several head-snakes twisted around, peering back at him. One winked and nodded before Sthuza wiggled her rear invitingly.

With mounting arousal and no reason to hesitate, Gabriel gripped Sthuza’s hips. Cindra wrapped a hot hand around the base of his shaft, guiding his tip to brush against Sthuza’s damp petals. The gorgon moaned at his touch, then gasped when he pushed.

“That’s right, Packmaster. Take Snakey, then it’s Chilly Sis and Cindra’s turns.” The hellhound released his erection, shifting her attention to Sthuza’s back and belly, eyes glowing bright.

Silken heaven parted, inviting his bulbous crown in. He groaned as he slipped deeper, her tight passage stretching around him in a perfect fit.

Kimiko mewled, startling Gabriel. He met her hooded gaze and reveled in the pure love and lust lighting up her often blank face. She bit her bottom lip, hands creeping toward her firm breasts.

“Packmaster can go faster. Mating won’t hurt Snakey’s pup,” Cindra said, pouting her lips.

“N-not everyone prefers the s-same intensity as you, dear one,” Kimiko said, her simulated breathing breaking.

Multiple head-snakes nodded at the oni’s words, though one flashed a Cindra-worthy pout and swayed in disappointment.

Gabriel settled into a steady, languid pace, content to drag out their pleasure as he enjoyed Sthuza’s velvety heat and the emotions flowing across three bonds.

Kimiko’s mewling grew louder, and she rocked her hips toward Sthuza’s face. Watching the sensual display, Gabriel grinned when he realized the athletic oni moved in sync with his own thrusts.

Cindra slunk to Kimiko’s side, claiming her lips in a loud, sloppy kiss that made Gabriel swallow. The oni responded with expert hands, her fingers kneading Cindra’s large, firm breasts, teasing hardened blue nipples.

Cindra’s fluffy tail blurred in a frenzy of excitement as she deepened their kiss, her own hands groping the smaller woman’s chest and arms.

Building pressure told Gabriel he was nearing his peak, and he refocused on his Prime, determined to push her over the precipice with him.

Sthuza moaned into Kimiko’s sensitive core as she lapped at the oni’s purple-black entrance, sending delightful shivers through the athletic woman.

When Sthuza’s silken channel convulsed unexpectedly around his throbbing cock, Gabriel groaned, relishing the heightened sensation. Pleasure drowned his mind, but he maintained smooth, purposeful thrusts, accelerating toward their mutual release.

His breathing grew heavier, and primal desire filled his head. He traced his hands across Sthuza’s back and down to cradle her swollen belly, reveling in the knowledge of their daughter growing within the gorgeous gorgon.

A spike of pure bliss blasted across one bond, and Kimiko’s toned body went rigid, her tail tightening around Sthuza’s arm. She screamed into Cindra’s mouth, which only encouraged the horny hellhound.

Sthuza didn’t relent as the oni’s body convulsed through a powerful orgasm. The spike of lust and the breathtaking spectacle before him pushed Gabriel over the edge.

His member twitched within Sthuza, and he sprayed thick jets of ropy seed deep inside, hips rocking in short, powerful thrusts as he pumped a massive load into his Prime.

Eyes snapping shut, he growled through an intense deluge of wondrous pleasure, his toes curling.

Halfway through, Sthuza reached her own climax, her powerful muscles clamping down on his cock with startling force. Head-snakes hissed and writhed as she wailed into Kimiko’s sex.

Gabriel panted, hips slowing as he gave a few final pumps. “That was intense.”

“Y-yes,” Kimiko agreed, lips spreading in a fractured, uninhibited grin. “I felt your pleasure across our bond near the end.”

“Cindra did, too,” the hellhound said, licking her dark-gray lips. When Gabriel withdrew from Sthuza, Cindra darted forward, engulfing his slick cock in her hot mouth.

He flinched at the sudden, energetic attention across oversensitive flesh. Sthuza huffed, and Kimiko merely met his gaze without blinking.

Without hesitation, the oni reached down and guided Sthuza to lie on the bed beside her. Sthuza rolled onto her back, panting as she cradled her belly, a blissful smile on her elegant face.

“It was a rather passionate coupling, Love,” Sthuza said. Her emerald eyes watched his face as Cindra continued to lick her juices and his seed from his still-erect member.

“I-is that transfer of emotions across bonds normal?” Gabriel asked, biting his lip when Cindra suckled on his tip.

Kimiko and Sthuza nodded, both grinning up at him. “Yes, Anata. Though, as I recall, it typically takes years for the bond to grow so potent.”

“It is a normal evolution,” Sthuza added. “That aspect of deepening bonds is why I originally suggested you might prefer to claim only female bonded.”

Cindra relented, pulling back and kissing his crown, then licked her lips. “So, is it Chilly Sis or Cindra’s turn now?”

Kimiko laughed. “You have yet to be pleasured by any of us, so I do believe it only proper that you go next. Besides,” she paused, violet eyes flashing with mischievous delight. “I recall you saying that our darling Dungeon Master’s cum is truly delectable with essence of gorgon.”


Chapter Seventy-One







Gabriel rose later than intended, a sense of peace pushing out the dark fury that had been consuming his thoughts ever since the assassination.

Cindra insisted that a proper Pack Orgy required he cum in each of them at least once upon waking, which Gabriel happily consented to before they headed down for breakfast.

Sthuza proved clingier than usual, sticking close to his side. To his surprise, she even refrained from cooking, instead directing Brynja, Cindra, and Reyna in making delicious, fluffy pancakes topped with fresh berries and a delightful moonflower syrup. After every plate was licked clean to Cindra’s satisfaction, they went about saddling the horses.

They set out by mid-morning, hooves and talons throwing up a cloud of dust from the dry road. Several times, they encountered travelers, mostly merchants with loaded wagons.

Just in case, Gabriel ordered the valkyries to alternate turns scouting ahead, taking advantage of their flight to spot any potential traps. The duke had to be aware the attack failed, and Gabriel refused to take chances now that his mind was clear.

A little past noon, Grimsa swooped low and reported spotting a party of six mounted soldiers in Mornstead gray-and-black surcoats.

“Should Pack set ambush?” Cindra asked as Gabriel and his bonded slowed to discuss Grimsa’s report.

Brynja and Reyna frowned but remained silent as Sthuza asked the sleek valkyrie for more details.

As his bonded began debating the wisest course, Gabriel considered the situation before speaking up. “If Viktorin knew we were coming, there’s no way he’d send six soldiers. We wiped out a five-hundred-man mercenary company and multiple elite parties. Unless these guards are Adamantite-ranked, they’d barely slow us.”

Tail tracing lazy circles behind her as she shifted in her saddle, Kimiko stared down the road. “I can just sense their souls now. They’re far from anything approaching a threat. One might match Silver, but the others are as mundane as can be.”

“Could they be bait for a trap?” Sthuza suggested.

“If Kimi can’t sense anyone else nearby, they would be too far ahead of their ambush,” Gabriel said, nudging Nocturne to start forward again. The others matched his casual traveling pace, a far cry from the frantic charge he’d pushed so far. “Let’s play it cool and see how they react.”

Heads nodded. Sthuza double-checked her disguise, ensuring her head-snakes appeared as rich crimson braids.

“Should Cindra and dead girls hide in woods?”

Gabriel glanced over at the muscular hellhound astride her massive mael’tuil, then to the trio of death knights. “Good idea, Cindra, thanks. And I’d like Astryn to take her squad as well.”

“What about me, Lord Grimm?” Sarzykx asked.

“Don’t bother. While I doubt any of them have even heard of a s’kraith, there are enough scaled beastkin to assuage any suspicions.”

Sthuza nodded. “Indeed. While they are rare in this region, your presence will only reinforce the idea of traveling adventurers.”

“Wait, are not parties limited to six?” Brynja asked.

“No. Many parties are larger than the dungeon limit, but they only deploy six for a delve,” Sthuza said. “Alternating allows them to stay rested.”

“Yeah,” Reyna added. “I knew a group of fifteen. They couldn’t delve a dungeon as a single group, but a lot of people can’t handle back-to-back runs.” She snickered, pointing a thumb over at Gabriel. “Unlike Alpha, most mages ’ill burn half their pool in an afternoon and need a week or so to recover. Having more allies means they can maintain a steady schedule.”

Kimiko’s head cocked to the side, sunlight reflecting off her polished horns as she stared down the road. “Should I reap their souls? They are in range now.”

Gabriel asked his undead bonded to hold back unless the patrol raised an issue. The others started up a casual chat about the Lostbarrow dungeon in case any of the soldiers had keen hearing.

When the lead rider flagged them down, Gabriel’s new body tensed as he prepared to lash out in case his instincts were wrong. But the sergeant only asked after their destination and if they had seen any disturbances.

Ten minutes later, Gabriel sighed, sagging as all the tension melted away. Cindra and the death knights rejoined them, and they continued onward, though with two scouts airborne at a time.

It was early afternoon when Brynja swooped low and dropped atop her horse with peerless grace. Tucking her wings back, she waved for Gabriel and the others. “Husband, we are less than an hour out from the city.”

Gevif dropped to the ground ahead of her riderless mount, caught the saddle horn, and leapt up. “I’ve never seen so many people in one place before.”

“Aelberg is the second-largest city in Ailannor,” Sthuza said. She glanced at Gabriel. “Perhaps we should avoid the city itself?”

“Yeah. If we’re only an hour out, we’ll go ahead and store the mounts now and make the rest of the trip on foot. Let’s slip through the woods and bypass the city entirely. I want to wait for nightfall before we reach his estate.”

“Why wait?” Isomyra asked, dropping back as Gabriel and his bonded slowed. “We’re gonna fuck this prick up, right?”

“While a diverse party of well-equipped adventurers is not an uncommon sight, we would draw attention if we split off to follow the road north,” Sthuza said. “It leads only to Duke Mornstead’s estate.”

As they dismounted, Reyna sidled over to Gabriel’s side. “Are you still feeling calm, Alpha?”

“Ooo, maybe Packmaster needs Cindra and Grouchy Panties to take edge off?” The hellhound leapt from her towering mount, bare, gray feet sinking into the hard-packed dirt. She flashed a wide grin and waggled her eyebrows.

Hissing erupted as Reyna scowled, face reddening. Gabriel shook his head, reaching up and mussing Cindra’s windswept gray hair. “Not right now, silly pup. Maybe after we finish. And, yes, Reyna, I’m still in control.”

The pouting lycan crossed her arms, but relief softened her annoyed look. “Good. Then we’ll kick this twatspittle’s shit in and head back.”

“Yeah, now, let’s get moving. I want plenty of time to set up our circle before we attack.”

◆◆◆

The last rays of sunlight cast a serene air to the lavish walled estate sprawling across a large, flat-topped hill. As the sun sank for the night, Gabriel paid the ornate decor little mind, using Magesight to study the intricate runes blazing within the thirty-foot-tall wall surrounding the entire hill.

Multiple runes reinforced each two-foot-long stone block, binding them together to produce a wall strong enough to shrug off a titan’s maul. Six stocky drum towers anchored the massive curtain wall, topped by ballistae. Armored figures patrolled along the broad battlements, oblivious to Gabriel’s presence.

“That’s a serious fucking wall,” Reyna said, drawing him back to his surroundings. “Are those scars from a siege?”

“Fireballs, probably,” Gabriel replied.

Amara nodded. The bissian stood at Gabriel’s side, already preparing the ghast mages to join his spell circle. “Powerful ones. It would take multiple mages to scratch those enchantments.”

“Can you guys blast through it?”

Amara looked over the twenty ghast mages loitering behind her with Estrial. “With something as unspecialized as Fireballs, it would take a while. Fortunately, we have a few more focused spells to work with.” She grinned at Gabriel. “Want to give that energy whip a shot?”

Gabriel considered the idea yet again. He knew Plasma Lance would prove effective enough, but it would likely require multiple casts to blast a hole large enough for them to charge through unimpeded.

While they could try vaulting the wall, he wasn’t eager to test the magical defenses aimed at preventing such easy ingress. Amara’s suggestion was the same he’d thought of back when he first began studying the complex, triple ring spell two months ago.

“Yeah, I want to master it, and that won’t happen without real life usage.”

“That thing sliced right through everything it touched in Fuck Space.” Reyna shuddered. “You sure it’s safe to use for real?”

“Packmaster cut dungeon floor with it to get fancy toy and save Grouchy Panties.”

Gabriel grinned at the beaming hellhound. “Yeah. This’ll be similar. With twenty-two supporting mages to share the burden, it’ll be simple enough to control. I’m not readying to use it in combat, but it’ll make a great opening strike.”

Sthuza dropped her disguise, head-snakes unfurling as they stretched after hours of pretending to be hair. “Indeed. I imagine the guards will be completely unprepared for such an overwhelming assault. If you summon the minotaurs, I will prepare the team–”

“Nope,” Cindra said. “Snakey has to hang back with squishies. Packmaster’s orders.”

The gorgon huffed, crossing her arms and scowling up at Cindra, whose grin only widened.

“Our sister-wife is quite correct,” Brynja added. She stood clad in mithril armor, the other valkyries forming a V behind her. “My battle sisters and I shall form the vanguard here tonight.”

“Don’t forget me,” Isomyra said, then grinned up at Gabriel. “Think we can get some of those juicy buffs? Slap your beefy Haste on me, and I bet I get the most kills.”

“Cindra will kill most bad men.”

Gabriel ignored the playful banter as the others chimed in, turning inward to take control of the circle and began casting.

Since the guards remained ignorant of the impending attack, Gabriel took his time, ensuring each glyph solidified into place. Amara, Estrial, and twenty ghasts spent almost half an hour, harnessing mana and empowering the complex Monomolecular Lash.

Their support provided more than just extra power for the spell, allowing him to project it far beyond the reach he could achieve on his own. It also enabled him to create a much larger aetheric whip.

As he sealed the final glyph and checked within the circle that each mage had likewise finished, Gabriel took a deep breath and released the spell.

A fifty-foot-long, two-dimensional cord blazed into reality two hundred yards in front of his group, and the guards shouted in panic. Gabriel raised his left arm, and the glowing blue mirrored his movement. He slashed at the wall, and the massive energy whip arced gracefully through the air, leaving a glittering trail behind it.

As it snapped forward, a sharp crack split the air, then a second far louder boom rang out, reverberating as the Lash carved through magically reinforced stone. He slashed to the side, carving into the stout curtain wall like a wheel of soft cheese.

An alarm blared into existence as he ripped the Lash upward. Its shrill wail was both jarring and inescapable, setting his teeth on edge and making his heart race. Each blast was a sharp prick against his enhanced senses.

Cindra whimpered, fluffy ears folding down before she sealed her helmet to dampen the piercing siren. Amara copied her, and a second later, the others followed suit.

Searing blue-white flares rocketed into the sky, exploding overhead and illuminating the countryside. Guards rushed to man siege engines, and a man in gleaming mithril mail barked orders.

“Looks like they’re not happy to see us,” Isomyra said, snickering. The curvy gnome slapped her axe against her gauntlet, fidgeting with anticipation.

Gabriel ripped the Lash free, the wall shuddering as ancient magical reinforcements flickered and failed. The upper half tilted precariously, yielding to gravity’s relentless pull and crashing down in a chaotic tumble of jagged rocks and crumbling mortar.

With a thunderous rumble, hundreds of tons of stone splintered off, scattering across the ground in a cacophony of destruction. Dust and shrapnel exploded into the air, throwing up a cloud that cut off view of a fifty-foot-wide stretch.

Reyna gasped. “Fucking hells.”

“Impressive. Can you maintain control of that spell and still lead another casting? Or should I take over?” Amara asked as Gabriel targeted a tower-mounted ballistae.

“Not a problem.” He split his focus, half directing the terrifyingly destructive Lash through the tower and the three men loading the siege engine. The other half spun up a multi-missile Aetheric Lance.

With such a potent spell circle fueling his magic, he finished in seconds, anchoring his next attack to the armored commander. The three glowing javelins were larger than the ballistae bolts he was destroying.

They surged across the open field and slammed into the commander who noticed the attack too late. He vanished in a blast of magic, but Gabriel rolled straight into another spell.

Kimiko deployed more animal-eared ghouls and zombies from the green coffin as they laid waste to the wall and anyone trying to defend it. The first hundred armored undead stomped toward the castle, their rotting, mismatched figures made more ghoulish by the stark light bathing the field.

“Myra, you may lead the charge,” the oni said, drawing an enthusiastic whoop from Isomyra.

“You’re the best, Mistress.” Grinning, the gnome deployed her helmet and shot forward, racing faster than her short legs should allow.

Sthuza stepped closer, studying Gabriel. “How are you holding up? Please do not take too much of the strain upon yourself. The curtain wall is already breached.”

Mana: 87%

“Barely used ten percent.”

“Will you be casting Haste as well?”

Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, but I want to take out the last ballistae first. There’s enough magic radiating atop those towers that I’m not taking any chances.”

Soft murmurs rose as the dust cloud settled, and his bonded stared at the ruined stretch of wall. In less than two minutes, he had toppled over a hundred-foot-wide section.

The rubble formed a crude ramp up into the estate. An entrance the first wave of Kimiko’s undead were still fifty feet from. Armored soldiers appeared in the bailey within, rallying to defend.

Gabriel examined the scant defenders remaining on the walls. A few raised crossbows, taking aim at the horde of undead. Normally, for a battle of this scale, this was the time for a Missile Barrier to shield the army, but there were so few archers that he didn’t see the point.

Not like mindless undead will care, and regular guards won’t have weapons capable of hurting my bonded.

While there might be more ballistae on the far side of the beautiful white castle, the taller keep and the hill it sat upon meant they would be useless against his attack.

With the defenders in chaos, he spun up Plasma Lance, drawing upon the full might of their circle. As he did, he slashed through another tower with Monomolecular Lash, just to make a more visible display.

He let the spell die a few seconds later, the brilliant energy whip flickering as he threw it against the gatehouse, carving a furrow in the well-fortified structure.

It took him a moment to pick a target for Plasma Lance through the hazy, dust-filled battlefield. Despite the pristine white of the five-story keep, he knew the inner walls were just as heavily warded. If not more so.

As Amara sealed her portion of the powerful spell, he anchored it to the keep’s ornate entrance, a pair of beautiful ironwood doors fifteen feet tall. A glowing Aetheric Lance longer than the doors were tall manifested, and he loosed it.

The missile shot forth, drawing despairing awe from the defenders before it slammed against the steel-banded doors.

Everyone blinked as it exploded in a blinding display of magical destruction. Runes blazed into visibility across huge ironwood planks but failed to resist the devastating spell.

Raw magical power erupted, the doors vanishing in a cloud of smoke. Screams rang out over the clamor of battle.

Gabriel didn’t bother watching, already leading the others in the most powerful Haste spell he had ever attempted. Anchoring it to over a hundred undead, his bonded, and himself, he drew deeply on the circle, flooding two blazing disks a dozen feet wide with vast quantities of mana.

The second he released the potent spell, the world seemed to slow. “Okay, let’s go.”

“Yay!” Cindra yipped, drawing her greatsword and charging forward with a loping stride.

“Slow down, Boobs. Stupid fucking long-assed legs.” Reyna sprinted after the excited hellhound, grumbling all the while.

Gabriel followed, then turned, frowning as Sthuza kept pace. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Several head-snakes rocked with amused hissing as the gorgon pouted. “I cannot assist from back here, Master.”

Studying the breached castle again, Gabriel sighed. “Fine.” He turned to Amara. “Take over the circle and move up with Sthuza. But none of them are allowed to approach her, understand?”

The bissian death knight gave a solemn nod. “Of course, Lord Grimm. I will ensure your Prime’s safety myself.”

“Good. Then, let’s go say hello.”

Six valkyries swooped down on the beleaguered defenders as Cindra darted between lumbering zombies, the seventh remaining with Amara and the other mages.

Over thirty men-at-arms attempted to hold the breach, and while they had already cut down several undead, two of which still crawled across the rubble, they fell in seconds to the ferocious warrior women.

Gevif waded into the melee at Cindra’s flank, the deceptively strong ladies sending armored men stumbling or flying with every swing. Grimsa and Svedra rained death from above, their attacks more subtle but all too accurate.

As Reyna caught up, still muttering as she scrambled over the uneven terrain, two squads of soldiers in vanguard plate rushed out from the gaping hole in the keep’s wall.

The doors were gone, and the stone edges glowed red-hot from where Plasma Lance had burned. Shouting and the thunder of more boots echoed from within.

A storm of Aetheric Missiles streaked over Gabriel’s head as he sprinted across the open field. Sarzykx stomped along at his side, her massive armor gleaming beneath the magical flares.

Still a hundred feet away, he used the scepter and cast Umbral Leap, crossing the distance in a blink and reappearing near his bonded.

He drew Rhys’s athyrundum courtblade and threw himself at the closest guard. The man parried twice before Gabriel triggered Psionic Acceleration and overwhelmed the competent swordsman with a blurring flurry.

Cutting down his foe, Gabriel sighed in dark satisfaction, a grim smile on his lips. ‘Yes, punish these jumped-up monkeys for daring to touch what is yours. Ours.’

He brushed aside the whispered words and scanned for his next target.

More soldiers poured out from a two-story building to his left. Activating the scepter again, Gabriel wove a brace of Aetheric Missiles and loosed them on the lightly armored men and women reinforcing the battle.

Sarzykx leapt over the rubble. She arced above his head and slammed down, sabatons gouging the manicured grass. Without pausing, she charged the disrupted guards, swinging a gleaming mithril halberd.

Undead succumbed to grievous wounds, but for every one of Kimiko’s thralls, two defenders fell.

Black arrows streaked in, striking armored men between plates, slowing them, and making them easy prey for Cindra and the others.

Gabriel stuck close to his bonded, only clashing with two more guards as the dangerous women mowed down all who resisted. Within five minutes, no one remained standing in the courtyard that wasn’t sworn to Merideva.

Sword in hand, Gabriel surveyed the carnage. Dozens of men lay strewn across the battlefield, most clustered near the barracks Sarzykx had single-handedly held and the rubble where the initial defense had broken.

He strode over to join Cindra and Reyna, with Brynja and Isomyra heading to meet him. “Good job, everyone. Now, we head in and make an example out of this arrogant prick.”

Reyna snorted and gestured at the charnel field around them. “This isn’t already an example, Alpha? We fucking slaughtered them.”

“Bad men tried to hurt Pack. If they all die, Pack will be safe, but maybe some should live to warn others?”

“We don’t have to hunt down every single one,” Gabriel said. “But I want to make it perfectly clear what happens if someone threatens any of you.” A rumbling growl slipped from his throat. “And Elaine’s people. I’m sick of these petty assholes distracting us from Vesrah. This ends tonight.”


Chapter Seventy-Two







Brynja and Astryn led the charge through the melted doorway, glowing brilliant yellow. A volley of arrows washed over them to no effect, and the pair rushed deeper.

Gabriel let Cindra, Isomyra, and Reyna go next, then followed the dangerous ladies, Sarzykx escorting him. Squishy squeezed from beneath Cindra’s pauldron and leapt down to splash in the blood.

That’s a little disturbing. But as long as Cindra can handle the little slime, I’m not complaining.

The duke’s castle was far more ostentatious but not meant for the same scale as Elaine’s keep which served as the seat of government. Oil paintings of chiseled men and women lined the soft-blue walls, depicting heroes of House Blakemore.

Red scrollwork directed the eyes across a pristine white marble floor to a grand staircase and deeper into the estate. No doubt, during the day, sunlight flooding through the second story windows would highlight the stunning detail work and lavish furniture.

But the harsh blue-white light of magical flares bathed the hall in harsh tones, highlighting the blood dripping from the mezzanine where Astryn and Brynja swooped about, cutting down panicked archers.

Gabriel started for the staircase, but paused, noticing Kimiko strolling toward him. She flashed a wide, twitchy smile, eyes ablaze with excitement as she dashed forward and slipped her arm through his.

“Relax, Anata. You are the Dungeon Master. There is no need for you to personally deal with these fools. Let your bonded and the birdgirls handle them.”

Anger bubbled up, and Gabriel bit his lip to avoid snapping back as he recognized Vesrah’s influence once more. Clasping Kimiko’s pale hand in his, he exhaled. “You have a point, but the battle isn’t over yet. And I don’t want to lose anyone here.”

Kimiko’s smile widened at first, then vanished, replaced by a scowl before the oni huffed and waved her free hand. “Fine. If it will relieve you, I’ll help.”

The room thrummed with power as a purple-white wave of energy spread from her. A tortured groan, then another. All the fallen guards began to rise. Some as zombies, their bloody corpses twitching as they struggled to stand.

“What foul magic was that?” a man gasped from the second floor. He stood before an open doorway, clad in vanguard plate and accompanied by a squad of similarly equipped guards.

A loud pop presaged a disgusting squelch. They turned toward the noise as gore erupted from a dead archer. Blood arced through the air to rain down, with jiggling chunks of meat splattering across the guards and every surface.

Several of the men fell to their knees or reached for their helmets, and Kimiko giggled. “That hardly ever happens.”

Before Gabriel could question her, a bloody skeleton clambered to its feet and reached up with bony fingers to twist its head around.

A man shrieked in terror as baleful purple-white flames danced in the skull’s vacant eyes. Before they could react, the necrotic monster leapt at them, mouth open in a silent scream.

The soldiers panicked. One tumbled off the mezzanine, crashing down with a shiver-inducing snap of bones.

“What the fuck was that?” Reyna growled. The hybrid-form lycan stomped over and beheaded the wailing man with her bloody polearm.

“I’m not really sure,” Kimiko said, still giggling in delight. “I just call them bloody skeletons. They’re a couple steps above the normal ones, but I lost my last a few decades ago.” She flashed Gabriel an impish grin. “Anthraxa hates them, and it’s always so fun to watch her stew whenever she sees one.”

More fallen soldiers rose as zombies, and several ghouls began devouring their comrades, living and dead. Horrified screams dominated the room, outmatched only by the screech of Cindra’s sword as she carved through defenders and the polished walls behind them.

Isomyra crouched and leapt, shooting up over the marble railing overhead and landed near the bloody skeleton. Cackling, she laid into the closest guard, adding to the terrible slaughter.

The remaining valkyries joined in, and soon enough the area grew quiet, taking on a somber, heavy atmosphere.

Kimiko gestured toward the stairs. “Shall we?”

“Yeah, let’s track this asshole down and be done. Hopefully, once I’ve punished him, the fury and despair I felt when Duyaris targeted Sthuza will fade.”

Reyna chuffed. “Yeah. You’re already sticking your dick in enough crazy, last thing you need is getting any chummier with that deranged bug bitch.”

Kimiko stiffened, shooting the lycan a snarling glare before Cindra spoke up.

“Don’t worry, Grouchy Panties, Packmaster will make plenty of time for mounting you. Maybe enough to have pups.” The hellhound’s lupine helmet morphed into a sultry leer as she gazed down at Gabriel.

He chose to ignore Cindra’s antics, focusing on the fight ahead. Brynja and her Flight formed a protective cordon around him and Kimiko as they headed upstairs. As he strolled along bloody halls, he severed the threads of mana powering most of the Haste spell, leaving just enough to enhance those hunting the duke.

Each floor was lavishly decorated, the halls lined with animated paintings whose subjects often fled behind the frames of their canvases as he and his bonded trudged through the last defenders.

On the third floor, they found a well-dressed older man awkwardly brandishing an ornate saber. His arm trembled, his face pale, but he stood his ground as Gabriel and his bonded advanced.

Seeing the maids huddled in the small room behind the man, Gabriel frowned. Before he could speak, Cindra darted forward in a blur.

Screams erupted, but the hellhound merely jerked the sword away, snapping the blade with casual ease. “Peaceful, weak people shouldn’t play with weapons. Don’t worry, Pack won’t hurt innocents.”

Cindra cocked her head, tail stilling as she spun back to face Gabriel. “Packmaster will spare fancy servants?”

Gabriel smiled, relaxing. “Yes, Cindra. We’re only here for the duke and his soldiers.”

A young woman peeked around the butler, then squeaked, ducking away when Cindra flashed a toothy grin and waved.

As the hellhound rejoined them, Kimiko issued commands for her undead to spare any noncombatants, drawing satisfied nods from Gabriel and his other bonded.

Amara, Estrial, Thyrnara, and Sthuza joined him by the time they reached the duke’s personal quarters on the fourth floor. Countess Sarah had warned them that Duke Mornstead had a secure bunker beneath his estate, accessible only from his suite.

The three female mages circled, Amara leading them in casting Disintegration. While the massive dwarven steel door was heavily warded, Gabriel doubted it would hold up for long beneath such raw power.

Ten minutes later, Brynja and Gevif leapt into the revealed metal shaft. Gabriel cast Alter Gravity on himself and the others, who then followed, slow falling over a hundred feet.

Mana: 53%

After canceling his spell and checking on his pool, Gabriel looked around, ignoring the cooler temperature. They stood in a massive chamber at least forty feet tall and twice as wide. Ancient runes of reinforcement and stability blazed across the smooth stone walls. Mahogany stained double doors at the opposite end were the only feature beyond simple crystal torches.

Three mages in gray-and-black robes stood behind nine liveried guards and a man in sleek, carminium vanguard plate.

For the first time since they attacked, Gabriel sensed an actual threat. Focused killing intent radiated from the dark-armored figure, who must be Kaelan Velaris.

A figure stepped past the mages, and Gabriel laid eyes on Duke Mornstead for the first time.

And the last time.

“Why did you attack my home? What traitorous coward sent you?” the glaring nobleman asked. His hard brown eyes tracked across Gabriel’s group before slowing to a stop on Kimiko. “Who even are you people?”

Reyna chortled, a gruff, gravelly sound from the seven-foot-tall lycan. “Seriously? Fucking limp-dicked twatwaffle. You sent a gods-damned army of mercs to kill us, and you didn’t even bother to find out what we look like?”

Comprehension blossomed across the handsome man’s face. He paled, breath growing rapid and shallow. “Y-You’re from Lostbarrow? But where is that goddess-cursed Necromancer?” His sharp eyes darted about, seeking for Gabriel.

Reyna cocked a thumb at Gabriel, snickering.

Viktorin scoffed. “Please. While that bastard’s impressive to look at, even my cook’s stronger than him.”

A deathly chill blossomed, and teeth began chittering as Kimiko’s bond flared with unrestrained malevolence. “You dare!? You dare mock my husband? I will–”

“His opinion doesn’t matter, Kimi,” Gabriel said, recapturing the oni’s clawed hand. Her bone-chilling fury vanished to the accompaniment of relieved sighs.

Duke Mornstead’s brow furrowed as he stared at Gabriel. “How? You can’t be the mage who–”

“Ooo, Cindra will help.” Masked eyes dancing with impish delight, the hellhound grinned and tugged the white greatcoat from around Gabriel’s shoulders.

He sucked in a breath, feeling lighter and refreshed. A strangled yelp pierced the silence followed by the clang of steel on stone.

Two of the guards had collapsed, and Duke Mornstead leaned heavily against the polished door behind him. “Goddess… What…”

“So yeah, you done fucked up, ya arrogant prick,” Reyna said.

Gabriel frowned, glancing down at his chest as though to study his aura. “Is it really that bad?”

“I mean, I’m not terrified like those dipshits,” Reyna said, pointing at the duke and his guards. “But it… it’s kinda like when Boobs rolls over and tries to smother me in my sleep. I can breathe and shit, but all I smell is her scent. Like, I can smell your soul. This delicious, sun-warmed cedar and rich leather, but there’s an undercurrent of enveloping darkness.”

Kimiko turned to study the lycan, head cocking to one side, then the other. “Hmm…” Without correcting the wince-inducing tilt, she twisted her neck to stare up at Gabriel. “Anata, you need to enhance her further. Perhaps Brynja and Cindra as well.”

“We can deal with that later.” Gabriel sighed, eyes tracking over the ten guards protecting the duke. Despite his apparently terrifying Spiritual Presence crushing down on them, even the weakest rose to stand beside their brethren. The sight of their courage and honor wore at the icy hot fury still raging within Gabriel’s soul.

“Got to give the wimps credit, they’re loyal,” Isomyra said.

Kimiko tugged on his arm, gazing up with a blank expression. “Would you prefer I sever their souls and make it quick?”

“Isn’t that Janarra’s coat?” Kaelan asked. His voice was velvet-soft and charming, almost masking the sharp edge of violence and the scent of spilled blood. Unlike the others, he stood relaxed but ready, wielding a pair of obscenely enchanted shortswords.

Cindra nodded. “Yep, after Sneaky Elf hurt Packmaster, his new body just oozes with his delicious scent.” A grin spread across her wolfish helmet. “Fancy jacket hides scent and lets weak not-Pack stay awake.”

The elite swordsman snickered, shaking his head, and a glint of polished black drew Gabriel’s eye.

A beautiful adamantite plate glinted off the sleek, carminium gorget protecting the warrior’s throat.

Gabriel cursed and reached out for his bonded. ‘Shit! He’s Adamantite, not Orichalcum.’

The duke’s mouth moved several times before words emerged. “You survived an attack from Janarra?”

Reyna snorted. “I mean, Fucker’s still around, and he’s breathing again, so… more or less?”

Kaelan snorted. “It’s been a while since she failed to land her opening strike. I’ll have to tease her once she returns.”

Snickering giggles answered his words, and a faint pressure exuded from the powerful warrior, thrumming with anger.

“If you wish to tease her, I’m happy to assist,” Kimiko said, hand diving into a pouch at her waist. She pulled a shadowy S-Crystal before anyone could react and summoned Janarra.

Heads turned to stare as the scrawny assassin appeared out of thin air. Her skin was paler, and a faint bluish glow swallowed her irises. “What is it this time, Mistress?”

“Seems this bag of dicks wanted to mock ya,” Reyna replied, a smirk on her muzzle.

“Oh, hey, Kael. How long you been working for Viktorin?” Janarra glanced over at Kimiko, then Gabriel. “Did you guys change your mind about killing him?”

Kaelan scoffed. “You go too far.” His visor rose on its own, revealing hard black eyes. He blinked several times, jaw dropping as he took in the elf’s new undead status. “How did you fall so far?”

She laughed and pointed at Gabriel with a thumb. “I assassinated that fucking monster, then got taught a lesson.”

“You’re undead?” Duke Mornstead asked.

The elven assassin huffed, arms crossing over her nonexistent bust. “Not really my choice. There are some beings who don’t take no for an answer.” Her eyes tracked back to Kimiko.

“Enough. Velaris, kill them all. That hideous bitch must have trapped Triscol the same way.”

Chaos erupted. Over a dozen distinct enchantments activated at the Duke’s words. He dove into casting, three glowing rings manifesting before him.

Kaelan’s visor lowered, and he shot forward in a blur. The other guards took a full second longer to act.

Brynja and Astryn surged out to meet the red-armored warrior. Screeching metal drowned out all other sound as they launched a dozen strikes in the blink of an eye.

Kimiko, Cindra, and Isomyra charged in, clashing with the other nine armored guards. Gabriel cast and launched a brace of Aetheric Missiles in a scepter-fueled rush, but a powerful barrier soaked them without strain.

Sthuza and Grimsa loosed to the same effect, enchanted arrows shattering on impact with the blazing, dark-gray spellshield.

The door behind Viktorin swung open, and several more guards charged out to join the fray.

Gabriel studied the spellshield with Magesight but failed to spot any obvious weaknesses to exploit. Threads of mana flowed from the room behind, reinforcing it as Amara and the ghasts bombarded it.

Four more mages joined the ones already circling beneath that impenetrable barrier. They hurled a roiling mass of white-hot flames toward Cindra, Kimiko, and Isomyra–who were slowly overwhelming the armored guards facing them.

Gabriel frowned, not having expected the liveried men to hold out for so long against his bonded and the savage death knight. He picked one of their foes, a broad-shouldered man in light plate harness and wove an Aetheric Lance.

Flooding the spell with more than twice the needed mana, he loosed it the second it was ready.

The magical javelin took the man by surprise, striking his shoulder. His dark, steel pauldron exploded into shrapnel as the missile detonated, annihilating flesh and sending the severed limb tumbling to the ground.

“Thankies, Packmaster!” Cindra yipped, darting around another swordsman and beheading the wounded guard. She spun back to parry, fighting alongside Kimiko as though they shared a brain.

“Massster, we may have a problem.”

“What?” Gabriel followed Sthuza’s gaze, and his gut clenched. Kaelan parried empowered, two-handed strikes from Astryn and Brynja with his shorter blades, seeming unfazed by the powerful Soul Adepts. He snapped a lightning fast front-kick at Brynja’s leg, and she screamed as her knee shattered, bending backward.

Despite the brutal injury, she flapped her wings and leapt away, just avoiding a killing thrust aimed at her throat.

“No,” Gabriel growled. Targeting the Adamantite-ranked adventurer, he began casting a far more expensive Aetheric Lance.

The instant he reached out for the armored man through the Weave, Kaelan’s head snapped around, and their gazes locked.

“Uh, uh.” Kaelan squared off at Astryn, and Gabriel’s throat tightened as the powerful warrior launched a furious assault on the valkyrie. His twin blades blurred, darting around Astryn’s longsword.

Anchoring the targeted magic took all of Gabriel’s considerable arcane might and discipline, costing precious seconds.

Kaelan slipped one blade beneath Astryn’s guard and slashed her left underarm. Blood sprayed, and her arm hung limp.

Gabriel sealed his spell and flung it angrily at the arrogant adventurer. The air rippled around the Aetheric Lance as it rocketed straight at Kaelan.

Sensing the attack and trusting in Gabriel, Astryn counterattacked, trying to pin the adventurer down. He parried her blow, then leapt to the side, but the radiant missile homed in unerringly.

It struck his breastplate dead center, exploding in a blinding cloud of aetheric shards and jagged carminium splinters.

Gabriel swallowed past a lump as the dazzling display faded. Kaelan stood unharmed, though an inch deep crater marred his red breastplate. The intricate filigree was now little more than smoothed ridges, all beauty ruined.

Kaelan glared behind his red helmet. “Do you have any idea how expensive this armor is? I’m going to take it out of your hide, asshole.”

A black-feathered arrow streaked in at him, a glittering contrail leading back to Sthuza. Kaelan batted the deadly projectile aside with contemptuous ease, then two more as Grimsa joined the attack.

Cindra and Kimiko dashed in without warning. An adamantite greatsword crashed down in an earth-shattering blow while Kimiko’s naginata swept at his legs.

Both women froze when Kaelan parried their strikes. He roared, and a spike of magic flared, sending a shiver down Gabriel’s spine.

The red-armored adventurer vanished into a man-sized hurricane. The ring of clashing steel became a screeching wail as he unleashed a thousand strikes at the two monster girls.

Gouges appeared across Cindra’s sleek armor, and bright blue blood leaked from several slashes across the lighter fabric sections.

Dark, malevolent fury erupted within Gabriel as he watched the red and black maelstrom of impossibly quick blades lacerate the hellhound. For Kimiko, who wore less armor, the attacks proved even more destructive.

As the raging storm surged away, the pale-skinned oni was more black than white, her thick blood oozing from countless inch-deep wounds.

Scratching, chittering talons tore at Gabriel’s sanity. Incandescent rage blinded all thought as faint screams begged for attention.

Gabriel slammed walls of pure, furious will down, sealing off all of his bonds. He stalked forward, oversized sabatons boomed with every step, and drew the adamantite rondel dagger Aren had given him months earlier.

The courtblade won’t do shit against whatever magic’s protecting him. Let’s see how this works.

“No, Massster!”

Cindra and Kimiko staggered away from the whirling red death, which slowed.

Shaking out his limbs, Kaelan glanced toward Gabriel, an arched eyebrow visible behind the crystalline viewport of his helmet. “Oh, are they important to you? Too bad. You consigned them all to death the moment you planned this attack.”

Hand crushing the rough-textured grip of his dagger, Gabriel strode toward the arrogant adventurer, eyes unblinking. He mustered all of his will, all the discipline and focus earned from twenty years of intense magical study, and poured the roiling fury bubbling up within him into a singular purpose.

Kaelan snorted, twirling his shortswords playfully. “Huh, guess you’re the type to see red and lose your head the first time things go poorly. Fine, far be it from me to disappoint. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Purple-black flames burned within Gabriel’s eyes, devouring the bright white and blue. As he poured every ounce of his being into Psionic Acceleration, the movement in his peripheral vision gradually slowed.

The rapid motions of the red-armored figure softened into a languid dance, his swords creeping upward as if mired in treacle. Gabriel maintained his steady pace, unfazed as the world around him settled into a soothing stillness.

A devious smirk contorted the Dungeon Master’s face, and Kaelan’s cocky demeanor wavered.

Without warning, Gabriel surged forward, slashing at the man’s shoulder. Despite moving so much slower, Kaelan raised a sword in time, deflecting the strike.

Gabriel dropped his courtblade and blurred in closer.

Too close.

Kaelan’s eyes flared wide as Gabriel leapt over him, spun, and grabbed the ridge above his helmet’s visor.

Gabriel winced as his momentum threatened to rip his nails free, but he didn’t let go.

The impact sent Kaelan sprawling backward, his fall unfolding in slow motion. Gabriel leaned in close, upside down, and stared into the man’s terrified black eyes as he forced Kaelan’s head back, exposing his neck.

A dark-gray padded collar covered the man’s throat. But as Gabriel stabbed the specialized dagger home, seeking the tender flesh beneath Kaelan’s jaw, the textile armor failed to even slow the specialized thrusting dagger.

With his senses so heightened, Gabriel watched Kaelan’s terror peak before the light left his eyes. He cancelled Psionic Acceleration, and they slammed down, bones shattering within the metallic red coffin.

Exhaling, Gabriel rolled off the dead adventurer and leapt to his feet, ignoring the pain of every muscle in his body screaming at the strain from moving so fast. His vision swam as he glanced around, taking in the scene.

Gevif, Svedra, and Reyna stood guard over Cindra and Kimiko, Sthuza a few steps back, covering the few surviving defenders still standing near the duke.

A wet thunk boomed across the now silent chamber. Gabriel turned toward the sound.

Isomyra ripped her axe from a prone mage’s neck. “What? Prick was gonna die anyway.”

Sthuza glided over to stand before Gabriel, worry blazing in her green eyes. “Massster, are you in control?”

Gabriel stretched his head to each side, eliciting satisfying pops that echoed like bombs through the eerie silence. “Yeah. I’m fine. Now, let’s finish this.”


Chapter Seventy-Three







Gabriel started toward Duke Mornstead, crouching to recover his courtblade. All the guards and mages were down, but he saw movement through the armored doorway.

“Father?” a familiar, trembling female voice asked.

“Jacalyn, no, stay back!” Duke Mornstead shouted. He spun toward the open door, no doubt intending to slam it shut.

“Don’t bother,” Reyna said stalking over to join Gabriel. “The more you fight it, the more you’ll piss him off.”

Shoulders sagging, the large, older man slowed, turning to face them. Fury, fear, and weary resignation warred for dominance in his haunted brown eyes. “Please, spare the rest of my family.”

Shrieks of despair and shouted protests erupted from the far room.

Gabriel strode closer, slowing to a stop five feet away. His bonded moved to flank him, while Isomyra and the remaining undead hung back. Several trembling, terrified figures emerged from the open bunker.

Jacalyn stepped out first, with her beastkin guard, Dame Mai, darting forward to shield her. An attractive older woman with long silvery hair followed, clutching two preteen boys who shared the duke’s strong jaw and brown eyes. Behind them, a wizened old man hobbled, using a polished mithril staff to stand.

Cindra elbowed Gabriel, and he glanced her way. Luminescent blue eyes studied him with a grave focus unlike any he remembered the rambunctious hellhound ever displaying.

“Will Packmaster kill Mean Noble’s pups?”

Gabriel gazed into those profound blue depths, and his heart ached. There was no trace of anger, defiance, or hesitation in her eyes. If he commanded it, the joyful monster girl would slaughter all of them. Yet, she would suffer. Her bond thrummed with her desire for children, and he knew that he could never order her to do that.

’Master, we will do as you command, but you must decide how to deal with them. What is your true goal here? Do you desire bloody vengeance or only to eliminate the threat Duke Mornstead posed?’

Gabriel canceled his buffs and blew out a long breath as the strain on his pool vanished. He flashed his beautiful bonded a tight smile before turning to face the duke. “We don’t kill kids, unlike the scum you sent after us.”

Shocked faces stared back at Gabriel, several people wilting beneath his dark glare.

“Wh-what are you talking about?” the older woman asked. She turned to Viktorin. “Who are these vicious monsters?”

“Are you fucking serious? Your gutless husband sent a gods-damned army to try and murder all of us,” Reyna growled. “And that slippery elf bitch.”

A dark, menacing growl erupted from Cindra, and the nobles quaked. “Sneaky Elf killed Packmaster, and Broken Elf almost killed Snakey and pup.”

“What?” Jacalyn gasped, spinning to glare at Viktorin. “What is going on, Father?”

He started to speak, then swallowed and drew a deep, steadying breath. “That… man murdered Triscol and captured his soul through Necromancy.”

Reyna scoffed, but Sthuza spoke up first. “You are quite missstaken. Your fourth-born wasss egregiousssly offensssive to Baronessss Elaine and the ressst of usss.”

The slender gorgon started forward, disguised head-snakes rising above her. The illusion hiding her true nature failed, and the ducal family paled. Dame Mai shifted, hand clenching her sword.

Gabriel grabbed Sthuza’s arm as she tried to step past him and pulled her close. Hugging her tight, he kissed her forehead. “Relax, my love. You’re all safe, and no one will threaten our daughter again.”

Sthuza sniffled, several head-snakes rubbing against his face and neck as the others glared at the duke and his family.

“What? Your daughter?” Viktorin asked. “I didn’t even know you had children.”

Cindra rumbled louder, and Kimiko darted over to soothe the hellhound’s mounting anger. Even if Cindra might not want to kill everyone, the reminder of how close they had come to losing Sthuza was enough to trigger her protective instincts.

Gabriel pinned each of the nobles with a withering glare before focusing on the duke and duchess. “I killed Triscol in a Guild-sanctioned mage duel, then his men attempted a bloody coup. After that, I mistakenly assumed it was over, but your second son brought five hundred mercenaries and adventurers and attacked my friends and allies in Lostbarrow.”

“Even if it was a sanctioned duel, you stole his soul!” Viktorin shouted. “You’re a fucking monster.”

The duchess shuddered. “Why? Why would you subject my son to such horrific magic?”

“It wasn’t intentional. I was wearing an item that captured souls without realizing it.” Gabriel stared up at the stone ceiling for a long moment, sighing before meeting the grieving woman’s eyes. “If anyone had bothered to ask, I’d have happily released his soul.”

Reyna huffed. “Fucking arrogant nobles. Now you’ve lost two.”

The duke stiffened like he’d been slapped. His wife gasped and collapsed, only to be caught by Jacalyn. Steeling his spine, he met Gabriel’s unflinching gaze. “You stole Rhys’s soul as well?”

Gabriel nodded. “They didn’t leave me many options. When we rushed to rescue Elaine and the other hostages, we were forced into a brutal, no-holds-barred battle.”

“It was most dishonorable of Duyaris and Rhys to assault so many innocents.” Brynja’s wings fluttered, drawing attention her way. “And even if one were to perform such mental gymnastics as to include the baroness as a viable target, those uncouth savages beat an old woman.”

“Happy Cook is sweet and friendly. Cindra won’t forgive bad men for hurting her and scaring her mate.” Another rumbling growl escaped Cindra’s throat. “And other Packfriends.”

“I-I didn’t know–”

“Stop, Father,” Jacalyn said. Pushing Dame Mai to the side, she stepped forward to meet Gabriel’s gaze. Her slender body shook, but she stood straight. “What were you saying about your daughter?”

“That knife-eared mage got pissy after we slaughtered their whole fucking army.” Reyna spat a bloody mess to the floor. “And when Alpha kicked their collective magical shit in, making it crystal fucking clear he’d lost, he went apeshit and tried to kill Snakes.”

Another, darker growl echoed through the room. Fearful eyes darted to Gabriel. “He specifically targeted our unborn daughter.”

“I–We didn’t know you had a child, Gabriel,” Viktorin stammered. “While I joined those two enraged adventurers, I-I wouldn’t have given such an order.”

Jacalyn nodded rapidly. “My father can be harsh, but he wouldn’t kill an innocent child.”

She stepped forward, preparing to beg Gabriel for mercy, but Dame Mai’s armored fist snapped out and caught her shoulder. “Please don’t, Lyn.”

Tears streamed from the younger noblewoman’s pleading eyes. “Please, Sir Gabriel, can we not talk this through? I would do anything to protect my family.” Her gaze lowered to the pregnant gorgon clutching him. “Surely, there is someway we can reach an accord.”

Viktorin stiffened, mouth opening, but Kimiko’s aura flared brighter, silencing him.

“Do not make excuses,” the undead oni snapped, glaring death. As quick as her fury erupted, it vanished again, and she flashed Jacalyn a fractured smile. “I rather doubt you have anything of value to offer our husband. If he chooses to spare any of you, it will be only due to his mercy. Otherwise, I will happily reap all your souls.” Her grin widened obscenely. “We can always use more ghasts.”

The duchess slumped to her knees, and Jacalyn knelt to console the sobbing woman. Dame Mai and Viktorin glared at the oni, while the young boys hid behind the elderly mage.

“Relax, Kimi,” Gabriel said. He chewed at his lip, thinking through their options.

“Maybe Packmaster could use soul magic like with Sad Eyes’s Pack?”

The nobles shifted, Jacalyn glancing up, hope brightening her tear-streaked face.

“Soul magic?” Viktorin asked.

“I forced a geas on everyone who survived the battle,” Gabriel said, already considering the hellhound’s suggestion.

“How strong are you?” Dame Mai asked, feline eyes narrowing behind her visor.

Reyna snickered. “Can’t you feel his fucking aura crushing the whole room?” The lycan shook her furry head. “Been heavy as a telyak ever since that elf bitch blew his heart out.”

The duke rocked back. “Wait, you survived Janarra’s attack? I thought she failed?”

Cindra shook her head, gray mane fluttering. “Nope. Sneaky Elf ruined Packmaster’s old body.”

“If she killed you, how are you already back on your feet?” Viktorin asked, glancing toward Janarra, who stood near Isomyra.

“Doesn’t matter,” Gabriel replied.

The tiny elven assassin laughed darkly. “He’s far more powerful than your reports claimed. Despite a crater replacing half his organs, and Soul Sever ripping his soul free, he just stood the fuck up and grabbed me by the neck.” She shivered. “I’ve never felt anything like the malevolence radiating from him. Hells, he didn’t even pay attention as I kept attacking.”

Gabriel shifted uncomfortably as the terrified nobles stared in speechless horror. Before he thought of what to say, Cindra yipped in excitement.

“Ooo, maybe Packmaster should put coat on.” The hellhound darted back across the hall, grabbed the white greatcoat, and slung it around Gabriel’s shoulders.

Dame Mai’s eyes threatened to leap from their sockets as powerful enchantments sealed away his foreboding Spiritual Presence. The nobles sagged, sucking in deep, revitalizing breaths.

Jacalyn looked up from rubbing her mother’s back. “Thank you. His aura is far more oppressive than Kaelan’s.”

After recovering for a moment, Viktorin straightened and met Gabriel’s gaze again. “If you were to spare my family, what would you demand be included in the geas?” His lips pursed, and his hands clenched into fists. “I cannot give you my title. The king will have to confirm my successor.”

“Why would Packmaster want another silly name?” Cindra asked, head cocking to the side. She pressed against Gabriel and sniffed his hair, tail wagging.

Sthuza giggled. “The duke’s misunderstanding is only natural, Cindra.” The gorgon pulled away from Gabriel’s embrace with obvious reluctance and turned to face the nobles. “All he demanded from Elaine and the others was to keep his secrets.”

Jacalyn’s face lit up, but both of her parents frowned in disbelief. The duke studied Sthuza for long seconds before focusing on Gabriel. “Really?”

“Yeah, I don’t have any interest outside the dungeon.” Gabriel paused, then continued, “Well, and protecting our friends in Lostbarrow. Which was how this whole mess started.”

The duke opened his mouth, but magic flared near the shaft leading upstairs. Gabriel spun, instinctively shielding his Prime from the surprise intrusion.


Chapter Seventy-Four







“Oh, thank the gods, we’re not too late,” Countess Sarah Fayhallow said as her high-heeled boots settled to the stone floor. “Please, Gabriel, you don’t have to kill them.”

More figures floated down, surrounded by a soft green glow. Elaine and Leryane relaxed upon spotting Gabriel and his bonded, though the baroness’s face appeared paler than usual.

Sir Darren loomed behind the pair, clad in his massive tiger-themed vanguard plate. His flinty blue eyes swept across the two parties at the opposite end of the large chamber, hardening when he got to Duke Mornstead. His nostrils flared, and a surge of anger flooded out.

“What’s going on?” Viktorin asked. “Delaine, Sarah? Are you here to–”

Countess Sarah pinned the duke with a ruthless glare. “We rushed after Gabriel in the hopes of saving your family.”

Her husband touched her armored shoulder, and she sighed. The count shook his head. “You erred grievously, Viktorin. I shudder at the thought of losing a son the way you did, but nothing excuses your overreach.” He indicated the armored knight to his left. “Even discounting the gross violation of Elaine’s rights, Rhys assaulted Aren’s daughters, kidnapping them to draw out Sir Gabriel.”

Aren glowered, and a sharp, metallic screech rang out as he clenched his huge spiked club.

“How did you convince Thalion to knight this necromancer?” Viktorin’s piercing brown eyes narrowed into a fierce glare at Elaine, who stared back serenely. “Did you orchestrate this?” His gaze traced over to the count. “Or has your–”

“Mean Noble should shut mouth before he pisses off Packmaster.” Squishy squeezed out from Cindra’s armor, blobbing atop her pauldron and bobbed in agreement.

The duke blinked, scowl darkening as he turned toward Cindra. Before he could utter a word, Gabriel triggered Psionic Acceleration and blurred forward.

He grabbed Viktorin by the throat and slammed him against the wall. The duke reacted late, eyes widening only after his back struck stone. “What?” he croaked.

Gabriel ignored the pinned man’s fruitless flailing, his icy gaze boring deep into the noble’s soul.

“Don’t.”

“Yeah, don’t be blaming Boobs. She gave you some sage fucking advice.”

The count and countess looked on in shock. Elaine stepped forward, her gaze pleading with Sthuza for assistance.

The gorgon glided over and placed a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. Smirking, he released the duke, who gasped and collapsed to the floor.

“Please do remain civil, Duke Mornstead,” Sthuza said. “Much of this unpleasantness could have been avoided if Triscol treated us with a minimum of politeness.”

Jacalyn shook herself, then stepped past Dame Mai, back straight. “Sir Gabriel, is there any way to restore my brother? Brothers, I suppose.”

Gabriel stepped back, giving Viktorin room, and his wife darted in to check on him. “Yeah? If you all accept a sufficiently binding geas, sure.”

As he pulled her back to his side, Sthuza smiled, snuggling close. “Perhaps as a gesture of goodwill, we could restore them fully, Love? Divine Favors are rather costly, even at Triscol’s level.”

Joy lit up Jacalyn’s face, and her parents stared up at Sthuza in shocked awe.

“So, you are willing to resolve this without further death?” Count Fayhallow asked.

Gabriel shifted around to meet the half-elven man’s angular green eyes. “Yeah. Think I’ve made my point.”

Elaine and Sarah nodded as Leryane’s gaze flicked to the rondel hilt jutting from Kaelan’s neck, a grim smirk playing on her lips. “Oh, you definitely got your point across. I’d say you’ve driven it home with all the subtlety of a titan’s maul,” she quipped, voice laced with a dark humor.

“I didn’t realize Kaelan Velaris had ranked up,” Sarah said, eyeing the dead Adamantite-ranked adventurer. Her sharp gaze tracked from the rune-etched rondel to the empty sheath at Gabriel’s waist. “Bad timing if he can’t resurrect now.”

“Yes. I hired him to guard my family against intruders, and he fell to a newly minted mage in melee, so perhaps he was not as powerful as expected.” Viktorin turned an almost petulant scowl on Gabriel. “I don’t have the slightest clue how you moved so fast. Weren’t you already using Haste?”

Leryane chuckled. “Seems Gabe’s a rather talented psyker on top of being a terrifyingly powerful mage. Pretty sure he’s stacking the psychic version with the magical.”

“Though Viktorin raises a valid issue,” Countess Fayhallow said. “I wonder if at least some of this could have been avoided if Gabriel and his party were properly assessed.”

Her husband’s lips quirked as he studied Gabriel. “That may be more challenging than you led me to believe, Dear. I’m staring right at him, but I can barely sense his presence at all. If not for the gorgon cuddling against him, I’d struggle to believe he is the young adventurer at the center of this.”

Leryane’s ears twitched. “Didn’t El mention that coat?”

Sthuza met Gabriel’s gaze, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. Without waiting for a response, she tugged the greatcoat from his shoulders, and a chorus of startled gasps filled the hushed hall as his Spiritual Presence radiated outward.

The gorgon giggled, head-snakes undulating with mirth as he shrugged the coat back on.

“I stand corrected,” Count Fayhallow said. “I cannot even fathom how you were ranked Gold only a few weeks ago.”

“Packmaster is still growing. Soon, he’ll be bigger than Cindra.” The hellhound’s smile turned lusty, and she batted her thick eyelashes at him. “Maybe then Cindra can have pups?”

Snorts and snickers rang out, along with a few astonished gasps from those unfamiliar with the lovable monster girl.

“We’ll talk about that later, Cindra. For now, if everyone is willing to accept a geas, I’ve got some magic to work.”

◆◆◆

It took three hours to finalize the geasa for the duke and his people. Elaine, Kimiko, Sarah, and Sthuza helped Gabriel consider every imaginable way the duke could attempt to subvert the binding oath and reveal anything about the Dungeon Master or his bonded.

Despite his training in magical contracts, Gabriel was grateful for the assistance. Duke Viktorin might be one of the most powerful nobles in Ailannor, but Gabriel knew crushing the man in a surprise attack was a far cry from facing the combined forces the king–or the Adventurer’s Guild–could muster if they learned of Merideva.

Or Vesrah.

And for some inexplicable reason, I doubt he or his family will forgive and forget, even once Meri restores Triscol and sends the arrogant prick home.

Reyna spoke up, reminding Gabriel of his stronger mental link with the werebadger. ‘Uh, wait. Are you worried he’ll try to seek revenge later? That why you said it’d take months to restore Rhys also?’

‘If he could do it without bringing us crashing down on him again? Absolutely. You’ve called out how arrogant many nobles are. His family’s ruled the duchy for centuries, and I have no doubt he’d screw us over the first chance he gets. Thus, the intricately worded geas, and the small army of supporting mages to ensure no one can break it.’

‘Ah, yeah. Sarah and Snakes made a pretty good team, didn’t they? Some of those clauses were so twisted I thought her serpents would tangle.’

‘Excuse me?’ Sthuza sent, mind-voice teasing. ’I was only doing as Gabriel requested. When dealing with an open-ended geas like this, it is essential to eliminate any possible issues. Hopefully, in time, the increased revenue and trade from the dungeon’s revitalization will overwhelm any lingering animosity. And Jacalyn was respectful.’

‘Even if it doesn’t,’ Gabriel replied, ‘we’ll be done with Vesrah soon. At that point, we’ll be secure enough to handle anything he could try.’

◆◆◆

Leaving the survivors to clean up, Gabriel picked his steps across the rubble-strewn courtyard, heading for the outer wall’s open gate with his bonded in tow.

Sarah ushered the other nobles toward a sleek, armored vehicle parked on the outskirts of the walls. Tinted naquala windows along the front revealed a liveried pilot already activating the glowing control runes.

Cindra shouted, pointing at the menacing-looking airship with a huge grin on her face. “Is that Nice Adventurer’s sky boat?”

“Oh, shit,” Reyna muttered. “You guys have a fucking airship?”

Sarah grinned. “It’s been in the family for centuries.”

Cindra dashed toward the magical artifact, dragging Gabriel along as she didn’t release his hand. “Ooo, can Cindra fly in it?”

Smiling at the hellhound’s childish delight, he went along as Sarah gave his bonded a tour of the luxurious airship.

“Excuse me, Lord Grimm,” Sarzykx said, drawing his attention away from the nyatari pilot’s explanation of the helm.

“Something wrong?” Gabriel asked, frowning as worry bubbled up within him.

Wait. Not within him, but rather, across his bond with Merideva.

‘Meri? What happened?’

‘I’m so sorry, Gabriel!’

‘What. Happened?’

“Master?” Sthuza asked, but he raised a hand to stall her.

‘That mean bug snuck into my super secure Soul Forge,’ Merideva sent, mind-voice sniffling. ‘S-she stole you!’

Fear and fury rocked Gabriel. ‘Wait, what?’

’She tore a creepy hole in space and a bunch of really scary Swarm rushed through. It felt so wrong, like the world was screaming. Then that hideous catgirl bug monster stole your other body from the casket.’

“That fucking bitch!”

“Gabe, what’s wrong?” Leryane asked, breathless with terror.

He ignored her, attention drawn to bubbling amusement.

Chittering, joyous laughter that chilled his soul.

‘Vesrah! You–’

‘Relax, Beloved. We kept our word.’ Unfathomable haughtiness radiated from the Swarm Queen, threatening to drown his mind. ‘We did not attack your precious Core, or her pitiful drones. I merely took another step closer to our destiny. You continue to resist, but now you will stand at my side.’

“Fuck!” Gabriel screamed before sagging, strength failing him.

Reyna dashed over and caught him before he could fall. “Alpha?”

It took only seconds to update his bonded on Vesrah’s raid, and they stared back at him with the same stunned disbelief crushing down on his mind.

“Thisss isss not good, Massster.”

“Will Rotten Soul get pups from Packmaster’s old body?”

Reyna shuddered. “Uh, pretty sure that’s the skanky bitch’s plan. Fucking sick shit.”

“Could she use your body to assail your soul in a different manner?” Brynja asked.

Gabriel glanced at Kimiko, who shrugged. “We have no way of knowing what she intends.”

He sighed, nodding. “Yeah, but I doubt it’ll be beneficial to us.”

’I’m so sorry, Gabriel. I tried to stop her.’

Clamping down on the despair wearing away at his consciousness, Gabriel focused on sending feelings of love and comfort to the young Dungeon Core. ‘Not your fault, Meri. It’s my duty to defend you, and I failed. I let anger cloud my judgment and trusted what I sensed from her.’

‘Uh, to be fair, Alpha. You said she didn’t actually attack, right? You never asked about stealing shit.’

‘Doesn’t matter. For now, we head home and prepare for whatever she has planned.’


Afterword

Hello. Thanks for reading Dungeon Bound 6! 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.

I cut it even closer to the end this year. I want to thank everyone who has stuck with me this long on Gabriel’s journey. The story changed a good deal for book 6, which saved us from a brutal cliffhanger. But now, I have a pretty solid feel for the rest of their story.

Empire of Exiles 2 is up next, but afterward, I plan to dive back into Dungeon Bound and write straight through to the series finale.

One 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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