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King of the Fae Islands, Book 2


A City-Building LitRPG Fateforged Novel


Authors’ Note


Welcome back! As usual, we’re going to place a few disclaimers up front.

This is a city-building LitRPG men’s adventure novel. If you’re expecting more of what we gave you in book 1, but bigger and better, you’re in for a treat. If you’re expecting it to morph into a cookbook, well…we do have a recipe in the end. Does that work?

We’ve adopted the more popular stance of putting mechanical bits in separate, skippable chapters wherever possible. There are places where schematics and such make more sense in-line with the narrative, so don’t be cross with us when those pop up.

Or if you are, visit Discord and tell us all about it.

If you need a recap of book 1, we’ve added it at the end of the book, in an Appendix.

Pre-Order Book 3: Here – Amazon link: https://amzn.to/4bxYnoK

P.S. Be sure to read after the appendices for bonus content.


Read Ahead and Support the Authors 


Both Annabelle and Adam maintain active Discords and Patreons where you can find bonus art of the girls. Adam’s Patreon will include early-release chapters as well.

The Discord link for Pivot Press (which hosts Adam and other LitRPG-flavored authors) is here: https://discord.gg/GXn8csy2gg

Adam’s Patreon is: https://www.patreon.com/adamlancewrites

Annabelle’s Discord for Wet Leaf Publishing is: https://discord.gg/Qbddh5yaQQ

Her Patreon is: https://www.patreon.com/sexyannabelle


Reading Order


King of the Fae Islands 2 takes place after the events of the core Fateforged universe (see below). It kicks off a new, distinct continuity with unique characters and storylines. There may be some cameos or gentle connections, as it takes place in a familiar universe, but this series requires zero homework to enjoy.

We promise.

If you want the initial chronology of the series, we’ve included it below. Again, none of this is required reading to enjoy this book!

Isekai Emperor (1-3): These books kicked the universe off and are foundational. They start at timeline 0 and have ties to Dungeon Champions, Dark City Girls, and Fate’s Enforcer.

Dungeon Champions (1-3-Ongoing): These books expand the Fae Wilds and the fantasy world and take place at the same time as Isekai Emperor. The series has connections to Fate’s Enforcer, Isekai Emperor, and (now) Trailer Park Elves. Warning: If you pick this series up, it’s a team builder. Not the kind you should suggest at your workplace; HR will hate it. This story has ALL the LitRPG mechanics and character sheets.

Dark City Girls (1-3): This is a grimdark series featuring Zane, a war hero turned retiree who is called back into action. Events in book 2 kick off the Trailer Park Elves “saga” (hehehe, we’re calling it a saga now). It has connections to Fate’s Enforcer and Trailer Park Elves.

Fate’s Enforcer (1-3): This is an urban fantasy series that explores what it means to be on the Fates' team. It takes place at “approximately” the same time as Trailer Park Elves. It has connections to Dungeon Champions, Dark City Girls, and Isekai Emperor.

Trailer Park Elves (1-6-Ongoing): This series will have cameos from a bunch of other ones, but there are no tight relationships. Timeline Note: Trailer Park Elves is part of a series of events that closed off the end of the timeline (the Fate War).

Isle of the Amazonian Elves (1-Ongoing): This series is a breeding (and more serious) companion to King of the Fae Islands and occurs simultaneously with it. It has direct ties to Isekai Emperor and King and references Dungeon Champions.

Hex Kittens (1-Ongoing): This is a supernatural series that takes place approximately 1-3 years after the events of Dark City Girls and Trailer Park Elves.


Chapter 1: Warm, Moist Tunnels


"Sire, watch your step. It would appear the seals protecting these tunnels have developed leaks over the centuries." Ravenna's French-accented voice echoed across black stone.

Traveling a few paces behind the maccari spellcaster, Gabriel adjusted his solar-powered LED lantern. It reflected off the glistening moisture coating ancient black stone. The play of light and shadow reminded him of Ravenna herself, highlighting the stark contrast between her alabaster-pale skin and the dark, satin-like scales covering her arms and legs.

The air had changed over the past few minutes. What had started as cool and dry now carried a damp, mineral tang. Water trickled somewhere in the distance, a constant whisper against stone that had echoed through these passages for centuries.

"I thought the Magic Node maintained this place." He lifted Duskbringer, his enchanted saber, at distant skittering sounds echoing from deeper in the complex.

Since arriving on the Fae Islands, he'd learned to expect monsters around every corner. Both Kusk's tainted creations and the mundane magical variety seemed to lurk in every shadow. About half the time, he’d been right.

"Not every surface is equally warded." Ravenna tucked her wings tightly against her back as she began the steep descent. "We're in Plateau Deci now. This is where the Librium Dessolatus is housed. The majority of the mana will be funneled into its maintenance, not keeping side passages dry."

They'd been traveling away from her private chamber for about half an hour, returning to the branching network he'd discovered during his quest to locate and free her. From there, she'd chosen Plateau Desi. A subterranean aquifer at its base had once been well-stocked with fish and other supplies.

"Librium Dessolatus?" Gabriel tested each slick step with care. Although he possessed augmented physical abilities and magic powers as a Tablet Wielder, none of his gifts made him immune to twisting an ankle. The steps themselves looked hand-carved, their edges worn smooth by countless feet over the centuries. Whoever had built this place had done so with precision, even if time had taken its toll.

"It's where we kept many of our magical texts. We will need to go there before we fight Kusk's minions."

"Why's that?"

"As I explained, my spells are primarily aligned with illusion and shadow." Her response began hesitantly, then grew fierce. "With access to a combat tome, our enemies will learn what it means to cross a fully trained maccari Sorceress."

"Won't it take a long time to learn spells from a book?" Even as he spoke, he knew the words to be true. Magic in the Fae Wilds aligned with traditional, Earth-based fantasy expectations. Learning a single spell could take weeks or months without a Tablet, and that assumed ideal circumstances with a mentor.

Thanks to the Legendary Warlock King Glyph he'd earned for freeing Ravenna, Gabriel now possessed Arcane Knowledge. The skill provided a broad understanding of magic, including apparently reflexive insights about spell-learning limitations.

Nearly missing a step, Ravenna fought to turn the stumble into a deliberately exaggerated hip swagger. The back flap of her alluring robe slipped far enough to reveal an expanse of taut, alabaster-pale flesh and the bodysuit clinging tightly beneath. "The limitations of lesser beings have never applied to me."

With a flash of gentle pink light, Lucielle floated his Tablet into view, the Mana Guide displaying text across the crystal interface in her preferred font.

Helvetica, maybe.

Reminder: Ravenna and the other priestesses you are working to free were selected as seeds for the future. Although each of them is incredibly gifted, they are inexperienced. From her perspective, she had only recently achieved womanhood and graduated from training. It's natural for her to be vulnerable and brash, and that's before including her species and culture.


He appreciated Lucielle's discretion in not saying any of that aloud. Serafina had warned him that Ravenna's people had a troubled past and were known for being competitive. Pointing out that his new companion was the Earth equivalent of a twenty-one-year-old who'd just gotten her driver's license might not be the best idea.

It didn't help that the Mana Guide had given Ravenna a full info dump of everything that had happened since his arrival on the islands. The Sorceress would have witnessed his growing relationships with Gemma, Raquel, and even Serafina. To someone competitive, awakening as an outsider to a nascent harem likely didn't feel great.

The pair traveled in silence long enough for Gabriel's stomach to begin gnawing at his spine. The descent had been longer and more taxing than he'd expected. His Endurance score meant he could handle the physical strain without breaking a sweat, but his body still demanded fuel. Seeing no immediate danger, he sheathed his saber and tugged his backpack around to his chest. He'd packed slices of meat and braised vegetables for the trip.

Pulling two of them free, he offered one to Ravenna with a, “Here.”

She paused to accept the food. "If you have these, would you prefer we detour to the Librium first?"

He bit into a potato-like vegetable and washed it down with water from a flask. "No. The stuff I brought will go bad in a day or two. We should check on your fish before we're low on resources and facing an army of yackums and whatever else."

"There is wisdom in your words." Picking at the roll of food, she settled on a strip of meat. Sharp teeth gleaming behind full, red lips, she tore into several bites before resuming their trek.

As they traveled, Gabriel ruminated on what he’d been told about the maccari. According to Serafina and his Tablet, the harpy-raven-human hybrids represented a marriage of dark magic and Emyra's teachings. As a goddess of life and fertility, merging Emyra's philosophy with those of Ravenna's people had resulted in a blending of culture. Her people would not hesitate to use lessons learned from demonic species, including succubi, to achieve their ends. When he’d asked about the alluring robes, Ravenna had explained that there was a difference between using desire as a tool and indulging in it.

This led Gabriel to revise some of his assumptions about Emyra. When he’d arrived on the islands, he’d assumed she was a traditionally ‘good’ goddess. That she endorsed the merger of dark magic with the tenets of fertility and growth suggested nuance and depth he had yet to explore.

Knowing that helped explain her alliance with Kusk. Well, before the dwarven god’s desire for the goddess drove him mad, anyway.

Half an hour into their descent, they came to a widening of the stairwell. A connected tunnel branched left and right, and the temperature had dropped noticeably. Gabriel could see his breath as faint wisps in the lantern light. The aquifer must be close. The sound of flowing water grew louder here, no longer a distant whisper but a steady rush somewhere below.

"That way is where we can access an entrance to the Librium." Ravenna pointed right. "The left will take us to Plateau Koontash, where we may find other resources to fight the yackums."

As the name suggested, the yackums were a group of monstrous, yak-like spellcasters created by Kusk. When Gabriel had freed Ravenna, Emyra's magic had swept in to cleanse the island of the dwarf's taint, but she'd been unable to do so completely. The yaks possessed a talisman of Kusk, one that prevented the goddess from purging those creatures.

That meant to cleanse the tainted Magic Node and reclaim the teleportation device allowing them to return to the mainland, he and Ravenna would need to face the creatures themselves. To complicate matters further, freeing Ravenna had alerted all of Kusk's creatures to Emyra's increased influence. The things would be on high alert and preparing countermeasures.

And that was without considering the wide variety of other threats, from an inclement winter to hippopotamus-centaur pirates, or lust-maddened mutants.

It was a lot to juggle. Thinking about it made him yearn for peaceful days spent building with Gemma and Raquel. He even missed Dawkins, the magical anaconda, and Albrecht, the tomatsu tortoise-man.

"I'm not made for hack-and-slash adventures," he mumbled to Lucielle. "Give me schematics and building things any day."

Flashing a cheeky shade of yellow, his Tablet brought up his character sheet. It displayed as a Dungeons and Dragons-style readout, with his Strength and Endurance scores highlighted. They read sixty-three and sixty-six, respectively.

"You've got the build for it." The happy-go-lucky sprite didn’t bother trying to whisper.

"The build for what?" Ravenna drew them to a halt at a fresh intersection, her talon-tipped toes clicking across stone, then water. Pointing at a crude doorway illuminated with aqua-colored moss, she added, "If the fish still live, they will be in there."

The moss cast an eerie glow across the wet stone, bright enough to see by but creating strange shadows that seemed to move. Gabriel couldn't tell if the movement was real or an optical illusion from the bioluminescence. Either way, it set his nerves on edge.

Lucielle piped up, "He has the build to do whatever he wants with his body is all I was saying."

Gabriel scowled. "Why did you have to word it like that?"

"Like what?" The Guide radiated pink-hued innocence.

"You know. Also, pop out and scout. I'd rather not walk into an ambush."

With a gentle bloop sound, a fist-sized ball of aquamarine light shimmered free of the Tablet. Lucielle, restored to her Mana Guide form, dimmed her sphere to near-translucence before buzzing away. Without her guidance, the floating crystal device returned to a pure, glassy state before vanishing.

Gabriel could summon or dismiss it at will, so the disappearing act didn't worry him.

In the quiet that followed, Ravenna turned to regard him. Her glowing violet eyes swept over his shoulders, chest, and traveled lower before returning to his face. "Just because I may be inexperienced in ways Gemma and Raquel no longer are does not mean I am without means of my own. To say that the maccari have unmatched minds, capable of feats of unimaginable ingenuity and creativity, would be an understatement. And I was the best and brightest among my brood."

"I'm sure you're quite brilliant." He didn't bother resisting the urge to consider his companion's physique for the third or fourth time. The best word to describe Ravenna was intense. Hair so black it rippled with purple and blue hues framed a face that belonged in a Hollywood movie.

High cheekbones played counterpoint to a small, full mouth and heavy-lidded eyes with thick, luscious lashes. Her pale, perky breasts were large enough to squeeze from the scooped sides of her dress. The Y-shaped cutouts at her torso afforded an equally generous view of inner curves, the plunging neckline vanishing beneath a wide belt. Even her feathered arms and avian legs didn't detract from her overall appeal. If anything, they added more stark contrast to a beauty defined by them.

Everything about the Sorceress suggested precision, dedication, and dangerous invitation.

In other circumstances, Gabriel might have been instantly charmed by looks alone. But he'd never been a man to let mere beauty dictate his actions. His time on the Fae Islands, particularly with Gemma and Raquel, had taught him important lessons about the inhabitants. In a world where harems were normal and women worshipping fertility goddesses existed, a certain degree of boldness was expected.

Which was why he wasn't surprised when Ravenna stepped closer, lifted her hand, and placed it on his chest. Eyes drifting closed, she flicked her slender pink tongue across her ruby lips. "You know, it occurs to me..."

"Yes?"

"The sooner we become intimate, the sooner I can prove to you that I am the best."

"The best?"

"You know what I mean, King Gabriel."

Lifting a hand, he clasped hers gently. "First of all, King of the Fae Islands is the name of my class. Maybe once we’ve brought these islands back to life and banished Kusk’s minions, I may consider taking the official title. Maybe. Second of all, I'm in a relationship with Gemma and Raquel." He paused, thought about his single event with the elf priestess, then added, "I might even be dating Serafina."

"And?" she prompted. "As you've been told, in our world, harems function around a central person. I couldn't care less about the others, as long as the satisfaction I provide outshines theirs. Come, Gabriel, once you've felt my lips, you will forget Serafina even exists."

Tightening his grip, he pulled her hand away. Fighting a retort, he forced himself to remember that cultures differed in this world. "I'm not intimate with anyone I don't care for. The prospect of adding another woman to my bed or harem isn't enticing. In fact, that you think so little of me speaks volumes."

Her eyes widened with shock as he leaned close, not quite growling. "I'm not a walking life support system for my dick. And if you ever disrespect me or the women I love with insinuations of replacing them again, I'm going to do something we’ll both regret."

Pupils dilating into black, Ravenna took a breath so deep her buoyant breasts brushed his chest. "You will?"

"I will."

"What... what will you do?"

Not expecting the question, Gabriel responded with the first thing that came to mind. "I'll bend you over my lap and spank you until you apologize."

"Ohhhhh." She gasped, mouth opening and cheeks flushing with arousal so intense that he didn't need a magical Diplomacy skill to detect it.

Which was when Gabriel realized he'd fucked up.


Milestone 0: Class Recap


Author’s Note: As we progress through the book, Gabriel will acquire experience, schematics, and other neat stuff. Where possible, we’ll put all of the LitRPG ‘system’ mechanics inside Milestones. If you’re not interested in them, feel free to skip ahead.

Below, you’ll find Gabriel’s comprehensive, starting character sheet minus his inventory (which isn’t much).

***

Name: Gabriel Burk

Age: 27

Class: King of the Fae Islands (Legendary; Twin Class; Glyph-Style Progression)

Level: 10

Current Experience: 35,000

Experience to Level 11: 9,500 of 10,000

Core Statistics

Glyph Slots: 6 (Increases to 8 at level 15)

Hit Points: 170 (10 base + 160 for 10 levels)

Hit Point Regeneration: 16%/hour (25% of current Endurance of 66)

Mana: 320 (10 base + 150 for 10 levels) (doubled by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King)

Mana Regeneration: 25%/hour (50% of current Presence of 50)

Experience Criteria

You gain experience from actions that help preserve, protect, or secure the island. This includes bonus experience for crafting templates. The Bright Maker rewards creativity and innovation above all else, and optional bonus quests and/or rewards may be granted depending on your execution.

***

Attributes

Attributes scale based on a standard human maximum of 50. You gain 15 points per level, which may be assigned as you see fit. Only 6 points may be assigned to one attribute at a time, per level. Attributes have a "soft" cap of 250 for Tablet Wielders. They may be exceeded, but only under special circumstances.

Strength – 63: You know how some people struggle to open pickle jars? That's not you anymore. Your enhanced strength provides a base melee damage bonus of 6 to 9 points, and you can lift and carry 40% more than you could before.

Grace – 55: Remember watching parkour videos and thinking "I could never do that"? Well, now you can. Your remarkable agility lets you move 25% faster, even when you're scrambling over rocks and roots. You can safely jump or fall from 20% greater heights—basically, you're a cat with better luck. When you're able to move freely, there's a 10% chance you'll dodge incoming attacks like you've got eyes in the back of your head.

Endurance – 66: You know how they say "stubborn as a mule"? Well, this is your endurance, and it's even better. You gain 10 initial hit points, plus 1/4 of your endurance rounded down—that's 16 points—per level. You only need 5 hours of sleep per night instead of 8, which means more time for adventures and less time drooling on your pillow. Fatigue is cut by 40%, so you can keep going when everyone else is whining about being tired. As a super exciting bonus, your health regenerates at 16.5% per hour.

Presence – 50: Ever notice how some people walk into a room and everyone just... pays attention? That's you now. Your commanding presence makes people notice and actually listen when you talk. Willing followers perform 10% better under your guidance, and you get a 10% bonus to diplomatic actions—basically, you're 10% more convincing when you're trying not to start a fight. Your mana regenerates at 25% per hour, which is pretty handy when you need magic juice.

Foresight – 36: You know that friend who always seems to know what's going to happen 3 moves ahead in chess? That's foresight at work. It helps with non-combat skills and long-term planning, giving you enhanced pattern recognition and strategic insight. It's like having a crystal ball, except it actually works and doesn't require you to wave your hands over it dramatically.

Intelligence – 63: Remember struggling through calculus or trying to learn a new language? Your exceptional intelligence makes all of that easier. You start with 10 initial mana, plus 1/4 of your intelligence rounded down—that's 15 points—per level. Every skill you learn improves +2% faster naturally, which means you're basically that annoying person who picks things up on the first try while everyone else is still reading the instructions.

***

Active Skills

Tablets provide supernaturally augmented skills. As a wielder of a Version 2.0 Tablet, Gabriel may have a maximum of 5 active skills, skills from glyphs do not count against this total. He gains 10 discretionary skill points per level and may naturally improve them with use (designated as ‘progress to the next skill point’.)

Skills can be rotated when leveling up without losing invested points. Gabriel may rotate active skills when he levels. Deactivated skills remain intact but may not be improved with skill points.

Survival – 19: You know those reality TV shows where people eat bugs and build shelters out of sticks? You're better than those people. Your advanced environmental knowledge gives you 25% resistance to native environmental damage—basically, you can shrug off weather and terrain that would make a Boy Scout cry. Progress to Next Skill Point: 15%

Herbalism – 18: You recognize every common herb and berry at a glance, and can guess at uncommon and rare ones with uncanny accuracy. Enjoy 25% resistance to native poisons and toxins, which stacks with your Survival skill. Progress to Next Skill Point: 88%

Combat Tactics – 22: Advanced tactical awareness gives you up to a 66% critical strike chance bonus when you're fighting with allies or using the terrain to your advantage. It's like having a tactical genius whispering in your ear, except it's just you being smart. Progress to Next Skill Point: 5%

Combat Mobility – 20: Think parkour, but in the middle of a sword fight. Your acrobatic prowess grants a 20% dodge chance against visible attacks when you can move freely. Climbing, crawling, and any other weird movement you can think of is enhanced by 60%—basically, you're part Spider-Man, part gymnast, and all business. Progress to Next Skill Point: 40%

Siege Smith – 19: You're a Lego master, except with catapults and trebuchets. Intermediate knowledge of physics-based siege weapons and their mechanisms means you can build the tools to knock down walls. You're almost good enough to start working with the explosive stuff like cannons—the really fun toys. Progress to Next Skill Point: 53%

Glyph Skills

Stealth – 22+5: (Only available when Glyph of the Scout is active) This skill automatically matches your highest active skill rank when the Scout Glyph is equipped. For 10 mana, you can become invisible for 10 minutes, though you're limited to three-quarter speed. Moving too fast or attacking breaks the invisibility, and there's a 1-minute cooldown between uses. It's like being a ninja, if ninjas had magic batteries. If you've got the Survival skill equipped at the same time, it gets a +5 level bonus while this skill is active.

Diplomacy – 22: (Only available when Glyph of Diplomacy is active) This skill automatically matches your highest active skill rank when the Diplomacy Glyph is equipped. It's like having Wikipedia downloaded directly into your brain—extensive world knowledge and lore at your fingertips. You also get resistance to charm, persuasion, and other mind-affecting nonsense, though that's completely overshadowed by the total immunity your Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King provides. Still, the knowledge part is pretty handy.

Arcane Knowledge – 22: (Only available when Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King is active) This skill automatically matches your highest active skill rank when the Legendary Warlock King Glyph is equipped. It gives you general knowledge of magic and magical concepts—think of it as "Magic 101" crammed into your head. It won't replace years of wizarding school, but it'll let you tell the difference between a wand and an athame. Technically, that puts you way ahead of most people.

Inactive Skills

Field Medicine – 10: You know how in video games you can just eat a sandwich and your health bar refills? This is the real-world version, except less convenient. Skilled medical treatment can restore 3 to 7 hit points after 8 hours of rest, as long as you apply it within an hour of the injury. It's not miraculous, but it beats bleeding out while everyone argues about who has the first aid training. Progress to Next Skill Point: 35%

***

Current Glyph Configuration

Note: Swapping to a different glyph into an occupied slot takes 8 hours. The current configuration may still be used during the wait. Adding a glyph to an empty slot is instantaneous.

Visionary Path

Glyph of the Craftsman Tier-2: Any item created adds a Schematic to the Tablet. With sufficient resources (raw materials or magical equivalent), mana can be spent to replicate Schematics at a fraction of normal time.

Glyph of Accuracy: All ranged weapons you use, including siege weapons, are 50% more accurate, deal 50% more damage, and gain a 5% chance to score critical hits on inanimate objects (including golems, constructs, or armored foes).

Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King: Doubles mana pool, increases mana regeneration by 25%, reduces casting time of Schematics by 50%, decreases essence cost of magical schematics by 30%, grants the Arcane Knowledge Skill, grants 25% resistance to negative magic effects, grants mental immunity.

Strategist Path

Glyph of the Scout: Grants access to Stealth skill (automatically equals highest active skill rank) plus Enhanced Stealth mode (10 mana for 10 minutes invisibility at half movement speed, 1-minute cooldown).

Glyph of the Survivalist: Deep understanding of created objects, especially weapons, allowing skilled use and repair of crude creations.

Glyph of Diplomacy: Grants access to Diplomacy skill (automatically equals highest active skill rank). Tablet can provide extensive world lore and knowledge of a region. This skill allows you to resist a variety of charm, persuasion, and other influential effects.

Available Glyphs (Not Currently Equipped)

Glyph of the Golem Gatherer (Visionary): Combine magic with Gemma's to create permanent animated golems for essence collection (one per month limit). Able to create Versatile golems that gather 3 essence per hour and can store 50, with the ability to change which essence is gathered at any time, or Specialist golems, that collect and store twice as much, but can only target 1 essence type set at time of creation.

Glyph of the Architect V1 (Visionary): Grants a 25% mana reduction each time a Schematic is used in a row beyond the first, up to a maximum reduction of 75% for up to 6 total castings, after which the Glyph resets. The sequence for a schematic costing 4 mana looks like 4, 3, 2, 1, 1, 1, 1, 4…

Glyph of Elemental Warding (Strategist): Allows for the creation of 50% elementally resistant Schematics with 10% increased mana cost.

Glyph of Terraforming (Strategist): Synergizes with Crafting Glyph to learn Terraforming Schematics for rapid terrain modification.


Chapter 2: Warning—Dangerous Holes Ahead


Gabriel blamed Albrecht.

There was no other reason for him to have defaulted to threatening tushy tenderizing, other than the fact that the once-human engineer so regularly discussed the trashy romance books that were his favorite not-so-guilty pleasure.

"My King wishes to put me in my place, does he?" Ravenna murmured, all thoughtful and sultry. "And if I thrash about and resist? Perhaps if I kick and scream, you will observe just how desperately my body craves your fiercest..."

A glowing light followed by a high-pitched, "Here! Over here!" saved him from whatever came next.

Lucielle darted into the room, her light returning to full brightness as his Tablet reappeared. Merging with the artifact, she said, "It's all there! There's an old dock, and a bunch of fishing equipment, mostly worn down, and so many fish I couldn't count them."

"A dock?" The word sparked immediate tactical thinking. If the structure was intact, he could potentially take a boat off the island to collect Raquel. The Aetherhound was an incredible warrior. With her at his side, fighting the yackums would be far easier.

"Ollllld," the Guide emphasized.

Straightening her dress, Ravenna overtly ran her fingertips beneath the edges of cloth barely concealing her gravity-defying breasts. Chin tilted imperiously, she explained, "Egress from the caves will not be possible. Before the war, my people maintained sizable teleportation gates from here to the surface. When Kusk began his assault, our high priestesses destroyed them to prevent their use against us."

Gabriel remembered what he’d been told about the map of portals connecting each of the islands. "They did something like that on the mainland too." Thinking about the mainland, he found himself reflecting on the destructive reach of the war.

Thousands of years ago, Kusk had allowed himself to be consumed by desire for Emyra. In the god's madness, he'd embraced something called Aether, which had led to his corruption. Working with a motley assortment of horrible allies, Kusk had swarmed the Fae Islands. Emyra and her priestesses had saved large portions of the populace in subterranean bunkers, but the priestesses had paid a horrible price to defend their citizens.

Nearly all had perished in the onslaught, save for one chosen young woman from each of Emyra's orders.

Ravenna's mask faltered. "Shall we fish?"

"Sounds good."

They made their way through the doorway into a crystal-lined grotto of breathtaking size. He exhaled, and a plume of chill fog uncoiled before him. An inhale filled his lungs with the aroma of salt brine and moldering, living things.

Craning his neck to study the glowing, gem-studded ceiling, he estimated the curved roof at well over sixty feet high. The far side of the cave, barely visible even with his Tablet-augmented senses, stretched nearly half a mile away.

Lowering his gaze, he took in the ancient infrastructure built within this natural cathedral. A pier of stone, metal, and wood fitted the crescent-shaped entrance snugly, thick metal bracings extending from the walls to support steel foundations upon which rested streets and structures. No intact ships remained, not even the hint of a mast. Uneven decay, like splotchy mildew growth on yogurt, punctuated intact construction. Here, a six-foot section of floor rusted through completely while adjacent sections appeared spotless. There, crumbled bits of wood had given way to immense fungal blooms.

The fungi cast their own faint bioluminescence, adding patches of sickly green to the crystal's blue-white glow.

Ravenna moved forward, the spikes at the base of her feet giving her calves the lifted appearance of wearing high heels.

"Hold on." Gabriel caught her wrist and pulled her back.

Head spinning, she snapped, “What…” Then, remembering herself, the tone softened to melting butter. “I mean, yes, King Gabriel? Whatever may I do for you?” Closing the distance, she seemed about to press her body to his.

"How about we avoid whiplash and your rushing into a cave full of toxic mushrooms." He used two fingers to push her away a step.

"Wh... what?"

He pointed at the nearest patch of fungus, which resembled a mess of fine hairs interrupted with thick, tube-shaped caps, then indicated his Tablet. "I've got Survival and Herbalism skills. They're telling me those mushrooms are carnivorous. If we get too close, they'll pop and the spores will do bad things to our skin."

The species reminded him of the variety inside the Life Node cave, where they'd found the foglin caretaker, Aquilla. This variety, according to the insights his Tablet fed seamlessly into his thoughts, would be far more deadly.

"I know of no spells that will help with those." Ravenna's admission carried an edge of frustration. "What do you suggest we do?"

Unslinging his compound bow, Gabriel nocked a heavy metal arrow. "Let's try the direct approach. If I can get the spores to release, it should take a few minutes to recharge."

She watched as he took aim.

Thanks to Glyph of the Survivalist and the Glyph of Accuracy, he possessed a deep understanding of any objects he created. That made him immediately proficient with the deadly weapon.

Twang!

The first arrow struck the center of his target, right in the thickest part of the growth. A wave of motion rippled through the fungi, traveling not just through the cluster he'd struck but through all adjacent patches within several hundred feet.

Rat-tat-tat-tat!

With a sound like a rattlesnake's tail, dense neon orange flooded the air. A breeze stirred the haze into subtle geometric patterns. The overall effect was both beautiful and sinister — a dance of skin-melting, magical poison.

Gabriel extended an arm protectively, ready to turn and carry Ravenna away if necessary. She studied him for a beat, her rosebud mouth twitching before observing, "Ancient rivers must still feed the chamber."

Of all the things he'd expected her to say, that wasn't it. "Eh?"

"The breeze. It's coming from somewhere."

"Oh, yeah." A quick look verified the cloud had begun settling naturally. Satisfied that no sentient gas-based spore monsters were going to attack, he lowered his arm.

The fungal patches, their contents freshly discharged, had shrunk to less than half their size. Gentle thrumming pulses of color indicated the magical plants were recharging. The Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King interacted with Herbalism and Survival, granting him subtle insights. He estimated they'd have an hour to explore before the plants could discharge again.

As if reading his thoughts, Ravenna observed, "The Magic Node replaces their spent mana quickly. We have less than an hour before we will be in danger again. That should be plenty of time to fish, should it not?"

"Yeah." He was pleased his Tablet-based instincts matched hers. If the new glyph was any indicator, he could see the incredible scale of abilities available, should his class grow to its fullest potential. "I'd suggest cutting them down, but there's a chance we can use the spores against our enemies later on."

"How so?"

He slung his bow back into place, then took a few cautious steps into the cavern. The metal floor felt solid, not swaying or sagging beneath his weight, so he continued forward. "I don't have a concrete plan yet, but if there's one thing I've learned from these islands, it's that every resource that isn't from Kusk is potentially useful."

The plethora of helpful, talking animals he'd encountered had taught him that from the start.

Before he'd gone ten feet into the clear air, a rustle of wings nearly sent him diving for cover. Ravenna darted ahead with a vaguely mocking laugh. She landed close to an intact building, hands on hips, delicately pointed canines showing in a wide smirk. "Slow in more than one way, aren't you?"

Gabriel clenched his own teeth to keep from retorting and carefully made his way to join her. The metal rang hollowly under his boots, each step producing a faint echo that suggested open spaces beneath. Halfway there, she laughed again and ripped the door open.

Crrrrunch!

The building, mostly timber reinforced with rusty iron slats, collapsed on itself. With a shudder, an entire ten-foot section of raised foundation gave way, collapsing into the waters beneath with a massive splash that echoed through the grotto.

Too slow, Ravenna flapped her wings. One caught on a jagged bit of broken steel, earning a cry of alarm as she attempted to course correct and slammed into a horizontal support beam beneath the platform. With a scream of terror, she wrapped a pale arm around the beam, her legs kicking frantically above the splashing depths.

Hurrying over with near-reckless speed, Gabriel dove onto his stomach. Sharp metal edges bit into his forearms and chest, drawing blood. He ignored the pain and extended a hand toward the fallen woman. "Ravenna! Take it."

She reached up, only to slide several inches down the beam. "I'm not that strong." An attempt to extend her wings revealed a lack of room to launch into an aerial maneuver. Chest heaving, breathing bird-quick, her lavender eyes were wide with terror.

Biting back a curse, Gabriel looked around. A corroded metal plate several feet in diameter remained intact to his left. Ignoring fresh scrapes, he shifted over. Finding a spot where the edge had rolled enough not to cut his palms open, he gave a hard yank. Superhuman attributes made short work of the ancient steel, and the length of metal gave way with a tortured shriek.

Nearly falling on his back from the sudden release, he hefted the metal with one hand and pointed at a random pile of gray wood with the other.

When he crafted anything manually, as long as he did most of the work himself, his Tablet gained a new Schematic. With the right resources and mana, he could use the Schematic to recreate the object using pure magic.

Activating a Simple Weapon Schematic, he poured mana into creating a spear. Metal and wood glowed, flowing together as the essence of creation itself poured from him, remaking the material into something functional.

The spear appeared in his outstretched hand. Six feet long with a narrow tip, it retained the base properties of the materials used to make it. The metal shaft had a patina of rust, and the wooden grip was gray and flaking.

Twisting, he lay on his stomach again as he drove the spear down near Ravenna. She'd slid another inch or two, and her already pale skin had gone positively cadaverous as she took in the offering.

"I can't." Her whisper barely carried over the sound of the water. "I'll fall. You're not strong enough to carry me. The metal won't hold."

"Ravenna," Gabriel said with a snarl, "either let me help you or fall into the water. You'll be fine either way."

That might have been stretching the truth. A glance at the turbulent water beneath revealed several large, glowing shapes that had a vaguely fishy outline. The way they were circling told him they were likely magical and predatory.

But he wasn't about to make an already bad situation worse by pointing that out.

"Trust me." He met her frightened eyes. "I'm strong."

Lucielle chose that moment to pipe in, "Way stronger than he looks. And that's with his shirt off. Did you know he's, like, totally stacked? Gemma likes to describe him as the 'yummiest thing I've ever seen'. Tee-hee."

Mentioning Gemma did what his cajoling would not. With a fang-toothed grimace, Ravenna muttered, "Like I’ll let some elemental girl show me up," and lunged for the spear.

For all her talents, the maccari woman was no athlete. If Gabriel hadn’t smacked the haft directly into her palms, she'd have fallen. As it was, she took several grasping attempts before getting both arms around the narrow shaft.

From a purely geometric perspective, Gabriel had quite the task. He was fully extended and holding a grown woman near the end of a long metal pole. Bracing himself, he waited for the sensation of her added weight to drag him over the edge.

Nothing happened.

He had to look twice to verify she was even holding on. When he did, and saw the spear had begun to bend in the middle, he rapidly lifted the nearly weightless woman into the air. Coming to his knees, he set her down beside him on solid flooring.

His Strength score of sixty-three made the rescue almost trivial. The realization of just how much stronger he'd become compared to Earth-normal humans was a pleasant shock.

"Don't fly ahead next time." He inspected the spear, noting it was bent in the middle but would probably still work for fishing.

Ravenna's reply was a low hiss. "It would have been fine if not for the floor. I think I see an inlet over there. Come, let's see what fish we can tickle from the depths."

Clang! Clang! Clang!

Heeled feet ringing off the metal loudly, she stalked away as if the last few minutes hadn't happened.

Gabriel pushed himself to his feet, wiping blood from his forearms onto his pants. The scrapes were already starting to close, his enhanced Endurance pushing his natural healing into overdrive. By the time they finished down here, the wounds would be little more than pink lines on his skin.

He followed Ravenna toward the water's edge, bent spear in hand, and hoped the next stage of their fishing trip would be less eventful.


Chapter 3: Tickle Her Undersides


The inlet Ravenna had spotted turned out to be a natural formation where the cave floor dipped to meet black, glassy water. Unlike the turbulent sections beneath the collapsed dock, this area formed a shallow pool maybe twenty feet across. Crystal formations jutted from the ceiling above it, casting refracted light that danced across the surface in vaguely psychedelic patterns.

Gabriel knelt at the edge, bent spear in hand, and peered into the depths. It took a few seconds of focus to mentally filter out the light show, but when he did, his persistence paid off.

"Huh. That's interesting."

"What is?" Ravenna settled beside him, her wing brushing his shoulder as she leaned in.

"There are at least three distinct species down there." He pointed at a sleek, silvery shape about eighteen inches long. "That's a Deepglow Trout. Should be delicious."

A larger shadow passed beneath the trout, easily three feet long with a pronounced jaw full of needle-like teeth. "Rock Pike. Aggressive ambush predators. Their jaws are strong enough to shatter carapace, hence the name."

"And that one?" She indicated a roundish fish with bulging eyes and a puffy-lipped mouth trailing dozens of whisker-like appendages.

Gabriel consulted his Tablet-gifted insights, then couldn't suppress a snort. "Lippy Ticklefish. Apparently, they use those whiskers to..." He paused, unwilling to finish the description.

His Tablet floated into view, colors muted to avoid startling their dinner. Lucielle, bright and gleeful as ever, narrated. "Ahem. The Lippy Ticklefish uses its whiskers to gently stimulate the reproductive organs of large, aquatic bottom-dwellers. In some species, this induces a flush response akin to a human blush. This allows them to feed on parasitic bottom-dwellers in safety."

Ravenna leaned back, glaring at both of them. "You're making that up."

"Nope!" Lucielle reoriented the Tablet, producing a few paragraphs of descriptive text in florid Comic Sans.

"And this is why I failed my 'Spell-casting on Vertebrates' class." The mage waved an imperious hand at the pond. "Shall we begin? Our moment of embrace earlier has me famished."

Muttering 'moment of embrace' and 'Lippy Ticklefish' beneath his breath, Gabriel positioned himself over the water, bent spear held like a harpoon, and waited. The trout circled into view, its scales glimmering with soft blue light.

He struck.

Light reflected from its scales at the last second, taking his strike off course. Instead of spearing his prey, the shaft rebounded off something hard. When he pulled the implement back, the shaft had a pronounced S-curve, and the entire front third was in danger of falling apart.

"Well." He examined the ruined weapon. "That's not ideal."

"Perhaps we require a different approach." Ravenna straightened, placing her hands atop her hips, fingers highlighting her slim waist. Pale skin against the wide belt emphasized the slender lines of the half-avian woman's physique. His hands could have replaced the belt with room to spare.

Seeing him follow her gesture, she smiled with ill-concealed triumph. "Tell me, my great and powerful King, what else can you craft with magic?"

"I can create anything I've made before, provided I have the right materials and enough mana. Why?"

"Because I can teach you to make something far superior than my spiritual sisters have." She moved to a nearby pile of debris, taloned feet clicking across metal, and began sorting through corroded salvage. "A fishing pole with an illusory enchantment is precisely what we need."

He followed, his engineering mindset already racing ahead. "I have magical Schematics for water temperature, pressure, and so on. Will this be the same?"

"Hrm. Doubtful. Those sound passive." She looked at the Tablet. "Spirit in the Tablet, would you elucidate?" Ravenna's voice hugged the word 'elucidate' like she was trying to seduce him with her vocabulary.

"Happy to!" Lucielle bobbed in an educational green. "So far, Gabriel's Schematics have created effects for settlement building. What you're describing will require him to take an active role in the spellcasting. These types of effects are more difficult and hands-on than the others. Plus, there will be limits depending on the effect. We wouldn't want him running around making copies of high-level magical weapons, would we? Teehee. That could break all the economies."

"Could that be any more vague?"

The conjured fairy made a playfully rude pffft sound. "Once you try to learn it, you'll get the details. Give it a try!"

"First, we'll need a proper fishing pole." Ravenna gestured at the scattered remnants of wooden buckets, poles, and spear handles. "One with wood near the handle so we can brand the proper symbols. Would you make another for us?"

Accepting an opportunity to learn while working for dinner, Gabriel scoured the area for sturdier material. In theory, he could have used the raw Essence stored in the Tablet to do this. With access to potent Nodes like the Magic one they were trying to free on Ravenna's island, he could produce raw elemental forces.

In lieu of using ten pounds of steel, for example, his Schematics could consume Metal Essence stored in his Tablet. He didn't want to waste resources that might be better suited for combat later, however, so he went with the mundane alternative.

It took five minutes to find enough intact wood and metal to try again. The wood, taken from a dilapidated building, was miraculously preserved with a solid three-foot length of board that withstood inspection. Since his Simple Schematic allowed him to conjure any basic weapon, this time he focused on a spear with a U-shape at the end rather than a point. To his pleasure, the magic obeyed his imagination.

The fish hooks he made using the same schematic and a bit of metal. This time, his class power manifested twenty separate hooks, all high-quality.

Pleased with the first half of the project, he went to work finding suitable fishing line. Ravenna, fixating on the preserved wood he'd located, kept herself occupied practicing spells as he scoured one building after another. Eventually, he located an orange-hued lockbox that contained gem crafter’s tools. It included diamond-tipped drill heads, fine pliers, magnifying lenses, and several spools of wire. A thirty-foot length of braided metal, both lightweight and sturdy, would work fine.

Collecting the tool kit for future use, he carried his find to where his companion waited. Ravenna was crouching on her heels, legs spread wide and shoulders rolled forward, her hands working with the deft precision of a crow.

"We will sear the words Affonth and Suveh on the wood. If properly executed, this will create an illusion matching the desires of appropriate prey." She displayed her work: two fingernail carvings of ornate symbols. The shapes were beautifully complex, distracting from the fact that she'd used her fingernails to make them.

"You will have to replicate the carvings yourself." Lucielle's voice carried a note of apology. "This style of magic must be entirely a product of your hand."

There went Gabriel's hope for an easy win.

Over the next few minutes, he came to appreciate both the benefits and limitations of the Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King. Between his high attributes and the augmentation, he picked up on the fundamentals of the sigils quickly. Carving them into the wood was even easier, thanks to the gem cutter’s drill bits. Holding them in his large hands had been tricky, but he made it work.

Three attempts later, his Tablet lit up with a wall of text.

Magical Item Schematics
Oh, a whole new approach to magic. Yummy! Let's break down the basics.
First, the designs you use to empower and create Settlements are distinct. They tie into your nature as King of the Fae Islands, allowing you to pool magic into passive, effectively permanent, arcane augmentations. Sure, the magic creates a degree of "friction" that will require maintenance, but it's minimal.
Weaving spells into objects you carry around and use casually is different. Spell sigils gradually consume bits of the material they are etched into. With a few notable exceptions, such as the various metals of myth (Adamantine, Orichalcum etc.), the Schematics you learn in tandem with spellcasting will have a corresponding maximum number of uses. After that, the base material corrodes beyond use.
Also! If damaged, the spells may not work. That should go without saying, but here we are. It's the 21st century and people don't pay attention anymore...
You're still reading, right?
Good.
Final facts: We're going to label the spells you learn in this way 'Crafting Sigils' as it sounds distinct and cooler than Schematics. These will cost mana or Magic Essence to imbue into a surface, and you may apply them to any appropriate Schematic. The costs are additive; if a sigil costs 10 mana, you pay that in addition to the associated Schematic.
Wow, we wrote the word 'Schematic' a lot. Anyway, moving on.
Gear Check Limitation: You may only imbue sigils into material that you could carve using the tools currently on your person. If you've got a diamond chisel in your pocket, you can carve sigils into stone. Try it without the appropriate tool on hand, and the process will fail. Think of it as a "could he legit carve this" check the magic requires.
Crafting Sigil Acquired: Sigil of Hunger
Cost: 12 mana or 2 Magic Essence
Range: 10 feet
Casting Time: 8 seconds
Description: This sigil creates an illusion that reflects things the viewing creature would like to eat. When attached to an object using a Schematic, the results will be logical. On a fishing pole, the connected hook or lure will gain this property. On a fork, the tines will look like they're skewering succulent, delicious (whatever).
Fun Fact: Celestials have long theorized that a variation of this type of sigil could be added to their famous womb tattoos. The results? You guessed it. Far superior to the 'scratch and sniff' alternatives, with focused development, you and Ravenna may be able to create sexual tattoos that change the flavors of a person's reproductive organs to reflect the desires of the consumer.
Ultra yum!
Well...
Unless real cannibalism. That would be bad.
Discovery Experience Awarded: 400
Experience to Level 11: 9,900 of 10,000


Ignoring the world-building masquerading as oddball commentary, Gabriel focused on the last lines. "Four hundred? That's nice."

"Your rewards scale based on level and complexity." Lucielle bobbed cheerfully. "Sigils will take more time and practice, even with the Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King."

A puff of breath across his neck drew him from reading the text. Ravenna, her tilted purple eyes inches from his, was reading over his shoulder.

"Incredible. I've never seen a Tablet up close like this." Her tone carried the fascination of an intellectual with none of the vicious competitiveness or exaggerated sensuality she'd demonstrated thus far. "This abjuration exceeds any artifice I could have imagined."

"It's the new version." The sprite spouted triumphantly. "With the Bright Maker free again, we have access to all new arcane architecture. These 2.0 tablets use glyphs. Gabriel's comes equipped with dual progression." The Tablet spun vertically, then horizontally, showing off every smooth, glassy inch. "And it comes with customizable lighting and font options."

Pulses and cascades of light temporarily transformed the glowing cave into a quiet approximation of an early 2000s EDM festival. An explosion of projected text in every conceivable font, from Wingdings to Medusa, added to the mix.

"S... stop." Ravenna stammered, pupils dilating like Raquel's when Gabriel accidentally touched her toes. "Those fonts. They are beautiful."

Under other circumstances, in another world, Gabriel would have rolled his eyes. He knew better. Years ago, he'd dated a girl fixated on early 19th-century Gothic horror. She'd had a similar response when he'd gifted her with a reproduction of a first-edition Frankenstein.

Everyone had their turn-ons. For Gemma, it was spending quality time together and honesty. For Raquel, it was having a place in the pack and... her feet. As a mage, Ravenna was aroused by intellectual stimuli.

He found himself praying to Emyra that the woman didn't end up with a literal font fetish. Of all the straws he'd dealt with since entering this world, that would be the one that broke his metaphorical camel’s back.

Running low on time before the deadly fungus recharged, he applied the wire to the end of the frog gigging U-spear. His knotwork was exceptional and took almost no time, as did applying the sigil. Putting it all together earned him yet another schematic.

Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Hungry Fishing Pole (Crude)
Mana Cost: 21
Range: 10 feet
Requirements: 2 Wood Essence, 3 Metal Essence, 3 Magic Essence
Casting Time: 1 minute
Activation Cost: N/A
Uses: When applied to crude materials, the sigil will remain empowered for 25 throws.
Description: This Tier-2 schematic conjures the crude pole, line, and imbues the sigil. When used to fish, the sigil will effectively increase your Survival or appropriate hunting skill by 50%.
Discovery Experience Awarded: 9,950 of 10,000
Experience to Level 11: 50


"You've got a few new fishing quests, too." The Guide piped up, additional text flashing beneath the schematic details.

Deciding to inspect those later, Gabriel carried his newly assembled creation to the edge of the water. The smooth wood pulsed as dark magic coalesced down the length of the rod. Nearing the water, it produced shifting, illusory shapes at the end of the fishhook.

Blurp-Blurb.

Ominous bubbles emerged from the depths before three of the small trout swam into view, circling the illusion with obvious interest. They darted in and out, mouths questing.

"Oh! Oh! Look!" Lucielle half emerged from the Tablet. Leaning out, the fist-sized aquamarine light pulsed in a waving, enthusiastic motion. "It's working!"

Then the Lippy Ticklefish arrived. A dozen of them, their whiskers trailing like streamers as they converged on the lure. They bumped into the smaller trout, sending them scattering, and began a slow, mesmerizing dance around the illusion.

"That's... a lot of lippers."

"All in this section of the grotto, perhaps." Ravenna's cheeks were pink with eagerness.

Then something much larger emerged in the depths. A pike, easily four feet long, with a mouth that looked capable of swallowing a human head. It swam toward the cluster of smaller fish with clear predatory intent.

"My King, if you catch that fish, I will take you to the Library of Two Hundred and Seventy-Five Forbidden Acts." Ravenna purred next to his ear.

"Gah." At her words, the pike lunged. Jaws opening, it wrapped its teeth around the hook. Unblinking eyes wide as it thrashed, fighting Gabriel's planted feet, the circling Ticklefish came rushing back.

Rotating upside down, they ran their tendrils across the captive fish's stomach, making the thing jerk wildly and driving the hook deeper into its sawtooth mouth.

"Hey! Hey look!" Lucielle's light darted to the left. "Over there! A purple glow!"

Sure enough, something lurking in the waters off their little grotto had taken notice. A giant purple glow suffused the water as a dozen glowing globes, attached to finger-thin stalks, bobbed into view.

"That is not good."

With a firm tug, Gabriel wrenched the pike out of the water, taking several lippy fish in the process. The mass landed a few feet away, and he wasted no time applying his cutlass to end their thrashing. "Come on. Grab some tails. Let's get out of here."

Ravenna had zero qualms about getting her hands dirty. Grabbing an armful of Ticklefish, she accompanied him out of the cave. Like a dozen thoughtful eyes, the glowing globes pursued their retreat.


Milestone 1: Fishing Quests


Note: What pastoral tale of survival would be complete without entirely optional gathering quests?

Quest: Catch 200 fish using magical sigils and fishing poles you’ve crafted.

Progress: 7 of 200

Rewards: You may consciously control the sigils applied to your fishing poles. This will allow you to target specific fish based on size, species, or visual cues.

------------------------

Progressive Quest: Catch a B-class fish.

Details: B-class fish have innate magic making them exceptionally difficult to capture.

Rewards: Tier-2 Crafting Schematic – Epic Enchanted Fishing Pole

Progressive Escalation: Complete this quest to unlock one to catch an A-class fish.

------------------------

Quest: Identify 25 distinct fish species.

Progress: 3 of 25

Rewards: Tier-2 Crafting Schematic – Aquarium of Oceans. This allows you to construct the ultimate fish habitat for a settlement. It includes a variety of optional features, including auto-feeding, spawn management, etc.

Bonus: You may create 1 for free in any settlement of your choice.

------------------------

Quest: Free the Haggarakken

Details: The Haggarakken was once a servant of the macarri people. Twisted by Kusk’s magic, the creature has become a hate-filled echo of its former beauty. Destroying it will allow the mana inside to be recycled, potentially allowing its rebirth.

Rewards: By destroying this monster, you will be able to access the teleportation gates lining the grotto, allowing them to be safely repaired. Be aware that this magical, aquatic creature has a lot of hit points and access to numerous spells. It’s probably not a ‘fight this now’ type of challenge.


Chapter 4: Ravenna Enjoys it Raw


Laden with both fish and the crafter’s toolbox, Gabriel could barely navigate the stairs. He'd abandoned the fishing pole as a matter of practicality. From the glance he'd had at his new quests, returning to the grotto to face the creature within its depths wasn't happening any time soon.

While he hadn't been a big gamer on Earth, he was familiar with the concept of 'optional bosses', and this sure sounded like one. Even the name, Haggarakken, evoked a sense of 'come back when you're level 30'.

Ravenna took the lead, only her wings visible over his burden. "We shouldn't have to go far. There will be a kitchen near the Librium. If we're fortunate, the preservation spells will be intact. As much as I enjoy raw, there is much to be said about seasoning."

Thirty minutes of climbing later, they arrived at a familiar intersection. Ravenna inspected the walls before leading them to a side corridor dotted with heavy iron doors covered in mystic writing. Most of the text was dark, the adjacent metal rusty. A few, however, were completely preserved, the enchantments on the door still active.

"Here we are." She gestured to the closest one.

The maccari kitchen was built with its flighted owners in mind. Tall walls framed the room, which was filled with various cupboards, cooking surfaces, and a panoply of arcane-enabled paraphernalia. Gabriel set his burden down on a marble table and assessed the nearest implements.

Thanks to his construction time with Gemma, he identified elemental sigils with ease. "Is that a refrigeration unit?" He pointed to a top-loading rectangular box.

"Refrigeration and preservation." Ravenna confirmed, adding her fish to his pile. With only a modicum of arrogance in the delivery, she proceeded to educate him about the contents of the chamber. It was, functionally, the equivalent to a high-end restaurant on Earth, if not better. The freezer didn't just cool food placed within; it also applied a small anti-entropy effect, extending the lifespan of the contents for up to a week.

Similar effects were everywhere, from cabinets that held eternal spices to ovens that would braise, bake, or broil anything to perfection in a tenth of the normal time.

"How much of this is portable?"

"None, I'm afraid. With elaborate equipment like this, it's about placement as much as the individual enchantments. Each artifact in this room is tied into arcane channels linked to the engines beneath the maccari plateaus. Position, mana flow, and so on, are all incredibly delicate. Think about the Settlement you've begun crafting, with the channels for water. It's the same here. Uprooting a stove here would be the same as moving a tub. Without water, it would not function."

"But we can learn from how they operate?"

Crossing to a basin, Ravenna waved a hand over a rune. Cleansing water, a weaker version of the kind on the mainland, splashed out, instantly cleaning her skin.

That was one aspect of the Fae Islands Gabriel appreciated: any water connected to the capital city's aqueducts had the ability to purify anything they touched utterly. One dip was all it took to remove grime or debris from clothes or flesh alike.

Gabriel joined her at the basin and cleaned up, then began a thorough assessment of the room's contents. Several minutes later, he'd gathered well-preserved herbs, flasks of cooking oil and a collection of knives that were perfect to make the work simple.

"You are familiar with the inner workings of a kitchen?" Perched on a counter, her hands between her thighs and leaning forward, Ravenna watched him work with those tilted, gemstone eyes of hers. "In my culture, people of station do not conduct menial tasks."

"I've worked on or near the water for a big chunk of my adult life. It's hard to live somewhere and not pick up a few useful skills." Hands moving with smooth, efficient motions, he had several fillets ready in a matter of minutes. He scraped the scales and unused bits into the equivalent of a magical scrap box. "Besides, I enjoy cooking. It's practical problem-solving with edible results."

Gabriel waved and issued the command phrase to ignite a burner, then set a pan on a heating eye and added oil. It began sizzling almost immediately. Pleased with the arcane technology, he hummed softly as he laid the fillets in with a pair of tongs, skin-side down. The aroma made his stomach growl loud enough for Ravenna to hear.

"How very…practical of you." She said the words as though trying on a new dress. "Tell me, King Gabriel, what foods do Earth people eat?"

Gabriel had arrived in the Fae Wilds from Earth through a series of unlikely, if mildly heroic, events. He'd been at work in a seaside shop when a storm had come rushing in. Spotting a drowning man, Gabriel had risked his life and career to save the fellow. The guy just so happened to have the power to recruit people as Tablet Wielders, and he'd chosen Gabriel to help the people of these islands.

Never once in his life had Gabriel ever been so blessed, or so thankful. Coming to the Fae Wilds had given him purpose and joy he'd never known.

Smiling faintly at thoughts of his first days on the islands, he replied, "I can't tell you what everyone eats, but for me, it depended on the day. Most mornings were cheap breakfast burritos. My favorite exotic food was always Thai. The spicy kind. And when I was lazy, I'd default to cereal. Cinnamon Toast Crunch was my go-to."

"Cereal?"

"Sugar-coated processed grains in milk."

Her expression suggested he'd described war crimes. "That sounds like unwholesome animal feed."

"Delicious, unwholesome animal feed." He flipped the fillets. The skin had crisped perfectly, golden-brown and fragrant. "What about you? What do your people eat?"

"Meat, primarily." She hopped down from the counter, feet clicking on stone as she padded over to inhale the fragrance. Her nostrils flared as her delicate pink tongue made an appearance. "We are predators by nature. Birds of prey don't graze on grass."

"Fair point." He plated the fish, added a pinch of black-flecked salt, and presented it to her. "Here. Let me know what you think."

Ravenna accepted the plate with a deeply thoughtful look. Using a long fingernail, she skewered the pale meat and brought it to her lips, taking a delicate nibble. Her eyes closed. A sound almost feline emerged from her throat.

"This is..." She paused, searching for words. "Decadent, with bursts of flavor that delight my palate."

Biting back a chuckle at her choice of wording, he plated his own portion. They ate in companionable silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the scrape of utensils and her growing pleasure.

"So, would you mind telling me a bit more about yourself? If we're going to be working together, I need a better idea of your capabilities from a combat perspective."

Ravenna set down her fork, licking oil from her fingertips unselfconsciously. "I have memorized thousands of spell components. Syllables of power, gesture combinations, the proper materials for focus items. All the building blocks of magic."

"And you know many shadow and illusion spells?"

"Many. Few with combat applications. I can change the appearance of objects or people, or alter the perceptual impact of a thing."

"Perceptual impact?"

"I can make an orange fruit smell pink, for example."

"Smell pink? What does pink even smell like?" The words were out of his mouth before he realized what he'd done.

A sloe-eyed look from beneath her lashes came with her response. "I would be happy to show you, my King."

"Mm, not now." Gabriel's mind was already working ahead, seeing potential uses in a thousand mundane scenarios. The possibilities for espionage and combat weren't far behind. "Can you render someone invisible?"

She bobbed a nod. "For a brief period. The effect is based on perception, so it will end if the invisible target does something to draw too much attention or suspicion."

"Traditional." He murmured, thinking of old school Dungeons and Dragons spells. "And what about shadow magic? Can you teleport?"

"Not yet." The admission cost her. Her eyes went flinty, posture stiffening. "The library will remedy the lack of development, I assure you. What knowledge I had yet to learn from my mentors I shall acquire in record time. You will see."

"I'm sure I will."

In Gemma or Raquel, his reassurance would have earned a smile. Ravenna? Her mouth tightened as if he'd just uttered an insult. She waved at the air. "Those of us without Tablets are not given easy spellcasting. What I do takes an unmatched mind and discipline. When I conquer Shadow Teleportation, you will be suitably enthralled, I am certain."

Hearing the not-so-subtle insult, he replied sharply, "Sounds like you're jealous."

"I am not jealous." Her wings ruffled and she reached up, fingers following the now-familiar pattern of adjusting her top to emphasize her breasts. "I am merely... noting the ease with which you access power that would take others decades to fathom."

Lucielle, inside the Tablet, bobbed into view. Pulsing a stern burnt orange color, she spoke from within the device. "Gabriel has taken personal responsibility for rebuilding the Fae Islands. Given the stature of the task, the Tablet is the least of the gifts the Fates could have given him for his bravery. Most people, Earthling or Fae, faced with such a task, would have fled away from, not rushed toward this place. Yet he has."

"Noble of him." The maccari woman shifted, suspicion darkening her expression. "In most cases, I've found aspirations of nobility mask one's true ambition. Many are those who seek praise and other rewards for their so-called sacrifices. Many are those who find reward in things less tangible than gold or silver."

Before he could respond, the necklace at Ravenna's throat pulsed with golden light. A familiar voice, amused, emanated from the jewelry.

"You have seen through our eyes, priestess. Gabriel has not once asked for a reward in any fashion for his efforts."

Ravenna's cheeks flushed dark. "Serafina."

"Hello, darling. And hello to you, Gabriel." Gabriel's Tablet translated her accent as Italian, the familiarity in her hello like a warm hug. "It seems you've done much since we spoke last. Will you visit the infamous maccari library?"

"That's the plan, so Ravenna can find the tomes of magic she needs."

"And not to find the ancient texts of forbidden love?" Serafina teased.

Ravenna's teeth flashed in a demonic grin. "And once he and I master them together, I will finally have won a true victory over you, darling sister."

The High Priestess chuckled. There was no mockery in the sound, only indulgent amusement. "Perhaps it is best not to use that word 'sister', given your ambition. Should we find ourselves in King Gabriel's bed, we would not want to confuse anyone as to our true relationship."

Gabriel and his Tablet exchanged a look; the question unspoken: who would ever confuse any of the priestesses for actual relations? No one, that's who.

Ignoring Ravenna's sputtering reply, Serafina went on. "Emyra's vision has grown to include much of the central plateau again. You should both know that weakened seals have given rise to several types of text-based monsters. She reports both Craggynags and Totemfaxes infest the place."

Lucielle helpfully provided contextual information.

Craggynags: Creatures who devour knowledge; usually found in the presence of highly intelligent, cruel totemfaxes.
Totemfax: Creatures who alter truth; usually found with a horde of craggynag servants.
Summary: Drawn to mystical libraries, some suppose that these annoying monsters were created to prevent ancient texts from falling into the wrong hands. Whether that is true or not, the Fates shall not reveal.


Leaning close to read over his shoulder, Ravenna growled. "If this is true, we must hurry."

Serafina added, "The goddess recommends locating an artifact known as the Blessing of Emyra. It is stored within the library. If you can locate it and Ravenna activates it, Emyra will be able to exert her authority over the area. It will cause the monsters to dissipate."

Again, his Tablet provided context.

Relic: Blessing of Emyra
Details: This relic allows the goddess to exert more of her influence than normal in an area. The wielder may choose to permanently affix it to a region, which will significantly expand her reach and result in the Sanctified blessing for loyal inhabitants. Sanctification has many benefits, including adding protections to entire settlements. It may also extend the goddess' influence in contested lands (such as those Kusk retains control over).


"It is located in a reliquary chamber near the back of the library," Serafina added.

Gabriel read the text with excitement. "This could be useful against the yackums, right?"

"Very, if you wish to use a frontal approach. Or in helping to protect a future Settlement, once you begin freeing the people from beneath the capital city."

That was a good point. Emyra's blessings were deadly to Kusk's corrupted creations, but not to outsiders who were unaffiliated with the dark magic. The hippaur pirates, for example, could land on purified lands without fear of reprisal.

"I think that's enough reason for us to go to the library right away." Gabriel took his plate and the remaining fish to a refrigeration box. Putting them inside, he intuitively waved a hand and spoke a basic command word to activate the container. Magic pulsed beneath his feet, weak but palpable, as it activated.

Turning, he noted Ravenna giving him a thoughtful look, two of her fingers sliding across the slits of her dress. Eyes heavy lidded, she remarked, "Just wait, Serafina. Before you or Yulia has a chance, I will show him the depths of satisfaction such that even the succubus queen will consider me a peer."

Serafina's reply was gentle laughter. "Good luck, little sister. As I've stated clearly before, this man is not swayed by pleasures of the flesh. His heart is the prize."

The necklace went dark, indicating the conversation was over.

"She always did have to have the last word." Ravenna growled, walking toward the door. "Very well. Shall we? The sooner we have the Blessing and my spell books, the sooner we can deal with Kusk's minions and be on our way."

All-too eager to return to the mainland, Gabriel waved for her to lead the way.

They didn't have far to go. A short ten-minute walk down twisting hallways brought them to a high-vaulted opening dominated by an elaborately carved mahogany door. Decorated with mystic symbols and dotted with glowing gems, it radiated an aura of passive malevolence. Drawing near, the surface shimmered and a demonic face emerged, empty eyes taking in both Gabriel and Ravenna.

Nonplussed at the appearance, the priestess gestured and spoke a series of liquid syllables too fast for him to follow.

Grrrr…. Click!

With a low growl, the door slid open.

Beyond lay a vast chamber that physics suggested shouldn't exist. Rows upon rows of bookshelves stretched to impossible distances, lit by floating orbs of magelight. The ceiling soared overhead cathedral-high, and the smell of old paper and preserved leather filled the air.

Two shelves of books, easily a hundred feet tall and equally wide, slammed into view, forming the wall of a libriomantic maze. Taking an involuntary step forward, Gabriel watched as shadows coalesced on the bottom-most shelf. They solidified as the backs of brand-new tomes, the titles painfully clear.

"Oh no." Gabriel whispered. "What is going on?"

Following his gaze, Ravenna read out loud, "Dairy of a Milkmaid, Book 7: Arrival of the Dragon Trinity; a romance for those who thought we were being too tame with minotaurs and mob bosses."


Chapter 5: So Very Forbidden


In the time it took Gabriel to realize what he was seeing, hundreds of additional books appeared out of thin air. Each was a variation on a theme: ‘Tamed by His Desire (The Flame Chronicles, 1-21)’ manifested next to ‘Corporate Warlock Love Affair: An Extra Messy Obsession Drama’, and so on.

"Ravenna, precisely what sorts of dark arts was your school copying from Earth?"

"The Librium Dessolatus draws on the desires and inspirations of humanity across the Veil." She waved for them to walk. Not batting an eye at the selection of increasingly overt titles and book covers, she elaborated. "Spell books were but a small fraction of what we collected. Hrm." She paused, gaze lingering on a series labeled, ‘Oops: The Story of How I Became a Time Traveling Wife and Slept with a Dinosaur-man.’ Voice pitching up to scandal, she murmured, "What has happened to your people? Dinosaurs would make very poor lovers, even if they were granted proper sentience and opposable digits."

She held her hands up, thumbs wiggling. "How would I manipulate your cock if I had lizard hands?"

Gabriel cleared his throat awkwardly. "We have a saying. It's 'I don't yuck on someone else's yum'. Believe it or not, where I'm from, harems are usually frowned upon."

Turning to give him a disbelieving expression, she shook her head. "That makes even less sense. Is it not natural for a man, whose seed can give birth to many children, to have multiple wives? Provided he can take care of them and their offspring, of course. And what of a woman who wishes to share love with many others? It's preposterous to think of any culture not embracing the concept. Among consenting adults, harems strike me as far more logical than the alternative."

This was far from his first time encountering the unique way of thinking among the Fae Wilds. To the locals, harems were almost as common as monogamous relationships. Moreover, it was expected for a harem to have multiple men or women, with a single person at the center. In these relationships, the individual "spokes" around the core person may or may not have intimate or emotional bonds with one another.

What struck him as distinct about the arrangement was the level of honesty; there was no cheating, backstabbing, or emotional manipulation. If anything, the forthright approach made the bonds formed between members stronger, as every participant knew precisely what they were getting into. Ravenna was the first person to add an element of competition to the mix, although in her defense, her stance was delivered with all the forthrightness of a sledgehammer.

Winding around bookshelves laden with tens of thousands of women's romance novels, Gabriel murmured, "Heaven help us if Albrecht visits this place once we get the teleporters working again. He'll never leave."

Keeping stride beside him, Ravenna asked, "He is the tomatsu with cold powers you rescued, yes?"

"Mhm. He was an engineer on a love boat. Kusk's Raiders captured him and merged him with a tomatsu, or a tortoise. I don't exactly understand the process. Anyway, he's a very sweet man who loves romance books and ice cream."

She chuckled. "I remember visions of the Aetherhound helping him lose weight. It is most amusing."

They'd found Albrecht in a refrigeration room filled with empty ice cream containers. The poor guy had been isolated and eating his feelings. "He's much better now that he's not all alone."

"I'm sure. Even my kind do not enjoy total isolation."

Curious, he gestured for her to elaborate. "What are your people like, socially?"

Turning from one aisle to another, they entered the Non-Fiction/Recent events section. He read titles like, ‘The Life and Times of Thomas, the Isekai Emperor’ on one shelf. Below was: ‘True Stories from the Trailer Park’.

Ravenna held a hand up, making them pause as she looked the books over. "The maccari are inventive, flighted predators. We value intellect and independence above all else. We mate for life, but aren't very…what's the word?"

"Cuddly?" Lucielle provided.

"Ah. Yes. Precisely. We nurture short bursts of profound connection, then prefer our isolation. Now, what is… Ah. Fascinating. Just what I thought!" Crossing to the bookshelf, Ravenna pulled out the trailer park book. The cover depicted a group of denim and plaid-clad women with prominent tattoos.

"Hucow tattoos. What are the celestials doing with hucow marks of bonding? Hrm. And these designs. Odd. This one would make the wearer’s bits taste like…what is ‘fried chicken’?"

She gave him a curious look, which he returned with a gagging sound.

“Hrm. Well, this is worth studying. If modern celestials have innovated, I must know how." Tucking the book beneath her arm, the Sorceress picked up the pace.

Gabriel had long since learned there were things it was best not to ask about. Things involving the words 'trailer park' and 'flavor magic' were clearly among them. Instead, he asked, "If you prefer isolation, how do you handle intimate relationships?"

Eyes gleaming fiercely, she pursed her lips. "So, my King is considering what it would be like to sheath himself in hot, throbbing maccari flesh?"

"I didn't say that."

"But the innuendo between the words tells me what you truly crave." Once more, she'd stopped walking and turned, adjusting her hips until most of her thigh and a splash of barely covered pelvis was on display. "Our first coupling among these texts might seem scandalous to some. I assure you, to me, it would be," pausing, she drew her tongue across her lips and exhaled a sultry sigh, "Ahhhhhh, ohhh, so perfect."

Exhaling he muttered, "Bibliosexual. Thank goodness."

Ravenna's wall of sultry faltered slightly. "Excuse me?"

He waved. "Nothing. I was kinda worried you might be turned on by fonts. Now that we've got that out of the way, can we move on?"

Blinking rapidly, she opened her mouth, frowned, and fell in step beside him. "I am aroused by power and intellectualism. Books are one aspect of it. A good font fits a book the same way well-cut clothes fit a man, or a low-cut dress suits a woman."

"Ah. I see. Anyway, you were explaining maccari relationships?"

They emerged into a lane of flanking shelves. The row stretched into the distance, almost into infinity. Distant shapes moved among the rows, their wardrobe and individual features indistinct. Larger creatures, ephemeral and hovering, darted between the bookshelves, moving in and out of view with hummingbird speed.

Gabriel's Tablet appeared, silver light reflecting across the surface.

"Our relationships are intense and profoundly fulfilling in brief stints." Ravenna commented, fixated on the potential threats. "We function well in cross-species harems for precisely that reason. Unless we are gripped by passion, we prefer to isolate and focus on personal projects."

He recognized a sales pitch when he heard one and was about to say as much when Lucielle gasped.

"Gabriel. This isn't good." Burning a warning plum-purple color, she rotated the Tablet so both he and his companion could read the quest text.

Quest: Destroy the Aether Artifact
Details: A rogue Aether artifact has been detected within the Librium Dessolatus. The Fates believe it is being used to negatively influence the human realm. Use your Bright Maker 2.0 Tablet to locate and absorb its magic, ending the threat.
Warning: This species of craggynag have been augmented, as have their totemfax overseers. This may be more of a challenge than initially projected.
Rewards: Either a stacking 25% increased chance for an Epic or higher rarity Glyph from a future quest, or a standard-quality one appropriate to your circumstances. Your choice. Also, 650 experience points.


"More of a challenge than projected." Gabriel repeated, eyeing the reward section. "A stacking increased chance, eh? How will that work?"

Lucielle explained, "Each time you complete a quest with this type of reward, you can roll it into a higher chance for a better glyph. It'll still be somewhat random, but the Bright Maker wants to encourage you to consider strategic upgrades versus sprawling lesser ones."

"I do like a simple character sheet." Of Gabriel's limited tabletop gaming experiences, one of the worst had involved taking a guest role with a group of guys playing a high-level campaign. One player had some sort of 'gestalt' double class thing that gave him literally thirty pages just for spells.

To him, too much complexity got in the way of fun.

Drawing his saber, Duskbringer, Gabriel took the lead. "Stay behind me."

"Of course, if only for the view." She fell back before he could give her a thorough eye-roll.

They closed distance with the monsters, which gradually resolved into their true shapes. Craggynags were small, goblin-like creatures with warty gray skin. Dressed in unbuttoned business shirts, tattered khakis, and red hats with the letters, "FUF" in neon pink on the front, they looked positively grotesque. Drooling over books or loose sheets of parchment, the clawed abominations were drawing static, Aether-filled magic from the air and directing it into the pages.

There were two totemfaxes in view, and both looked like a cross between Slimer from Ghostbusters and balding trolls, complete with hooked noses and cartilaginous chin growths. The floating monstrosities were nude, with rolls of loose skin dangling from obscenely distended stomachs to cover whatever equipment might exist between tiny, atrophied legs.

"That's one of the most disgusting things I've ever seen."

At his words, a floater rotated in their direction. Speaking in a posh, clipped accent, the thing scoffed, "Like, you know that's totally your opinion. It's not true. Not even close. In fact, did you know there's literally zero-percent chance you are even here, sir? Like what are the odds? Zero."

Warning: You have been afflicted with a paradoxical logic incursion spell. The effects are…


As the words appeared on his Tablet, a wave of confusion swept through Gabriel's thoughts, stealing his focus.


Chapter 6: Spice Among the Stacks


"This is all just a simulation, my man," the totemfax droned in its insufferable, posh accent. "What are the chances of any of this happening? Like, seriously. You probably just got hit by Truck-Kun and are laying on the ground dying somewhere."

The words hit Gabriel like a slap of existential dread. For a heartbeat, the absurdity of his situation crashed over him: he'd been plucked from Earth, given godlike powers, and now stood in a magical library fighting floating trolls who spouted nihilistic philosophy while goblins in business casual destroyed books.

What the hell was he doing?

His Tablet flickered in and out of view.

Notice: Glyph of the Warlock King has activated. You are immune to the totemfax’s effect.


A series of vignettes, memories far more real than any spell, splashed through his thoughts: Gemma's freckled smile as she worked beside him at the forge. Raquel's infectious yips during their playful wrestling. Mr. Dawkins' improbable dignity as he insisted on wearing that stupid hucow hat. Albrecht reading ridiculous romance novels with tears in his eyes, so grateful to not be alone anymore.

"This is my home." Gabriel declared, clarity returning with ballistic speed.

He took a few leaping steps, moving beyond peak human speed as he lunged at the floating glob. Duskbringer glittered with magic as it swung through the air, the Legendary weapon swinging through the dangling, flaccid skin of the totemfax’s wattled stomachs before it could phase away. With a sound of disbelief, the creature warbled, “But I’m incorporeal!”

“Incorporeal this, bitch,” Gabriel growled, twisting the blade, sawing the monster in half. It burst into a coiling whirlwind of colorful lights and fart noises.

"Well," Lucielle chirped, "that was sillier than expected."

The craggynags swarmed immediately, abandoning their book vandalism to rush at Gabriel with claws extended. As they came, they chanted in squeaky, grating voices:

"Actually, you're wrong!"

"Um, source?"

"That's just your opinion, bro!"

"Did you even read the article?"

"Downvoted for misinformation!"

Gabriel kicked the first one square in the chest, sending it tumbling into three of its fellows. As it fell, he got a good look at what they’d been doing. The books they had open weren’t traditionally crafted; instead, each tome appeared to have posts from various places on the internet. A bit of static, Aether-drenched magic sizzled across the open pages, hinting at the monsters’ true purpose.

Rage filled his chest as his heightened perceptions picked up three distinctly magical posts that had clearly been authored by the little abominations. Um, I hate it when the girls kiss. Why do the girls have to kiss? That’s so yucky! Then, Um, can’t I get a single story where the MC isn’t a cuck? And finally, This trash was clearly written by AI.

Howling, “You canker-sore assholes!” he kicked one in the head. It made a squishy sound as it burst into sour grape jelly, the results smearing across another book. This one was full of tier lists. Each had the same, singular series as S-tier, followed by a post of Why can’t there be more books like this? Everything else I’ve read this year is trash.

Disgusted, he rounded on another of the monsters.

"My opinion matters," one wheezed with a mysterious accent, "if they wanted us to like their trash, they should have written it for us—"

PLOP!

Another exploded as he slashed it in half, saber glowing with righteous fury.

A riot of the things, now scrambling on all fours, bleated noxious nonsense as they clawed at his legs. Incensed beyond all logic, Gabriel flailed with his weapon, dealing deadly blows with each swipe.

"Behind you!" Ravenna's voice cut through the chaos.

He spun. The second totemfax had materialized behind him, its corpulent form hovering at eye level. Unlike its companion, this one didn't waste time with philosophy. It opened its mouth impossibly wide and vomited a stream of shimmering, reality-distorting magic directly at Ravenna.

She tried to dodge, wings snapping open, but the spell caught her mid-flight. Gabriel watched as the maccari woman's confident posture crumbled. Her wings folded in on themselves. Her eyes went wide with something that looked terrifyingly like shame.

"Your boobs aren’t perky enough," the totemfax crooned in a saccharine-sweet voice. "Those scales on your arms? The King is disgusted by them. Serafina makes him weak with desire. You’re lucky if all you do is annoy him. When he frees Yulia, the first thing he’ll do is bend her over his lap and spank her. Then mate with her. While you watch."

"That…none of that… " Ravenna's voice cracked.

"And your magic?" The creature drifted closer, its voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper that carried over the gibbering craggynags. "Thousands of spell components memorized, and you can barely manage parlor tricks. Shadow Teleportation? You'll never master it. You don't have the talent. You never did."

Gabriel could see Ravenna's hands trembling, her chin falling and shoulders hunching. The competitive fire that defined her was guttering like a candle in a hurricane.

"You're going to fail," the totemfax purred. "Just like you failed your mentors. Just like you failed your people. You'll be the weak link; someone he barely tolerates. The others will pity you. Poor Ravenna, trying so hard to be special."

"Shut up." Her voice was barely a whisper.

"Why? Because the truth hurts? You're not good enough. You never were. You're just a—"

Gabriel didn't let it finish. He sprinted forward and drove Duskbringer through the creature's gelatinous head, the blade erupting in a spray of ectoplasmic gore. The totemfax kept trying to talk, but the words only came out in a syrupy slurp.

"You talk too much," he growled, twisting the blade, then drew it down, ripping the creature in half.

The remaining craggynags went berserk, changing topics at random as they hooted and ripped at their clothes. “Gold! Invest in gold!” one screamed. Another, “The dress is white and gold!” Still another, “Actually, it’s gay for men to be attracted to women!”

Turning to face the things, Gabriel slashed wildly, madly. Gripped by a fury unlike any he’d felt, he gave in to feral bloodlust. And with each kill, Duskbringer rewarded him with mana and a sense of accomplishment. If there was ever a reason to charge into battle recklessly, this was it.

Eventually, the halls went silent. Gabriel saw Ravenna on her knees among the scattered tomes, her wings dragging the floor and head bowed. A corona of foul magic wrapped around her head, semi-transparent above the tears streaking her high cheekbones.

"Hey." He knelt beside her, sheathing his sword. "Ravenna. Look at me."

She wouldn't meet his eyes. "It's true. All of it. I'm not—"

Cupping her chin, he guided her eyes to his. “It’s not true. Nothing it said was true.” Tears sparkled from her violet eyes as she shook her head in disbelief. “Those creatures distort the truth. They lie.”

She bit her lips, gaze skating from his, mumbling. “But I’m not like Serafina or Gemma or even Raquel. I’m not as human, as beautiful, as skilled…how can I ever catch up? How is this fair? None of it is fair.” The last bit came out as a hollow exhalation, as if she’d revealed a far deeper truth.

“Woman. Listen to me.” Settling into the same, firm tone he’d learned from interactions with Raquel, he waited until she found his eyes again. “Remember what Serafina herself told you. I don’t care about how you look, or what skills you do or do not have. What matters is who you are. If you need the truth, I find you incredibly beautiful.”

She sniffed. “You…you do?”

“Yes. If beauty was the only metric that mattered, I’d absolutely bend you over and fuck your brains out here and now.”

The spell circling her head faded, becoming only a trace. She looked around, gasping and pointing at a book titled, ‘1001 New Fonts Inspired by Traditional Gothic Architecture’, “Really? Right here? Maybe…with the book open?”

It took everything in him to maintain eye contact. That he managed with a straight face was a testament to how far he’d come. “Yes, Ravenna. Even with the damn book open.”

At his words, the enemy’s spell fell away entirely. She inhaled sharply and came to her feet. With a single step, she thrust herself into his arms, hugging him tightly. “Thank you.”

“It’s just the truth,” he replied, squeezing gently. She felt tiny in his arms, her weight practically nothing.

Trembling, she pulled away with reluctance. Sniffing, she bit back a laugh. “The title of the book. It’s pure coincidence. I swear it.”

“Mhm.”

“It is!” She gently swatted his chest. “I just liked the look of it, that’s all. It drew my attention.”

“Fontsexual.”

“Am not!”

They fell into easy laughter, the first since her emergence. The tension of the attack melted away, she ran her fingers down the slits in her dress. Aggressively adjusting her breasts until it seemed she was trying to make the perky pair into a uniboob, she declared, “Shall we continue?”

“Of course.”

Moving past books of all shapes and sizes, Gabriel commented on the diversity of texts they’d discovered. “I thought the library only duplicated humanity’s darkness?”

His Tablet buzzed into view with an answer.

Remember: Rule 34 exists.


“Oh. True.” Apparently, the definition of ‘darkness’ was less strict than he might have expected.

Proximity Note: Also, we’re within 1,000 feet of the Aether artifact.


An arrow appeared, indicating the direction.

Following the guidance, they turned a corner to find themselves confronted with an open, courtyard-style space framed with books. Hundreds of monsters, both floating totemfaxes and craggynags, were everywhere.

Seeing the mass, the duo retreated to confer.

Gabriel observed, “Might be time to put that magic of yours to use.”

"Agreed." Ravenna looked thoughtful. "I can render us both invisible, but we'll need to move slowly and quietly. Any sudden movements or loud sounds will break the effect."

"That works. Can you cast it now?"

"Yes. Give me a few seconds." Closing her eyes, she drew her fingers in an intricate pattern as she whispered liquid, clipped syllables. Magic built as pressure against his skin, like static before a storm.

Ravenna's eyes snapped open, glowing with dark purple light. She pressed one hand against his chest and one against her own.

"I bestow the Umbral Veil."

The world went slightly fuzzy around the edges. Gabriel looked down and could still see himself, but his form had taken on a translucent, dreamlike quality.

"Can you see me?" he asked.

"Yes, but I'm the caster. To those louts, we will be nothing more than a shadow." She grinned, teeth sharp and wicked. "Let’s go. This only lasts ten minutes."

Glyph of the Scout proved utterly invaluable, as it granted him access to the Stealth skill. He could also use it for invisibility, but he wasn’t about to mention that to Ravenna. After their last fight, it seemed prudent to give her extra opportunities to shine.

Taking point, he led the way into the chamber. They were again assaulted by editorial horrors. No text was safe from the malign creatures, and not all were as overt as the previous had been. He spotted several altering punctuation, or adjusting one word here or there; enough to make an editor feel insane or annoy an observant reader, but nothing else.

One twist gave way to another before they came to their destination.

The Aether artifact sat on a pedestal of mangled, blackened wood in the center of a circular clearing. It looked like a rounded pyramid of static light, with a flared base, a bit like a Christmas tree. Pulsing with an aura of grim, ichor-drenched corruption, it was sheathed in a writhing mass of mushroom-tipped tendrils that wove in and out of view, vanishing and then reappearing to caress shelves and tomes in every direction.

Surrounding the pedestal were two more totemfaxes and an entire hoard of craggynags. The monsters were in attention at equidistant points around the pillar, each with an open tome at their feet, as if part of some macabre literary ceremony.

Catching Ravenna’s attention, he pointed at the artifact, miming trying to grab it. Then he indicated a spot furthest from the totemfaxes and made a walking motion with two fingers.

She caught on. Nodding, she carefully made her way around the room. Once she had her back against the wall, she crouched and lifted her hands, hints of purple magic sparking at her fingertips.

Saber raised, Gabriel hurried to the pedestal. Ravenna’s magic revealed its potency in that moment, keeping the creatures from responding until he’d put a hand on the Aetheric device. When he did, a mixture of platinum and static light shot from his semi-transparent tablet, down his arm, and into the object.

“Got it!” Lucielle called excitedly as his invisibility dropped.

The instant the magic sustaining them vanished, the monsters came to life. Gabriel lunged, skewering the closest totemfax, then rebounded, sending his blade in a whirlwind across the warty bodies of the nearest craggynags.

Moving with fluid, precise timing, he dodged clawed hands. Somersaulting atop the pillar, he leaped over the second totemfax, stabbing its pudgy face just before landing on the opposite side of the congealing swarm of craggynags.

Light bent as an illusion matching Gabriel’s exact dimensions and posture appeared ten feet away. The stabbed totemfax, holding its face, screamed and pointed at the apparition. “There are two!” Momentary confusion distracted the nags, splitting their focus.

Duskbringer gleaming, Gabriel was all-too happy to use the opportunity to dart ahead of the retreating totemfax. The floating creature was descending toward the floor, half its lower body already gone. A second chop was enough to finish the job and send the nags into an unfocused frenzy.

Ravenna was not complacent as Gabriel entered the fray like a whirlwind of violence. Remaining on the fringes, she took to the air. Using her scaled, talon-tipped feet, she kicked at the monsters, dealing grievous wounds to some and distracting others.

Combat Tactics proved its worth, helping him to see which nags were the greater threats, and which to destroy first. One fell, then another, and another. Glitter and rude, farting sounds flooded the air as the duo worked together, clearing the mess.

Silence fell.

“Where are the others?” Ravenna asked, indicating the direction of the mob they’d passed on the way. In the aftermath of the battle her face was flush, cheeks pinked and pupils dark. When she looked at him, her gaze lingered on his arms and shoulders, before tracking lower.

He playfully chided, “You’re going to make me less concerned about the monsters than you if you keep that up.”

Slowly, deliberately, she drew her tongue across her lips. “A dangerous man, in a dangerous place, surrounded by monsters. What an opportunity to sample all the sumptuous delicacies life has to offer. Wouldn’t you say?”

Folding her arms beneath her breasts, she inhaled.

It was one of the most effective breaths he’d ever seen anyone take. “How do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Keep them covered when you do that.”

All coy, she murmured, “Perhaps my King should consider me a... reluctant advisor. Whatever could I do but answer, should you apply the full weight of your magnificent will against my trembling, delicate body?”

“Woman. Do you never stop?”

“Not until I am on top, my every victory claimed.”

Shaking his head, he sighed. “I am not a victory, Ravenna. C’mon. Let’s clean the vermin out, then we can find those books of yours.”

***

She opened her mouth to argue, or maybe attempt another seduction, only for Gabriel to vanish around a corner. Soon after, sounds of flatulent combat carried to where she remained standing.

“I tried to tell you, little sister,” Serafina whispered from the amulet, all serenity and poise. “Men like Gabriel are rarer than black pearls. He shall not give you what you crave, no matter how you throw yourself at him. In the interests of…ah, fair competition, would you like some advice?”

Reluctantly, Ravenna admitted, “That would be appreciated.”

“Spend time with Gemma and Raquel. If they welcome you, he will too. If you come across as disruptive to the harem, there’s no chance he will allow you to close the distance.”

“Are you suggesting that I make friends, High Priestess?”

“Yulia would.”

With a snapping of teeth, Ravenna hurried after Gabriel, calling, “My King, let us hurry. I am eager to visit your settlement and meet Gemma and Raquel in person!”

***

It took the better part of a day to clean out the library. Without the Aether artifact to empower them, the craggynags proved to be of minimal threat. Getting every totemfax was more difficult, however, as the flying things had become less aggressive and quick to flee.

Eventually, his Tablet appeared with a notification.

Notice: You have successfully secured the library.
Aether Absorption and Essence Update: Your Tablet’s reserve has been fully replenished. It now holds 220 Prismatic Essence (all other Essence has been purged to make room). As a reminder, your maximum essence storage is 20 X your current level. Which means…
Congratulations! Between completing the quest and combat experience, you are now level 11. Earn 8,200 more experience points to reach level 12.
Total Experience: 37,300
Experience to Level 12: 1,800 of 10,000
You have earned 15 new attribute points.
You have earned 10 new skill points.
Combat Tactics—Progress to Next Skill Point: 8%
Combat Mobility—Progress to Next Skill Point: 43%



Chapter 7: Typophilia


“And with the last of those pests dealt with, we find my inheritance,” Ravenna declared, her wings drooping slightly, fatigue visible on her face. She hadn’t slept since being freed, and it was showing.

“Maybe we should rest first?” he suggested. “I don’t want to linger, but we have time.”

Frowning, she considered his question. “How much do you think?”

“Time?”

“Mhm.”

“I came to this island with a plan to survive for weeks if I had to. Unless Kusk’s monsters come looking for us, the only reason to rush is to prevent them from preparing defenses.” He hesitated, considering what he’d learned from previous encounters with the mutated monsters. “Unless taking our time is the better course. Kusk’s blessing tends to remove the sense from his victims. It’s possible that giving it time is the wiser course.”

Running a finger across her neckline, she sighed a reply. “I imagine you are right. If the yackums wield sophisticated magic, the price for their spells will impose limits. We should not linger, but proceeding with caution is wise. How about a compromise? We take a brief rest and then proceed with clearer minds.”

“Logical. I agree.”

Assured that their path was clear of obstacles the pair were able to reach Ravenna’s private chamber much faster than before. Gabriel didn’t need to rest, so was content to pull his Tablet up and review details he’d skipped of late.

He’d gotten so many Schematics, quests, and glyphs that keeping track of it all was becoming difficult. Times like this were precisely what he needed to stay sharp.

An hour into his reverie, he glanced over, surprised to see Ravenna had transformed. Gone was the sultry bombshell with the smart mouth. In slumber, her features were softer, more approachable. He felt a distinct instinct to protect this version of the angsty woman.

Willing himself back to other contemplation, he brought the Tablet back into view. A list of Tier-2 Schematics played out, painting a clear picture: he needed more of those, particularly for efficient base building. Unlike basic Schematics, the Tier-2 version combined multiple elements, allowing incredible flexibility.

When she woke, it was with ‘sultry mode’ active. She even yawned loud enough to catch his attention before stretching in a manner that could only be described as ‘boobie-first.’

They polished off the remainder of his pre-packed food on the way back down to the library, becoming fully re-fueled and ready for what further challenges the library might throw at them.

Approaching the special room, the maccari woman’s wings flared, her eyes glowing as a trio of velvet voices echoed from within the opening. “Ravenna, daughter of mysteries, and our King. Welcome. Behold your inheritance, if you can earn it.”

“Earn it?” Ravenna snapped back. “I am the last priestess. The knowledge of this place belongs to me now.”

The triple voices laughed. “Claim it, if you can.”

Sconces within the passage flared to life, purple and red fire revealing halls lined with alcoves, each with a single tome nestled within. Beneath each book was a fist-sized gem, one that was precisely the same shape as the one on Ravenna’s belt. Unlike her bright blue one, these came in dozens of shades, from sunset orange to vermillion red and paisley pink.

Taking the lead, Ravenna stepped inside.

The first book on their left, one with a gem closely matching hers, blazed brilliantly. Her belt echoed the flare, pulsing with magic. A clink, like chains rattling, came from the alcove and the book floated out, presenting itself.

It was hardback and relatively thin, with complex blue whorls on the front. The title, drawn in epic calligraphy, was Battle Magic: An Introduction to Exothermic Destruction.

"Combat spells," she breathed, placing her hand beneath the book and turning a page. "A solid start."

Flipping to the table of contents, she ran her fingernails across the leathery page. “The elements in combat. Fundamental energy manipulation. This will help expand my current knowledge. Enough to graduate to proper battlefield tactics, certainly.”

She crossed to the next book, this one with a slightly darker gem beneath. The instant her fingers neared the cover, she jerked back with a sharp hiss of pain. Angry red marks blossomed across her palm, already beginning to fade but clearly painful.

He’d moved closer by reflex, every instinct demanding he protect the delicate woman. "What happened?"

She turned to him, expression less pained than petulant. “The magic searched my thoughts. It was verifying that I qualified to read the more advanced tome. I was not.”

“Huh.” On impulse, Gabriel extended his hand near the book, not touching it, rather seeing if the magic responded to him or his Tablet differently than it had Ravenna. A thin filament of Aether-static leapt from his fingertips to the gem, then spun out to strike his Tablet, which materialized in a flash of silver light.

Quest Integration Accepted: Welcome, King of the Fae Islands. Your familiarity with magic has earned an alternative method of advancement: Quests. The Fated Chamber at the end of this hall has been unlocked. Explore at your risk.


“What’s a Fated Chamber?” he asked, showing his companion the text.

“A room only Tablet Wielders or Fate’s Own may enter,” she replied, tone reflecting awe. “I did not know we had one.”

Query Reply: That is because the Fates do not broadcast their inner workings to acolytes, priestess.


“Hey!” Ravenna glared at the screen. “Technically, I’m the high priestess of the maccari now, I’ll have you know. That makes me the equivalent of a queen. At least.”

Query Reply: Perhaps, once you’ve mastered the spells in this room and can use the arcane machinery left by your ancestors. Until then, the Fates only recognize you as a priestess.


Gabriel watched the back and forth, bemused at the Tablet directly addressing the Sorceress. “We got special quests. Maybe picking fights over pride isn’t the wisest move?”

“I choose my fights,” she retorted, wings fluttering, arms tucked across her chest. “And I demand recognition for…”

Shhhhh Bzzz!

The end of the corridor, some fifty feet from where they stood, made a gentle shushing sound, followed by an electric buzz. Platinum streaks appeared in the dark stone wall, revealing an outline of a door. Decorated with the symbol of a fluttering flag, or maybe a cape, streamers of gold light shone from the edge.

Curious, Gabriel approached, his Tablet hovering in view next to his face. Ravenna, still huffing, followed a few feet behind.

Once he was within a few feet, the door swung slowly inward, revealing a majestic rotunda. Stepping within, he discovered the space was dominated by a twelve-foot-tall statue carved from seamless black stone: three women, their forms draped in togas that appeared to flow despite being solid rock. As with practically every woman he’d seen in the Wilds, each of the trio was a stunning beauty, built with uncompromising curves.

Beneath the beauty was an air of danger. The three women, no doubt the Fates, had features that resembled the maccari. Their eyes were canted and their hands, outstretched in a posture of elegance, were tipped in claws. A glowing spell pattern, as fixed in the air as the statues themselves, hovered in front of each of the women.

“The Dark Fates,” Ravenna whispered, genuine reverence coloring her voice.

“Dark Fates?” he asked.

Crossing to the base of the statues, she studied the women, complex emotions visible on her face. He caught jealousy, greed, and desire in quick succession before she returned her attention to him. “Many see the Fates as protectors, but my people have long known the truth. There is no ascendent power with clean hands.”

“Is that why Emyra allied with your people?”

“Nature has ever been nuanced. For every birth, there is death. The balance requires predators as much as prey.”

He had to give it to her; she had a point.

Three voices rose from the statues, their beauty and harmony as dangerous as the depictions themselves. “The future is mercury. The past, however, is fixed. King Gabriel and Sorceress Ravenna, we gift you this arcane opportunity.”

Three empty arches, equidistant around the room, shimmered as they filled with glassy portals.

“If you wish an opportunity to expand your craft, to acquire arcane knowledge, and to gain power, you may avail yourselves of this opportunity. Know that this invitation will come but once. When you leave this settlement, access will be revoked unless you have one of our own with you.”

As the last syllable faded, the energy surrounding the statue stilled and Gabriel’s Tablet provided additional insight.

Unique Quests Unlocked: Access the Fated Dungeon
Details: You may use any, or all, of the three portals. Each will lead to a region of the Fate’s Dungeon that corresponds with the cultures or people who once inhabited the Fae Islands. Entering these portals will grant you an opportunity to take on unique quests, encounter new cultures, discover forgotten Schematics, and uncover lost magic.
Time Limit and Early Exit: An activated portal will close after 5 days. Any unfinished quests will be terminated immediately, with no rewards granted. To return, you may trigger a recall effect on your Tablet provided you are out of combat. Leaving the dungeon in this way will terminate all incomplete quests and forfeit their rewards.
Additional Context: Fate’s Dungeon is more than a place with monsters. It is a miniature world unto itself, with inhabitants, visiting heroes, and its own ecosystem. Scale your expectations appropriately.
Warning: These are optional. With unique rewards come equally deadly consequences.


Ravenna, who’d crossed to read over his shoulder, asked, “And will this help me with my mastery of magic?”

Lucielle responded with a light-hearted, “Of course, silly. As long as you’re dedicated to being with Gabriel, simply being nearby has a chance of giving you bonus rewards. Well, as long as he sees you the right way.”

“Sees me the right way?”

His Tablet flashed mischievous pink. “His Tablet empowers him and his objectives. Your magic is part of what he needs to accomplish his goals. So as long as you’re in that, shall we say, ‘sphere of desire’, it’s likely for rewards to benefit you as well.”

Ravenna looked Gabriel dead in the eyes as she replied in tones dripping all the subtlety of an anchor to the head, “Perhaps questing with him will finally convince Gabriel to use his spheres of desire where they belong.”

Before he could act to derail the chain of conversation, the Mana Guide giggled delicately and asked, “And just where is that?”

Totally deadpan, the sultry Sorceress replied, “A strong man takes what he wants, however he wants it. From what I’ve seen, Gabriel is…”

“Aaaaand that’s enough of that,” Gabriel broke in, waving to the nearest portal. “Let’s see what’s on offer.” He was worried about Ravenna exhausting herself, but he was even more concerned about the Sorceress clearly winding herself up.

If his life had been like one of Albrecht’s romance novels, at least one bodice would have been ripped already.

As he approached the portal, Lucielle helpfully narrated the details that scrolled across his Tablet.


Chapter 8: Please, Sire?


"This looks interesting!" the Guide gushed. "During the attacks on the islands, the Fates managed to send one Warden to help rescue people. She took them through the catacombs into the dungeon."

Of all the things Gabriel expected to find here, survivors wasn't one of them. The catacombs beneath the mainland held caves with dozens—hundreds, even—of frozen refugees waiting to be awoken. From what he'd learned about the war, no one had escaped Kusk's betrayal. This had the potential to change everything. If they could enter the dungeons and return with survivors, it would add both complexity and the help they desperately needed to speed up reclaiming the islands.

Then he saw the problem. "They fled thousands of years ago. Wouldn't any survivors inside this dungeon technically be their descendants?"

"With their own lives and cultures," Ravenna added, nodding.

"Yes." The Tablet fluttered in a lazy, contemplative circle. "Plus, they can't leave easily. The Fate's Dungeon isn't designed as a refuge. That's what the Protection Zones were for. Anyone who fled to the Dungeon and made it their home will be bound by the place's magic."

"There goes easy mode," he muttered. "Okay. So, what's behind door number one?"

The portal shimmered into semi-transparency. Behind it stretched rolling hills dotted with wood and thatch huts. Recent battle damage marred several structures, and one remained on fire as the locals worked together to extinguish it. Men and women with leonine features—from tufted ears to oversized paws—formed a water brigade stretching out of view.

Corpses lay piled outside a picket fence. A few looked like small, humanoid reptiles. Others were gray-skinned with thick, muscular bodies.

"Lynari," Ravenna said thoughtfully. "The lion folk have ever been inoffensive to me. As long as there are no alphari, I do not mind this one."

Lucielle ignored her entirely. "On the islands the lynari formed a bridge between the more civilized races and the far more aggressive alphari. They maintained and protected our trade routes, with members of their community specializing in brewing and commerce involving both monstrous and magical animals."

Head tossing, black-purple hair snapping, the Sorceress growled, “More aggressive alphari? Those vile creatures were utterly reprehensible. An entire people with no roots, no loyalty, only their love of finding and breeding monster species. Savages.”

The Tablet flashed impatient red as the sprite within pushed ahead. “Anyway, this settlement has fallen on hard times. I can peek into what quests we'd get if we go through the portal, if you'd like?"

Giving his companion, who was continuing to mutter obscene things about the alphari, a sideways glance, he told the Guide, "Go on."

"Clearly, they need help rebuilding and defending their settlement." The Tablet flashed silver, then inquisitive yellow. "The rewards are interesting. There's a chance for you to earn one of many high-quality hunting glyphs. Or, if you want to go the other direction, monstrous ones."

That drew Ravenna’s full attention. "Monstrous glyphs? I would love to see the look on that woman’s face when I present her with my lover’s full command of monsterkin. Tell me more. What could monstrous glyphs grant him?"

Gabriel resisted an urge to throttle her only by a hair, and only because he knew she’d probably consider that a victory.

Lucielle said, "Inhuman shapeshifting, alternative methods of attack, the ability to tame and speak with animals, and more. There's a long list. It depends on the glyph quality he gets. I can't see the full details of the Legendary ones, but what little I’m allowed is even more impressive than any of that first bit."

"And for me? What about a spellcaster and priestess of Emyra?"

Lucielle's voice dropped to a mischievous murmur. "One or more of the creatures behind this attack might be a magic user. One with at least one artifact of power. A tome, possibly?"

"Gabriel, we must help these poor people." Ravenna waved imperiously. "Accept this quest immediately. I demand it."

The sudden demand was so jarring it had Gabriel’s head spinning. True to her bird-like nature, she'd gone from obsessed with him to fixated on the new, shiny thing. Then again, he reconsidered, she'd admitted this about her nature from the start. Ravenna might make a good lover, or potentially an "outlier" in a harem, but she wasn't one to remain fixated on any one thing for long.

Not that he was considering taking her as a lover. Not with that attitude.

No way.

Gabriel wasn't the type of man to casually spank a woman, no matter how much they clearly wanted or invited it.

Well, potentially.

Even if he was willing to entertain the idea, which he absolutely wasn't, given how competitive she was, should any group activities take place, he'd definitely need a much higher Endurance score.

Which reminded him he had points to assign.

"Let's look at all our options first," he said, gesturing to the next portal.

Ravenna hissed. "But I said—"

"And I didn't say no, did I?"

"True, but if there's a spell book in there, and those people need our help now, and—"

Rounding on the priestess, he found her adopting a profoundly petulant expression. "I am your King, and the Tablet Wielder here. If I tell you we're going to assess the situation before we rush in, you will listen. Is that clear?"

"Well. I." Her lower lip quivered. Turning, Ravenna placed her hands on the nearest surface and arched her back. It wasn't quite a true cat's arch, but close. "I understand, my King. If you feel the need to punish me, I will take it quietly. At your word, I will remove my clothes so they don't sting your hands unnecessarily."

Too late, Gabriel realized he'd been led into an ambush.

Two things ruined the moment.

First, for all her supposed demure acceptance, her eyes were glowing. She'd reached back to tug the flap of fabric covering her pale, firm ass aside. The edges of her bodysuit hugged her so tightly he could make out the shape of her pussy in that pose.

Second, when she'd bent over, she'd used the feet of the Fates' statue.

Looking up, Gabriel found all three immobile faces had shifted down to watch. It was profoundly creepy.

Hot? Sure.

But way creepier.

"No spanking," he growled, voice a little thick. "I'm not that guy from that awful woman's book. I don't randomly abuse people I care about."

Straightening, Ravenna flowed directly from submissive to playfully curious. "What book?"

"Sixty-Nine Shades of Abuse or something. I don't remember."

"Mhm. And what if it's not abuse? What if a fierce, powerful man is worthy of being celebrated? Savored, even? You've mentioned consent to Gemma and Raquel many times. Lucielle overheard you telling them how important it is for everyone in a relationship to know what they're getting into. If you being a firm, fierce man is what I crave, what then?"

Nearly admitting she might have a point, Gabriel caught sight of her self-satisfied smile and kept silent.

"Ambush predator," he growled. "Okay, Lucielle. What do we have here?"


Chapter 9: The Three Holes Problem


Gabriel approached the second portal, Ravenna close behind. The shimmering surface rippled, revealing a bustling coastal city built in layers up a steep hillside. Serpentine figures moved through cobblestone streets, their scales catching sunlight in iridescent patterns.

"This portal leads to a Sassari settlement," Lucielle explained, her light pulsing informative green. "These are shapeshifting serpents, akin to nagas. They come in three forms: humanoid, hybrid, and full snake. This community is mostly sailors and merchants. They operate along key trade nodes within the dungeon.”

If the first portal made a statement about the nature of the dungeon, this one was a scream. Their view shifted to reveal an oceanic harbor, apparently lit by a sun. It was crowded with a hodgepodge of ships of various sizes and shapes, as if a thousand cultures across as many generations had brought their knowledge to one place.

Their view panned past the docks, revealing dotted islands and an infinite horizon.

Returning his attention to the locals, he asked, "What's the situation there?"

"Hrm. Looks like the primary quest lines available here have to do with treasure recovery. These folk lost a shipment or something off the coast. For various reasons, they can’t retrieve it themselves." The Tablet rotated, displaying additional text.

Potential Quest Rewards: Schematics for sailing, boat construction, and repairs. Glyphs include a variety of aquatic options, many of which may assist in freeing Una.


That caught his attention. Una, the hucow, was the local equivalent of a druid. When they finally freed the trapped citizens, they’d need her to keep everyone fed.

Pressing her hand against his arm, Ravenna leaned in. "And what of magic?”

"Water and weather spells," the Guide chirped. "The Sassari have developed sophisticated maritime magic over millennia. Their spellcasters could teach you techniques unavailable to the maccari. Maybe some snake stuff, too, if you’re into that."

"Interesting." Ravenna's wings rustled thoughtfully. "I knew we had Sassari among the islands, but never interacted with them, so I have no opinion of them as a people. Weather magic could help with crop growth, or to fend off particularly dangerous storms. It could be useful to entire settlements, particularly if incorporated into your Schematics."

“That’s an excellent point,” he agreed. “I’m not opposed to aquatic adventures, particularly if there’s treasure involved. What I dislike is underwater combat, which this sounds like it likely will include.”

Lucielle blushed an embarrassed shade of peach but did not comment.

“I am hardly built to be beneath the waves,” the priestess added with a flutter of her feathers. “Perhaps we should review the final option?”

“Sure.”

They moved to the third portal, which was a stark contrast to the previous one.

A frontier town sprawled across rolling plains, its buildings constructed from weathered wood with false fronts that screamed "Old West." Minotaurs, heavily built bull-headed humanoids, worked alongside the more humanoid hucow women, both tending to ranch land. A few humans and darkly dressed fairy-folk moved through the scene as well. Most notable were a flight of eighteen-inch-tall fairies wearing the modern equivalent of goth outfits, complete with pale makeup and purple parasols.

"Interesting." He couldn't suppress a grin. "Are those actual cowboys?"

"Yup!" Lucielle bobbed enthusiastically. "This settlement maintains a ranching culture. They're currently under threat from Porkay raiders. Porkays are pig-folk who want to enslave the hucows. Real mean buggers, those are."

Making a curious sound, Ravenna said, "Odd. I always thought minotaurs were sailors. This is different. Quite distinct."

“The dungeon shapes many unique cultures,” Lucielle replied cryptically.

“Can you show me what a porkay looks like?” Gabriel asked.

His Tablet obliged, popping up with a rotund, humanoid pig wearing overalls. It was precisely what he thought they’d look like, down to the cloven feet, tiny eyes and a pair of finger-length tusks next to a whisker darkened mouth.

“Thank goodness the Fates are immune to copyright infringement, or this would get them sued,” he grumbled.

Fun Fact: The character you are likely thinking of has versions that are public domain. Not that the Fates or anyone else drew inspiration from that character. Porkays have been around for tens of thousands of years and were likely imagined by aboriginal tribes. In fact, it’s safe to assume that the animators who drew the infamous cartoon you’re referencing visited the Wilds through a Fae circle. It was they who drew inspiration, not us.

“Uh huh.” Gabriel was willing to buy a lot of things in this strangely absurd world; this was not one of them. “Moving on. Give us the details, Lucielle.”

“Certainly! The primary quest would involve defending the settlement. There are also rumors of arcane artifacts in the region. Magical railroads, enchanted hand carts, things that could revolutionize your transportation infrastructure. The glyph rewards vary from horticultural to engineering, depending on how you approach the challenges."

The Tablet rotated to face Ravenna. “As for magical opportunities, rumor has it of a cave system nearby, where a mysterious spellcaster has taken up residence. It could be a retired warrior from an old war, maybe even an ancient maccari? Who knows? Regardless, there are opportunities for mentorship, provided you learn fast.”

Frowning, the Sorceress grumbled, “Five days isn’t enough time for anything but the basics.”

“Even that could be useful for a newly initiated priestess-Sorceress.”

“Hrm. You may have a point, spirit.”

Holding up a hand, Gabriel said, "Let's think this through logically." He gestured to each portal in turn. "First option: the lynari need immediate help. People are injured; buildings are damaged. Second option: treasure hunting and sailing, potentially time-sensitive but we have no reason to believe it’s a pressing matter. Third option: defense preparation against an impending raid, plus archaeological investigation."

"The first is the most overtly time-sensitive,” Ravenna observed with a frown.

He nodded in agreement. “First portal first. Third portal second. Second portal, if we do it, last. We can approach each the same way I would crafting something. Look for the tools we’ll need to accomplish the next objectives on our current venture. That way maybe we can make the aquatic quests less…”

“Moist?” she suggested.

“Damp,” he corrected with a frown. “Where I come from, some people dislike that word.”

“Which? Moist?”

“Mhm.”

She opened her mouth and pointed at her tongue. “You will spend a considerable amount of time inside my warm, moist mouth if I have my way. Serafina is not allowed to have anything I will not have.”

A low, warm chuckle came from her amulet.

He turned to the first portal. With the decision made, it was time to act. “Lucielle, assign the standard spread to my skills. Max Endurance and Presence. Put the last three points into Intelligence.”

His character sheet appeared, dynamically assigning two points to each of his currently active skills, and updating his attributes as commanded.

“Done,” the spirit announced.

Drawing his saber, Gabriel waited for Ravenna to catch up, then the two of them walked through the portal.


Milestone 2: Updated Character Sheet


Level 11 Changes

Total Experience: 37,300

Experience to Level 12: 1,800 of 10,000

Core Statistics

Glyph Slots: 6 (Increases to 8 at level 15)

Hit Points: 208 (10 base + 198 for 11 levels); Regenerates 18%/hour (25% of current Endurance of 72)

Mana: 372 (10 base + 176 for 11 levels, doubled by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King); Regenerates 35%/hour (50% of current Presence of 56, enhanced by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King)

***

Attributes

Strength - 63

Grace - 55

Endurance - 72 (+6): You now gain 18 hit points per level. Your total hit points have been increased to 208. You need 3.5 hours less sleep per night. All forms of physical fatigue have been reduced by 45%.

Presence - 56 (+6): Your leadership aura has improved. This gives willing followers a 12% improvement to all activities you endorse and an equal bonus to all diplomatic actions.

Foresight - 36

Intelligence - 66 (+3): You now gain 16 mana per level. Your total mana has been increased to 186. Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King has doubled this to 372.

***

Active Skills

Survival: 21 (+2) – Resistance to native environmental damage is increased to 27%

Herbalism: 20 (+2) – Resistance to native poisons and toxins is increased to 27%

Combat Tactics: 24 (+2) – Critical strike bonus increases to 72%

Combat Mobility: 22 (+2) – Dodge chance is increased to 22%, and weird movement is increased to 66%

Siege Smith: 21 (+2)

Glyph Skills

All Glyph skills automatically match the highest active skill rank of 24 and require the listed glyph to be active.

Stealth (Glyph of the Scout): 10 mana for 10 min invisibility, 1 min cooldown; +5 bonus when Survival skill active.

Diplomacy (Glyph of Diplomacy): World lore and region knowledge; resistance to influence effects.

Arcane Knowledge (Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King): General knowledge of magical concepts and spells.

Inactive Skills

Field Medicine: 10

***

Current Glyph Configuration (6 slots)

Note: Swapping to a different glyph takes 8 hours. The current configuration may still be used during the wait.

Visionary Path

Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-2)

Glyph of Accuracy

Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King

Strategist Path

Glyph of the Scout

Glyph of the Survivalist

Glyph of Diplomacy


Interlude: His Disturbing Origin Story


Throkkul the Thrice-Blessed (though twice-cursed and once-mildly inconvenienced would have been more accurate) surveyed his domain from atop Disappointment Hill, so named because everyone who climbed it expecting a decent view discovered the other side was covered in festering garbage pits.

He cut an impressive figure, provided one's standards for "impressive" had been significantly lowered by centuries of exposure to corrupted magic. His yak-humanoid body stood seven feet tall at the shoulder, covered in patchy fur that looked like it had been applied by a drunk taxidermist. One of his arms was standard issue—hairy, clawed, reasonably functional. The other had been replaced during his ascension ritual with what appeared to be a lobster claw, though it was currently mid-molt and looked not dissimilar to the morning’s meal.

His face represented Kusk's blessing at its finest: one eye was that of a yak (brown, bovine, prone to lazy wandering), while the other was decidedly octopoid (bulging, independently mobile, and occasionally oozing rancid mucus). His horns curved magnificently before abruptly ending in what looked like tiny, grasping hands that occasionally waved at people.

But his most prized possession, the one that marked him as the Biggest Vessel of Kusk's Yak, was the Talisman of Kusk itself.

It was a piece of Kusk himself.

His nipple, to be precise. Approximately the size of a dinner plate, it was a dark tan color and oozing bits of sticky, yellow corruption. Strapped to Throkkul’s chest, the appendage (if that was the correct term), puckered and throbbed with malevolent life. Bits of tissue, like cancerous growths, pebbled the surface, growing what might have been sensory organs to take the world in. Surrounded with an aura of mutation, its presence was strong enough to keep Emyra’s resurgent presence at bay.

Well, mostly.

Some of the outer yurts had started dissolving anyway, but that was probably fine.

The nipple pulsed, a flap of folded skin yawning like a mouth as it spoke in a drawling, rural accent. "Gazin' at yer kingdom again, boss? Mighty fine sight, all them yurts and whatnot."

Throkkul nodded sagely, choosing to ignore how Emyra’s resurgence was causing the edges to fray. Orange streamers fluttered across the desolate horizon, revealing the locations of Kusk’s blessed monsters. The goddess’ dissolving touch wouldn’t destroy the larger creatures anytime soon.

But it would make them ornery as all get out. Infighting among Kusk’s Blessed wasn’t uncommon, and the thought of any of the larger creatures taking up residence among the yurts was far from a fun one.

Exhaling a wet sigh, he looked down, examining his sprawling hold.

Hundreds of yurts and leather huts crowded together like mushrooms after a rain, connected by a maze of paths that made sense only to those who had designed them while under the influence of Kusk's reality-bending magic. Cookfires belched yellow-tinged smoke. Corrupted livestock (he was fairly certain they'd started as sheep, though several now had tentacles) bleated mournfully in their pens.

And everywhere, yackums.

So many yackums.

There was Blorgul, whose goat-like body supported the torso of what might have once been human, except three of his four arms ended in crab claws and his head was mostly teeth. He was attempting to repair a yurt and failing spectacularly.

Nearby, Sneeblick, who had been blessed with the lower body of a crab and the upper body of something cartilaginous, was arguing with Klaxhorn about proper garbage pit maintenance. Klaxhorn, whose magnificent rack of face-antlers would have been impressive if they didn't keep getting tangled in his own tentacle beard, was shouting something incomprehensible.

Shame about the tentacles, honestly. They made every already garbled word come out with all the clarity of a fart during a thunderstorm.

In the practice yard, a dozen Yackum warriors were training with weapons they'd looted from various raids. Their movements were enthusiastic but uncoordinated, like watching a group of toddlers who'd been given swords and told to "figure it out." Plorg the Mostly Competent had managed to stab himself in his own lobster claw, which was impressive given that it was attached to his back.

"Mighty warriors," the nipple wheezed. "Real killers, them boys."

"Indeed." Throkkul watched Plorg hop around while his companions tried to figure out which end of a healing salve to open. "Been at my side for years now. At least..." He hesitated, working to figure out just how long they’d been living upon this island.

Months, certainly.

Years, probably.

Longer than that? Eh…

The nipple pulsed. “Proud of what you’ve built here, Throkkie-pooh. I know the rest of me would be bettin’ on you figurin’ out what’s going on with Emyra and puttin’ a stop to it, if he was here.”

At the profound compliment, the Biggest Vessel straightened, all confusion gone in a second.

Movement at the edge of the village caught his wandering eyes. A runner was approaching. It was a young Yackum named Beeflord whose blessing from Kusk had given him the head of a particularly stupid chicken and the legs of a goat. He ran like someone fighting a blizzard, a seizure, and a sneeze all at once.

"Biggest Vessel!" Beeflord, beak working, gasped for breath. "The hippaur ships! The cargo! It's... it's... there's a situation!"

"Slow down, boy." Throkkul's voice carried the weight of command. "What situation?"

"The ships are melting! Emyra's foul light! It's dissolving the hulls! The cargo is being exposed to the elements!"

The nipple let out a phlegmy rumble. "Well, turd. We better get down there 'fore all them goodies turn to goop."

Throkkul nodded with the gravitas befitting his station, which is to say he bobbed his head so hard his brain sloshed audibly. "Summon the Vessels of Kusk's Yak. We ride to investigate!"

"We gonna walk, actually," the nipple muttered. "Ain't got no mounts. Lost 'em all in the Great Tentacle Incident."

"We stride purposefully to investigate!"

***

The cargo ships sat at the edge of the village's safe zone, and "sat" was being generous. "Slowly dissolved while listing dramatically" would have been more accurate. The hippaur pirates had delivered them a while ago—five massive cargo vessels stuffed with goods looted from the mainland, payment from cousin Skarbok for magical services rendered.

The ships' hulls showed all the signs of Emyra’s disgusting touch: the metal was rusting, and bits of wood on the decking were covered in algae. Any minute now, entire trees were liable to pop out from the planks.

Throkkul arrived with his procession of Vessels. The throng waddled, oozed, crawled, and high-stepped behind him, each cloaked in a miasma of corrupt magic.

"Well?" He watched his followers scramble over the ships, throwing cargo onto the dock. "What haul are we gettin’ off today?"

"Canned goods, Biggest Vessel!" Gurglax hefted a crate. "Many cans! Also, they're mostly expired and bulging ominously!"

"Excellent! Continue!"

"Furniture, Blessed One!" Mool-Mool somehow managed to convey excitement through collective chittering. "Many chairs! Several are load-bearing!"

"Fabulous!"

"Biggest Vessel!" Snorkfist emerged from a cargo hold, dragging something behind him with his teeth. "This one's full of... I don't know what these are!"

Throkkul approached, his mismatched eyes taking several seconds to focus. It was some kind of costume; a full-body covering of purple and pink synthetic fur, complete with an oversized head featuring large, cartoonish eyes and a permanent smile that suggested the wearer had experienced something wonderful or possibly a stroke.

"What is this?" Reaching down to touch the fabric, his lobster claw experimentally pinched the material and found it surprisingly durable.

"There's more!" Snorkfist's voice rose with excitement. "The whole hold is filled with them! All colors! All sizes! This purple one smells like... body odor and conventions. Sir, I think there are still people in them."

Throkkul's chest thudded with urgent hope. Moving closer, he peered into the hold. Snorkfist wasn't exaggerating. Dozens of costumes were piled inside. They were elaborate fur suits in every color imaginable, some designed to look like wolves, others like humanoid cats, a few that appeared to be original creatures that definitely did not exist in nature. Many had... occupants still inside, though they'd been past their expiration date for quite some time.

The nipple throbbed. “Opportunity comes in many shapes and sizes. Oh! Oh! Look!” A pulpy wart wiggled, drawing the High Vessel’s attention to a giant black suit. With the muscular occupant still inside, the thing was positively heroic: complete with swollen muscles, a giant collar, and the sort of hat anyone could wish for. Assuming their heads were the right shape. And the best part? Humidity gave the entire thing an intimidating shine.

"Mighty Talisman." Throkkul addressed the nipple reverently. "What say you? Could these... garments serve our cause?"

Blurp. Bloop.

Churning sounds emerged from the inverted tip of the nipple. "Yes, I do believe so. The circumstances of their arrival, then what we have available… Yes! We can do it. In fact, perhaps Kusk has found his new champion in that one.” It lurched toward the black garb.

“A champion,” Throkkul whispered, awed at the concept. Several other nearby vessels, hearing the announcement, echoed the words.

“At last, our master will have a hero to defend him against Emyra’s grabby evil!” One squealed in glee.

Throkkul’s thoughts raced, churning in place for several seconds. “Rituals of Merging and Awakening. We create new warriors, ones who are immune to Emyra’s naughty touches…”

“No more naughty touches!” The Vessels echoed, with one schlorping out, “Icky girl fingers!”

"Now yer thinkin'!" the holy talisman shouted. "Course, you'll need the essence pools. And the ritual's gonna take time. And there's like a forty percent chance everyone involved melts into screamin' goo. But forty percent failure rate means sixty percent success rate! Them's good odds!"

"Snorkfist!" Throkkul's voice rang with the clarion clarity of his station. "How many of these... fur suits are there?"

"At least thirty, Biggest Vessel! Maybe more!"

Throkkul turned to address the assembly, his voice rising with prophetic fervor. "Brothers! Emyra seeks to suffocate us within her foul light! She mocks us, as she has ever scorned our one true lord!"

The Vessels bleated, clicked, and gurgled their agreement.

"But Kusk provides! Through these humble garments, we shall craft an army! Warriors who need not breathe! Soldiers who feel no pain! Defenders who shall push back the light and reclaim our territory!"

"YEAH!" the most holy talisman belched. "Let's do some war crimes!"

"Bring these suits to the essence pools! All of them! The furred, the leathered, the disturbingly zipped! We shall perform the Ritual of Merging and Awakening and birth an army worthy of our lord's name!"

As his followers scrambled to obey, dragging the still-occupied costumes from the decaying ships, Throkkul gazed toward the island’s interior. Somewhere out there, someone had begun acting in the foul goddess’s defense. The inevitable final battle, one they had been waiting for at least…four years…had finally come.

“We are better than Skarbok and his raiders,” he murmured. “Not distracted by hips. Not thinking about calc-calc-cannons. Magic and Kusk’s will is all that fuels us. And our lord’s enemies will soon taste our magic and know their doom.”

Flesh wiggled against his chest. “Uh, I wouldn’t be a good talisman if I didn’t point out that we can’t precisely see the hucow.”

“Bah. Do not distract me, most holy talisman. Come. We must begin the ritual. Your magic will be needed now more than ever.”

Trailing a swarm of followers laden with the suits of poor, deceased furries, the Biggest Vessel mentally prepared to cast the most taxing ritual of his life.


Chapter 10: Enflamed Choices


Like stepping through a funhouse mirror, Gabriel felt a rush of cool followed by a sense of stretching, pulling, and fundamentally changing reality. A wall of foreign aromas nearly overwhelmed him. There was smoke, blood, and burning thatch. Sounds followed. People were shouting in desperation over crackling, howling fires. A woman was screaming for help.

From outside the portal, the situation in the lynari settlement had appeared contained. The citizens had been working together in an orderly, if urgent, manner. Crossing the portal revealed a far more hectic reality.

“What?” Head spinning, Gabriel tried to consolidate the outside of the quest portal with his senses. Ravenna came into view beside him, her eyes wide to match his shock.

The lynari settlement sprawled before them; a scene of catastrophe bordering on horror.

Three buildings were actively burning. The water brigade had given up on one entirely, focusing efforts on the other two. Instead of one orderly pile of monstrous bodies, there were corpses scattered everywhere, both lynari and the mixed monsters. Wounded villagers sat in clusters, being tended by others with strips of cloth and a thin white glow of healing magic.

A tall, muscular figure climbed the slope toward us. Moving as if all the weight in the world weighed him down, he had a mostly humanoid face, with a thick mane of charred, patchy hair, and oversized forearms ending in paws. He was dressed in a patchy, soot-covered tunic and pants.

“Outsiders,” he growled, hands flexing to produce long black claws. “Have you come to add to our woes?”

Gabriel’s Tablet popped into view, Lucielle calling, “We’re here to help! This is Gabriel, King of the Fae Islands, and he’s accepted Fated Quests to help you.”

The effect was immediate. A line of lynari wounded over fifty feet away turned to stare, their golden eyes filling with hope. The man’s hands relaxed, claws retracting. “Questbound to help us and a Tablet Wielder? That’s…better than I could have hoped. I am Throk, Huntmaster of the Red Claws. Your assistance would be most welcome.”

Looking away from the Huntmaster, Gabriel turned his attention to the village, seeing it with the eyes of an architect and engineer. He had no experience with battles on this scale, but he’d been in plenty of combat since arriving in the Fae Wilds. Blood and gore were no problem. "Call me Gabriel. This is Ravenna. I hear screaming. Someone is trapped and you can’t get them out?"

“Yes. Our kitchen and dining hall. We built it over an abandoned monster cave we’ve used as refrigeration and storage for decades. The creature leading that attacking party cast a spell that caused the hall to collapse. We lack the strength or equipment to get them out and the fires are close to setting the thatch on fire.”

Ravenna, practical and coolly calculating, murmured, “Dining hall. That means a lot of people, including children.”

Blood pounding in his ears, Gabriel had heard enough. He was running before the last syllable left her mouth.

Practically falling down the hill, he had his saber sheathed and his Tablet up even as his feet navigated the terrain. Between his high Grace and Combat Mobility, his body could sort through anything short of an active battle with no problems.

Schematics popped into view as he called, “Lucielle, I need to know how my abilities will work on the fallen timber. If it’s unattended but belongs to these people, can I recycle it?”

The Tablet flickered as the Mana Guide accessed details he’d have spent hours hunting for. “From a technical perspective, you are considered the duly appointed King of the Fae Islands. One reason your powers work on the islands is because your magic has claimed the lands. It was part of Emyra and Kusk’s blessing to you. Technically, these lynari are descendants of your people. Which makes everything they’ve built sort-of yours. If you claim it.”

Dodging around a haggard, hollow-eyed boy and his mother, Gabriel rounded the remnants of a blackened building. Corpses that hadn’t been there in the preview lined the streets. Cursing the Fates for not revealing the full truth of these people’s dire need, he growled, “What do you mean claim it?”

“You have divine authority when it comes to your people. If you put your hand on an unattended, disassembled object and declare that it is part of your kingdom, it simply will be. Unless there’s a contesting authority, that is. Another ruler, or a Tablet Wielder could make that murky.”

Schematics flashed on the screen. The first one was Simple, Reinforced Log Platform. That would be ideal, particularly if he could use it as a structure. Then he saw the casting time: 2 minutes (reduced to 1 minute due to your current glyph configuration).

“Not fast enough,” he growled, taking the last turn to a building near the center of the settlement. A shadow overhead and a flapping of wings told him Ravenna had kept pace, although he didn’t have time to worry about what she was up to.

“Here,” Lucielle said, swapping to other options.

The casting time was far less, but the one she’d pulled up cost metal. He had Prismatic Essence, which could double as anything, but was loath to use it unless he had to. Closing on the objective, he saw the kitchen had been constructed to a far higher standard than the others. Made of heavy, thick beams reinforced with metal bracings and bolts, the roof had been made of copper sheets rather than thatch.

A dozen lynari were busy struggling around the structure. Lacking anything other than the most basic tools, a pair armed with hoes were attempting to chop into cracked wood with little effect.

Drawing to a halt as the locals turned, at first with suspicion, then awe as they saw his Tablet, Gabriel assessed the situation. Siege Smith did most of the skill work, the knowledge of dangerous mechanics fitting the situation almost perfectly. Using it gave him direct insights into the various forces at play, along with the lethal risks. “Ravenna! I need your eyes. Describe what you see from above. There should be a central beam. Is it V-shaped or a line? Is it intact? Are there any openings, or signs of fire from inside?”

“On it!” With none of her normal attitude, she bent herself to the task, wings flapping. Her hands moved, spinning a spell as she ascended.

While she got into place, he assessed the situation further.

The structure was nearly fifty feet long and was once twenty tall, and had been constructed in a classic ‘long hall’ style similar to Earth’s Vikings. There was no sign of magic or arcane runes anywhere on the building, even though the engineering was clearly two or three steps above the adjacent dwellings.

Fire licked across a large thatch hut directly next to the collapse, a regular wind rolling in from the hills to fan the flames directly into the ruined structure. It was hot enough to force the Lynari away, although the water brigade continued working on the far side. If their efforts were helping at all, he couldn’t tell.

“That fire was set with magic, wasn’t it?” he asked, calculating speed and consumption.

“It was,” Lucielle confirmed. “Although you should ask Ravenna for these details. I’m restricted in what I can give away while in the Tablet. Speaking of which, you’re being given quests. I’ve accepted the logical ones on your behalf, so you’ll get proper credit.”

The last thing on Gabriel’s mind was rewards or quests. Not when people needed him.

No, not just people.

If he wanted his magic to work, he had to claim them as his people.

Ravenna called, “It’s V-shaped and intact, but it’s leaning to one side. The metal supports are buckling inward. I can see the bolts retreating into the wood. My analysis spell is telling me someone very powerful cast a Magnesis spell on the area. It’ll draw all the metal together in a central point. Nothing short of a counterspell is going to stop it.”

Buried screams, half-muffled by the fire and calls of locals, were a sword to Gabriel’s heart.

Until now, everything he’d done had been for a theoretical future: for his girlfriends and the local animals, or for a future that could be. The Fates had pulled a fast one on him. In giving him this quest and throwing him into the literal fire, he’d been faced with a reality he was not ready for.

People needed him.

They would die if he failed to act.

Worse, if he made a mistake, he could be the one killing them.

He called, “Ravenna! I need you to tell me exactly where the roof shifts when I start working.”

Wings flapping furiously to avoid licking fires and gusts of wind, she replied, “Okay. What are you going to do?”

Smacking his hands together like a man preparing to lift the world if he had to, Gabriel strode to the nearest bit of collapsing wall. His reply was granite, reinforced with unwavering certainty. “I’m going to save my people. No matter what.”


Chapter 11: A King Rises


The bare wood scalded his palms worse than any metal he'd forged with Gemma. Ignoring the pain, he pushed the image of a complete Schematic to the forefront of his thoughts. At the same time, he tried imagining the specific materials he wanted to pull from the downed building: lumber from this crushed beam, metal from that bent reinforcement.

Pressure grew behind his eyes—a sense that some foreign will fought for authority over the material. Magic tugged at the metal, pulling it toward a purpose in direct opposition to his own. The wood itself resisted, too. There was no language behind the counter pressure, no sense of intellect. This was fundamental. The wood was not his to command.

No domain existed here for him.

CRACK!

SNAP!

"Gabriel! Some of the support bolts are pulling free." With the warning fresh in the air, the maccari swept down, landing atop the crushed wood. Wrapping her taloned feet around a wide brace, she heaved herself upward, wings fighting weight she could never move on her own.

Still, she tried.

Teeth clenched hard enough to make his jaws ache, Gabriel looked up to see the woman scream as a stray coal struck her wing. Twisting while still holding the sagging roof, she batted the fire aside. Her act of selflessness and heroism ran so contrary to character, so utterly unfathomable, that it nearly cost him his focus.

Then it struck him. A dawning realization: Ravenna was a dark Sorceress, that much remained abundantly clear. But she was also a priestess of Emyra, the goddess of life and fertility. For all her numerous flaws, more existed beneath the surface—a depth he hadn't witnessed until this moment.

A wellspring of gratitude swelled through his heart, unlocking what anger or desperation could not.

"I..." Punishing wind swept across his face, blowing smoke that threatened to send him into a coughing fit. Wails filled the air as the main support beam sagged, more bits of metal sucked inward as the potent spell continued its vile work. Fresh sparks flew like hail, burning through gaps in his armor and blistering flesh.

Spitting, he forced the words out. "I am the King of the Fae Islands, and I CLAIM WHAT IS MINE!"

The announcement came as a roar, a triumphant declaration and command.

CCCCRRRRRRACK!

Timbers shuddered. Metal screamed.

Platinum magic burst from his Tablet, striking his body and flowing down through his hands. Gabriel's will burrowed into the collapsed, crushed wood and shoved aside the magic binding the metal. In a moment of profound clarity, it occurred to him that the walls and doors of the hall were too intact, too whole, for his powers to work properly.

But he was wrong.

The plan of his Schematic burned through his mind as sections of wood and steel ran like water. Suffused with white and silver light, the material carried itself away from the ruin. Gaps formed, allowing structural elements to collapse. Fresh screams rose from the populace until they realized what had happened. In removing a single section of the frame, he'd correctly guessed the underlying support structure, allowing splintering wood to fall to one side, where it would do no further harm.

Beside him, a cart-sized anti-ship ballista formed out of the material. With its component materials still smoking, wood and metal transformed into an incomplete weapon.

"There's not enough metal," Lucielle called. "You'll need to spend some Prismatic Essence."

"Do it."

Colorful sparks leaped and flowed from the Tablet, adding to his creation. With a deep, thrumming sound, the apparatus fully materialized.

His work was far from over.

Now that the enemy spellcaster's effect had broken, he could feel his authority over the building, could sense the structure's true size. It was enormous, with far more material than he would have guessed.

"You're doing it," Lucielle whispered, excitement thrumming through her voice. "You're using the magic on your own terms."

Continuing to work, he added a bodkin-style ballista bolt to the ground next to the weapon. The bolt cost far less metal, which he pulled from a pair of support struts within moments of shattering. Wood joined the metal, creating a five-foot-long missile. It rolled down the short slope, wood still smoldering from the heat latent in the fire.

Running out of metal, he changed tactics, creating simple wooden spears and farm implements. Those were far simpler to craft. Thanks to the Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King cutting the time down by fifty percent, he strategically added to the growing pile.

CRUNCH!

A length of wall tore free of a weakened metal brace. Unplanned, yet his connection to the structure gave enough notice to switch tactics. Jets of light speared from his chest into the falling wood, both transmuting and yanking it aside before it could harm anyone hiding beneath. A wooden mace, capped with tips of metal, appeared at his feet.

"Gabriel, you're doing it!" This call was from Ravenna, now at his side.

Blinking burning ashes from his eyes, he glanced over. The priestess was scalded, burned and blackened, her hair singed at the tips and her robe pockmarked. Yet she grinned fiercely as their gazes met. "Keep going! You're almost there."

Lucielle warned, "You're spending mana fast, and we've used fifty Prismatic Essence already."

That was good to know. Reserves would be needed to help more people.

Inspecting the building, he saw his objective within reach. Piece by piece, item by item, he'd torn an opening wide enough to reach the people below. Doing so hadn't been simple—disassembling parts of the structure had led to weakness and collapse in other areas. None of his newfound sense of the place told him where the people were. Ravenna had guided that.

Flickers of shouted conversation, barely remembered, flashed through his thoughts.

How long had this taken?

No idea.

He was close, though. That was what mattered.

Eyes closed, feeling what he wanted to remove next, he commanded broken material to obey his summons. Through the magic of the Tablet and his authority, it leaped to respond.

CRACK!

"I... I see them! Varric! Is that you?" A woman's voice, strained and desperate.

The response was a boy's cry. "Mama, it's me! It's me! We're all here. We hid in the old cellar."

Relief nearly took Gabriel's knees, causing him to stagger. Ravenna reached out to stabilize him and pull him from the wreckage.

"Using that much mana has a price," she warned.

"Mhm." Waving her concern away, he forced himself to straighten and turn. "What next?"

A lynari adolescent, one working the water line, stood close enough to overhear. The youth pointed urgently. "The granary! The wall is collapsing, and Elder Mira is inside!"

Gabriel made his legs obey. The granary's western wall had developed a pronounced lean, held up by little more than stubborn construction and luck. Through the open door, he could see an elderly Lynari woman with white-streaked fur, frantically trying to save grain stores.

Calling out, he said, "Get out of there!"

Shouting back, the elder replied, "The winter stores! If we lose them, the clan starves!"

Turning, he wasn't surprised to see Ravenna at his side, her violet eyes glowing bright. "Get help. Find people to form a chain. I'll see about shoring the building up so they have time to get their goods out."

The priestess did not hesitate. Turning as smooth as oil rippling on water, she lifted her voice. "In the King's name, form up. We will do as he wills and form a line. One after the other. This grain will be preserved."

At first, doubts crept in about whether the locals would listen. Then someone shouted, "I saw her with the Tablet Wielder. They are together! Do it!"

Instantly, exhausted and injured people came rushing to form up. As they did, Gabriel studied the wall. Crossing to touch it, he said, "You're mine."

And the structure was. He felt it, knew its structure and layout well enough to apply his powers. This time, he got a better feel for what was happening: to his Tablet, anything broken or damaged enough to lack proper function counted as 'available' to the magic. Had the granary been fully intact, he wouldn't have been able to remake it.

In its current state, the material fell into a gray area: not a complete object and not disassembled. With the right frame of mind and effort, he could force the structure to obey his will.

Which he did.

His Tier-2 Schematics allowed him to create any individual component used to make them. Relying on that now, he caused cracked wood to flow into bracings that effectively supported itself.

People began carrying bags of grain out. Under Ravenna's watchful eye, they hustled, eager to preserve their food.

"You're running low on mana!" Lucielle warned urgently. "Those support beams are costing you fifteen each at that size."

The sensation confirmed it. Getting low on mana felt like running a race with a fifty-pound bag on his back. Pushing anyway, he conjured thinner beams. Crafted of already weakened material, these cracked almost instantly.

Yet they held enough to keep the wall from falling.

"Hurry," he called through gritted teeth as he walked into the room, using his supernatural strength to add to the supports.

That did it.

Legs and torso braced, his mana all but spent and covered in burns, he held the wall until the civilians salvaged their food.

"Gabriel, they are out!" Ravenna called, what felt like an hour later.

Crreeeeak.

"Hurry!" Lucielle begged.

A half-turn, then a running leap as the wall came crashing down behind him. Ravenna's hand caught his, yanking him free as the building finished collapsing.

Landing on her, the two rolled onto the ground, her scaled arms and legs wrapping around his body. Whether her intent was safety or proximity wasn't clear, not that he had the energy to complain.

Coming to a halt, the two separated as shadows fell over them.

Elder Mira, a woman with a lined face and white-furred rounded ears, stood over them. "Thank you. Both of you. But there's more. If you've got the strength..."

Exchanging a look, Gabriel stood and offered Ravenna a hand. She took it, scaled forearms soft against his. "Show us where."


Chapter 12: Edging Is The Best!


Their first course of action was to use Gabriel's last mana to consume the buildings on fire. Doing so removed the biggest, most immediate threat. It also created some interesting flaming wooden spears that didn't last long. With the burning buildings dealt with, they focused entirely on finding injured survivors and tending them. His Field Medicine skill proved uniquely useful for that.

Ravenna turned out to be adept at dressings and first aid, revealing broad knowledge of anatomy and healing practices. When he asked her about it, she smirked, "Priestess of Emyra, remember?"

The duo worked for hours, long past Gabriel's mana depletion. Ravenna exhausted herself as well. From what he could tell, they saved every life possible.

Night came naturally, despite their being inside a dungeon, and cold followed. The survivors moved into the remaining intact shelters. As people dragged themselves out of view, Huntmaster Throk approached the duo, Elder Mira one step behind him.

He said, "Tablet Wielder, I would be honored if you and your woman would sleep in my home tonight."

Gabriel held up a hand. "She's not..."

Interrupting him with a self-satisfied flash of white teeth amidst her soot-stained face, Ravenna murmured, "My King and I would greatly appreciate the hospitality. Particularly if there's some way to clean up first?"

Elder Mira was one step ahead. She pointed to a wooden structure nearby. This one had a stone base, the bits cunningly fit together in a style unlike the thatch huts. She explained, "Adventurers built the wash house for us a few years ago as part of a quest. It's spelled. Go on. When you're done, join us inside."

The exhausted Huntmaster pointed at his large, charred home. It had been next to a house Gabriel had consumed to put the fire out. Miraculously, it remained intact.

"Thanks," Gabriel said, joining Ravenna in walking to the wash house.

It was small, with room for two, maybe three people inside. The interior was carved with glyphs of preservation and cleanliness. A pair of metal spigots protruded from the ground, each with simple magical controls for temperature and flow.

No sooner had they entered than Ravenna began disrobing, her tattered overdress half off before Gabriel took a step back. "I'll wait out here."

Pausing in the middle of hitching her wardrobe over the perfectly pale handholds of her hips, she gave him a curious look. "Why? Is nudity uncommon on Earth? Lucielle's shared memories suggest you're far from shy."

"Not even a little," he admitted. "I'm not prepared to be fully nude with a woman who, up until today, made it her life's mission to out-sex every other woman in my life. Tell me I'm wrong, but I don't think a little soot and fatigue would stop you from trying something."

She exhaled an exasperated sigh, her eyes dancing with amusement all the same. "Fine. May I at least call you back in to get my back? The wings make it difficult."

"I'll work with that compromise, sure."

He moved outside the building, far enough to give the illusion of privacy and still hear when she called him back.

"You know the ladies wouldn’t be jealous if you were intimate with her," Lucielle commented from within his Tablet. Floating into view, the surface had taken on a quizzical green color.

Her question made him laugh. "They’ve made it abundantly clear they wouldn't be jealous of my taking other lovers, yes." He turned to watch the sun set on the horizon. A kaleidoscope of mesmerizing colors slashed the purple sky. He squinted, thinking he could barely make out a roof or stone enclosure directly above. "On Earth, people aren't usually so casual about sex. I'm still getting used to it."

"I would argue people in the Wilds aren't casual about it."

"Oh?"

The Tablet tilted in the equivalent of a nod. "There's a difference between having absolute trust in someone you want to be with and treating intimacy casually."

He thought back to his first experiences with Emyra's priestesses. Gemma had been not-so-subtle about her intent from the start. It had been virtually the same with Raquel, Ravenna, and Serafina. "Is that how it works?"

"Remember, when I wake them, it includes comprehensive details about recent events. Not only do they know the state of the islands, but they also see you as I have. They see your heroism and compassion. Remember the order of events. Gemma is a Fakayren, a being with two sides: logic and passion. Her interest in you was through the lens of a young woman, newly freed and come into her maturity, seeing a man she was besotted with. She told you she wanted you because it was an honest emotion, and communicating that way is fundamental to who she is."

Gabriel saw the distinctions his Guide was getting at. Gemma wasn't aggressive or competitive like Ravenna; the Forge Elemental wasn't bold, but she was blunt.

Lucielle continued. "Each woman you've freed since has fed that narrative. Your compassion and patience with Raquel added an entirely new chapter. She wanted you, and you made absolutely certain to take care of her. Emotionally, then physically. Even your relationship with Serafina is measured. Ravenna may tell you it's about sex, but it's not. She woke up knowing you far more than you know her. None of the women in your life see intimacy casually. They come with more built-in trust and emotional intimacy that few, if any, other people could have."

The Guide's explanation wasn't new, but the phrasing was. He tried thinking about the situation from Ravenna's perspective: waking up, seeing relationships develop, yet not being an active participant in them. To a woman as intelligent and competitive as the Sorceress, it had to be incredibly galling. Like being behind in every class.

"I'm not going to use the visions you give people to shortcut relationships with them," he said, firm as he'd been with Raquel and Gemma. "Waking them up with context is important. What I don't like is her feeling left out because she's seen private acts that might color her expectations."

"Oh. I censor those," Lucielle said, flashing an amused shade of yellow. "They get enough information to see who you are, and the context for the developing situation on the islands. That includes your relationships and how you treat others. But I don't show them everything."

"Ravenna made it sound otherwise."

"I mean, she has bits and pieces of naughty conversations. Enough for a keen intellectual to piece together context."

That revelation made him feel better. He still wasn't going to rush into anything, even if the other women in his life were enthusiastic about the idea. They might be all about forming the best harem ever, but all of this was still relatively new to him. He wanted to approach every relationship properly, with its own time and cadence.

"I should point out that Ravenna might not even want to join the harem," Lucielle added. "Not everyone will. It's entirely possible she wants to... kind of date you."

"Date?"

"You know. Form a mate bond without going through the actual harem ceremony. Kind of orbit the official structure. Maccari are quite the loners, as she's said."

Gabriel frowned, unsure how he felt about that concept. On one hand, marrying a woman who'd be trying to out-compete every other member of the harem was more than a little daunting. On the other, weren't 'mate bond' and 'date' mutually exclusive terms?

"I'm ready for you," Ravenna called, interrupting further discussion.

Heart lighter and head clearer, he crossed to the door and opened it. Through a wall of steam, Ravenna's perfectly porcelain beauty was a tantalizing slice of flesh. Framed between a pair of velvet black wings and the delicate scales covering her extremities, the familiar humanity of her body drew his eyes like a beacon.

Ravenna's frame was both more toned and voluptuous than he would have expected. She had her back to him, which gave him an excellent view of lean shoulders and the dips of dimples at her lower back before fanning into a firm, eminently grippable ass. As he stepped close, she turned enough for the full, slightly upturned cup of one breast to slip in and out of view.

"There you are," she rasped, voice husky. "I heard you talking and wondered if you'd accept my request."

Throat catching, he swallowed. "Yeah. Going over things with Lucielle. How can I help?"

Rotating to face the far wall, she handed him a scrub brush. "Found this hanging up. Figured with the cleaning magic, it's safe to use."

He accepted the implement, using the short-handled tool against her back. The first contact earned a soft, 'ohhhh' of pleasure. "Harder. Please. I haven't flown that long for a while and I'm so sore."

Applying more force with the brush, he contoured her muscles. Leveraging his healing skill, he tracked spots of tension along the ridges and grooves of her body. Over several steaming minutes, he came to appreciate the wonderful architecture of her back, how the human and avian bits seamlessly flowed into each other. Ravenna's unique beauty, the combination of raven, harpy, and woman enticed inspection and touch.

He reached out, free hand gliding across the juncture where her wings met her back. Compact tendons, as solid as any steel wire, resisted his pressure. She arched toward him, a gentle, "ohhhh, yessss, please," sighing between her lips. Taking that as a sign, he applied himself. Combining all his attributes, he massaged the tissue until her sighs of delight deepened to heartfelt relief.

"I take it back," she gasped a few minutes later, flattening herself against the wall.

"What?" he asked, amused.

"Maybe there's room for me to not be competitive all the time. Assuming I can get massages like that."

Laughing, he bent down to pick up the scrubber. When he looked up, Ravenna's ass was at eye level. She'd not-so-subtly arched, giving him a view of incredibly pink labia. Framed by her raven thighs, the effect was of a woman wearing stockings and nothing else.

"We can always do a little," she suggested. "Maybe you could put the tip inside, to see how it feels?"

"Not falling for that tonight," he chided. Without thinking, he smacked her ass.

"Ohhhhhhhh, goddess, yessss. Again, please." The response was so immediate and intense that he nearly did.

Straightening, he did his best to keep the amusement from his voice. "Oh. Did I do that? Sorry. Total accident. Is it my turn now?"

She spun on him, eyes flashing with an intensity that might have been fury. He caught a flash of hard nipples and the full globes of her breasts as she closed the distance, pressing her chest against his. Mouth inches from his, she hissed, "Are you trying to toy with me? To make me want you more than I do already? My body is yours to claim. Have I not made that abundantly clear? What man waits for an opportunity such as this?"

"Some things are worth wanting and waiting for," he replied cryptically, unflinching in the face of her intensity. "You say you like powerful men? Try this on for size. I know what you want. An easy win. Then you've done what Raquel and Gemma didn't: gotten sex faster than they did. You want your chance? Sure. But you're going to have to earn it. And that means this won't be easy."

Her expression faltered as she bit her bottom lip. "You saw what I wanted so easily?"

"When you tell me a dozen times in our first day how you plan to win over my other lovers, it's pretty hard to miss."

With a long, forlorn sigh, she gathered her scorched clothes. Moving to one side of the room, she quietly pulled them on, then opened the door. "I'll meet you outside."

"Sounds good."

Sliding out of view, she called back to him, "And Gabriel? Trust me when I say this: you will have your way with me. Sooner or later."

The door clicked shut before he could reply.

"Damn, she's such a brat," he announced to the air.

"Sure is," Lucielle replied brightly. "Isn't it fun?"

He did not deign himself to reply to such an absurd statement. Of course it wasn't fun. What lunatic would think this was fun?


Chapter 13: Smoldering Passion


Damp, and as put-together as he could manage, he exited the building to find Ravenna slumped against the wall. The night's chill, easily fifteen degrees cooler than when he'd gone in, pebbled the skin on her arms. Shivering, she slid over and laced her arm in his. "I hope they have a proper bed."

Choosing to accept the contact rather than push for another verbal sparring match, he could only agree.

They reached the tribal leader's dwelling, where Throk and Mira greeted them. Inside, Gabriel found the dwelling reflected the practical efficiency of hunters who'd spent generations perfecting their craft. Wooden beams crisscrossed the ceiling, each carved with intricate patterns depicting leonine figures locked in eternal hunts. Trophy skulls lined one wall, each belonging to predatory creatures of mysterious origins.

A stone firepit dominated the center of the space, smoke rising through a carefully positioned gap in the roof. Simple bedrolls and woven mats surrounded the fire in a loose circle, and wooden racks held weapons in various states of repair. The scent of cured meat and leather hung thick in the air, mixing with wood smoke and the metallic tang of recently spilled blood.

Throk gestured to the fire. "Sit. You've earned rest and repast."

Ravenna chose a spot nearest the fire, wings tucking tight against her back. Gabriel caught her pulling the True Stories from the Trailer Park book from thin air, purple light flickering around her fingers.

"Storage spell," she explained without looking up. "Only works for spell components and magical texts. Useful, no?"

"True Stories from the Trailer Park is magical?"

She tapped the symbols on the front cover of the historical text. "Instructional counts."

With a chuckle, Gabriel accepted a wooden bowl of stew from Throk. Inhaling, he found the food smelled of unfamiliar herbs and gamey meat. Hungry enough to eat an entire boar, he was only too happy to tuck in.

As he and Ravenna began their meal, Mira and Throk settled on their haunches across the fire. The leonine woman waited a few seconds before speaking. "Questbound or not, we are in your debt today, adventurers."

The Tablet floated into view, the surface fluttering with:

SO MANY QUEST UPDATES! ARE YOU READY?


Gabriel was not.

Eyeing the antics of the artifact, Throk rumbled, "I would know more about you, if you are willing to share with us."

Spicy, rich stew swelling his cheeks, Gabriel chewed, swallowed, and took a few seconds before explaining their background. Over the course of not one, but two bowls of stew, he elaborated about his true origins from Earth, along with his efforts to restore the Fae Islands, and how he and Ravenna had come to be in the lynari village.

"It was all an accident mostly," he admitted at the end. "We were looking for books, not expecting to get pulled into side quests."

Elder Mira snorted. "When you're a Tablet Wielder, your life becomes about side quests. Twice as much when you're inside Fate's Dungeon."

Ravenna, who'd been busy half-listening, half-reading, perked up. "Would you tell us more about this place?"

The huntmaster's ears twitched. "Certainly. This place isn't a typical dungeon. Not the kind you'd expect. It's not merely a collection of monsters and treasure. It is its own miniature world, one that is custom-designed to push adventurers in service to the Fates to their greatest potential."

"And not just in combat," Mira prompted.

"Just so," he agreed. "There are cultures in here. Entire spans of people who have evolved trade, governance, and interactions with local monster populations. Those who are granted access may be assigned a thousand types of quest, from mercantile to ditch digging, depending on their role."

Ravenna observed, "It sounds like a self-sustaining ecosystem."

"Just so," Mira answered. "Trade routes connect settlements separated by days of travel. Treasure beasts burrow through the earth, collecting and redistributing loot. Entire goblin communities harvest failed adventurers' gear and recycle it into new rewards. We lynari manage monster populations in our region, maintaining the ecosystem."

Processing that information, Gabriel said, "You're not surviving. You're integrated."

"That was the agreement our ancestors made for us to take refuge here. We had to bind our fates to this place, to work for its purpose. This is why we breed, train, and hunt many of the more natural monsters that populate this place."

"And this brings us to the spellcaster, Skeeva," Throk cut in, tail swishing with displeasure. "The Monarch Ratkin Queen has been organizing the lizardfolk and other subterranean species, convincing them to stop cooperating with our management. Attacks have escalated recently."

Gabriel frowned. "But why would monsters attack you? Aren't you part of the ecosystem?"

"All things within the dungeon live by its laws," the Elder murmured, as if it were an oft-repeated phrase. "Since the Monarch acquired that new spell tome, things have been out of balance."

"Tome?" Ravenna leaned forward, fully alert and nearly as eager as when Gabriel had given her the booty-thwap.

Throk's ears flicked with agitation. "Sometimes outsiders drop things of value. She picked it up, or so we think. It's a sentient arcane tome, one from a group of miscreants who were doing their best to break the dungeon's rules. Experimenting with monsters. Trying to mix incompatible species. Revolting things." He shuddered in disgust.

To Gabriel's discomfort, his Tablet rotated to present him with a message:

Play your cards right, and you might earn a shiny monster breeding glyph. Imagine the possibilities!


He did not, in fact, want to imagine the possibilities. For any potential meaning of the words.

Totally ignorant of the interaction, his Sorceress companion was already all in. "A sentient grimoire might be precisely what I need. Both storage and tutor, it could give me the edge I need to stop Kusk's minions wherever we find them."

"And be a total badass?" Gabriel prompted, smirking.

"Well, yes. Of course."

They spoke for a little while after that, mostly going over the layout of the dungeon and where they might find Skeeva and her ilk. After a while, Elder Mira rose with a bone-cracking grunt. "We have little to offer, but there's a small chamber in the back. The bed is humble, but it's warm and dry."

Handing over his empty bowl, Gabriel gave her a thankful smile. "That's more than enough. Thank you."

As she climbed to her feet, Ravenna addressed the elder. "Your people remain loyal to Emyra, yes? Can you feel her warmth even here?"

Mira's expression softened. "We do. On quiet nights, we sense her presence like sunlight through leaves. But our people's memories of the Fae Islands have faded over the generations. We remember the faith, but not the specifics of the old world."

"Incredible," the priestess murmured, though her tone suggested she found it more tragic than admirable.

The chamber Mira led them to barely qualified as a room. More accurately, it was a partitioned corner with hide curtains providing minimal privacy. A single bed frame supported a mattress of stuffed cloth and furs, clearly meant for a sole occupant.

"I apologize for the meager accommodations," the elder said.

"This is perfect. Seriously. We're grateful."

Once alone, Ravenna turned to put her hand on his chest. "It's far too cold for either of us to sleep on the floor. Front or rear?"

"Hrm?"

Wiggling her shoulders to emphasize the buoyant contours of her nearly visible breasts, she spoke in a husky purr. "Would the King of the Fae islands prefer to sleep with his priestess facing him or away?" Putting actions to words, she turned, wings brushing his face as her ass slid across his pelvis like a curvaceously appetizing forest fire.

With a growl, he resisted the urge to swat the offered flesh. Barely. "Either is fine."

She laughed. "We shall see." Shrugging, she slid out of her robe, revealing the form-fitting body suit beneath. It left impossibly little to the imagination. The V of it covered her nipples like a slingshot bikini that revealed every inch down to the smooth upper portion below her navel. He could absolutely have seen the outline of her pussy lips if he tried.

Not that he would.

"What about layers?" he groused.

"The robe hardly warmed any of me." Moving over to the bed, she slid beneath the sheets. Shivering theatrically, she added, "Our species is cooler than yours. Without your warmth, I shall surely freeze tonight."

"Uh-huh." Deciding to believe the loaded statement, he slid out of his boots and outer layers. His armor went on a pile next to the bow and backpack. For safety, he kept his pants on.

When he moved to join her, Ravenna's gaze was fixed on his shoulders and arms. "You look so very strong."

"High Strength attribute," he muttered, squeezing onto his back. Ravenna adjusted, curling against him, one distractingly firm breast on his chest. The scales on her arms were warm and smooth, contradicting her earlier claim.

"Liar. You're plenty warm."

"Perhaps." Her breath ghosted across his neck. "Or you bring out hidden heat in me."

Even exhausted, he recognized a line when he heard one. "Do you ever stop?"

"Why would I?" Her fingers traced idle patterns on his chest. "You saved those people today. Used your strength to hold a collapsing wall so civilians could escape. Risked yourself without hesitation."

"That's being a decent person."

"No." Her voice carried absolute certainty. "That's being a leader; a King. You proved Serafina right about you."

The praise settled uncomfortably. He'd done what needed doing, nothing more. But Ravenna's body pressed closer, one wing draping across him like a blanket, and exhaustion made arguing pointless.

Minutes passed in comfortable silence. The distant sounds of the settlement preparing for sleep filtered through the hide curtain.

"Gabriel?"

"Mm?"

"When you claim me, I want you to claim all of me."

"Hrm?"

"Every. Bit."

He choked back a laugh. "Oh for... You're seriously talking about butt stuff?"

"I will not fail to thrive where others merely flourish."

“Thrive and flourish are synonyms.”

She snuggled closer, wiggling enthusiastically. “You can’t know how appealing it is, knowing you have such a large…vocabulary.”

Realizing that any further discussion was pointless at best, he sighed and looked at her. His reply died on his lips as he found her violet eyes inches away, an amused glow filling them and tilting her full lips into a playful smile.

She slid a hand through his hair, nails grazing his scalp as she adjusted her body subtly against his. It wasn't quite an undulation. "If you want me to be quiet, you'll have to..."

He kissed her. Hard. Growling, gripping her throat with one hand, he drew her close and smashed their mouths together. There was no delicate teaching or questing in their first kiss; only desperate desire mixed with equal parts exasperation.

Ravenna melted into him, her mouth opening invitingly, her thigh sliding across his as her entire body shuddered with desire so palpable the aroma of her arousal flooded his senses. She smelled of dark magic, of sweets and temptation, and tasted of spices.

When he finally broke the kiss, his lips felt bruised and hers were swollen. Eyes heavily lidded, she exhaled. "Ever have I wanted my first kiss to feel like that."

"Like what?"

"Like I was with a man who had the power to truly claim me."

"You're..." Gabriel inhaled. "Damn it, Ravenna, keep this up and you're going to have me acting like a poorly written women's romance character. I'm the nice guy, the patient guy. Not the throat-grabbing, spanking, dirty-talker."

"Not until you met me, you mean." The smugness dripping from each word could have lubricated everything in the room. Forever.

Refusing to rise to her chiding, he settled back. She took the hint, nuzzling his chest and squeezing tightly for warmth.

Sleep was reluctant, but it came.

Eventually.


Interlude: Puppy Play


Raquel perched on the edge of the platform Gabriel had built prior to leaving to free Ravenna. The Aetherhound’s bare feet, with just the right amount of dirt between the toes, dangled. Her tail swished thoughtfully behind her, making excited figure-eights while she watched the morning sun paint the settlement in shades of gold and amber.

Four days. Four whole days since Sire had gone to rescue Ravenna.

Her tail wagged faster, betraying her excitement.

Our pack is growing, she thought, pressing one hand to her sternum. The anticipation bubbling there was pure curiosity and joy. Gabriel was their center, yes, but Gemma... Gemma was their foundation. The rock they all built their lives upon. And soon, maybe, they'd have another to share this incredible life with.

Clang! Clang!

The sound of Gemma, eternally busy at the forge, drew her attention. Since forming a pack with the other woman, Raquel had come to associate the Forge Elemental with home. Sure, she was noisy sometimes. But there was safety in what they’d built. Safety in the warmth they shared.

Stirring, she felt her spine pop in three places. Hopping off the platform, she squeezed her toes into the soft ground, savoring the satisfying squish between each digit. Grounded, centered in the moment, she made her way toward the barn. The structure Gabriel had built with his Schematics stood weatherized and sturdy, large enough to house the growing menagerie of creatures they'd acquired.

"Good morning, my lovelies," she called, pushing open the barn door.

A chorus of greetings answered. The elifisons, those magnificent elephant-bison hybrids, rumbled deep in their chests, their trunk-like appendages reaching toward her. Raquel laughed and produced treats from her pocket, feeding them with practiced ease.

"There you go, Buttercup. Yes, you too, Daisy." She scratched behind Buttercup's massive ears, feeling the creature lean into her touch.

The elifisons rumbled again, a sound of contentment that vibrated through the barn floor. Through the back wall, which had a large opening, she spotted Bjorna’s herd trotting in the distance. She made a mental note to visit with them soon. The horses were proving invaluable in scouting their territory and deserved attention and time, too.

"Raquel." A nasal voice emerged from near the barn entrance. Albrecht, a romance novel clutched in his one humanoid hand, came wandering in. "I was wondering if you might have insight into a matter of... delicate nature."

Raquel turned, grinning. "Geometry questions again?"

"Always." Waving with his oversized, pincer arm, the tomatsu held the book high enough to reveal the title: ‘Trapped In Power: A Story of Betrayal, Pregnancy, and Rebirth’. "You see, this story features the duke, his governess, and…”

He proceeded to describe the situation which only grew increasingly complicated as one member of the group turned out to be an engineer. To say that ‘block and tackle’ ended up being involved would have been an understatement.

When he finished, she walked to a section of the barn with lifts for hay and storage. Tapping her bottom lip with one finger, she mused, “I imagine with a harness, one could do what you’re describing in both directions. Up and down. A third person, or maybe a spell, could work the mechanism.”

“And if it went fast enough, could the results truly give a person friction burns?”

She grinned, heart fluttering as she thought of her Sire. “When Gabriel returns, I’ll see if he’d be willing to conduct an experiment.”

“That would be ah, lovely. I suppose. You know I’m mostly interested in the theory of these things.”

“Which is precisely why Gemma and I have been taking notes for things to try when Sire is home.”

That sent the tortoise-looking humanoid into a sputtering fit of embarrassment, which led to her laughing. The elifison, now familiar with the once-human man’s antics joined in with chortles of their own.

They left the barn together, the tomatsu following in her wake, his book already in the customary position in front of his eyes. The morning sun had climbed higher, turning the settlement from gold to brilliant white.

Pausing, she mused, “It truly is amazing, isn’t it?”

“Hrm?”

“What we’ve built?” She gestured with a hand, inviting him to see their world anew.

The platforms Gabriel had erected formed a network of connected spaces, each one serving a different purpose. Storage, crafting, planning; all organized with his typical analytical efficiency. The barn stood solid and weatherproof. The robust forge with multiple kilns radiated heat even from a distance, smoke rising from its chimney in a steady plume.

Beyond the immediate settlement, the shrine to the Fates pulsed with gentle platinum light. Using it, the group would become a formal harem upon Gabriel’s return. Sanctified, each would gain a small benefit.

Not that she or Gemma cared about magical benefits, when all they wanted was to be with the man they loved forever.

And each other, she mentally added. The only thing she missed more than time with her Sire was time for the three of them together. It was like a puppy play party, but with orgasms.

Thinking about it made her salivate. Just a little.

Albrecht nodded along as she explained all of this to him (almost all) before they eventually parted. He, to the embrace of his novels, and her to something far more tangible.

Continuing toward the forge, she rounded the corner to find Gemma worked with single-minded focus. The Fakayren priestess had stripped down to her work clothes—leather pants and a sleeveless top that showed the curves of her arms and shoulders. Sweat gleamed on her pale, freckled skin, and her blonde hair was tied back in a practical bun.

"Hey!" Raquel called from the entrance. "You planning to come up for air anytime soon?"

Gemma glanced up from the metal she was shaping, her bright blue eyes focusing slowly as if returning from a great distance. "Oh. Um. Maybe. What’s the time gotten to?” The woman’s drawl, one Gabriel said sounded ‘Texan’ to his Tablet-translated ears, carried a note of the hard logic the smith wore whenever Sire wasn’t around.

"Mid-morning. You’ve been going at this for at least five hours.”

"Have I?" Gemma set the hammer down carefully, flexing her fingers. "Didn't realize."

Waving, the Aetherhound quipped, “Sire isn’t going to be happy if you’re not eating. C’mon. Take a break.”

Gemma allowed herself to be pulled from the forge, though she cast one longing glance back at the unfinished work. Together they made their way to the outdoor kitchen, with the table and chairs they so often shared.

The dining area had been the heart of their camp for a while, long before they’d gotten their home with its heart-shaped bed standing. It was nestled firmly between Albrecht’s cold storage room and a tile-lined pond filled with restorative, cleansing water.

Crossing to the incomplete pit that was their in-progress refrigeration unit, Raquel dropped down to assess their stores. “Oooh. Chilly enough to make all my nipples hard.”

“You only have two,” Gemma pointed out with a smirk.

“Well, if I was a proper dog person and had eight, they’d all be hard as rocks, let me tell you.”

The hound reappeared with an easy leap. Supernaturally agile, she carried an assortment of fish, local vegetables, and dried fruit to the kitchen area, where she immediately set to work.

“Careful, sugar” Gemma playfully chided, leaning back to watch Raquel work. "You're gonna spoil me."

Raquel’s tail whipped from side to side. “Maybe I’m buttering you up for ideas when Sire returns.”

“Ideas, like?”

“Well, remember that configuration from ‘Help! I’m Married to a Demon and He’s Part of a Fish Empire’? I was thinking…”

Gemma cut in, suddenly excited, “Which one? The second or third?”

“The third,” Raquel admitted with a blush.

“Ohhh, I like that idea, too. Okay, you’re allowed to butter me up. Just this once.”

Happier than she’d been in hours, Raquel worked quickly, seasoning the fish with herbs from their garden and wrapping it in leaves before setting it over the small cooking fire. The scent soon filled the air, savory and rich.

Watching her friend work, Gemma mused, “What do you reckon Ravenna is going to be like? Think she’ll fall for Gabriel, too?”

“I can’t see how she wouldn’t.” Raquel honestly couldn’t imagine anyone not falling for Gabriel. He was the most handsome man she’d ever met. Plus, the way his fingers worked over her toes… Shuddering, forcing herself to remain present, she added, “But I worry about her being competitive. Serafina said she would be.”

“Don’t think she’ll play well with others?” Gemma asked, a little concern cracking their banter.

"That's the real question, is it not? Sire isn’t one to foster competition. He made that clear from the start."

"Yeah, he did." Gemma grinned, remembering. "He was so serious about it too. 'I'm not collecting trophies; I want real relationships.'" Her imitation of Gabriel's analytical tone was surprisingly accurate.

A familiar tingle ran down Raquel's spine, the sensation that always preceded magical communication. She straightened as a warm, honey-sweet presence manifested nearby. The amulet at Gemma's throat pulsed with golden light.

"Sisters," Serafina's voice echoed through the air, accompanied by the faint scent of exotic flowers. "I bring news."

"Serafina!" Raquel spun toward Gemma, her tail wagging furiously. "Did he do it? Did he free Ravenna?"

"He did indeed." Serafina's amusement was palpable. "And you were right to wonder about whether she'll 'play well with others.' Little sister attempted to seduce him within minutes of awakening."

Raquel's eyes went wide. "MINUTES?"

"Not seconds after being freed, she offered herself as the superior choice for his harem." The High Priestess cackled. “She wasn’t ready for Gabriel. Not by half.”

Both Raquel and Gemma burst out laughing.

"What did he do?" Gemma managed between giggles.

"Exactly what you'd expect. Put her off.”

“Made her see him as a whole man, not just a walking block and tackle?” Raquel guessed. Gabriel had used almost those same words in her hearing once or twice.

“Precisely.” Serafina went on to give the women an overview of events as she knew them, including the library exploration that had unexpectedly turned into a series of potentially useful side quests.

Gemma, frowning, asked, “Do they have time for side quests?”

“They think so,” the high priestess replied, walking them through the timeline and the reasoning behind the choices Gabriel and Ravenna made. “If they give it enough time, they hope Kusk’s monsters will weaken or give up. It’s entirely possible spending time in the Fate’s Dungeon, getting stronger, is actually the more tactical idea.”

Ears thrashing, Raquel leaned forward. “But, but…you said they kissed?”

“Mhm. Ravenna seems to want Gabriel to use force. He’s been reluctant so far, but I do not think that will last forever. Not with how infuriating the woman can be.”

“I like when he’s forceful,” Gemma grumbled, crossing her toned arms over her chest.

Raquel chimed, “Me too!”

“Grab your throat and spank you forceful?” Serafina asked.

Both women exchanged a look that was a mixture of heat and mild curiosity. Gemma admitted, “I like when he wants me. But maybe not…tries to hurt me. I don’t know. That sounds a lot like the women in Albrecht’s books. It may not be for me.”

“Or me,” Raquel admitted. “Maybe.” She’d do anything to make Sire happy, but would being spanked be nearly as good as when he rubbed her toes?

Probably not.

“And this is why harems are a far superior formation over monogamy,” Serafina preached. “If Gabriel chooses to indulge in her needs, then that may be a good outlet for him.”

“And what about group play?” Raquel asked, a little worried. “If she’s like that, would she be good in, you know, geometry?”

Serafina chuckled again. “We can’t know yet. It’s possible that she may not join the harem as a full member. She’s admitted to wanting plenty of alone time, and expressed intent to mate bond with him. That may mean she remains on the fringes. Or not. It’s too early to tell.”

“As long as she doesn’t try to take him from us,” Gemma said, eyes darkening. “I don’t know if I can trust someone who is both competitive and who is unwilling to commit.”

“Trust Gabriel,” Serafina said softly. “He speaks of you both often. Every word tells me how devoted he is to you both, and how he will not risk anything to lose what you’ve built. Believe it or not, but Lucielle had to remind him that he could sleep with Ravenna if he wanted.”

Raquel gasped in surprise. “Really? Why would he not? He knows we won’t be jealous, as long as we’re in his heart…right?”

“Do not worry. Our King is from another world and foreign to our ways. Lucielle straightened him out.”

“Good,” Gemma said, nodding sharply. “That shows he's been really listenin' to what we said.”

The trio talked for a bit longer, mostly discussing the camp’s progress. Without Gabriel’s magic, construction had slowed, but that hardly stopped the capable priestesses from farming, working with the animals, or constructing little amenities that would enhance their temporary home.

With a final goodbye, Serafina broke communication, leaving the two to finish their meal in companionable silence.

“Ahoy, ladies! How goes it?” With a hiss, Mr. Dawkins, the giant intelligent python Gabriel had befriended upon first arriving at the island, came slithering into view. With his great head bisecting a pillow stuffed in the approximate shape of a curvaceous hucow, he looked udderly ridiculous.

Not that anyone would tell a thirty-foot apex predator that to his face.

“You’ve lost a little stuffing,” Gemma observed, pointing. “One of her…uh…breasts are deflated.”

“What? Horror! Not again!” Zipping over to the pond, the serpent regarded his reflection, his lidless face somehow pulling into an expression of utter horror. “You must help me. Ladies! The udders must not fall!”

And that’s how Raquel’s day detoured into negotiating with the magical horses to let her brush them until she had enough fur to re-stuff a fake boob.

She wouldn’t have changed a thing.


Chapter 14: Enough with the Rear Entrance Jokes


Morning came with the smell of cooking meat and the sound of Lynari children playing outside Throk's dwelling. Gabriel struggled to extract himself from Ravenna. Over the night, she’d developed an octopus-like grip that involved wrapping both arms, both legs, and one wing around him.

By the time he’d gotten out of the uncomfortable bed, he was relatively certain she was already awake and clinging on purpose. Given the morning chill, he couldn’t entirely blame her. He was halfway dressed before she gave up the act.

Stretching languidly, back arching, her first sounds of the morning was an entirely inappropriate moan. “Unnnhhhh. You can’t begin to imagine what last night was like for me.”

“Eh?” He glanced over just as the furry sheet covering her torso dropped. At some point, her breasts had become entirely dislodged. Her beaconing nipples and cold-dimpled flesh positively begged for a pair of hands to warm them.

“Oh. Excuse me. Where is my modesty?” Tugging the cloth into place, she slunk out of bed to find her robe. “Ah. What was I saying? I remember now. Last night. My people are not cuddly. We are intense, yes. But we grow bored easily, and couplings that last an entire evening are exceptionally rare. Would you believe that holding you filled me with so very many impossible dreams? I woke with longing, not a desire to retreat into my new books.”

Caught between at least two topics worth exploring, Gabriel settled on neither. “C’mon. Let’s get some food. It’s time to start the day.”

“Of course, my King. But, my King?”

“Yes?”

“You should put your shirt on first. The local women will go positively catatonic over the view.”

He glared. “Did you just make a bad pun?”

“No. A good one. And if it earns looks like that, I will be making many, many more of them.”

Breakfast was served outside, over a communal fire. It proved to be more of the spicy stew alongside flatbread that tasted of nuts and wild grains. Throk joined them, his oversized paw-hands already dirty from a morning of hard labor.

"I tracked our attackers and confirmed they came from the northwest," the huntmaster explained around a mouthful of food. "There's a mountainous region about three miles from here. Skeeva has made her lair somewhere in the tunnels there."

Pulling up his Tablet, Gabriel finally saw his updated quest log. It was very, very long.

The first few quests were already marked as complete. There was Rescue the Villagers, which indicated he’d saved thirty-seven lives, for a thirty-seven percent boost to the rarity of his next glyph. After that were Douse the Fires, which the Bright Maker gave him a creativity bonus for, since the fires were magical in nature. Prevent Total Catastrophe was for overcoming the metal spell. It provided a future way for the descendants of the Islands to one day return home.

Of all the quests he’d read so far, that one surprised him in the best way.

Reward: The Fates will allow the creation of a one-way portal leading from settlements within the dungeon to your islands. This portal will be accessible to all the survivors and descendants of the Fae Islands, and will remain until every local citizen has a chance to choose whether to leave. You must have at least one B-tier settlement before this portal will appear.


“I thought the Fates wouldn’t let any refugees free?” he said, showing the quest reward to Throk, whose response was measured.

“We have lived here for generations now, King Gabriel. Some of our children may want to leave, but this is all we’ve known.”

Flashing thoughtful chartreuse, Lucielle added, “I think that’s why the Fates are willing to give you the reward. No matter what we do here, it likely wouldn’t change the local ecology that much.”

That left Gabriel with mixed feelings. While he wanted the Islands to flourish again, he didn’t want to re-home people who didn’t want to come. In the end, the fact that the Fates had given each person an opportunity to choose mattered the most. He respected that.

Moving on, he came to the next quest. And…

“Wait, what the hell. Lucielle? Are you serious?”

“What is it?” Ravenna asked, leaning over to read, and immediately making happily thoughtful sounds.

Monstrous Path rewarded him for eating one pound of monster flesh, which apparently, he’d already done. The reward? A thirty-nine percent chance that he’d get some sort of monster-oriented glyph when he finally accepted one.

“I’m a builder king, not a monster wrangler,” he grumbled, glaring at the Tablet.

Lucielle, utterly unphased, giggled. “The rewards suit the situation. Keep reading!”

The next quest was quite interesting, and suggestive. Explore Your Powers told him that he could organically expand his abilities. Apparently, having two separate gods (well, Kusk’s statue) bless him, had given Gabriel a few ‘off label’ advantages. By stretching himself, he could earn new class upgrades or special glyphs. He’d earned one already; he just had to gain a level to unlock it.

Finally, there was the one he was looking for.

Quest: Defeat Skeeva, the Ratkin Warlock
Details: Skeeva has outgrown the area of the dungeon that spawned her. Gaining access to a magical tome (hehehe), she’s absorbed spells that are far beyond her limitations. She has subsequently become a threat to the dungeon’s ecosystem. Defeat her to claim the tome and bring balance to the region.
Reward: A unique glyph, with variables and nature dependent on how you defeat her. Plus experience, of course.


“She outgrew her region,” he mused.

Throk explained, “Monsters gain energy from defeating others, and extra when it comes to adventurers. They can evolve into regional bosses, or floor bosses. She must have done something like that, then decided to wander.”

“Oh, goody. I’m super excited to fight my first real dungeon boss.” Gabriel was, in fact, not interested in that at all. Were there times he enjoyed combat? Increasingly, yes. But only to protect what he cared about. Random monsters weren’t his problem.

Except, this one was.

“It will be quite the adventure,” the huntmaster said, not missing a beat. “You may find sub-quests, hidden rewards, and all manner of monsters to harvest. If you find any eggs, please bring them. There is much value in fresh spawn.”

Gabriel started to ask about that, then stopped. The less he got involved in the nuance of dungeon economics and ecology the better. “Sure. Eggs. Whatever we can do to help.”

Now that they had a good idea of where their target was, Throk proved invaluable. “That mountain range connects to other regions of the dungeon. It’s also got areas perfect for certain monster types. You’ll find lizardfolk, rust monsters, and other standard adventurer pests within. The layout changes every few months, as the Core of this region mixes things up, so you’re liable to come across treasures and secret rooms while you’re on your hunt.”

“What about traps?” Gabriel asked, thinking about games from Earth.

“Not as many here as elsewhere. This is more of an exploration and fighting area.”

Ravenna, expression full of thoughtful mischief, pointed at the reward text for Gabriel’s potential monster glyph. “And what about wrangling? Are there opportunities to wrangle?”

“Not without the right skills and tools.” Throk shook his head. “This isn’t something done lightly.”

After several more minutes of discussion, Gabriel waved toward the collapsed meal hall. “I don’t suppose there’s a chance we could find a special secret entrance beneath the building?”

“Actually,” the leonine man replied, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Adventurers helped us seal the access portals ages ago, but I have a set of keys that might…”

Ding!

They all stared as yet another quest appeared on Gabriel’s Tablet.

Quest: Rear-Entry Assault
Details: Use your skills to creatively access an alternative route to Skeeva’s holdings.
Reward: One (or more) monster-related Schematics, depending on your performance.


Gabriel eyed the screen. “Why does this feel like a bribe?”

Lucielle tittered, saying nothing.

“Not going full-frontal seems strategically sound.” Ravenna, carefully lifting cubes of monster meat out of her bowl, chewed as she turned to study the surroundings. “I don’t see that we’re going to be able to get much more out of this place. Unless you have other thoughts before we go?”

Gabriel had to agree. The Lynari village was sparse and the local environment wasn’t exactly rich with Nodes or other resources. It was a destination where itinerant adventurers could pick up some local information, maybe trade a bit, and move on. “We’ll help them reconstruct a few of their buildings, then try this rear entrance.”

Throk held a paw up. “That would be most generous of you, but you don’t have to do that. Dealing with Skeeva should be your priority, adventurer.”

“Nope.” Setting his bowl aside and dusting his hands off on his pants, Gabriel straightened. “I’m a builder first, fighter second. Let me do what I do best. Then we’ll go hacking and slashing and exploring.”

With a Tablet Wielder determined to help his people, the Huntmaster had little room to argue, so he shrugged and escorted the duo through the village, to where they kept their supplies. Like the bath house, the Lynari warehouses were far larger and more immaculate than the homes the locals slept in. Located down slope, and out of easy view from within the village, the five large structures were magical constructions of stone and timber.

Inside, Gabriel found a wealth of goods, from timber to raw ore, to crudely worked metal. Gawking at the vast supplies, he rounded on the village leader. “What…I don’t understand?”

Throk’s explanation was simple: “Dungeon life is about being merchants for adventurers as much as taming monsters. Our people have held these stores for as long as anyone can remember.”

“And all those rocks?” Ravenna pointed to a pile of random granite rubble as tall as she was.

“Once, an adventurer came in with a magical backpack and asked to buy nine hundred and ninety-nine pounds of rocks. We did not have them. Since then, we’ve made it a point to keep such things in stock.”

Lucielle fluttered over, Tablet flashing four words:

Dungeon Logic Isn’t Logic.


Fair enough.

Gabriel pointed. “Okay, if you’ve got the reserves, this won’t be that hard. We’ll need able-bodied people, and…”


Milestone 3: Lots of Quest Text


Note: In the interests of keeping all of Gabriel’s new quests in one place, we’ve slotted them here. Audio listeners, feel free to skip ahead if you’d like. We won’t mind. Much.

Dynamic Local Quests

Quest: Rescue the Villagers

Details: Receive a 1% boost to the rarity of your next Glyph (and 30 experience) per villager rescued.

Outcome: You helped directly or indirectly save 37 lives. You’ve received a 37% additional boost to the rarity of your next Glyph and 1,110 experience.

------------------------

Quest: Douse the Fires

Details: Three arcane fires threaten this village. You will not be able to douse them with water.

Reward: Receive a 10% upgrade to glyph rarity per fire doused.

Outcome: You have received a 30% additional boost to your next glyph. The Bright Maker is pleased with your creativity, and granted you an additional 500 experience.

------------------------

Quest: Prevent Total Catastrophe

Details: An enemy spellcaster has placed a lingering curse on a key village within the settlement. Find a way to break the curse without sacrificing any of the villagers.

Reward: The Fates will allow the creation of a one-way portal leading from settlements within the dungeon to your islands. This portal will be accessible to all the survivors and descendants of the Fae Islands, and will remain until every local citizen has a chance to choose whether to leave. You must have at least one B-tier settlement before this portal will appear.

Additional Reward: For every citizen who joins you on the islands, the Fates will grant you 10 Prismatic Essence. Be sure to have plenty of storage by then!

------------------------

Quest: Monstrous Path

Details: Consume at least 1 pound of monster flesh.

Reward: There is a 39% chance your next glyph will grant you significant monster-oriented abilities. You have been granted 530 experience to help swallow that fact.

Outcome: This quest is complete.

------------------------

Repeatable Quest: Explore Your Powers

Details: Organically expand your abilities. Having received a Legendary Tablet and the blessings of two gods, you possess the potential to grow the class abilities you have been given (slightly).

Reward: Your Tablet will codify this expansion in a glyph or level-based class upgrade.

Outcome: You have completed this quest once. Gain a new level to formally unlock a special reward. You have been given 10 experience to help with this. Don’t say we didn’t give you anything.

------------------------

Quest: Rear-Entry Assault

Details: Use your skills to creatively access an alternative route to Skeeva’s holdings.

Reward: One (or more) monster-related Schematics, depending on your performance.

------------------------

Updated Experience

Experience Gained: 2,150

Total Experience: 39,450

Experience to Level 12: 3,950 of 10,000


Chapter 15: Going Deep


Gabriel spent the better part of the morning helping the lynari rebuild. The work came far more naturally than combat. Putting his muscles and mind to work, he used his mana strategically: crafting inexpensive components, or recycling damaged materials with an eye toward optimizing his reserves.

The locals proved canny helpers, putting their strong backs to work helping “King Gabriel” with purpose. By noon, they had finished safely excavating the old hall. With all of the rubble cleared away, Gabriel got a good view of the site beneath the structure.

It was a twenty-foot circular tube cut directly through soil and into blue-gray stone. Workers had smoothed the walls, creating safe storage rooms accessible by ladders. Their refrigeration, which was similar to the subterranean ice box Albrecht was installing at Gabriel’s settlement, was an ancient monster’s cave some thirty feet beneath the topsoil.

Once things were cleared, reassembly was simple, if extremely mana-consuming. His Tier-2 Schematic for a Timber and Stone Barn (Weatherized) cost two hundred mana and took fifteen minutes. Using components from the barn, he recreated support beams and walls to resemble the initial structure.

There were many parts where magic wouldn’t help. The locals, thanks to their suspiciously well-stocked warehouses, provided the tools he needed for the custom work. Thanks to Gemma’s extensive tutelage, altering simple metal shapes, or driving screws and nails into structurally sound configurations was practically second nature.

It didn’t take Tablet skills to do what he did.

Ravenna spent most of the time reading. With the True Stories from the Trailer Park book in one hand and her new combat spell book in another, she lounged nearby. Once or twice, she looked up, studied him, would murmur something about, “flavors,” and go back to her studies.

Growing more used to the woman’s quirky ways, he ignored her. Mostly.

It was hard not to glance over and note the way her singed robes revealed just enough pale skin to remind him of the previous night. Visions of soapy bubbles across a luscious ass or dripping beneath the undersides of her ripe breasts was enough to make him miss a hammer blow or two.

He’d be damned if he was going to give her what she so clearly wanted. Losing control would only make the woman feel like she had the upper hand in whatever their future relationship would become.

By early afternoon, the walls and roof were in place. By evening, new flooring and access hatches outlined a shape that matched the original great hall. Seeing the structure reappear so quickly rejuvenated the lynari locals.

“You’ve given them back something special,” Lucielle told him as he finished draining the last of his mana on the metal hinges for the heavy front doors.

He wiped sweat from his brow. The day had warmed rapidly, and the hard labor had him drenched. “I hope so. Rebuilding what was lost suits me a lot more than the alternative.”

Bzzz-Dinga!

Snorting at the silly sound, he turned to see his Tablet aglow with a new schematic.

Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Communal Great Hall (Weatherized)
Mana Cost: 500
Range: 90 feet
Requirements: 150 Wood Essence, 15 Clay Essence, 100 Stone Essence, 40 Metal Essence
Casting Time: 45 minutes
Description: Creates a large, weatherized great chamber designed to serve as the centerpiece of a settlement. The structure includes multiple rooms: a main gathering space capable of comfortably hosting 50+ people, 3 auxiliary rooms suitable for kitchens or workshops (without furnishings or equipment), integrated storage areas, reinforced timber and granite construction, proper drainage and ventilation systems, and a sturdy vaulted ceiling. The building features communal tables and benches built directly from its framework, along with a central hearth and chimney. The design withstands harsh weather and includes basic defensive considerations such as reinforced doors and shuttered windows.
Discovery Experience Awarded: 450
Experience to Level 12: 4,400 of 10,000
Note: This Schematic has been optimized due to your class bonuses and construction expertise.


"That's expensive," Gabriel muttered.

“Very,” the Mana Guide agreed. “We’re down to a hundred and ten Prismatic Essence, and our storage isn’t enough to build something like that in one go, not at your level.”

The reward was all well and good, but the work wasn’t entirely complete. Gabriel spent a couple of hours on the finishing touches. It also allowed him to recover a substantial portion of his mana.

Later, after an early dinner, he declared the work complete.

Ravenna, books back in her convenient spell storage space, moved to stand beside him. “You’re good at this.”

“Building things?”

“At giving to people in need. I must admit, I’ve never thought of altruism as a particularly useful trait.”

“And now?”

She waved at his Tablet. “With this rewarding you, it seems like a wonderful way to receive two benefits at once.”

Fighting a variety of urges, he forced himself to respond calmly, “I didn’t do any of it for the reward. There was no quest, and my Tablet didn’t precisely tell me I’d be getting such a nice Schematic out of it.”

“But you get one for every new thing you craft, yes?”

“Usually, yeah.”

She spread her hands in a gesture that somehow made her chest jiggle. “And thus, you see my point.”

He would have gone on, but the Huntmaster arrived, folds of cloth in his arms. “I bring clothes and directions, if you’re still intent on adventuring this evening.”

Accepting the offered garments, Gabriel found a simple, oversized tunic and trousers. They’d do as temporary replacements for his patched garments. For some unfathomable reason, the wardrobe Throk offered Ravenna was a dark red dress with slits up the sides.

“Why is that so sexy?” he asked.

“When I accessed the merchant magic to request clothes for the both of you, this is what it provided,” the Lynari explained with a nonchalant shrug as Ravenna ducked into an empty building to change.

“Merchant magic?”

Lucielle piped up, “This is secret stuff. Fate’s way of keeping the gears lubricated. I wouldn’t ask more questions if I were you.”

Gabriel wasn’t having it. “Uh huh. Sounds like a convenient excuse for someone to keep Ravenna wearing ridiculous crap.”

“The dungeon is about creating opportunities for challenge,” Throk pointed out archly. “Perhaps the Fates have deemed that your companion wearing this dress will elevate the challenge for her. Or you. Or the monsters. Who knows?”

Out of all the ridiculous things he’d heard that day, Gabriel would have bet a lot that this exchange was going to be the worst. Especially since they’d be doing some proper adventuring with the rest of it.

“Okay, well, I don’t need much sleep,” he explained, casually tugging his armor off and pulling the new tunic on. “And she’s been lounging all day. I’m sure she’s rested.”

Reappearing in the stunning lounge gown, the sides slitted above her hips, and the neckline plunging to below her navel, Ravenna gave him an innocent smile. “Last night was fatiguing, but I assure you, I shall match your stamina step for step.” With that, she tugged the oversized belt around her waist, the blue gem settling just beneath her belly button.

Gabriel eyed her. “Belly button. You’re not born from eggs?”

She sniffed at the question. “We can discuss reproduction later. When we’re in proper company.”

"The locked entrance to the catacombs is on the opposite side of the refrigeration cave," the huntmaster explained after pausing long enough for Gabriel to find a private spot to pull the pants on. "Questbound adventurers sealed it decades ago when monster incursions became too frequent. This key should bypass their wards."

Gabriel and Ravenna followed Throk to the rebuilt cellar entrance. Climbing down the ladder, they came to a series of granite steps cut deep into the stone. Ravenna helpfully used her magic to create a sphere of ‘anti-dark’, which functioned similarly to a blacklight with far greater range and intensity.

At the bottom, they found their destination: a door carved from obsidian, rippling with a cascade of verdant energy. Ravenna made them pause long enough to study a few of the visible sigils before gesturing for Throk to proceed.

His heavy key made the magic flare, then dim. With a grinding sound that spoke of long disuse, the door swung inward. Gentle, warm light from magical sconces flickered into view, revealing a corridor covered with ancient carvings of hunting scenes.

"Many generations ago, these passages were part of our settlement," Throk explained, his voice echoing in the revealed depths. "But the Dungeon Core shifted them deeper, connecting them to more dangerous regions. I can guide you for the first section, but eventually you'll be on your own. The layout beyond our borders changes too frequently for any map to be reliable."

They descended through a series of corridors. Dampness grew the further they went, along with a faint fishy aroma.

"We used these passages for storage and ceremonies," Throk continued, pointing to alcoves and side chambers. "Before the dungeon shifted them, this was safe territory. Now..." He gestured ahead, where the corridor's character subtly changed.

Gabriel noticed it immediately. The carefully carved surface gave way to rougher construction and the temperature dropped, the fishy smell joined by one of moldering damp soil.

"This is where I leave you," the Lynari said, stopping at a junction. "The path straight ahead leads deeper. You'll find twists and turns, but eventually it will take you to Skeeva's territory. Watch for her scouts. Ratkin have excellent hearing and can move through spaces you wouldn't think possible."

"Thanks for guiding us this far," Gabriel said, offering his hand.

The huntmaster clasped it firmly. "Hunt well, King Gabriel. May Emyra guide your path."

Throk departed, his footsteps fading back the way they came. Gabriel and Ravenna remained alone in the corridor, the silence pressing in around them.

"Well then," Ravenna said, her voice carrying a note of anticipation. "Shall we see what horrors await us in the dark?"

Gabriel drew his saber, the blade sliding free with a whisper of steel. He checked the fit of his articulated combat armor, the overlapping plates shifting smoothly as he moved.

"Ready when you are."

With him in the lead, the two began their descent. The corridor twisted and turned, sometimes branching toward side passages that disappeared in darkness. Ravenna’s light, coupled with frequent pauses to allow Lucielle out of the Tablet to scout, helped avoid dead ends.

After perhaps twenty minutes of walking, the surfaces changed again. The rough construction transitioned to bricks, their reddish-brown surface too uniform, too precise to be natural. The temperature dropped further, their breath beginning to mist.

Then they heard it.

Music.

Not quite music, actually. More like the memory of music, a distant melody that seemed to arrive from everywhere and nowhere. It carried notes of sadness and hunger, a haunting tune that made Gabriel's skin prickle.

"Ominous," Ravenna observed, her wings rustling against her back. "I rather like it."

“If you start wearing black lipstick, I swear...”

“You swear what?” He could hear the smirk in her voice. “Is that what my King craves? A woman of darkness to balance the fluffy light of his Aetherhound and elemental girlfriends? What other accessories would you like me in, Sire?”

“Maybe fishnets,” Lucielle suggested.

In all the history of the universe, no glare had been more deadly than the one he gave the sprite at that moment.

“Let’s go.” Adjusting his grip on the saber, they entered the dungeon proper.


Chapter 16: Take it Slow


The corridor opened toward a chamber that made Gabriel stop in his tracks. Mosaics covered every surface, depicting scenes that were both beautiful and deeply disturbing. Tentacled creatures with too many eyes lounged in underwater cities. Strange aquatic beings with bulbous heads operated intricate machinery.

"Fascinating," Ravenna murmured, moving closer to study a particularly detailed scene. It appeared to involve multiple aquatic monsters surrounding a landmass, their tentacles waving in arcane patterns. “Is this Varsona? I heard something was happening to the island, but no other details.”

“Varsona?” he asked.

“An exceptionally large landmass the goddess and Kusk had joint ownership over,” Lucielle provided. “It was for monster species. Most were unintelligent, although we’ve come to believe Kusk broke the rules against tampering with increasing frequency toward the end of his reign. There were no priestesses living on the island, although the alphari were considered to have primary responsibility over the inhabitants.”

Ravenna sniffed. “See how poorly they did? Losing an entire island. A shame. That wouldn’t have happened under my people’s watch.”

Gabriel just stared until the Sorceress changed topics.

She waved at the walls. “How does this work, Guide? Does the dungeon have multiple Cores, each rotating regions through some sort of schedule? Will this aquatic area flip with a different style over time?”

“Pretty much, sort-of,” Lucielle said. “It’s nuanced, with all sorts of Fate stuff, but you’ve got the basics.”

The chamber had three exits besides the entry. Ravenna, satisfied with the brief study, indicated the middle with her light. “That one looks wider than the others. If they came with a large force, it’s logical that is the path.”

“Logic and magical dungeons. Sure.” Having no better idea, Gabriel took the lead.

And walked right into their first monsters.

A pair of lizardfolk scurried across their view, their scales a mottled green and brown. They wore scraps of leather armor and carried crude weapons fashioned from rock.

Gabriel didn’t prefer combat. Not preferring a thing was not the same thing as being bad at it. Without hesitating, he threw himself into a sprint that had him in-between the duo before they could react. Chest-high and lithely muscled, the leathery warriors barely had time to lift their weapons before Duskbringer decapitated one.

A ball of shadow wrapped around the second’s head, throwing its poorly aimed spear strike from his side. Using the opening, Gabriel backhanded the thing across the upper torso, the enchanted blade dealing a devastating wound.

It dealt three hundred and fifty percent bonus damage on a critical strike, with a twenty-five percent chance to remove a limb; coupled with Gabriel’s skills and attributes, the man didn’t need a fighting class to transform into a dervish in melee combat.

"Scouts, perhaps?" Ravenna guessed as he cleaned his blade over the corpses.

“Possible. Skeeva may have troops protecting her domain.” Gabriel didn’t like the level of organization and intelligence that suggested.

They pressed on, encountering additional chambers decorated with those unsettling mosaics. In one room, they found a treasure chest tucked away in an alcove. Gabriel approached cautiously, hoping that Siege Smith might give him some practical insights into locating traps.

A cursory search revealed none. Attempting to lift the lid revealed it was locked.

“Let me try one of my new spells,” Ravenna offered, holding her new spell book open.

“Sure.”

Acid Spray, which produced a thin mist of highly corrosive moisture, weakened the mechanism enough for him to yank it open. Inside, they found an odd collection of items.

His Tablet proved useful for the next bit.

“I can identify anything below your level,” Lucielle said, the crystal screen appearing and rotating to send a beam of peach light across the contents.

Items Identified
	Boots of Trudging: Gain a 25% reduction in stamina drain while trudging.

	5 X Scrolls of Location Enchantment: Randomly enhances a house with one of 20 magical themes. Fun for everyone involved!

	Sac of Marbling X 5 Charges: Used against a creature with fewer than 5% of its total overall hit points, each marble has a 69% chance to turn the target into a statue. This may or may not also ruin their equipment. Toss and find out!

	Robe of Wardrobe Duplication: When worn, this robe can duplicate the appearance, texture, and non-magical features of any other wardrobe you’ve seen. This includes a size- and shape-changing aspect. Ever seen a dragon in a tutu? It was probably one of these.

	Bag of Dungeoneering: Carrying all the cool stuff you find in dungeons is hard, especially when you have yet to earn a class power to do so. Here’s your consolation prize: This bag will hold any quest rewards or other loot you find in any dungeon. Up to 20,000 pounds. Go crazy!





“I can’t take any of these seriously,” Gabriel muttered, lifting the Sac of Marbling. It was a plain white sack, hardened to solid rock, so it functioned as a bludgeoning device, not a proper bag. “That bag is useful though.”

Lucielle said, “There are entire communities of monsters obligated to make these things in here. They pour their spite and malice into each. If the Dungeon Cores didn’t mandate quotas to produce minimally useful stuff, they’d probably be total trash. Also, the bag is a mandatory reward for any adventurers who enter the dungeon without a storage device. It would have popped up wherever we went.”

“May I?” Ravenna asked, pointing at the robe.

“Sure.”

She lifted the plain gray cloth from the chest, slinging it over her shoulders. A shimmering wave passed through the magical cloth as it made room for her wings. “I do so love a shape-changing wardrobe.”

Tucking everything into the storage bag, they resumed their exploration.

Half an hour later, they found yet another chest. This one was concealed behind a painting depicting half a dozen globular, tentacle-studded creatures around a ritual circle. An assortment of chimeric monsters, all mixtures of different body parts, were posed oddly in the center. Either they were dancing or in horrible pain. One of the two.

Gabriel chose to believe the former.

Inside this one, they found a Ring of Making Things Interesting. The description for it was:

Trigger this ring prior to taking a risk. It will make the outcome more interesting. Rewards for such risks will be increased proportionally.
Charges: Infinite, but the chaos it causes increases with each application. It resets to baseline once each blood moon. Note: it must be bathed in the light of the moon for this to apply.
ALERT! AMAZING OPPORTUNITY ALERT! As a Tablet Wielder, this effect is significantly magnified.


Along with the wordy ring was a Belt of Aggressive Attention Grabbing. It looked almost exactly like something a theatrical wrestler would wear, complete with a buckle the size of a small shield and embossed with a tentacle motif.

“If I wear this, I’ll look like that Krang guy from Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles,” Gabriel complained, checking out the description. It read:

Wearing this will increase your Presence by 50%. It will also change your Presence attribute to Resplendency. Removing the belt will revert this change. Once removed, it may not be worn again for 24 hours.


Ravenna shifted closer as he pulled the ring out of the small, velvet-lined box. “You should use that frequently.”

“Eh? Why?”

“Your quests give you a chance for better abilities, yes?”

“Mhm. Well, better Glyphs.”

“And the Warlock one you showed me; it’s transformative, is it not?”

“It is.”

She addressed the Tablet. “Guide, could this ring increase his chances for a glyph of that caliber?”

“Absolutely,” Lucielle replied cheerfully. “It magnifies any reward, including quest benefits, in proportion to how interesting it makes things. The knowledge in this Tablet tells me using it on mini-boss and boss encounters is likely to guarantee a big upgrade.”

For some reason, Gabriel had a bad feeling the word ‘interesting’ was synonymous with ‘awful’ but he put the ring on anyway.

Entering their next chamber, Gabriel’s luck ran out.

KREEEEE!

With a screech, a creature dove from a shoulder-high alcove near the entrance. Like the cross between a pill bug, a lobster, and a pit bull, the thing had a rust-colored carapace that gleamed in Ravenna’s black light.

Slamming into Gabriel’s chest, it wrapped its segmented, armored legs around his armored torso in an enthusiastic hug.

"What the hell!" He grabbed at the creature, but its grip was surprisingly strong. Worse, where it touched his armor, the metal began to corrode. Rust spread across the plates like a disease, the metal instantly flaking away.

"Metal decay monster!" Ravenna called out, rushing over. "Don't let it touch any mundane steel!"

She grabbed the creature from behind, her claw-tipped fingers digging into the thing’s shell. With a hiss of effort, she pulled it free and hurtled it against the adjacent wall. It twitched, spinning to orient, but Gabriel was in motion. Bringing his combat boots down on the thing’s back and antenna-lined head, he shouted, “The.” Stomp. “Only. Insects. I. Like.” Stomp. “Are. Aquatic. And. In. My. Salad!”

Stomp.

Squee! Crunch!

The monster burst, innards squelching into a hissing gelatin that sprayed the remnants of Gabriel’s armor. A final insult, it was enough to fully consume the material. The shreds of cloth holding it on gave way, and the rapidly dissolving goo fell to the ground.

“What a strange battle cry,” Ravenna observed, one hand lifted to hide what was probably a smirk.

Looking from her to his ruined armor, he grumbled. “It was all I could think of. Shrimp, you know. Love them. Lobster tail sometimes, too. Never cockroaches.”

“Interesting.” Biting back a laugh, she looked him over. “I prefer you with fewer clothes. Still, this lack of protection concerns me.”

He considered using Prismatic Essence to make another suit, then dismissed the idea. “We should be fine. Nothing we’ve found so far is that dangerous. Besides, I’ve got Combat Mobility to help avoid being hit.”

“As you say. I’ll keep an extra eye out just in case. We wouldn’t want you damaged before I have a chance to claim my victory.”

By now, he knew better than to ask what she meant, which earned him a small frown of displeasure. He mentally added that to the ‘wins’ tally he’d begun keeping between their spars.

They continued through the dungeon. After half an hour, they came to an intersection of walls with arched holes lining the floor. No sooner had they entered than a group of lizardfolk and oversized, furry rats with bulging eyes and yellow fangs came rushing in from every direction.

Mentally triggering his new ring, Gabriel lifted his cutlass and sprang into action.

At his first step, time seemed to slow as a theatrical voice, similar to the announcers for major boxing events, boomed through the air. “That’s right folks! It’s about to get iiiiiinnnnnnteresting up in here! Have you ever heard of Purple Nurple Vermin Disorder? No? Well, here we go!”

Half of the already large rats doubled in size, becoming purple colored. Pink froth bubbled from their lips, foaming worse than Mentos and soda.

Ravenna’s spell took effect just as melee was joined. A glowing, hip-high fog circled the room. Bright sparks flared within it, twinkling with the frantic enthusiasm of a toddler with a light switch. To Gabriel, it was annoying. To the short monsters, it was downright debilitating.

Duskbringer proved its status as a Legendary weapon as he spun, dancing the weapon across one lizardman’s torso, then skewering another. The monsters fell with ease beneath the onslaught of damage. With Combat Tactics increasing his critical strike chance by seventy-two percent while using the terrain to his advantage, and the massive critical bonus, he was dealing between seventy-six and a hundred and twelve points of damage per lethal strike.

And that didn’t include the bonuses his attributes provided.

Grrrble Wrrble!

Pink froth foamed across his tunic and trousers, the sticky material bubbling ominously as the augmented rats rushed the threat. Oversized teeth and claws slashed at his pants, tearing holes in his fragile clothes. One went onto its hind legs, raking at his shirt before he could skewer it.

Wounded from a dozen directions, Gabriel smacked his hand down on a hound-sized head, shoving a rat into the ground as he leaped. Arching over the backs of the ring of frenzied monsters, he landed lightly and swept his saber from one side to the other.

The arcing attack was less effective than a focused one. Still, it was enough to end the lives of two of the creatures before they could reorient.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ravenna facing off with three club-wielding lizardfolk. The woman was impressive. Using one hand to cast a series of distracting spells, she moved with confidence, darting into openings and jamming her nails into vulnerable flesh.

She didn’t do as much damage as he did; still, against these creatures, two or three of those swipes was enough to take a lizard out of the fight. Even better, between her spells and incredible grace, her attackers seemed incapable of landing a hit.

Grrrble! WURGLE!

A pair of rats charged his legs, smartly wrapping their bodies around his feet to anchor him in place. At the same time, every other rat, both transformed and mundane, came for him.

Never had he wanted a Schematic for flesh more than he did now. In previous fights, Gabriel had used fallen enemies as resources to use his powers. Although proper timing and application could make his Schematics useful in combat, that all fell apart against mundane monsters, without adequate raw material.

Gabriel’s substantial hit points dropped as he heaved his weapon from side to side, focusing first on the augmented rats around his legs, then the few survivors among the pack. By the time he’d killed the big ones, his new pants were little more than bloody rags, and his tunic wasn’t much better.

Suqeee! Skitt! With cries that sounded far too intelligent, the handful of remaining rats fled.

Ravenna, intact, hurried over. “Are you okay?”

Lucielle said, “You’re down a quarter of your hit points and barely resisted Frothing Pink Rabies about a hundred times.”

He pointed at the Tablet. “Sounds like I’m fine. Mostly.”

Squee!

New sounds erupted from the small openings lining the room as a collection of small, furry creatures came bustling into the room. Like very furry gerbils, the monsters busied themselves tearing the rat corpses apart, then hustled them into the tunnels.

“Huh? The dungeon has cleaners?” he asked, wiping his blade on the mostly clean fur of a corpse before it was dragged away.

Ravenna watched the interactions with a wary eye. “It would seem so.”

The announcer’s voice roared through the air. “What a victory! There was grace! There was drama! Gabriel, baby, you were amazing. Ravenna, those spells were creative and decisive. We couldn’t be happier. How about this? We’ve boosted your chance for a Legendary glyph by three percent!”

At the last word, Gabriel’s ring warmed. Looking down, he saw the band now sported a single diamond. “Three percent is nice, but if we have to put up with that voice every time…”

“It’s worth it,” Ravenna said reassuringly. “Here. Let’s get you bandaged up before we move on.”

They retreated to an empty room and used strips of cloth and water from a bottle to clean his wounds. As a Tablet Wielder, Gabriel naturally healed eighteen percent of his total health per hour, so he wasn’t worried about continuing.

Other than the fact that half his chest and legs were bare. His companion didn’t seem to mind the view.

“Has anyone ever told you that you have truly handsome calves?” she said, looking him over coyly.

“Nope. And we’re not going to start now.” With zero interest in pursuing that discussion, he left the room.

He remembered the shape-changing cloak three steps into his determined stalk. Weighing whether asking for it would lose him a point in his mental tally, he decided it probably would. Asking Ravenna for anything would likely be seen as him giving into her charms or something.

Besides, if she liked the view, wasn’t he, by definition, winning?

They traveled from one chamber to another, moving randomly and keeping their eyes peeled for further rewards. The rooms they explored gradually grew in size and ornamentation. They discovered a room full of intricate glass tubing running in and out of the walls. Most was broken, but the bits that were intact were of truly enormous size and scale.

Gabriel spotted a complex black box bolted to a wall and studied it for several minutes before coming to the conclusion it was some sort of filtration system before moving on.

After that, their findings became more sinister. One room was full of meat hooks hanging from chains locked into sliding braces on the ceiling. The space was dominated by a giant drainage hole, stained with black blood.

A slight sheen suggested it was not entirely old.

Traveling down a wide tunnel, they heard the sounds of a large group headed their direction. From the muffled chittering sounds, it was likely more rats and lizards. By mutual agreement, the duo backtracked and took refuge in a small chamber with a heavy door.

Pressed together, they waited for the threat to pass before continuing.

"We're getting close to something," Ravenna observed. "These patrols are increasing."

Gabriel nodded in agreement. “Maybe we can find Skeeva and take her out without carving through everything in here.”

The corridors widened, flanking mosaics becoming increasingly disturbing. Scenes of dismemberment and gruesome spells became the norm. Rounding a corner, they came to a single massive steel door, its surface covered in glyphs Gabriel’s Tablet did not translate.

It did, however, appear to provide some insight.

Optional Boss Located: The Turgler
Optional Quest: Defeat this boss.
Details: A foul, alien creature has sequestered itself within this chamber, where its experiments threaten the very stability of this section of the dungeon.
Reward: Guaranteed epic-tier Glyph selection and lots of bonus experience. Use that ring of yours and we’ll throw in something super special that you will absolutely want.


“I hate how the reward is worded,” he said, increasingly confident using the ring was a bad idea.

Before they could discuss strategy, a voice echoed from behind them.

"There you are, you meddling wretches!"

They spun to see a robed humanoid figure round the corner. Covered in a dark robe that glowed with foul magic, the vaguely feminine shape was clutching a truly gargantuan tome in her furry paws. Behind her, a swarm of bug-eyed rats and lizard folk poured in.

“Tablet Wielder!” she shrieked. “I will be upgraded to a full dungeon boss once I claim your life!”

The leathery tome in her hands twitched of its own accord. A dim-witted voice emerged from the top, “Ahoy! Flog them to death!”

"SILENCE, BOOK! Flip to the page with the Meteor Swarm spell, now!"

“Fine. But, couldn’t we cast Keel Haul just once? I absorbed that spell weeks ago and we’ve only cast it the one time.”

“Now!” The rat Sorceress demanded as the book fluttered open.

Gabriel and Ravenna looked at each other, then at the door, then at the approaching horde.

"Inside," he decided. "Now!"

They went through the door.


Chapter 17: Dirty Luvin’


They threw themselves through the door, which slammed shut behind them with a resounding boom. Loud, screaming calls echoed in the chamber, followed by the thuds and scratches of monsters throwing themselves against the unyielding steel.

Gabriel and Ravenna turned to survey their surroundings.

The room before them was a nightmare made manifest, and sitting in its center, on a raised glass platform, was the optional boss.

The Turgler was everything the quest description had promised and so much worse. It was as if an elephant had been liquified, then partially reformed as a blob with tentacles. Then some cruel designer had tipped each tentacle in a flower-like, snot-covered sucker. And then there were the constant wet, squelching sounds as it…throbbed.

It roiled at the top of a segmented glass platform, the upper level filled with churning blue water. The bottom was dark, sludgy oil. As they watched, the lower half bubbled, fresh water shooting from within the floor to displace some of the filth. When that happened, a smell like all the sewage in the world flooded the room.

“Ah, fuck, it’s shitting itself.” Gabriel wasn’t normally one to curse casually. This was anything but casual. Faced with such a noxious abomination, the only words that could rise to the occasion were profanities.

"Oh goddess," Ravenna breathed, one hand covering her nose. "That's... that's vile."

Lucielle's light flickered an alarmed shade of green. "Even I can smell it, and I’m a sentient spell construct. How is that possible?"

Besides the glass dais/toilet, the rest of the room was a butcher’s fever dream. Chains hung from the ceiling at various heights, each ending in wicked meat hooks. The surfaces were scored with deep scratches, and scattered across the floor were the remains of previous adventurers, their gear turned to twisted ruins. A single, large treasure chest sat at the far end of the room, tantalizingly out of reach. The thing was six feet across, made of begemmed gold, and glowing.

Blurrrpblooob!

With a sound like someone gargling spoiled milk, the Turgler rotated toward them, a dimpled surface orienting on the duo. Half a dozen tentacles emerged from the watery pond, sucker tips pulsating.

“Oh, goddess, I think it’s going to cast a spell,” Ravenna said, actively gagging.

Thoom!

The door shuddered as Skeeva’s high-pitched voice came through to them, “Hurry! The Tablet Wielder must be mine!”

A second voice added, “Murder, murder, murder!”

“This may not be ideal,” Gabriel muttered, working furiously to find a way out of the situation. He studied the room. The ceiling rose to about thirty feet, with those chains hanging at various intervals. Combat Tactics helped rapidly identify handholds on the chains. With his stats and Combat Mobility…

Unslinging his bow, he knocked one of his heavy metal arrows and took aim for one of the Turgler’s spellcasting tentacles.

CRRRRRRAASH!

Any plans he had were ruined as the door flew off its hinges, Skeeva and her swarm following. The spellcaster howled, “Meteor Swarm!” as she extended a hand, clawed fingertips wiggling.

A dozen fiery boulders appeared out of the air on the interior of the room. Grabbing Ravenna around the waist, Gabriel ducked and dodged, rushing between dangling chains toward the Turgler.

Blrrubloob! It complained, adjusting its tentacles. Bolts of searing aquamarine light skewered the air, shooting toward Skeeva’s horde and the oncoming boulders.

KRRRRRRRACK!

The high-level spells smashed into each other with enough force to send a shockwave through the air. Some of the chains tore free, while others spun out, tangling each other. Rats and lizardfolk alike perished in the backblast; the rat queen herself was knocked out of the space.

Gabriel, shielding Ravenna, felt a searing pain across his back as they were hurtled into the air, slamming into an etched wall with enough force to crack ribs. He’d done his best to protect the priestess, but she still winced in pain.

Then her eyes widened at something over her shoulder. “Gabriel!”

Turning, he saw it: more tentacles had emerged from the pond as the Turgler prepared to cast more of the dangerous spells.

Ravenna gasped, “We can’t fight this thing. It’s too powerful.”

He had to agree.

That left one option.

Focusing on the broken door, already surging with fresh rats and lizards, he saw Skeeva straightening. If the ring worked the same way this time, it might empower her monsters enough to distract the Turgler.

It was a desperate, likely insane, idea, but it was the only one that made sense.

He twisted the ring, growling, “C’mon. Let’s make things interesting.”

Time seemed to slow. That theatrical voice screeched through the chamber. "OHHHHH BOY! Did someone just activate the SPICY BUTTON? Here we go!"

The ring blazed with sudden heat. Purple-pink energy erupted from it, washing across the room in a wave that made reality hiccup.

Every rat flooding into the chamber, instantly doubled in size and grew wings. The lizard folk, too, doubled in size, their muscles swelling into comic proportions. Even their necks grew, becoming immobile pillars upon which their still-tiny heads perched. Gabriel thought they looked vaguely like the Goombas from the old live-action Mario movie.

Membranous, bat-like wings unfolded from the rats. Veiny and translucent, the monstrous appendages flapped awkwardly once or twice before their owners got the hang of it.

Ravenna trembled in his arms, momentarily overwhelmed with the sheer horror of the situation as the chittering rats took to the air.

Pzzzat! Zap! Zeeeeet! Ziiiiiip!

Bursts shot from the Turgler’s tentacles, annihilating a dozen rats and an equal number of lizard folk in a second. With its spells cast, the monster switched tactics, extending its limbs far into the room to lash at anything within range. A few rats, moving far faster than they had mere moments before, dove out of the way.

Ooohhhhhga! The Turgler’s enraged roar was a wet foghorn.

A voice came from the doorway. “Oh. Pretty lights.”

Skeeva, pushing into the room, snarled. “The Fates have blessed my minions, and now I shall have everything! The throne of the Turgler! A Tablet Wielder’s head! And…also, that red dress. It looks pretty. Goat Fireball!”

“Huh?” Ravenna and Gabriel exchanged a confused look as the call of a bleating goat came from near the Turgler’s position.

A sphere of scalding fire, hot enough to burn several rats from the air, enveloped half the optional boss’s stand.

Blrrrblooop! A counterspell sent a ball of spinning, frigid water to answer the fireball, momentarily filling the room with steam.

Seeing an opportunity, Gabriel turned from Ravenna, lifting his bow and took aim at the last place he’d seen the monarch.

Twang! Twang! One arrow after another flew into the churning space. A rat snarled. Then Skeeva howled. “No! My Fog to Acid spell! You’ve ruined it!”

“Nice that she’s telling us what spells she’s casting,” Ravenna muttered, finding her composure. “I’ll take to the air and see what I can do.”

He nodded, impulsively turning to hook a hand beneath the beautiful woman’s jaw and draw her close for a quick, hard kiss. Her full lips crushed into his, teeth pinching painfully. She made a surprised, pleased sound that became a snarl as he pulled away.

Bow still in one hand, Gabriel circled the room, knocking another arrow as the mist finally began to clear. A trio of flying rats, barely shadows in the darkened room, dove for him. Firing at the lead, he rolled to the side and landed near a length of torn, hooked chain. Snatching it with his free hand, he swung the metal through the air like a whip, deflecting a flying rat.

The third clipped his chest.

Thud!

Down they went, rolling and knocking the bow from his hand. Using a forearm to prevent a biting mouth from ripping his throat open, he drew his saber and stabbed the monster in the ribs.

Squelch! Schlick!

It took two deep, spine-severing thrusts to kill the thing.

Pushing free, he found Ravena flapping in an upper corner of the room, her hands moving rapidly. An expanding sphere of darkness and sparks ballooned between him and where Skeeva was busy casting another spell.

“No!” The rat spellcaster howled with rage, redirecting her attention to the only visible target: the Turgler. “Magnesis Sphere!”

Spiked metal chains all around the room jerked to a central location. Gabriel’s saber, not immune to the effect, yanked him off balance, drawing him across the floor. Reaching, he grabbed a still-intact chain, using it as a brace.

The magnetic effect was strong enough to lift him into the air, stretching his limbs as if the magic would tear him in half. Pain ripped through him as he struggled to orient, to understand what was happening.

Blrrrrblop!

Tentacles weaving, despite snatching orbiting rats and grabbing lizards up and crushing them, the Turgler was surrounded on all sides. Gabriel saw the thing had substantial wounds, from claws and bites, to being singed by the earlier fire spell, and now the sharp dangly bits from the chains. Despite what had to be hundreds of points of damage, the optional boss appeared unphased.

A flower-tipped tentacle whipped back and forth, projecting a basketball-sized snot rocket at Skeeva. The unexpected projectile took her off guard. Shrieking, she lifted her tome to deflect the attack.

“No! Not my…. oh, what a world!” Her spell book, struck by the effect, began to bubble and run, its leather binding melting beneath what looked like potent acid. The magnetic spell abruptly ended, sending Gabriel crashing to the ground. His heavy metal bow, drawn by the same spell, came to a halt just beyond his outstretched hand.

“Not my spellie book,” Skeeva screeched, waving behind her. “More killing! More clawing!”

Fresh rats and lizards, these not transformed by Gabriel’s ring, flooded the room. What had been chaotic before became pure pandemonium. The Turgler, as tireless as ever, sent fresh spell beams into the fray, as unoccupied tentacles ripped through the hoard.

Ravenna abruptly dove, landing near where Gabriel had fallen. Coming to his feet, saber dancing to fend off a hulked-out lizard, he risked a glance at her. She was pointing at the monstrosity. “From above, I saw a crack in the glass. It’s at an angle. If I can get you in the air and you can shoot it, we might be able to get it out of the water.”

Uncertain how that would help, he deflected a spear thrust and skewered his opponent’s chest. The magic of his blade triggered, and the lizard’s tail popped off as it died.

“Not as useful as it could have been there,” he lamented, sweeping the blade though half a dozen normal rats before grabbing his bow. “Okay. Let’s try this.”

Ravenna’s harpy feet bit into his shoulders, drawing spots of blood as she strained to get him airborne. Drawing one of his few remaining arrows awkwardly, Gabriel shot a flying rat through a wing before it could interrupt their progress.

“This. Is. Hard.” She panted, talons digging deeper as he finally got a few inches of clearance.

Glancing up, he read panic and desperation on the priestess’s face. Realizing she was on the brink of giving up, he went for the first thing that came to mind. “You look so fucking hot right now. I bet Yulia wouldn’t be able to do what you’re doing.”

“Fuck. That. Bitch,” Ravenna snarled, sharp teeth flashing as she found the strength to redouble her efforts.

The combination of flattery and rivalry did what latent willpower could not.

With Skeeva using her robe to clean her tome of acid snot, and her minions keeping the Turgler occupied, the duo gained altitude. Inch by inch, slowly, they climbed until Gabriel spotted what she’d seen earlier. A black box like the theoretical filtration system they’d seen in a previous room, rested against the rear of the glass throne-commode. Fine cracks spread away from the point of connection, with a bright, circular area drawing his full attention.

“Gabriel! Watch out!” Ravenna jerked them to the side, narrowly avoiding a spearing spell. A flying rat, bulging eyes wide, screeched as it came barreling into view, forelimbs raking the air.

Fire ran through Gabriel’s limbs as talons tore his shoulders open. Rivers of blood flowed across his chest as he lifted his bow for a single, desperate shot.

CRRRRRRACK!

Engineering overcame raw magic, as the solid steel arrow, designed to work with his incredible strength, struck the glass. Cracks grew and an ominous sound filled the room even as the rat collided with Ravenna, sending the three of them tumbling to the ground.

Everything was a blur. Gabriel did his best to grab the rat and pull it from Ravenna’s torso, but the damn thing was latched tight. The three landed hard, with him on the bottom. Ribs cracking further, bones in agony, stars spun through his dazed thoughts.

“Gabriel!” Ravenna’s cry cut through the worst of it.

He looked up, seeing the dead rat flopped to one side. A sphere of darkness still clung to the thing’s head and fresh claw marks made it clear what had finished the thing off.

“We have to move,” she called, pointing at the cracking glass.

The Turgler had gone insane, tentacles writhing to hold its container in place. Across the room, Skeeva cradled her spell book against her lap as she howled in rage. “Spell Bolt!”

A thin, small lance of magic crossed the room in an instant, smashing into the already weakened glass. In an instant, an ocean of salty, syrupy, foul water erupted from the container. The Turgler, its weight no longer supported, flailed randomly, slicing its own limbs apart on metal hooks and glass.

Gabriel somehow found the strength to move. Climbing to his feet, he wrapped one arm around Ravenna’s waist and took a running leap, catching an intact chain. Ankle-deep sludge quickly covered his dropped bow as it spread through the room, coating the few surviving rats and lizards alike.

The Turgler rolled off its dais. No longer submerged in liquid, the monster’s skin began to rapidly flake and crack. In seconds, the air did what dozens of rats and lizards had been incapable of: the monster seemed in genuine pain.

Propelled forward on its own juices and filth, the tentacled creature smashed rats and lizard folk before it came to a stop. A single, jerking limb found Skeeva, wrapping around the woman’s waist and yanking her into the air.

She screamed.

It blurbled.

Gabriel scowled. “This is not more interesting. It’s disgusting.”

Finding purchase on the thick chain links, Ravenna lifted herself from his arms. Shoving her talons into loops, she found her balance, which freed him to act if he wanted. Seeing the monster and rat queen going at it, Gabriel had no desire to wade through toxic crap just to score the finishing blow.

“Ahem.” Lucielle cleared her throat, his Tablet shimmering into view. “I hate to say this, but if you don’t damage them both, you won’t get proper credit.”

“Huh?” Gabriel waved a blood-soaked arm. “Ravenna and I orchestrated all of this. Who gives a damn how much damage either of us does if we win?”

“The Fates. You know, the ones about to give you a badass new glyph.”

With a growled, “I’m a city-building engineer with the powers of creation, not a fucking fighter,” Gabriel dropped into the now ankle-deep sewage. Drawing his saber, he slogged toward the thrashing monsters.

A cracking tentacle jerked toward him, flower tip pulsing obscenely as magic gathered into view. He skewered the thing with a lunge, then somersaulted in time to dodge a second spear of light. Landing with a splash, he whipped around, slicing through one weakened appendage after another.

Tired. Hurt. And honestly angry at the whole shitty situation, Gabriel gave into his frustrations. Flowing with serpentine grace, he shifted from one leg to another, jumped over a lashing limb and split another in half with a savage backhand. Ducking beneath one of Skeeva’s thrashing legs, he smacked his bare hand on a thirty-foot length of broken chain.

Magic poured from him as the metal reshaped itself into a ten-foot-long, solid steel spear. Sheathing Duskbringer, he grabbed the new weapon with both hands and, roaring in outrage, speared it directly into the monster’s crackling central mass.

Ffffpppppppph!

A tearing, farting sound came from the optional boss as it jerked, the tentacle holding Skeeva dashing the spellcaster to the floor nearby. She cried and began to scramble to her feet.

Gabriel was not having it.

Releasing the spear, he once again drew his blade and slashed in a single, fluid motion. The weapon nicked her arm and her head rolled off.

Bemused, he studied the glowing weapon as the rat woman’s corpse spasmed and fell over. “Your description says you have a chance to remove a limb if the damage is over half their remaining hit points. Does a head really count as a limb?”

“Seems to,” Lucielle replied.

Thworp!

He turned to see the stomach-like sack that was all that remained of the Turgler sink to the ground and go still. All around the room, a thousand of the little cleaning rodents came into view. The sounds of them slurping up the disgusting situation were ones that would haunt his dreams.

Congratulations!
His Tablet manifested, the surface covered in a display of fireworks.
You have defeated your first optional dungeon boss AND a roaming regional boss at the same time! The Bright Maker is most impressed, as are the Fates. You’re about to get an amazing reward. Are you ready?!


“Reward?” Twisting, he found Ravenna still dangling from a chain, the scratched woman looking at him with a worried expression. A look down told him that he was in a far worse situation. Between patchy clothes, rivers of blood, and…everything else, almost none of his skin was visible “If it doesn’t come with a bath, I quit.”

The priestess called, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Are you okay?”

“He’s down to thirty-four hit points,” Lucielle provided brightly. “But! He’s resisted about three hundred septic-related diseases and counting. That means something, right?”

Not to him it didn’t.

Locking eyes with the winged woman, he growled, “If you or any of the others mention anal sex again for a month, I’m quitting.”

“But…” Ravenna frowned in pure, innocent confusion. “Emyra’s blessings mean we don’t poop. What happens in a month?”


Chapter 18: Strip Tease


"Look! Listen!" Lucielle made the Tablet bob excitedly as a paragraph of text scrolled past. "You got two whole levels!"

Quest Experience: 2,000
Combat Experience Awarded: 4,551
Bonus Experience: 11,501
New Level: 13 (+2 levels)
Experience to Level 14: 2,452 of 10,000
Unassigned Attribute Points: 30
Unassigned Skill Points: 20
New Class Ability Unlocked: Sovereign Touch (Divine Augmentation)
Note: Bonus experience has been awarded due to a combination of creativity and through the use of your new ring. It made things twice as hard, but wasn't it so much more fun?


"It was not more fun." Reaching for the ring, Gabriel moved to remove it.

"Wait!" Lucielle interjected. "Open the treasure chest before you decide."

Schrrrrrrrlurrrrrblblrrrrrlble.

With the sound of a thousand spaghetti noodles suctioned through a garden hose, the cleaning gerbils finished their work. Other than Gabriel and Ravenna, the only things left in the room were potential loot: the remains of the magical tome, dangling chains, and the coffin-sized treasure chest.

"If it's not amazing, this ring is going straight into storage."

Falling in beside him as he trudged across the room, Ravenna pinched her nose closed. Her voice came out nasal. "We need to talk about the kiss."

Side-eyeing her, he kept walking. "It was the heat of the moment. What about it?"

"It was lovely. I liked it very much. But there was something missing."

Knowing the ambush was coming didn't always mean one could avoid it. "What?"

Slipping closer, she slid her hand into his, then pulled it to her throat. "I like it when you take total command of my body."

Their footsteps slowed as he turned to her, his fingers filthy against the flawless pale column of her throat. She was looking at him, pupils dilated, nipples so hard they were visible through two layers of fabric. When he didn't say anything, she licked her lips and went on. "And... I'm not above admitting watching you slaughter those monsters was one of the most arousing things I've ever seen in my life."

That she could deliver those somewhat nasal-sounding lines while holding her nose was a testament to something…

Gabriel didn’t know what. But it certainly was something. Frowning, he realized she had yet to run to the book, still on the floor next to where Skeeva had fallen. She'd moved to be with him, to express her feelings, above all else.

He didn't know what that meant, not yet, but in the column of wins and losses, this was something entirely different.

"We'll do it again," he promised, making the decision. Ravenna had proven herself in a fight and shown that she had true character at the village. Risking herself to save others proved she was more than only competition and arrogance. "After we're off the island."

Pouting, she ran her tongue across her lips. "Surely you want to give in to your primal urges and claim all of me before that?"

Breaking contact, he took a small step back. "Ravenna, I'm disgusting. You're hurt. And we've known each other for three days. I don't give a damn how good our chemistry is, I'm not rushing into fucking you because we're both horny."

"Ah. At last, you admit your desires." The way she said it made it clear she'd won a victory.

An imaginary mark appeared in his mind's eye. In the wrong column.

Click.

Teeth snapping together, Gabriel crossed to the treasure chest and shoved the lid open less delicately than he should have.

Inside lay a mixture of copper, silver, and gold coins. Gems topped the pile, along with a scroll and two glowing magical items. One was a splintered bit of curved, flat brass, like a plate shattered into thirds. Another was a purple-shaded bit of semi-transparent glass.

"I can translate all of this if you'd like?" Lucielle offered.

"Absolutely." If there was one thing Gabriel appreciated, it was the Tablet's ability to streamline tedious crap.

Optional Boss Loot Summary
Copper: 25,719
Silver: 68,551
Gold: 13,210
Platinum: 781
Assorted, High-Quality Gems: 310
Magical Item: Scroll of Underwater Breathing
Description: This scroll may be used to cast the Underwater Breathing spell once. An experienced magic user may instead add it to their spell book.


"That'll be useful in the aquatic quest," Ravenna mused, reading over his shoulder. "I wonder what the..." Turning, she ambled toward the damaged tome.

Magical Item: Seal of Varsona (Fragmented)
Description: Long ago, the Aether Gods conspired to steal the isle of Varsona from Emyra. It has remained hidden in the thousands of years since. During recent conflict, the Fates came into possession of the potent artifacts used to conceal the island. By defeating an optional boss within an optional quest, you have discovered the first piece to the puzzle required to restore the monstrous refuge.
As King of the Fae Islands, having access to a vital landmass, rich with both natural wonders, high-level dungeons, and a bounty of rare and unique monsters could be more than a little useful.
As you've guessed, the other 2 seals are concealed behind the remaining unexplored portals. Consider this and the accompanying glyph as your reward for pleasing both the Bright Maker and the Fates.
Bonus Insight: If you can locate and restore the alphari priestess, Yulia, she will prove an invaluable ally in managing these new resources.


Seeing the name 'Yulia', Gabriel was quick to adjust the Tablet so Ravenna wouldn’t see the text. Fortunately, she was entirely fixated on the tome.

"Yulia?" he hissed to the air, careful to keep his voice low. "Are you kidding me? If Ravenna finds out our quest relates to Yulia, she's going to lose her mind."

"Oh, absolutely," Lucielle replied happily. "Golly, these optional side quests are super interesting, aren't they?"

No. Not even close. Gabriel wanted one thing: to spend time with the people he cared about, rebuilding the islands. An occasional battle or adventure was one thing. Drama was another. Of the things he most wanted to avoid, drama was a very close second behind anything that covered him in filth.

"Gabriel, can your Tablet identify this for me?" Ravenna called, hurrying over with the tome clutched to her chest. "It's still got magic. It would take me hours to find out what it's still capable of, but with that..." She trailed off, looking at the device, which was very obviously tilting away from her gaze.

"You'll need to touch it," Lucielle said.

Lunging, he brushed the leather-bound book. Light pulsed from the Tablet, reorienting so they could both read the results.

Tome of the Incarnate Spell Sage (Legendary Item)
Status: Unoccupied and Unbound
Properties: This is a binding object that has been damaged. The spells within it have been removed, along with the previously inhabiting spirit.
Spend 500 mana and use a ritual of repair to restore it. Upon restoration, it will have the following properties:
Binding: It will bind to the first magic user who incants the appropriate ritual. Once bound, the owner may summon or dismiss the object at will (for 10 mana). If the wielder dies, any spells or notes contained within the book will be erased.
It can store an unlimited number of spells, which only the bonded wielder may read or access.
It can be used as a journal and research assistant (see Spirit Inhabitant, below)
Place it against any non-Legendary spell book for 10 minutes. If you do, it consumes all of the knowledge in the other spell book, destroying it in the process.
Spirit Inhabitant: Kill an intelligent entity while holding the book. The creature's spirit will merge with the tome, effectively giving the wielder a sentient and permanent personal assistant. This occupies any traditional familiar slots a mage might have. Be aware, the more powerful/unique the target, the more beneficial this ability will be. For additional details about the inhabitant long press here.


"Oh. My. Goddess." Squealing, Ravenna's eyes flashed with delight. "It's perfect!" Squeezing it to her chest, she spun about on one foot. "I can't wait to kill someone interesting!"

Glad she hadn't asked about the other items he'd found, Gabriel used the Bag of Dungeoneering to sweep up the seal. Gold and coins glowed briefly, then fed themselves into the container as well, leaving him only with the final object. Floating in the air above the empty chest, it drifted over to merge with his Tablet.

Legendary Strategist Glyph Acquired: Glyph of Monstrous Engineering
Description: Earning this upgraded glyph has reset the cumulative rewards from all quests and the benefits of using your ring. You will still need to bathe it under a full moon to use it again.
With that out of the way, let's get into the fun details, shall we?
The following properties apply for possessing the glyph and work even when it is not equipped:
	You may use artifacts restricted to monsters or monstrous races. This includes a plethora of Alphari-specific tools and equipment, such as the mythical Monster Corral and the Ocarina of Summoning.

	All your skills and attribute aspects now also apply to monstrous variants. You may apply First Aid to monsters or identify magical plants that would be classified as such. Likewise, you may use Presence to influence them. Yes, seduction will now work on monsters but only those that are recognizably humanoid. Also, you're not the Goblin King; don't expect to start breeding with spider women or anything funky like that.

	Probably.

	For now.

	You have unlocked unique, monster-based quests. If you restore Varsona, you should expect an entire world of opportunities. Ever imagined having 24 hours to build a fortified base, only to have it besieged by ravaging beasts and get scaling rewards for every day you survive? No? Well, buckle up. What about breeding new monster species? Yup. That'll be a possibility, too. We hope you're in the mood to 'catch them all' because, well, keep reading.



These benefits apply only if it is applied to a Strategist slot:
	Gain the Monsterlore skill. This broad skill grants familiarity with monstrous cultures, biology, construction habits and techniques, and much more. Like the Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King, this skill isn't focused enough to make you an expert in any one area, but it does unlock a whole world of possibilities.

	You may learn monstrous schematics and work with those components. This means you could theoretically learn to create a spider hive or incorporate aspects of it into your other designs (but only after learning the schematic).

	+25% resistance to all sources of damage or negative status effects from monstrous sources.

	You may now score critical attacks against invulnerable monsters, although your chance to do so is reduced by 80%. This is where getting above 100% critical chance is useful. Math, ain't it fun?





Stunned by the sheer volume of unexpected additions, it took him a minute to process the implications. Both the good and the bad.

Adding an entire alternative progression involving random monstrous creatures felt... not wrong, precisely, but odd. Like the information text suggested, building a city in a forest connected with spiderwebbing would be insanely neat. Having to breed and farm the spiders to collect enough web to produce it?

Less appealing.

His eyes snapped to Ravenna as Yulia's name surfaced in his thoughts.

So far, every priestess he'd encountered brought tremendous value to the core goal of rebuilding civilization on the islands. Gemma could make nearly anything. Raquel was a tracker, hunter, and exceptionally good with magical beasts. Once they freed Una, they'd hopefully solve the problem with food. In finding Ravenna, he'd brought arcane talent to the fold. With their 'optional' exploration, they'd uncovered ways to augment Yulia's usefulness to potentially staggering heights.

By granting them such heavy-handed rewards, the Fates had all but guaranteed he would want to locate and rescue Yulia sooner than later. If he did that, would he be risking harmony with the tempestuous Ravenna though?

Before worry could overwhelm him, Lucielle gave him two more prompts.

Quest Complete: You have secured all key objectives in the lynari settlement.


A glassy portal appeared nearby, the transparent surface leading them directly to the maccari tower with the remaining two quests.

Beneath the prompt was a list of text describing his newest class upgrade, and reminding him that he had attributes and skill points to assign. Skimming the ability without digesting the implications, he had little room for more after being bombarded with combat, upgrades, and anxiety.

"Let's go," he said, waving.

Face awash with delight, Ravenna skipped through the portal.


Milestone 4: Sovereign Touch (Divine Augmentation)


Level: 13

Total Experience: 57,952

Experience to Level 14: 2,452 of 10,000

Unassigned Attribute Points: 30

Unassigned Skill Points: 20

***

New Class Ability Unlocked: Sovereign Touch (Divine Augmentation)

You have developed this ability as a byproduct of experimentation and need. Be aware you may grow additional expansions, but they will remain limited by your level.

Details: This ability only functions where your sovereign authority as King of the Fae Islands holds sway. It allows you to touch any constructed object or structure and gain an intuitive sense of its design, composition, layout, and any inhabitants within it. When used in tandem with your ability to alter reality (via Schematics and Essence manipulation), the range of that ability extends to anywhere within the object. In theory, you could stand at the ground floor level of a three-story building and use Sovereign Touch to add rooms on the top floor.

Divine Augmentation: Your ability to consume disassembled or unattended material for Schematics has been extended to include severely damaged objects that no longer serve their intended purpose.


Interlude: Birth of Leather Daddy


Throkkul the Thrice-Blessed slumped against the edge of the essence pool, his lobster claw twitching with exhaustion. The ritual had drained him in ways he hadn't anticipated. His mundane arm ached. His octopoid eye was itching and had taken to wandering more than usual. Even his horn-hands waved listlessly, too tired to gesticulate.

The work had consumed more than a week of his life, though tracking exact time had become difficult around the third day when reality started getting bendy around the edges.

"How're we lookin', Throkkie-pooh?" The nipple wheezed from his chest, its voice raspier than usual. Even the holy talisman sounded worn down.

"Nearly ready." Surveying the ritual circle with his mismatched eyes, he took in the scene before him. The essence pool bubbled at the center, its normally yellow surface now swirling with a lovely mixture of mud-brown, flickering Aether. Around it, thirty costumes lay arranged in precise positions, each one still containing the remnants of their original occupants.

Overhead, seagulls and other coastal birds wheeled in lazy circles, their cries echoing across the settlement. They'd been gathering for days, likely drawn by the smell. Throkkul chose to interpret this as a good omen. Birds were Kusk's creatures too, after all. Well, some of them. The corrupted ones, certainly.

"Biggest Vessel!" Gurglax approached, his crab claws clicking nervously. "We've gathered the final ingredients as you commanded."

"Excellent. Report."

Gurglax consulted a scroll that appeared to be written on dried intestine. "We have: seventeen buckets of fermented crème a la yak, aged to perfection in the festering garbage pits. Eight barrels of what we're calling 'essence of disappointment,' collected from the tears of yackums who thought they could do better. The bile of corrupted sheep with tentacles. Hair clippings from Beeflord, who still hasn't figured out chickens don't have hair. And..." He paused dramatically. "Three whole pounds of toenail fungus, personally cultivated by Mool-Mool."

"Magnificent." A satisfied nod. "And the sacrifices?"

"Ready, Biggest Vessel." Gurglax gestured to a group of yackums huddled near the pool's edge. They represented the settlement's most... uniquely blessed individuals.

There was Gorblek, whose blessing had given him three legs but no knees, leaving him with but one mode of movement: the rolling faceplant. Beside him stood Flibbins, who'd been granted the gift of constant screaming but no volume control. Snailbert had received the lower body of a snail and the upper body of another, smaller snail. And then there was Pustulous the Confused, who'd somehow ended up with gills but no lungs, requiring him to gargle water constantly to breathe. Others, each with similarly colorful names and equally twisted bodies, lined up behind the initial representatives.

"Magnificent warriors, all of them," the nipple observed with what might have been irony. "Real shame about the whole sacrifice sitchy, but here we are."

"They shall serve Kusk in death as they could not in life." Raising his voice, Throkkul addressed them directly. "Brothers! You have been chosen for the highest honor! Your essence shall fuel the ritual, binding these vessels to our lord's will!"

The sacrifices reacted with varying degrees of understanding. Gorblek fell forward. Flibbins screamed. Snailbert slimed. Pustulous gargled something that might have been gratitude.

"Begin!" The command rang out.

His fellow vessels sprang into action with the efficiency that came from days of practice. They poured the fermented yak crème into channels carved around the pool. The disappointment essence went next, followed by the sheep bile. Beeflord's hair clippings were scattered with reverent care, while Mool-Mool himself lovingly sprinkled his toenail fungus contribution across the costumes.

The smell was indescribable. If someone had bottled the concept of regret and mixed it with a landfill's fever dream, they'd be getting close.

"Now the sacrifices!" Gesturing sharply, Throkkul watched as the chosen yackums were led to their positions. Each one was placed beside a different fur costume, their bodies positioned to channel power directly into the garments.

The nipple began to glow, pulsing with increasing intensity. "Ohhh boy, here we go! Channel me some of that big Kusk energy!"

Both arms raised high, the lobster claw crackling with corrupt magic. Throkkul began to chant in the ancient tongue of the yak-corrupted, words that tasted of copper and smelled of burning hair. The other vessels joined in, their voices creating a discordant harmony that made reality shudder.

The pool erupted with light. Yellow corruption mixed with purple chaos and green something-that-definitely-shouldn't-be-green. The sacrificial yackums began to dissolve, their forms liquefying into streams of magical energy that flowed toward the costumes.

"It's workin'!" the nipple shouted. "I can feel Kusk's blessing flowin' through me! We're gonna bind these suckers to serve only our lord and make 'em immune to Emyra's grabbiness!"

The ceremony intensified. Throkkul's chanting grew louder, his octopoid eye spinning in its socket as power coursed through him. The fur costumes began to twitch and shift, absorbing the sacrificial energy. The purple and pink one shuddered. A wolf costume's tail started wagging. The black number's boots began to gleam with an otherworldly shine.

Then everything went sideways.

A roar shook the settlement. From the jungle's edge, something enormous crashed through the undergrowth. It was one of Kusk's blessed creatures, a towering bear-thing with too many teeth and claws tipped with weeping eyes.

"Aw, turd," the nipple muttered. “It smells what we’re cookin’.”

Nostrils flaring, the beast rushed the circle, practically diving into the pool. The results were both amazing and catastrophic, as the monster’s energies were instantly consumed, adding to the ritual. Throkkul, unprepared for such an influx, lost his way in the incantation. What should have been, ‘Oh ye lord of tainted miraculous warped membranes, invest these offerings with thine nipply defense and infinite terrible will,’ instead became, ‘Oh, fuck, what the fuck, holy fuck, no, anything but this, why is this happening, no, stop!’

In some rituals, such substitutions are allowed; encouraged, even. This was not one of those, nor were the replacement phrases conducive to the overall objective.

Arcane and Aetheric energies spiraled out of control, rancid elements coming into explosive confrontation. The nipple, weakened from the spellcasting, cried desperately as a wall of Emyra’s cursed magic descended upon their working. As if the goddess had been present, waiting for the moment of weakness, her assault cost both Throkkul and the nipple greatly.

“She must be stopped!” Throbbing and thrusting wartily, the nipple sent a shield of profane black miasma over the land, holding the brilliant blue-green of Emyra’s magic at bay.

KRRRRAAACK! SPLOOOOOOCH! KAFUUUUWUUUU!

The ceremony exploded in a flash of light that sent Throkkul flying backward. He landed in a pile of fermented yak milk, his vision swimming.

When his eyes finally focused, he saw them.

The costumes were climbing to their feet. Moving with purpose, they shone with magical residue, suggesting the incredible, raw power fed to fuse them into existence. The purple and pink one stepped onto solid ground, its cartoonish head turning to survey the world with genuine awareness. A blue wolf followed, its movements fluid and natural. One by one, they emerged, fully animated but appearing as nothing more than living garments. No tentacles. No extra growths. Simply animated forms that somehow existed as complete beings.

But it was the one in black that commanded attention.

It rose from the pool last, water cascading off its gleaming surface. The costume was magnificent, built in the shape of a bodybuilder's fever dream, complete with cap, harness, and boots that shone brighter than polished obsidian. It stood taller than the others, radiating an aura of confidence that filled the entire space.

The black-clad figure took a step forward. Its boots struck the stone with authority. The zipper mouth moved, and when it spoke, its voice was absurdly high despite the thundering howl.

"Oh, well now, will you look at this mess? Oh. Excuse me. Sorry.” In a start-stop speech that was exhaustively polite and French Canadian, the figure lifted a hand and yelled, “How’re you all doing? I’m the Leather Daddy, and I’m here to rise up and claim all this land in my name. Please and thank ya. Boys and girls? Do us a delightful little favor and make sure everyone here knows who they serve now, why don’tcha?”

And with a collective snarl, howl, and snap, the once fur-costumed creatures threw themselves at the poor, modestly defenseless, yackums.


Chapter 19: Sexy Math Time


"There should be a hot spring we can clean in," Ravenna said, taking the lead out of the Fate’s chamber. It would remain available unless we left the area, which neither of them had any intent to do.

Gabriel was not the sort of man to chase prizes, but there was no way he’d leave the opportunities inherent to the monster island pass. Ravenna, still unaware of the full scope, was all too happy to seize opportunities for prizes or “that one special soul” to fill her new tome.

They exited the library, the priestess leading the way down one corridor, then another. One stairwell gave way to a series of caves. Gabriel, exhausted, his clothing shredded and body drenched in filth and gore, retrieved his LED travel lantern from his travel pack. The battery indicator flashed a warning yellow color, indicating it needed a solar recharge. With a mental note to recharge it soon, he flipped the switch and held it aloft as he trudged behind his companion.

"If this keeps up, I'll need to put the magical boots on."

"You should," Lucielle piped. "Not every magical item we find will be useful all the time. Situational benefits are good, too. Besides, trudging is a lost art."

Rolling his eyes, Gabriel used half his attention to consider his new attribute points and skills. Increasing his Endurance remained his top priority, and not just for recreational purposes. Everything to do with construction took time and energy; with more Endurance, he could complete more tasks and withstand more demanding physical hardship. After that, Presence would play an ongoing, all-important role. Kings who wanted to rule with more than military might needed charisma. That left him to decide whether to increase Intelligence or Foresight.

His Intelligence had been a focus for a while thanks to its impact on mana. He'd neglected Foresight, which he'd long suspected would prove invaluable as the islands developed.

Weighing short-term gains and benefits, he put eight points into Endurance, six into Presence, and twelve into Foresight. That left him with four points to throw into Grace. He then slotted the new Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering, replacing the Diplomacy glyph since the mental protection it afforded was outclassed by the Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King, and knowing what dangers they encountered would allow him to keep the others safe. The eight-hour swapping period would be over by morning.

He turned his attention to skills, ready to reassess. Herbalism, combined with Survival, had reached a point where he could identify most herbs at a glance. Siege Smith had reached maximum effectiveness. He knew how to make ballistae, trebuchets, and other heavy equipment. Would he have any use for more complicated weaponry anytime soon? He doubted it.

"Lucielle, are there any engineering skills we can swap in that make sense given conditions?"

The Mana Guide helpfully sorted and filtered the list, narrowing it to a few options:

	Advanced Construction and Engineering: This skill, which will also apply to monstrous constructions, will help with basically all development and design tasks.

	Global Crafting: If you take this skill, you'll have access to a broad range of general construction techniques. Since it's so broad, you'll need a lot of points to make this particularly useful at later stages.

	Arcane Manufacturing: Think of this like Construction and Engineering, but with and for magic. Want to use mana-powered items to do work? This is the skill for you. Be aware that it will take considerable ranks for this to prove useful, and you'll need a skilled spellcaster to enable the highest-tier constructions such as labor golems.

	Civil Engineering: This one relates specifically to optimizing your cities for a given populace. It can have an overall beneficial effect on productivity, morale, and commerce. You probably won't need more than 15-20 points in this to reach optimal benefits, and it is a long-term skill that will be useful when you start rebuilding.

	Military Planning: This is like Civil Engineering but for military/defense purposes, and the same details apply. Be aware that planning for the most defensible settlement is often at cross-purposes with the most habitable one.





"Combat Mobility and Tactics have to stay," he observed. "They're too useful to rotate out."

"Agreed. Shall I freeze the others?"

"Mhm. I think so."

Notice of Deactivation: The following skills will no longer experience accelerated progression, nor may you put skill points into them unless you activate them again.
Survival (21)
Herbalism (20)
Siege Smith (20)


"What will we replace them with?"

"Advanced Construction and Engineering is an easy choice. I think Arcane Manufacturing is a stretch goal. Both Civil Engineering and Military Planning sound like skills I should get sooner than later, especially if leveling slows down."

"Agreed. But what about the Global Crafting skill? With your new monster upgrades, I'd argue that one becomes far more useful."

She had a point. "Each point in a skill equals a year of training, right? How much would ten points in that one get me?"

"About two years, give or take, in basically every craft that would be available for a native to learn. Mr. Dawkins will appreciate your superior stitching, but you won't be winning awards for the plaited braid stitch or the Jasmine stitch. You might be able to take a French seam. Also, basket weaving? Absolutely. Underwater basket weaving? Nope."

Their conversation faded as Ravenna led them into a natural grotto deep within the plateau. She opened a heavy door, and a wall of pleasant warmth struck his face. Beyond was a pond of mineral-blue water. Illuminated by his lantern, the cave was relatively small, only big enough for a dozen people or so.

Drawing near, he saw the depths ringed with the same blue tiles as the aqueduct near the settlement on the main island.

He put his gear down, not that he had much left. He’d left the bow behind and had nearly run out of arrows. Other than his backpack, saber, and the new storage bag, he wasn't nearly the pack mule he wished he was.

The gentle sound of cloth rustling together drew his attention to Ravenna's striking beauty as she waded into the water. She'd gone nude, the vertical slash of her lean back, framed by black wings, above the rounded curves of her ass like a sensual exclamation mark. Slowly submerging beneath the water, Gabriel was confident she'd done the display on purpose.

He really shouldn't have admitted that she turned him on.

Leaving his clothes on to take advantage of the cleaning properties, he followed the priestess into the depths. Warmth suffused his tired, sore muscles as blood and excrement vanished. Exhaling a sigh of raw delight, he found a natural shelf and took a seat. The water lapped gently against the stone, the soft echo of movement filling the intimate space.

Ravenna turned, the slopes of her breasts flashing tantalizingly just beneath the edge of the gently bubbling waves. Stretching her arms beside her along the stone lip, she gave a knowing smile. "You can come closer, if you want. The water's deeper over here."

"How about you get your smirking ass over here so we can discuss which skills I should select," he countered, determined not to give an inch.

"Oh. That sounds fun." With a delighted, too-sharp smile, she bobbed to where he sat. Finding space on the ledge, she fit her hip to his and leaned over, damp hair trailing across his shoulder. The strands were cool against his heated skin, dripping mineral-scented water down his chest. "Share your thoughts and I will be happy to provide my wisdom."

Gabriel frowned, trying to figure out how the woman's easy acquiescence played into their game. Had she wanted him to invite her over all along? Had her initial suggestion been a ploy; yet another ambush to maneuver him into doing something she wanted?

"We're looking at swapping out his skills for alternatives," Lucielle provided, adjusting the Tablet's font and layout to highlight the options.

With the Guide's statement, he found himself somewhat reluctantly walking through his decisions. Explaining how they worked, he went through the ones he'd disabled along with his considerations for which to activate.

Ravenna shook her head, sending droplets scattering. "Incredible. You kill a few monsters and are gifted with years of knowledge in seconds. What power these Tablets give."

"He didn't live in the Wilds for years prior to crossing the Veil," Lucielle pointed out. "The first five or six points barely makes him the equal of a native."

"And twenty?"

The Tablet twinkled an amused shade of pink. "There are advantages to risking one's life to rebuild civilization."

"There we go again. Altruism rewarded. How... quaint."

Gabriel elbowed the priestess gently. "Stop pretending to be all gothic and evil. We both know you're not entirely selfish."

"How am I being all gothic?" In response to that question, his Tablet helpfully provided several images of Earth-based goth women, complete from the corset-wearing Victorian types to the emo Rave variety.

"They often embrace death, or traditionally grim settings and cultural subjects," the Guide added. "Modern interpretations are often less sinister, or with overt sexual implications, particularly in the fetish community."

He tried to glare at the Mana Guide. It had no effect. "How do you know that?"

"Tablets share information across the Veil. I might have taken a peek."

Ravenna leaned forward, one hand lifted to press her fingers across the surface. Water ran down her arm in rivulets, a cascade following the slope of a tantalizingly plump, perky breast. "Fascinating. I like this collar the one woman is wearing. Lace, yet with a metal loop. Convenient for when her lover wants to take charge." She turned just enough to watch his response, giving the game away.

Features forcefully still, he said, "Back to skills. We're discussing strategy, not studying Earth customs that don't apply here."

They went back and forth for several minutes, discussing the fundamentals of how the Tablet worked. "Active skills can organically improve, but it's slow unless I use them quite a bit. My concern right now is that I may stop gaining levels as fast, so maxing out skills like Civil Engineering now might be the better decision."

"Because when we need them later on, getting the points to rapidly improve them may be difficult?" Ravenna added, catching on quickly.

"Right."

"Wouldn't Advanced Construction and Global Crafting be useful eternally?"

"I'd think so, yeah. With you free, Arcane Manufacturing strikes me as a viable investment, too. If it pushes our constructions beyond standard physics, I know it would be."

Ravenna traced the lines her dress would have hugged, had she not been naked. The motion was more than a little distracting. He didn't think she was actively trying to entice him right now though, as her expression had shifted from playfully seductive to serious. "My intuition is that you'll probably gain power quickly until we're off the island. Once we're back with the settlement and focused on preparing for winter, and then with a future influx of citizens, it wouldn't make sense to enter battle as frequently."

"This is true. I get most of my experience from overcoming obstacles in creative ways. Combat has proven to be the quickest way to do that. If we're not exploring dungeons or fighting Kusk's monsters, my progression should normalize."

"Let's look at this logically, then. You've gained three levels since arriving here?"

"Yes."

"Assume you'll get three more. That's thirty skill points, plus the twenty you have now. How would a total of fifty change your approach?"

Looking away from the striking woman, he studied his Tablet, mentally adjusting numbers to see how various configurations might look. "I think we should prioritize a combination of immediate gains and long-term goals. We need to get Civil Engineering at a point where it's useful and rotate it out for Military Planning. But there's no need for haste. With fifty skill points, I'd do my best to max out Engineering and Global Crafting since they're the most likely to help in winter. Arcane Manufacturing can wait until we're ready to re-open your settlement, after we free the maccari survivors."

"That sounds quite logical and well thought-out to me."

She watched as he selected Civil Engineering and put five points into it.

New Active Skill: Civil Engineering (5) — Using this skill in tandem with planning and constructing a new habitation (or fundamentally rebuilding one) will add a 5% global benefit to all productivity, morale, and commerce. To fully realize this goal, the area must be constructed properly, with these designs in mind. Roads must be paved, access to food and mercantile areas must be considered, and local stock must be sufficient to meet demand.


"A five percent universal bonus is impressive," she observed. "And this is a magical augmentation, Lucielle?"

"Somewhat magical, somewhat mundane," the spirit replied. "Tablet skills extend natural ones into the realm of the arcane, but they don't create ongoing, mana-draining effects."

"Fascinating."

He selected Advanced Construction and Engineering and put seven points in it, then put eight points into Global Crafting.

New Active Skill: Advanced Construction and Engineering (7) — When properly applied, this skill reduces the total development and construction time of all projects by 3.5% (half the skill ranks). At higher skill ranks, it will also add to the durability, longevity, and other functional elements.
New Active Skill: Global Crafting (8) — You've gained the equivalent of 1.5 years of generalized training in all common and uncommon crafts. This has given you access to hundreds of designs, knowledge of the tools required for those crafts, and the theoretical framework of how to use them. As discussed, these broad skills will not replace specialists. Due to the acquisition of your Monstrous glyph, you've also gained a basic understanding of crafts normally associated with purely monstrous species or cultures. Expect some odd dreams.


A sinuous line of platinum light emerged from his Tablet. It wrapped around his head, squeezing gently as insights filled his thoughts. The process was gentle; closer to realizing something he'd forgotten than having several decades worth of content poured directly into his brain. Still, it was a lot to 'remember' and left him even more exhausted by the time it ended.

The two shared space for a while, her body pressed close to his in the echoing silence of the grotto, before making the long climb back to Ravenna's room. Too tired to banter or battle, Gabriel made no comment when she slid into bed next to him, her head on his chest a comfort as he drifted into sleep.


Ravenna
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Chapter 20: Negotiations


Gabriel woke to the sensation of sharp fingernails running across his chest. Mind still occupied by thoughts of strange dreams, he refused to open his eyes. Whatever banter or contest of wills Ravenna craved before breakfast could wait.

"What if I offered to join the harem?" Her voice was whisper-soft, a velveteen temptation.

Images of delicate lattice, of spiraling structures woven by strange minds, bubbled through his subconscious. Insights he had not possessed the day before whispered tantalizing details. What he was seeing belonged to the Hellspawn Wasp-Spiders of a remote, dangerous island. If used in construction, their web would be a thousand times stronger and more resistant to elemental damage than any wood. Better yet, until a hardening agent was applied, it could be molded and shaped like clay.

She curled her fingers, the tips digging into his flesh. "You were talking in your sleep and have stopped. I know you're awake. I've engaged in a negotiation and expect your attention. Answer me. If I pledged to join your harem, would you cease this silly game?"

Keeping his eyes closed out of sheer stubbornness, he grumbled, "What are you talking about? What game?"

"This wall between us. The reluctance I see in your eyes, regardless of how I offer myself to you."

"And you're thinking... what? That you'll agree to marry me, and I'll fuck you? That whenever you wiggle your ass, I'll give you whatever you want?"

Her fingers resumed their earlier caresses, only this time they'd begun sliding across his middle abdomen. Her feathers rustled as she adjusted subtly, one bare breast heavy against his chest, the hard nipple brushing him so gently that it could only have been on purpose.

Speaking slowly, her reply was molten, honeyed enticement. "Is that not how the exchange of power works between us? I inflame your desires. You claim my flesh. The eternal contest of discipline and self-control; the satisfaction of victory and defeat. Men and women are thus where you come from, are they not?"

"Some. Not all. Not every relationship is a war."

"Where's the joy in that?"

The question, worded so bluntly, made him chuckle.

"Well?" she pressed.

"I want everyone in my harem to at least care for the others. Yeah, I've been told that it's not always the case in the Fae Wilds, but that's not who I am. If you come in like this, it's going to make drama with the women I love. That's not acceptable. I won't sacrifice what matters for a few minutes of fun."

“Only a few minutes? You concede that my body tempts you so much, Tablet Wielder?”

He growled. “You know what I meant.”

“Perhaps,” she conceded. “What, then? I am willing to entertain a counter-proposal.”

“In theory, I might be willing to date you, but you’re not allowed to bring any malice to the women I marry. Fun, playful banter is one thing. Being an ass just to stir up emotions is another.”

Fingers freezing a few inches above his erection, he could hear the thoughtfulness in her frown. “Are you suggesting I filter myself with your wives?”

“Restraint isn’t filtering,” he countered. “You don’t lord things over them. No putting anyone down or using anything you or I do to suggest superiority or harm.”

“But competition that is…” she hesitated, searching for the right word, “playful is appropriate?”

“Hrm.” He thought about it, searching for a path that would lead to the least tension.

Serafina’s voice wafted from the amulet, dangling between the maccari woman’s breasts. “Gabriel, I’ve spoken with Raquel and Gemma about the situation, if that would help ease this negotiation.”

The interruption was just enough of a shock to nearly convince him to open his eyes, although it shouldn’t have been. Serafina’s presence was far from a new feature. “Sure.”

“Gemma supports any decision you make. With anyone. She isn’t threatened or bothered.” That sounded perfectly like the pragmatic-yet-vulnerable woman. Serafina went on, “And Raquel thinks it sounds like fun. Her actual words were ‘Oh, we could wrestle for Sire’s cock. That would be so fun, especially if he starts to cum and it sprays all over us!’”

Gabriel snorted a laugh, realizing just how much he missed the lethal Aetherhound. “And your stance, Serafina?” he prompted. Technically, he and the astral elf had the least-developed relationship of any of the priestesses, yet there was a bond between them that defied explanation. Not only was she Emyra’s high priestess, but with her maturity and warmth, it would have been pointless to deny the trajectory of their relationship.

“I think once you free Yulia, the two of them are going to fight over your dick, and it will amuse me to no end,” Serafina replied with blunt amusement. “My King, once I am free of this prison, we will marry. If you wish to structure your harem as a lattice, rather than spokes on a wheel, none of us will gainsay it. The only aspect I’ll point out is that your wives will expect more of you than anyone who remains on the outskirts. If you and Ravenna mate bond, but choose to date rather than wed, it could add layers of complexity to the sleeping arrangements.”

Ravenna, who’d been content to listen for several seconds, chimed in, “I have an island to rebuild. Once the surviving members of my people are freed, organizing them will take considerable time. Provided I am afforded due respect, I think this arrangement will be far simpler than you assume, Serafina.”

The tension in the Sorceress’s voice was palpable. Gabriel assumed she was already trying to downplay her nature. That she hadn’t said anything about ‘leaving the dregs’ or something equally brash confirmed it.

Serafina gave a throaty laugh. It wasn’t mocking, only confident. “For now, I’d say you have the answers you need to make an informed decision, my Gabriel. Little sister, feel free to deactivate the amulet, if you wish privacy.”

Wings fluttering, Ravenna muttered something beneath her breath. After a short pause, the hand on his stomach slid lower, running across his hips. The swirling, teasing of proximity had him more than a little hard.

"What else is there to negotiate?" she half-demanded. "I have made my stance clear. To be with the King of the Fae Islands, I will behave with propriety among your wives. Are there other concessions I must make to be given the regard I am due?"

"Could you have possibly worded that worse? And no. I think we've got an agree..."

Before he could finish the statement, the woman had shifted her weight. Hooking a scaled leg over his pelvis, she settled her weight atop his thighs, a sensation of hairless velvet against his balls as her fingers began a slow, escalating caress up and down his shaft.

"Good. Now, let's see how long you can keep your eyes closed, you insufferable man. I'm going to climb your dick until you're spent and wondering how to get more of those precious levels just so you can keep up with a maccari woman in her prime."

Between frustration and desire, Gabriel nearly growled that he didn't give a damn about her games. Reaching down, he slid his hands between them, ran his searching touch across her flat stomach and up the dangling slopes of her breasts. When he found the taut pinnacles of each, he pinched.

Hard.

"Ahhhhhhh," Ravenna groaned, hips grinding against his shaft. Her hand tightened, the warm silk of her scales exotic as she teased with too-slow strokes. "There he is," she hissed through an exhaled breath. "I worried you might struggle to embrace your true passions outside of combat."

Tugging hard enough to earn a delighted squeal, he drew the woman forward into a hard kiss. Releasing a tormented nipple, he gripped the back of her neck, holding her against him. Her heavy breasts pressed satisfyingly against his chest as the hand on his cock continued its slow rhythm.

Their kiss was hard. Brutal compared to anything he'd shared with Gemma or Raquel, even in play. His eyes might have been closed, but Gabriel's teeth were bared as he bit at Ravenna's bottom lip, then top.

His escalation did nothing to dissuade the woman. When her tongue quested across his mouth, he captured it between his teeth. Reaching around, he cupped a handful of firm, luscious ass and squeezed, his fingernails biting deeply.

"Ohhhhhhh, yesssssss, yes, yes!" Her words were barely intelligible as she ground herself forward, heavy moans exploding as her soft folds slickened with arousal. Each rock of her hips produced a wet schlick of friction.

Her hand sped until she pulled her mouth roughly from his. He tasted blood; maybe his, maybe hers. For once, he didn't care. Lifting herself, he sensed her crouching, her talons brushing his sides as she moved her opening against his cock.

"And now, King of the Fae Islands, I claim my victory!" With a triumphant groan, she impaled herself in a single, intense motion.

Ravenna's virgin pussy clamped around Gabriel's shaft. Her insides were textured, with subtle, clinging ridges. Entering her, the unique anatomy squeezed him deeper, pulling him into her depths and tightening in place to prevent easy separation. As soon as he had the realization, he felt it. Those smooth, wet walls clamped in place, undulating and massaging even as they added ten times the sensation on the rebounding bounce.

"Unnnnhffff!" The sound that began as throaty conquest rapidly gave way to a series of surprised, delighted squeals. "Ohhhh, ohhhh, no. This is... this is...."

Her undulating hips rocked back and forth, moving with instinctive, sensual rhythm. Those motions rapidly escalated, her every adjustment causing those textured ridges to slide across every inch of his shaft. Combined with her throbbing, gripping pussy, he felt his climax rapidly approaching. The wet sounds of their coupling grew louder—slap, slap, slap—as she bounced on him.

She arrived ahead of him.

Hands on his chest, propping herself up, the Sorceress's twitching thighs struggled to find room to maneuver. Every inch she created only sent more vibrating sensation between the two of them. Simply drawing apart was enough to push her over the edge.

"Ohhhh, this is..." she swallowed, "so much better than.... How, how are you so..." Her words gave way to raw, delighted shrieks. "Ohhhhhhh! More, more, harder, oh, goddess, fuck me, Gabriel, claim my pussy. Fuck me, please! I'm begging you! Make me cum all over you!"

Not in the least surprised at the woman's vocabulary, Gabriel gritted his teeth, clamped his eyes closed, and arched his back. With superhuman focus and strength, he drove himself into her depths hard enough to bounce her halfway off his cock.

That was nearly the mistake that did him in.

Ravenna's finger trap of a pussy raked his cock with a combination of thirsty sensations so intense that he found himself squeezing her ass to keep from giving in too quickly. The wet squelch of her arousal coating his shaft was deliciously obscene.

"Ohhhhhh, what the.... what the...how?" The last was genuine confusion, which lasted all of half a second before her next climax took hold. Jerking violently, he could have sworn her pussy was trying to rip his dick off. "Mmmmph—ah, ah, ahhhhh!"

He came with her, the orgasm so intense it was almost painful.

"My King, yessss, yesss, give it to me! Claim every bit of me." Ravenna lifted herself above him, ass brushing his thighs as she rolled her hips to draw all of him into her. The wet sounds of their joining grew frantic.

"Fuck it," he growled, opening his eyes for the first time since waking up. The sight was well worth it.

In a room barely lit by shafts of blue-white moonlight, Ravenna was a transcendent beauty. Her pale shoulders and the pendulous slopes of her breasts, tipped with purple-hued nipples, slid in and out of the shadows as she undulated atop him. The woman's frame was so slender that he thought he could see the outline of her rippling muscles through her stomach as she wrung out every drop of his seed.

Her eyes were wide, lips flush, an expression of wonder and surprise having replaced arrogance and determination. Returning his look, she shook her head, beads of sweat dripping from her chin to his chest. "I didn't think it would be like this."

After days of back and forth, of being teased and prodded by the woman, Gabriel was in no mood for conversation.

Gripping her hips, he lifted her from his cock. With her fae pussy locked around him like a trap, it stung like a bitch, but that wasn't going to stop him.

"Yeeeee!" She moaned as he pulled free, then again as he manhandled her onto the bed. Shoving her face down into the sheets, he mounted her from behind, his legs on either side of hers as he shoved his cock into her dangerous pussy. Rebounding off her ass cheeks, he did precisely what she'd been begging for. The wet smack of flesh on flesh echoed through the room.

He took what he wanted.

Thwap-thwap-thwap! The sounds of impact were barely louder than Ravenna's throaty, pleas. "Ohhhh, yes! Take it. Please. Gabriel. Take it. I don't want to walk straight for days. Fucking use me, my King!" Her muffled voice was nearly lost in the sheets.

By the fourth thrust she was coming again. "Goddess. How can this feel like this? How can you hold out so long? It's impossible. Come inside me. I want it again. Please? Please!" The wet squelch of her pussy clenching around him punctuated every word.

He didn't give it to her.

Not right away.

Not until her body was soaked with perspiration and she was shaking from pleasure. Only then did he fill her a second time, her muffled screams of "Yes, yes, YES!" mixing with the sounds of his release flooding her depths.

After, his own body covered in sweat, he held her tightly through aftershocks that did not want to stop. "Are you okay?"

"Better than okay," she replied, leaning up to press an exhausted kiss to his mouth. "I did not think it was possible. What you did tonight."

"Oh? Why's that?"

"No man can last long within a maccari, or so it is said. I may have slightly underestimated your bedroom skills."

Now it was his turn to smirk. "Just you wait."


Chapter 21: Back to Questing!


"Oh, goddess. It's like you're still inside me." Ravenna's moan filled the chamber as she came to her feet and nearly fell. Claw-tipped feet clicking on the floor, she toppled to the bed, bouncing hard enough to earn a squeal. "Mmph! I've never been so happily sore in my entire life."

Resting on his side, content to enjoy the view, Gabriel said, "You've got a magical fae pussy. It's only fair that I brought my own advantages to the match."

"I suppose." She sniffed, then immediately winced as she shifted her weight. The movement sent a visible shudder through her frame. "We shall see. With practice, I will grow stronger. A week, perhaps two, and I will be the one who is smug the morning after."

"You think so?"

"I'm certain." The declaration would have carried more weight if her voice hadn't cracked slightly on the last syllable.

"Hrm." He reached out, drawing his fingertips across the pale perfection of her lower back. Gaze sliding across the juncture where scales met human flesh, he sat up and forward, experimentally kissing the unique textures. The scales were surprisingly warm, almost fever-hot compared to her cooler human skin.

She shivered, exhaling a trembling sigh. "We have quests. And I am so sore I don't know if..." Trailing off, he watched a line of bright pink travel from the tops of her breasts to her enflamed cheeks. Her wings twitched involuntarily. "Fine. For now, you've won. For now."

Laughing, Gabriel came to his feet and dressed without tormenting the poor woman further. His last, slightly tattered Hawaiian shirt would need repairs sooner rather than later. The new skills showed their value as he saw the simple fixes would take all of ten minutes of work with the right needle and thread, both of which he could manufacture at the settlement.

With the rampant sexual tension broken, the duo made their way to the kitchen for a quick meal. Ravenna moved gingerly, each step a careful negotiation between dignity and discomfort. She caught him watching her movements and shot him a glare that promised retribution.

"Enjoying yourself?" she asked archly, though the effect was somewhat diminished by the way she had to grip the table edge while lowering herself onto the bench.

"Immensely." He passed her a plate of fish. "Though I'm willing to carry you, if you ask. Maybe beg a little?”

"I would sooner walk on hot coals." The declaration was immediate and fierce. Then, after a pause, "Nngh... though I may reconsider that position if we encounter stairs."

They did, in fact, encounter stairs on the way back to the hot springs. Gabriel watched with barely concealed amusement as Ravenna's pride warred with practicality for a solid ten seconds before she growled, "If you tell anyone about this, I will curse your genitals."

"Noted." He swept her up despite her protests, her weight nearly nothing in his arms. The closeness brought the scent of her—something like midnight jasmine mixed with the mineral tang from the springs they'd shared the night before.

The hot springs proved sufficiently rejuvenating. Ravenna sank into the heated water with a groan that was definitely not sexual but somehow still made his body respond. She noticed, of course, and gave him a knowing smirk.

"Down, boy. I need at least another hour before I'm ready for round three."

“We’ll see,” he promised, enjoying having her off-balance for the first time in their relationship.

The local water worked its magic, soothing away the worst of the Sorceress's discomfort. By the time they'd returned to the library, she'd regained some of her usual arrogance, though her stride lacked some of her usual swagger.

"I'm going to give the women you marry a gift, to show my appreciation," she announced as they made their way between the stacks.

"What's that?"

Lifting the ‘True Stories from the Trailer Park’ book from magical storage, she tapped the tattoo on the front cover. "By studying these inscriptions and hucow physiology, I should be able to devise all new applications. Instead of one flavor, perhaps two? Or maybe I can change the flavor based on proximity to other tattoos, or... Well, the possibilities are limitless."

"I'm sorry, flavors? What are you talking about?"

Her purple eyes glinted at him, coy and mischievous. "We can discuss it more later. Suffice to say, I assure you: all of your wives will see me as the best of any women you girlfriend bond, or mate bond, or whatever term we all agree upon for it."

Lucielle appeared for the first time in half a day, the Tablet splashing a bright orange question mark across the cover. "Ravenna, I'm surprised you're willing to give up joining the harem so easily."

"Why is that?"

"Well, I'm sure you remember the Fates give harem members supernatural benefits. And since Gabriel is definitely freeing Yulia sooner than later, now that all the monstrous stuff is going on, she's going to want those benefits. Or I'd think she would, and..."

Ravenna held up a hand. Turning, she faced Gabriel with an expression that suggested the hot springs' healing effects were about to be tested. "What is she saying? If Yulia is going to wake soon, and join the harem, I demand to know. We will be making adjustments to our relationship trajectory immediately, if this is the case."

Gabriel had two choices. One involved talking the maccari woman off a ledge of jealousy that had no business interrupting their day's activities. The other involved providing a meaningful distraction.

Moving with the lethal grace he normally reserved for combat, he crossed to the priestess and gripped her shoulders. Her eyes widened as he spun her around, forcing her to face a wall of books. With a single shove, he sent her stumbling forward. Before she fell, he gripped her hips, the jerking stop-start motion enough to send her bending forward. Arms flying, she grasped the edge of a bookshelf.

With her at eye-level to a variety of women's romance textbooks, Gabriel yanked her dress over her hips and pulled her bodysuit to the side. Cupping her pussy with one hand, he brought the other down on her ass hard enough to fill the air with a sharp crack.

"This belongs to me," he said, "and I want it now."

"Ohhhhhh." With magical speed, Ravenna's confusion rapidly changed to alarmed arousal. "But, but, I'm still not fully..."

"Then you'll be visiting the minotaur and hucow with a sore pussy, won't you?" With a tug, he'd freed his cock and brought it against her already damp folds. He pressed inside her textured depths, earning a moan that only sounded slightly pained. The wet sound of penetration filled the quiet library as her body accepted him despite the soreness.

"Fuuuuuuck," she growled, wiggling back toward him. "Yes, goddess, yes. Use my pussy whenever you want, Gabriel. It's yours."

He wasn't sure whether competition with Yulia or the elaborate fonts inches from her face were adding to her enthusiasm, nor did he care. Reaching up, he found a handful of her hair and forced her to arch as he skewered her from behind.

She was swollen from the previous night, her newly deflowered pussy clenching with the force of a hydraulic press. Only one thing kept him from going over the edge in a single thrust: the damn books. The spine of the book directly in front of him was titled, 'How I Convinced My Butler to Season My Eggs with His Man Butter'.

Inundated with absurdity, he found the calm within the storm as Ravenna shoved her cheek against a textbook and rocked her hips in ragged, orgasm-punctuated figure eights. "Sore," she panted. "So. Sore. But uhhnnnnhhhh, even better. Yes. Please. Pump me. I need you. Show me where I belong."

Her words pulled him into the moment. Soon, he had a hand on her hip, guiding her back with spine-jarring force as he fucked her into the shelves. A book fell from high above with a muffled thump. Then another. He made the mistake of looking down.

Framed on either side of Ravenna's luscious, heart-shaped ass, were 'Married to a Chair' and 'Accidentally Sexted My Mother's Ex'.

"More," Ravenna panted, voice a little thready from a constant stream of moans and dirty talk. The slap-slap-slap of their coupling echoed through the stacks. "I want everyone to see my walk and know I've been claimed by you. Gabriel, own your dirty priestess!"

Closing his eyes, Gabriel let the sensation of his lover's inescapably needy pussy milk his balls dry. Her inner walls rippled and squeezed, that unique texture massaging every inch of him as she pushed back to meet each thrust. Their lovemaking turned frantic before he finally emptied himself inside her with a groan.

"Mmmmmyesss," Ravenna whimpered, whole body shuddering as her own climax washed over her. "Oh, goddess, oh..."

He had to carry her back to the hot springs after that. Cradled in his arms, still trembling from aftershocks, she pressed her face against his chest. Aloft with the afterglow of the surprise coupling, she didn't bring Yulia up again. Eventually, several hours after they'd intended it, the two made their way back into the vaunted hall of the Dark Fates.

"Hucow portal next?" Ravenna rasped throatily, still hoarse from their library encounter.

"Yeah. In case we can find another spell or two to deal with the water stuff."

Saber sheathed but hand ready on the hilt, Gabriel strode through the portal, and she followed close on his heels.


Chapter 22: UWU Time to Milk Sire!


The transition was smoother this time; there was no stomach-churning lurch, just a brief moment of disorientation before he appeared in a new region of Fate’s Dungeon.

What greeted them was... unexpected.

Wooden buildings lined a dusty main street. Hitching posts stood empty, their iron rings gleaming in the afternoon sun. A water trough sat outside what looked like a general store, complete with a hand-painted sign advertising "Provisions & Sundries."

If someone had told Gabriel he'd stumbled onto a Western movie set, he'd have believed them.

Except for the inhabitants.

A minotaur stood in the center of the street. Seven feet of muscle and fur, with curved horns that caught the light. A silver star gleamed on his leather vest. Two six-shooters hung from holsters at his hips, the weapons oversized to fit their owner's hands.

"Well, I'll be damned." The minotaur's voice rumbled like distant thunder crossed with John Wayne. "A Tablet Wielder. Ain't seen one of you folk in near about three decades."

Lucielle burst from Gabriel's Tablet, spinning in excited loops. "Hey! Listen! We're Questbound adventurers here to help with your settlement's problems!" She flashed the Tablet around, its glow intensifying as proof.

The minotaur's expression shifted from wary to relieved. "Sheriff Dusty Longhorn, at your service." He tipped an invisible hat. "Welcome to Ambrosia Springs, the finest settlement this side of the Forsaken Peaks."

Gabriel extended his hand. "Gabriel Burk. This is Ravenna."

Dusty's handshake was firm enough to remind Gabriel that a Strength score of sixty-three didn't make him invincible. The sheriff studied them both, his dark eyes lingering on Ravenna's red dress.

"By the smell of it, you’re one of the maccari types."

"I am," Ravenna confirmed, her voice carrying that precise, dignified French accent. "A senior priestess of Emyra, to be specific, and a Sorceress as well."

"Mighty fine. We could use some magical support." Dusty gestured toward the settlement. "Why don't y'all accompany me? I'll explain our situation while showin’ you around."

They fell into step beside the sheriff. Gabriel's new skills revealed their usefulness right away. From the surface, the town looked like a typical American Western (and had likely been inspired by the fantasies of that time), but beneath it was anything but. Engineering told him the buildings had been assembled with considerable skill. His Global Crafting spoke to the quality of the lumber, and Herbalism told him it had either been magically grown or sourced from far away. Civil Engineering guided him to a dozen ways to improve the town’s basic layout and design, even as Combat Tactics catalogued defensive positions and sight lines.

The flood of information was incredibly disorienting, to the point that he felt overwhelmed. In the past, Tablet-based augmentation had been smooth, with Lucielle helping to offload anything he couldn’t handle internally. Upgrading his skills so substantially, and in such a short time, was revealing unforeseen drawbacks.

From a holistic perspective, the settlement was impressively large. Two, three, and even four-story buildings flanked a cobblestone main street. Hard-packed, dirty alleys led away from the thoroughfare, twists and turns visible even from the road. That suggested tactical, defensive planning. Visible through gaps, Gabriel spotted expansive farmland, including fenced pastures filled with winged cows.

“Winged cows?” he murmured to himself, then returned his focus to the minotaur. There’d be time to review local fauna later. “It seems quiet for the hour.”

"Lots of folk busy in the pastures or hunkered down for safety." Dusty's expression was cloudy, rage evident in his kindly eyes. "Been having trouble with porkay raiders lately. Thieving bastards want to steal our hucows."

A door opened ahead. A woman stepped out, and Gabriel's brain momentarily short-circuited.

She was gorgeous in ways that defied Earth's conventional beauty standards. Skin the color of warm caramel, curves that would make a pin-up model weep with envy. But it was her outfit that really caught his attention—a belly dancer’s ensemble that left her midriff bare, revealing an intricate black tattoo just below her navel. The symbol pulsed with faint magical energy.

"Mooorniiiing, Sheriff Dusty." Her voice hit him like anime crossed with fairy princess, all breathy enthusiasm and musical lilt. "Starlight sees you brought new friends! Uwu!"

Gabriel fought to keep his expression neutral. He’d seen in a Raider’s fantasy that the hucows had a specific way of speaking, but he hadn’t imagined it was quite so universal. Especially not given the civilization inside the dungeon had been left to develop on their own for thousands of years.

"Mornin', Miss Starlight." Dusty's tone was respectful, almost reverent. "These are Questbound adventurers, Gabriel and Ravenna."

Starlight's eyes, impossibly large and luminous, fixed on Gabriel. She clasped her hands beneath her chin, emphasizing her considerable assets. "Ohhhh my! A Tablet Wielder? Uwustarlight is so exciiiiited! Will you help save our sisters from the mean piggies?"

“Um.” Gabriel glanced over in time to see Lucielle provide a quest summary.

Quest: Rescue the Lost Hucow Maidens
Details: You’ve got yourself in a right pickle here, Mr. Gabriel. Not long ago, a bunch of hucow maidens were kidnapped. Their captors have them near the town while they wait for an outside buyer to make the exchange. Time is running short if you want to find and rescue the women before they are forever beyond salvation. On top of that, you’ve got issues with the local population that could easily spill out into regional conflict.
Save the hucow. Save the settlement. Help the sheriff, as he is one of Fate’s favorites.
Rewards: +2% improvement to glyph rarity per hucow saved OR a special breeding-related glyph of at least epic quality; combat experience; various ‘Western’-themed schematics.


Skimming the text, he responded with an only slightly hesitant, “Yes. That’s what we’re here for.”

The hucow bounced over, close enough that her honey and wildflower scent washed over him. "You're so taaaall and strong-looking! Uwustarlight wonders if you've considered forming a hucow breeding harem? We could make you so happy, Master! Mooouwuu would pamper and celebrate your cream and provide you with so much uwu-Ambrosia!"

Ravenna cleared her throat, one hand sliding around Gabriel’s arm with surprising intensity. “I’ll have you know that King Gabriel, has already started a harem and is quite satisfied with his current exercise regimen.”

Starlight giggled, sounding like a mixture of windchimes and pixies climaxing. “Oh, pretty maccari lady. Do not worry. Hucow Ambrosia refills all wells. One drop and King Gabriel would be ready to satisfy as many wives as he wants!” Lifting both hands, she cupped her prodigious breasts, indicating her intent. “And hucow share soooo well. We promise!”

Clearing his throat, Dusty intervened before Ravenna could escalate the situation. “Miss Starlight, why don’t you head on out? I’m still fillin’ in the Questbound to what’s goin’ on here. Okay?”

The hucow gave Gabriel a look of such earnest, desperate yearning, he almost invited her to stay. Then, with a wink, she turned and strutted away, her hips swaying with enough enthusiasm to re-route entire shipping lanes.

"Sorry about that," Dusty said, not sounding particularly apologetic. "Hucows can be... enthusiastic. Especially the unbonded ones."

"Unbonded?" Gabriel seized the safer topic.

"Means she ain't formed a mate bond yet." The sheriff led them past several more buildings. "Hucow women bond with a single partner. It's biological magic—activates their full potential, lets 'em control their fertility and magical output. Once bonded, they produce Ambrosia whenever they use magic."

Gabriel's mind flashed to the foglin's projections in the underground chambers for Sammael. "Ambrosia is the healing milk?"

"Milk-like," Dusty corrected. "More of a magical syrup, truth be told. Potent healing elixir in raw form. Can be distilled or used in fertility and healing applications. hucows are basically Emyra's living talismans of fertility."

"And if the Ambrosia isn't collected?" Ravenna asked, her scholarly interest overriding her territorial irritation.

"Turns toxic. Hurts the hucow. Fatal if left too long." Dusty's expression was grim. "That’s where we come in.”

“As their mates?” Gabriel guessed.

“No. Their protectors. Hucow maidens tend to have big hearts. We make sure to pair them with upstanding, quality candidates.”

Another minotaur passed them—this one barely five and a half feet tall, with features that were almost entirely humanoid save for small horns and a dusting of fur along his arms. He nodded respectfully to Dusty.

"Minotaurs come in all varieties," Gabriel noted.

"Yessir. Hucows are a bit like ovisari. They can mate bond with practically any humanoid male. If they choose to have male offspring, though, it’s always a minotaur variant." Dusty gestured broadly. "That's why we look so different from each other. My mama bonded with a human rancher. Got his build and his love of honest work. Van Dyk over there—" He pointed to a truly massive minotaur, easily nine feet tall with white wings. "—his daddy was a celestial warrior."

They turned a corner. A modest home sat set back from the street, and on the porch, an elf woman sat surrounded by six minotaurs of varying sizes and builds. They were playing cards, laughing, the dynamic clearly that of a family unit.

Gabriel’s instincts told him this group was likely the other type of harem: one with a female in the center. He made a mental note to tell Albrecht about the finding. Maybe one day the tomatsu would want to write his own women’s romance book. Titania the Elf and her Minotaur Bronco Boys, maybe?

"We don't just protect hucows," Dusty clarified, interrupting Gabriel’s wry thought. "Some of us bond with other races, too. Love's a strange thing. But protecting the hucows from slavers? That's our holy duty."

The word 'slavers' hit different after seeing Starlight's innocent enthusiasm. Gabriel's jaw tightened. "The porkays."

"Brutish pig-folk. Want to enslave hucows for profit. Sell 'em to the highest bidder." Dusty spat into the dirt. "We've been fighting off raids for months, but they got smart recently. Kidnapped damn near thirty of our women last week."

"So many?" Ravenna's eyes narrowed. "How many raiders?"

"Near about twenty porkays, last count. My boys just came back from scoutin’. Say they’re holed up in the canyon ruins five miles east. I don’t have much of a posse here, so I’ve been prayin’ and hopin’ for help from Questbound to get ‘em back. That’s normally how it works. Not always. But when real bad stuff goes down, it’s usually adventurers who come help us common folk.”

Gabriel's mind was already working through tactics when shouts erupted from ahead.

"We're wasting time!" A young minotaur, maybe eighteen years old, with the reckless energy of youth barely contained, stood in the middle of the street facing three others. "My sister is out there! Coral's out there! We should've ridden out this morning!"

"Stand down, Ironhoof!" Another minotaur, older and broader, stepped forward. This was clearly someone with authority. "The sheriff's made his decision. It’s too dangerous. We wait another day before risking our lives."

"Dangerous?!" Ironhoof's hands dropped to the revolvers at his belt. "What's dangerous is leaving them in the hands of those porkay bastards for another day!"

Two other young minotaurs flanked Ironhoof—brothers, Gabriel guessed from their similar features. All three wore their emotions on their sleeves: rage, fear, desperation.

"Boys." Dusty's voice cut through the tension. "We've been over this."

"With respect, Sheriff," another young bull with more humanoid features said. "It's been days. Who knows what them arseholes have been doin’ to those we’re sworn to protect?"

"I know, Steelheart." Dusty's tone softened. "I know. But rushing in without a plan gets people killed. Also, you and I both know the pigs won’t do nothin’ to the women. They wouldn’t risk ruining the mate bond on something stupid."

"At least let us scout in person!" The third brother, stockier and covered in more fur than his siblings. "Oakhorn, Steelheart, and me. We know those canyons better than anyone."

"It's an ambush waiting to happen, Ironhoof." Dusty's voice hardened. "You think they kidnapped our hucows without expecting retaliation? They want us to come charging in angry and stupid."

"So we just leave them?!" Ironhoof's hand actually touched his revolver.

That was when Gabriel decided he'd seen enough.

He stepped forward, Tablet floating near his shoulder as he held a hand out. "Sheriff, mind if I say something?"

Dusty nodded, “Of course, Questbound.”

Gabriel moved into the open space between Dusty and the three young minotaurs. He didn't reach for Duskbringer, didn't make any threatening moves. Just stood there, letting his Presence attribute do some of the work.

"Ironhoof. Steelheart. Oakhorn." He named each of them, making eye contact. "I understand your frustration. Your folk are suffering. Every minute that passes feels like a betrayal."

Ironhoof's jaw worked. "Then you understand why we—"

"I understand why you want to charge out there right now." Gabriel's voice was level. "I also understand that's exactly what the porkays are counting on. If I’ve ever seen any Westerns ever, I know what this sounds like. It sounds like bad guys preparing a kill zone for when you young bulls come rushing out, just so they can circle around and finish cleaning the town up.”

“They ain’t that smart,” Ironhoof protested, to which Steelheart added, “And we aren’t afraid to fight!”

"No one's questioning your courage." Gabriel's tone softened slightly. "But courage without strategy is just a quick way to die. And if you die, who saves your sisters?"

That landed. All three young bulls shifted uncomfortably.

"I'm a Tablet Wielder," Gabriel continued. "I've been given the trust of the goddess Emyra to protect all the descendants of the Fae Islands. That includes your people. That includes your sisters." He paused, letting that sink in. "Sheriff Dusty is right to be cautious. But you’re also right that waiting too long is dangerous."

"What're you saying?" Oakhorn asked.

"I'm saying that tonight, I'm going to scout that canyon. I'm going to locate your sisters, assess the porkay forces, and develop a plan that actually works." His voice carried quiet confidence. "Because I'm not just strong or experienced. I'm Questbound. This is literally what I was sent here to do."

Ravenna stepped up beside him. "And he has me. I've seen this man face monsters that would make your porkay raiders flee in terror. He's bold, yes. But also smart, and lethal in ways that few understand."

Her voice carried an edge of pride that wasn't entirely faked. Coming from her, that was high praise.

Lucielle chimed in, bobbing enthusiastically. "Plus, we've got magic items, Legendary weapons, and a really impressive critical strike chance! The math is super in our favor!"

Ironhoof looked between them, still not entirely convinced. "And if you get killed?"

"Then you'd better come up with a better plan," Gabriel said bluntly. "But I won't get killed. Not by some second-rate walking pigs, anyway." Easing a finger down, he adjusted Duskbringer until the pommel shone in the sun’s golden rays. "Scouting a canyon and planning an actual rescue? That's practically a vacation."

Despite themselves, a few of the gathered minotaurs chuckled.

Dusty stepped forward. "You serious about this?"

"Completely." Gabriel met the sheriff's eyes. "But I go alone with Ravenna. No offense to your boys, but they don't have the training for a stealth operation."

"I forbid my citizens from joining you," Dusty said formally. Then his voice dropped. "But I can't stop Questbound adventurers from doing their duty. You'll have the settlement's support."

Ironhoof's shoulders slumped slightly, his relief mixed with frustration at being sidelined. "Just... bring them back. Please."

"That's the plan," Gabriel promised.

As the crowd dispersed, Ravenna leaned close. "You realize they're going to follow us anyway?"

"Probably," Gabriel admitted. "But at least now we've established that they're disobeying direct orders, not acting with official sanction."

"Practical." She studied his profile. "Also, just so you know, the way you handled that? Even sexier than a Cinzel font.”

He eyed her, seeing what he’d begun to recognize as her version of playful banter. “Oh, really?”

“Mhm. Maybe even Cinzel Decorative.”

That earned a laugh, to which she responded with a seriously smoldering look. “Just wait. Once we’re alone, we’re going to try things that don’t make my dripping wet pussy ache.”

"Ravenna."

"What? A woman has to make sure her mate bonded boyfriend feels wanted." Her hand found his arm again as she muttered. “As if I’d let some random squealing hucow have any of your cream. How dare she try to take you from the rest of us?”

Gabriel sighed. This was why harems weren’t a good idea.


Chapter 23: Breedin’ Hooves and Belly Dancers


Sheriff Dusty led them to the building that served as the town hall. It was a sturdy structure with a covered porch and interior that smelled of aged wood and leather. A large table dominated the center, covered in maps and supply manifests.

"Please have a seat," the minotaur gestured to chairs. "We should talk proper-like about what you're walking into."

Gabriel settled into a seat, grateful for the chance to process everything he'd witnessed. Ravenna chose the chair beside him, close enough that their knees touched. Her hand slid into his lap, perilously close to his cock.

The sheriff produced a ceramic bottle and three cups. "Ambrosia cider. It’s a mild, alcoholic version we’ve learned to distill ourselves. Helps with recovery and tastes better than most ales."

He poured amber liquid into each cup. Gabriel sipped cautiously. The flavor was complex; honey sweetness cut with something almost citrus, warming as it went down. Then his Tablet did the strangest thing he’d ever seen it do. A flurry of animation dots dimpled the air, followed by a ‘Haiiiiyah!’ sound, before it appeared. Bubbly, bright text twirled into view.

Optional Schematic Discovered: Ambrosial Cider
Benefits: Temporarily increases hit point, mana, and stamina recovery by 5%. Lasts for 1 hour per cup. Each dose consumed had a stacking 15% chance to render the consumer inebriated.
Endurance Note: Individuals with high innate resistances, including elevated attributes, have a lower risk of being intoxicated.
Additional Details: You’ve obtained the basic crafting skills required to make this concoction; however, you must have a thorough sample to reproduce it. Either collect 3 gallons or consume 1 quart to add this to your Tier-2 Schematics List. It will appear under the ‘Consumables’ heading.


Vaguely suspicious the goal was to get him drunk, Gabriel turned the Tablet so the sheriff could read it. The minotaur snorted, laughed, then shook his head. “You Tablet types. Always some quest. Always huntin’ another goal. It’s been that way since we took refuge in these sacred places.” He sighed, the sound full of world weariness and acceptance. “Mr. Gabriel, you bring our girls back and I’ll get you the three gallons you want. Plus, enough of the raw stuff for you to do some experiments. If you’ve got a brewin’ skill and a mage at your side, there’s no tellin’ what sort of things y’all might come up with.”

Ding!

Optional Quest Dynamically Generated: Earn Ambrosia
Description: Complete the local sheriff’s optional quest and earn raw Ambrosia. Considered among the most prized naturally occurring substances in the Fae Wilds, having access to Ambrosia and unique recipes could dramatically increase trade potential for your burgeoning kingdom.
Reward: Tier-2 Schematic (Ambrosia Storage), Tier-2 Schematic (Arcane Brewery)
Note: You lack the skills to create an Arcane Brewery by yourself. As you progress, you will discover many new Schematics that only work in conjunction with Emyra’s priestesses. We call this synergy.


“Synergy and an excuse to tempt drama,” Gabriel murmured beneath his breath. He didn’t need any supernatural foresight to see a conjunction between Yulia’s affinity with monsters, Ravenna’s magic, and things like ‘arcane brewing’.

Lucielle had the good graces to turn a shade of embarrassed pink-orange, and reply in an equally soft whisper, “It’s just how this thing works. Sorry!”

Leaning over, Ravenna took a peek at the text, her eyes widening. “New Ambrosia recipes? An arcane brewery? That could be invaluable. We absolutely must save the hucow!”

“I don’t need a bribe to do the right thing,” he growled, returning his attention to Dusty.

The minotaur, apparently familiar with the quirks of Tablet Wielders, just gave them a bemused smile. "It has been said that hucows are Emyra's greatest gift to civilization. They are also among the most endangered of her children. That's why we need to talk specifics before you go charging into danger."

“Such as?”

Dusty spread a hand-drawn map across the table. The canyon system was marked in detail—multiple entrances, defensive positions, water sources. "Porkays ain't stupid. Brutish, yes, but not stupid. They've been raiding settlements for decades, refining their tactics. Like you told the boys, this kidnapping is bait. I think they’ve decided to make a concerted effort to raid the entire town."

“That has a tone of finality,” Ravenna observed.

The sheriff gave a sad snort. “We’ve held this land for a long time. Like I said, Ambrosia is damn near priceless, but if there’s anything folk down here want more than the milk, it’s the hucow. There are all kinds of forces behind them piggie boys.”

Gabriel leaned back, his hand drifting to the saber at his side as he unconsciously adopted the literal cowboy’s way of speaking. “Sometimes, bad folks just need to be dealt with forever, I reckon.”

“Smart man,” the minotaur said agreeably, then broke into other details. He went over the surroundings and terrain, then everything he knew about their enemies. Porkays were humanoid-pig hybrids spawned from an ancient goblin lineage. How, precisely, he didn’t know. What he did know was that they were far closer to being monsters than men, although that didn’t make them any less cunning or mean.

Ravenna asked, “Since we’re discussing biology; I’ve long wondered precisely how hucow bonds work. Would you mind sharing, assuming it’s not a secret?”

Gabriel gave her a confused look, to which she explained, “Each island had its own sect of Emyra’s priesthood. My education didn’t include the private biological details of the other sisters.”

“Ain’t got no problem sharin’ what’s common knowledge here,” Dusty replied amiably. “An adolescent hucow is a bit like a caterpillar. Most of ‘em is squishy and soft and adorable. We sell plushies of them in the gift shop for roamin’ adventurers. Then, one day, they hit puberty. Emyra was real protective, so she made it so it didn’t happen until they were about out of their teenage years. Once they hit their change, their…well, their everythin’ changes. They go from bein’ adorable little fuzzy cowgirls into a true hucow. Their tattoos come in, and they can form a bond.”

“If they bond permanently, how do harems work?” Ravenna asked. “Gabriel here is only interested in ones where the women are all friendly with one another.” The way she said ‘friendly’ was far more suggestive than Gabriel would have put it.

“Why are you bringing this up?” he asked, eyeing her.

“No reason.”

Ignoring the interaction, the sheriff showed no signs of discomfort in addressing the question. “A hucow bond is a holy thing; it’s a once-in-a-lifetime connection. Whoever they have it with, that’s the only one who can draw out their Ambrosia. Their mate is also the only one they can breed with. And they have total control over their birth process, includin’ the baby’s gender.”

Gabriel gave the priestess at his side a look. “Just like Emyra grants all of her priestesses, right?”

She tipped her chin in agreement. “Once we reach sexual maturity, that is one of our gifts, yes.”

“The goddess likely figured all that out with the hucow,” Dusty observed. “Anyway, your question seems sexual in nature, so I’ll be honest: there just about ain’t no hornier creature in all of existence than a hucow full of Ambrosia. Mr. Gabriel is in luck where that’s concerned though.”

Her cheeks pinked. “Oh? How so?”

“The Fates and Emyra made an agreement. In a formal harem, the hucow can choose to spread some of her bond with other members. If our Tablet Wielder here married a hucow and she found a lovely lady she wanted to smooch, the goddess wouldn’t have no problem with that. Not that it would save Mr. Gabriel from workin’ double duty, mind.” Dusty chuckled at that and gave Gabriel a wink. “That’s why Starlight showed such an interest, by the way. Hucow women know the only men who can keep an entire breeding harem safe and satisfied would be a Tablet Wielder.”

Shifting from side to side, Gabriel could have sworn he overheard Ravenna muttering something about ‘developing rapid topical healing Ambrosia’ beneath her breath.

Gabriel decided to change the topic. “What about the minotaurs? You said you’re their offspring?”

"Aye. Hucows bonded with male partners produce minotaur sons. Daughters are always hucows themselves." Dusty's pride was evident. "We inherit traits from our fathers—that's why we're so diverse. But we also inherit the sacred duty to protect hucows. It's in our blood, our bones. We'd die before letting harm come to them."

A knock at the door interrupted them. Dusty called, "Enter!"

The door swung open. Ravenna, turning before Gabriel, adjusted her hand to squeeze his dick. Hard.

Rotating, he saw what had triggered her.

Two hucows, both in full belly dancer regalia, came striding in. One had skin that shimmered with an opalescent sheen, like mother-of-pearl given flesh. The other's complexion was a rich amber, with golden undertones. Their bodies were... generous didn't begin to cover it. With curves that literally broke every anatomical rule he knew, their every motion was an unconsciously sensual symphony.

"Sheriff Dusty," The opalescent one's voice was pure uwu-speak. "Uwupearlescent and Uwuhoneydew brought refreshments for the brave Tablet Wielder."

They carried a tray laden with fruit, cheese, and what looked like small pastries. Setting it on the table, Pearlescent leaned forward far more than strictly necessary, her considerable assets threatening to escape her minimal top. The peaks of bright pink nipples were barely concealed behind the near-translucency of the fabric.

"You're so handsome, Master Gabriel," she cooed, those impossibly large eyes fixed on him. "Uwupearlescent wonders if you'd like to touch her tummy tattoo? Everyone says it’s very pretty, but no man has ever touched it before, uwu!"

Honeydew giggled, a sound like honey dripping from a stick. "Don't be greedy, sister! Uwuhoneydew wants to show him hers too! Maybe he'd like to compare the texture?" Pelvis rocking forward, she traced a finger along the intricate black symbol below her navel, the gesture somehow both innocent and incredibly suggestive.

The hand on his shorts found the opening and slipped inside. Ravenna’s fingertips coaxed the underside of his half-erect cock as she purred in a tone both frosty enough to freeze vodka and silky enough to rival the seductive sledgehammer of the two hucow. “How thoughtful. However, I’m afraid my lover is quite occupied at the moment.”

Pearlescent pouted, her eyes watering. “But we are very good at sharing. Sharing is caring! It puts love in the world, doesn’t it sister?”

Honeydew nodded so hard her breasts nearly tore through the fabric of her top. “Hucows are so good at sharing. Once we have Master’s cream, we can share it in all the fun ways. Bonded cream is Ambrosia to Master’s devoted hucow.”

That was apparently Ravenna's limit.

She shifted, the dress she wore pulsing with magic. In a surreal, smooth motion, it flowed into another shape, morphing to resemble the very belly dancer outfits the hucows wore. Sheer black fabric draped across her body, strategic panels of opacity preserving some modesty while revealing far more skin than before. Her midriff was completely bare, showing toned abs and the curve of her hips. The neckline plunged beneath the bright blue gem decorating her belt. Slits ran up both sides to her hips, revealing the full length of her legs with each movement.

"How interesting," Ravenna purred, leaning just enough to get her hand beneath his balls, where she began coaxing her nails across his sac. "I’m beginning to think hucow fashion may be just the thing. Gabriel, I am sure once I tell your three other magical lovers about this, we can all put on a little show for you. Doesn’t that sound fun?

"Ravenna," Gabriel said quietly, torn between enjoying the situation and worrying it might escalate.

She ignored him. "Ladies, we have a hard night ahead of us. Since he’s already declined your offer, I’d appreciate it if you’d give us time. We have important work to discuss. And later, after we’ve rescued your missing sisters and completed his Fate-blessed quests…” She paused, as if considering her next words carefully, “perhaps he will have the energy to consider your requests. After I’ve had my turn, of course.”

The silence that followed was profound.

Dusty cleared his throat. "Ladies. Thank you for the refreshments. You can go."

Pearlescent pouted. "But—"

"Now, please."

The two hucows retreated, though not without backward glances at Gabriel. Their disappointment was palpable, their movements less enthusiastic as they closed the door behind them.

Ravenna was triumphant in her barely there outfit. "Well. That was necessary."

Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose but didn’t say anything. The priestess hadn’t been wrong to intervene, even if her methods had been a little off. There was no world in which he would have left Fate’s Dungeon with multiple hucow wives. He’d heard stories of the Goblin King and the man’s prodigious breeding orgies. As fun as that sounded in theory, Gabriel knew his own nature. As a romantic, simply having the largest possible harem was of no interest to him. Casual intimacy, even if the purpose was to protect or repopulate hucows on the islands, was entirely unappealing.

“Could you at least change back?” he asked, looking her over. “If I’m going to think straight, I can’t be imagining…well, you know.”

That earned him a smile that touched her eyes. “Why, yes. I’d be happy to do you that favor.”

Between thinking he’d seen the first truly romantic emotion in his new lover and feeling like he’d lost a point in the game, Gabriel didn’t know how to best react. So, he settled on a growl that came out like a sigh.

The sheriff gave him a sympathetic look. “A maccari with the beauty of a succubus on one side and hucow on the other. Young men would envy you. I do not.”

Ravenna sniffed. “They have nothing on the fusion of true seduction and fertility.”

Her announcement was a wet blanket on the conversation, smothering it completely. In the silence that followed, Gabriel and the minotaur partook of the meal and drinks the hucows had provided. Eventually, once Ravenna had changed back to her cocktail travel dress, they got back to business.

Dusty tapped the map. "The Porkays ain't just holding our hucows. They’re preparing to transport them some distance. My scout this morning reported wagon tracks.”

Gabriel focused on the map, grateful for the distraction. "How many?"

"At least eight. We reckon one or two are for provisions.”

"What about weapons? Should I expect the Porkay to have guns, too?"

“Probably. Six-shooters and some rifles.” Dusty pulled his gun out, showing off the make and model. “These shoot magical pellets. They glow and pack a solid punch, then dissipate. The canisters we ship ‘em in are expensive, so it’s likely the Porkays only have a few dozen shots each, at most.”

With a gesture of approval, Gabriel scooped the weapon up to inspect it. Other than the size, it felt and handled precisely like an old American-style six-shooter. A check of the chamber revealed six gently glowing rounds. “What’s the range?”

“About a hundred feet. Three times that for a rifle, unless the shooter’s real good.”

Turning to Lucielle, Gabriel asked, “Can you give me the stats on this?”

“Sure can!” A sizzle of magic ran through his arm and the gun.

Item Identified: Magical Six-Shooter (C-Grade)
Range: Medium (up to 150 feet for maximum accuracy), Long (150-300 feet reduces accuracy proportionally)
Damage: 5-10 per shot (Reduced by Endurance—you’d take 40-70% less damage from this weapon)


Basic math told him that getting shot wouldn’t be that big of a deal, not unless there were a lot of bullets flying his way. Ravenna or the locals wouldn’t be so fortunate. To a non-Tablet Wielder, these weapons would be lethal.

Rolling up the map, Gabriel started to his feet. “Ravenna and I will scout tonight and develop an extraction plan. We’ll come back, discuss it with you early, then try to get it implemented before anything worse happens.”

"Appreciate that." Dusty stood, extending his hand. "You're a good man, Gabriel. The Fates chose well when she brought you here. If you’d like, I’ll see about getting you a room until night."

“That would be appreciated.”

The trio left the town hall, and the sheriff took them to the local ‘hotel’, a large-ish house built similarly to the rest of the town. Inside, they found a hucow unlike any they’d seen thus far. Instead of wearing a belly dancer’s outfit, this one was in a full-coverage robe, only her face and glowing stomach tattoo visible. A dwarven male, barely over three and a half feet tall, turned out to be her husband, Reggie.

With laughter and smiles, the dwarf was only too delighted to have a proper Tablet Wielder stay the night. Gabriel paid the proprietor in silver, which he was informed was three times the normal rate, although he took it anyway.

Gabriel and Ravenna were given a small, but well-appointed room, with a privacy key and a working tub.

Click.

No sooner had the door shut behind them than Ravenna was against him, her hands on his shoulders, nails digging in. “I’ll show those hucows how to properly seduce my man.”

And that’s how hours of rest, recovery, and planning instead became hours of transforming Ravenna’s elegant stride into a side-saddle waddle.


Chapter 24: Rocks Off


Evening fell over Ambrosia Springs, turning the dim light that made it through the window curtain from bright yellow to delicate orange and flirtatious pink. Laying on his back, Ravenna curled up in a protective ball at his side, Gabriel murmured, “We need to go.”

The Sorceress didn’t move. “Do you think those boys will try to sneak out with us?”

“Even odds, yeah.”

“Will you let them come?”

“If they promise to behave and be quiet, I don’t see why not. More eyes are always better.”

One wing fluttering, she ran the tips of her fingers over his chest. With a startled squeal, she lifted her head enough to look down his torso. “Again? Already? How? Have you never heard of a refractory period? Are there no biological limitations?”

With a snort, he shook his head. “I, uh, may have put a bunch of points in Endurance specifically to avoid problems with having multiple lovers. With all the combat and building we’ve been doing lately, I doubt I could have kept up without it.”

She shifted and winced. “That, plus you’re stronger than an ox. Everything I was taught about these things has proven horribly incorrect. Also, can we take a moment to discuss how unfair the hucow women are?”

“Hrm?” He knew she was stalling for time, but the topic was amusing enough to let it pass.

“Since when is fertility that appealing? How do they get away with having faces that innocent and bodies like that?”

Leaning over, he pressed a gentle kiss to her upper lip, then her mouth. “Are you telling me you don’t like the competition? Or are you worried about what happens when we wake up Una?”

“I love competition,” she muttered, kissing him back fiercely. “And no. Not really. Not knowing about this…” Running her hand down, she gripped his semi-erection, only to gasp as a surge traveled through his flesh.

“If it’s any consolation, I am a little sore, too.”

“Really? How much?”

He held his fingers apart a tiny amount. “I heal fast, too. Sorry.”

“No, you’re not. Not in the least. You’re smug.”

“Me? Smug?” Slapping a hand against his chest, he mocked a sigh. “Am I not the most humble man in this room?”

“You’re the only man in this room.”

“Well, there you go.”

Slowly, with gritted teeth, the priestess made her way to a seated position. “I’ll need to use some mana on a pain-blocking spell before we go. It feels like a waste, but I honestly don’t think I can walk. You might have tenderized my…everything.”

“You were begging for it,” he reminded her.

“Well, yes. At the time, it was hot. Now, it just hurts. Next time, I’ll remember my plan to try other methods.”

“Hrm?”

She pointed at her mouth.

“You have lots of sharp teeth,” he said, not actually worried. There were more benefits to high stats than mere stamina.

“That’s where developing technique will be quite educational. For both of us. Besides, don’t you heal fast?” She bit off the last words and sighed before closing her eyes and beginning an incantation. Thanks to his new skill, Gabriel recognized a variant of illusion magic that would reduce or block the mind’s ability to process pain.

It wouldn’t be as good as a proper healing spell but shouldn’t be a big deal given the type of, uh, trauma she was dealing with.

When she was done, he observed, “We need to get some basic healing spells for everyone.”

“We do,” she agreed. “We’ll need Liana for that. All of Emyra’s priestesses would eventually be taught some healing magic, but the ones you’ve freed so far are limited to fundamentals.”

“And her fundamentals were…”

Lucielle popped into view, his Tablet flush with intelligent silvery hues. “Hospitality and healing!”

“Hospitality was an entire branch of the goddess’ followers?”

“Mhm!” The sprite replied happily. “You have to remember how the Fae Wilds operate to understand the role of your Islands in the whole. It’s quite complex and fun.”

Seeing the time slipping away, Gabriel waved away the implied avalanche of information. “Later. For now, we’ve got to get moving.” Sliding somewhat reluctantly out of the bed they’d almost broken, he pulled his clothes on.

Ravenna, moving gingerly, joined him. Checking his supplies and gear, the duo made their way downstairs. Reggie met them with a warm smile and fresh bread, cheese, and sauteed slices of meat. While the duo ate, the dwarven man regaled them with stories of the city.

The Tablet translated the man’s voice to a mixture of Scottish brogue and Western, the clash of accents leaving Gabriel both amused and mildly confused. “My son went and made some money working with adventurers. Ended up helping us afford to fix this place up. Real nice boy. Real nice town. My wife and I are hopeful you can help save those girls. No one sweeter than that lot. All docile and soft. Just get taken advantage of by any kindness. They don’t deserve the treatment they get.”

It was fully dark by the time they finished the delicious meal. With a gentle goodbye, they made their way through a back exit. Emerging into cool night air, the duo found Sheriff Dusty waiting for them at the eastern border of the town. It was banded with a low gate, one that wouldn’t stop much more than a tumbleweed.

“Good scoutin,” Dusty said, tipping an imaginary hat.

The terrain beyond Ambrosia Springs transitioned quickly from grassland to rocky scrubland. Twisted trees grew in clusters, their branches reaching toward the sky like arthritic fingers. The canyon ruins lay five miles east, according to Dusty's map.

They covered the first mile in comfortable silence, the priestess using her wings to get ahead when the discomfort of walking got through her pain-dampening spell. Gabriel took the time to exercise the upgrades to his skills: identifying and cataloguing local herbs, imagining the various ways he could use them, or analyzing the terrain for tactical benefits.

Though his Glyphs granted him supernatural abilities, the abrupt shift in capabilities that came with the new skills was more ubiquitous. It allowed him to perceive the world with fresh eyes and he enjoyed it every time.

"They're following us," Ravenna said, wings fluttering as she landed from a brief flight.

Gabriel nodded. He'd heard the telltale footsteps a while ago. The minotaur brothers weren't terrible at stealth; they just weren’t used to dealing with Tablet Wielders.

"Should we talk to them?" Ravenna murmured, deferring to his lead. “It might be better if we did this together.”

"Not yet. Let's see if they close the distance.”

The landscape grew more rugged, stone outcroppings creating natural cover. A dry riverbed cut through the terrain, its banks steep enough to provide concealment. They followed it, keeping low, using the shadows.

Behind them, the three young minotaurs struggled to keep up without being seen. Gabriel could almost hear their internal debate—stay far enough back to avoid detection, or close the distance to ensure they didn't lose their targets.

Another half an hour of climbing and the canyon interior came into view. It was far more sophisticated than Gabriel anticipated. Ancient structures rose from the rocky terrain, their walls weathered but still standing. Archways framed passages into darkness. It looked like teams had likely spent days, if not weeks, carving defensive positions all around the interior. In addition to murder holes hollowed out of the stone, there were wooden firing platforms and obstacle-laden chokeholds designed to funnel attackers into kill zones.

"This is better organized than I would have expected," Ravenna murmured. "That position is highly defensible." She pointed to crates of heavy tools left uncovered near a rocky wall. Cracked mud outlined both boots and hoof prints, suggesting the scale of the workforce had been even bigger, and more diverse, than Gabriel would have first assumed.

Their vantage was not good enough to get a perfect view of the interior, although he made out the canvas tops of several wagons. A campfire, bright against the dark, glowed from somewhere and loud, thick voices were raised in argument or song. Although he hadn’t spotted any guards, he had no doubt there’d be several on watch behind cover.

There was no way the raiders would have set this all up and not taken care to guard it properly.

Studying the layout, he identified three main approaches, all exposed for the last hundred yards. The ruins sat on higher ground, giving defenders a clear view of anyone approaching. If the local minotaur had come to collect their hucows, they’d have been obliterated.

"We need to get closer," he decided. "Map the interior, locate the hucows, count the enemy forces."

Ravenna pointed. “Shall I fly? They can’t have expected that.”

He considered it a moment, then agreed. “Use your magic to conceal your presence and stay outside of range, if you can. We’ll meet again after I’ve done the ground surveillance.”

She didn’t tell him to be careful. If anything, her glittering eyes seemed excited for the potential of watching him in action again. With a ripple of shadow, she took to the air…only to immediately return.

“Gabriel. The three bulls are nearby and rapidly approaching. If they keep going at their current pace, they are likely to set the defenses off.”

“Damn it.” They’d known the brothers were following but the timing couldn’t have been worse. “Let’s talk with them. If we can put them to use, we can keep the plan on track.”

They turned, retreating from their vantage until they found Ironhoof and the other two bulls. The trio were out of breath, nostrils wet and flaring, their expressions locked in a rictus of grim determination.

“We won’t be held back from saving Coral,” Ironhoof said.

Gabriel held a hand up, pointing to a ridge. “Go there. Be quiet. I’ll call you in if we need you.”

The minotaur, clearly expecting anything but agreement, hesitated. “And if there’s a chance to save the girls?”

Steelheart added, “They are entirely defenseless, Tablet Wielder. Hucows are revered, not used to doing men’s work. They wouldn’t even know the first thing to do in a proper fight.”

That admission sent a spark alight in Gabriel’s chest. “We’ll see how long that continues. Don’t worry. If things go sideways, I’ll make myself a target to protect the girls. Now, go.”

Reluctantly, the trio moved away.

After seeing they’d accepted his commands, Gabriel and Ravenna re-assumed their previous plan. He used his Stealth skill, activating the Invisibility option, and made his way into the camp.

Moving like a shadow, each step deliberate, he drew close enough to spot the first sentry. It was a porkay, the creature rotund and brutish, wearing overalls and picking at a tusk as it leaned against a wall. The creature's beady eyes scanned the darkness, but its attention was clearly divided. It kept glancing back toward the ruins' interior, toward the singing.

A twinkle of purple, slightly brighter than the darkness, drew his attention to two other guards; one crouched atop a platform, beneath a black bit of canvas, and another further on the ground. It was a basic perimeter, one that would have been effective against louder, less magically gifted opponents.

Looking up, he glimpsed a hint of deeper darkness fluttering further into the interior. He followed, closing over a shallow stream, and drawing near to the outermost wall.

Clatter!

The sound of rocks tumbling down an embankment shattered the night's silence. Gabriel spun to see three shapes sliding into view from the valley wall. Arms pinwheeling, Ironhoof, Steelheart, and Oakhorn finally made their appearance, and it was in the worst possible way. Dressed in jeans and rawhide shirts, the trio snorted and yelped as they tumbled down the embankment, over sharp rocks and through at least one briar bush.

The porkay guard nearest Gabriel jerked awake and blinked black eyes, floppy ears twisting as he reached for a rifle.

“Damn it, Oak! I told you to watch your footing,” Ironhoof’s muted voice came from nearby.

Oak’s reply was a whining, "Me?! Steel's the one who pushed!"

A sharp whistle pierced the night as a second porkay guard, one on a platform, took notice. Gabriel bit back a curse as the sound of running feet echoed across stone.

His mind raced, the unfortunate math of what had to happen next playing out. With the three minotaur boys revealed, it took no imagination to guess what would happen to them. Worse than that, the monsters guarding the hucows had been lax. If Gabriel managed to get the boys out of the line of fire, any return to rescue the hucows would be twice as hard, if not impossible.

"Get your asses into cover," Gabriel commanded, drawing Duskbringer and deliberately stepping up to the nearest slaver. A definitive drive through the throat ended the pigman’s life and ended his own Invisibility. With a loud call to Ravenna, he added, “We’re going to need distractions.”

A gentle whistle from above told him he’d been heard.

Illusions of the three boys, semi-transparent and barely believable, appeared fifty feet away from where they actually stood. This trio was waving and making loud sounds. No serious person would have believed the distraction for a second.

Yet glowing magical pellets shot through the air for the obvious dummy targets anyway.

Finally disentangling themselves, the minotaur trio drew their sidearms. Each had a six-shooter. For all they’d made mistakes on the entry, the boys moved with speed and skill to find cover, aiming and taking careful shots as they did.

The porkay on the platform squealed as he fell, as did two others. One shot seemed enough to take these thugs down, which was good news for what Gabriel knew would happen next.

Thudding feet came from the ruins as six well-equipped raiders came rushing into view. This group was equipped with a mixture of side arms and crossbows, and each had a heavy metal breastplate strapped over their barrel chests.

"Well, well," one squealed. "Looks like the cow-lovers came to die! Boss is gonna love sellin’ y’alls horns to them demon assholes! Boner pills for everyone!"


Chapter 25: Boner Pills for Everyone


Gabriel had no clue what the guy was talking about, but he wasn’t about to give the six newcomers a chance to shoot the minotaur boys. Exploding into motion, he parkour-ran up the side of the stone structure, crossed five feet of parapet, then rebounded acrobatically over the heads of the newcomers.

His saber licked out, flicking like a cat’s tongue as his approach brought the full advantages of both Combat Tactics and Combat Mobility into play. One fell, then another, before he landed.

BANG!

A shot struck Gabriel’s chest with all the force of a bruising pinch. Would he want to stand there and take more? Absolutely not. But it was hardly debilitating.

“Gah!” The lead raider’s neck burst apart as Gabriel’s slash nearly cut it free. With a single step, Gabriel pushed off the corpse as it fell, used the momentum to somersault between two of the remaining three and…

BANG! BANG!

Like something out of a comedy, the raiders tried to track his motion and fire, only to shoot each other in the head. A third shot rang and the final Porkay fell, a hole in his forehead.

Looking out, Gabriel saw Ironhoof lowering his sidearm, steam coming from the muzzle.

With a call of “Good shot!” Gabriel turned toward the encampment, prepared to push the advantage. Ravenna called a warning as the ground shuddered once, twice, three times.

An enormous shape emerged from the ruins' main entrance. Easily nine feet tall, this Porkay was built like a house. Armored plating covered its torso, and it wielded what looked like a two-handed maul. Firelight gleamed off its blackened tusks.

His Tablet sparkled and shone as Lucielle called, “Oh! There’s a proper camp boss here. Who knew? Not me. That’s for sure.”

Gabriel eyed her as the boss monster bellowed, its voice carrying through the valley. More raiders poured from behind it. There were a lot of them, easily fifteen or twenty, all moving to encircle him. Most held only crossbows or crude swords, but that didn’t make the situation less dire.

A flicker of shadow and light sparkled nearby as three poorly constructed doppelgangers stepped out of him. Each adjusted a saber and turned in a different direction, rushing at the enclosing circle. Ravenna had bought him time; now he had to make use of it.

With an exhaled hiss, he lowered his head and charged for the boss monster. Magical rounds filled the air, striking the illusions as well as him. Engulfed in a damaging hail, he reached the boss as it swung its giant hammer.

WHOOM!

The crude metal head slammed into the ground, missing Gabriel by mere inches as he dove to one side. Kicking off the ground and doing a side-flip he landed, knees bent, on the handle.

“Huh?” The boss squeaked uncertainly, as Gabriel extended his leg and one arm, driving the tip of his enchanted sword into the creature’s open mouth.

Blood exploded in a vomitus fountain. It showered Gabriel as fresh magical bullets shot both him and the boss monster. A few even got through the thing’s armor, although they did about as much damage to the giant porkay as they did to the Tablet Wielding adventurer.

Jerking his saber to the side, Gabriel dove. The motion tore the creature’s face open even as a single tusk caught the interior of his arm. Fiery pain joined the mounting warnings his body was giving him about his rapidly accumulating bullet wounds.

A porkay raider, braver than the others, dipped in with a black, hooked sword. Gabriel deflected it with the palm of one hand and sent an easy lopping motion at the thing’s chest. He struck. Its leg fell off as the enchantment on Duskbringer illogically severed the limb.

“That’s enough!” A roaring voice came from the entrance to the valley.

Gabriel whipped his head to the side, astonished to see Sheriff Dusty charging in, a revolver in each hand. His shots were precise, controlled—each pellet finding a target. Two porkay raiders fell immediately. A third took a hit to the shoulder and stumbled back.

Too busy staying alive to celebrate the newcomer, Gabriel jerked aside just as the boss brought the maul whistling through the air.

“Blurrrrmurrowww!” The giant pig’s ruined face bubbled and frothed, eyes red with rage as its wild, wide swing crushed three of its own raiders into paste.

With all the advantages of not wearing armor, Gabriel slid in and drove the tip of his blade into the monster’s unprotected underarm.

Lucielle called, “Oh! That was definitely a critical hit!”

The boss stumbled. Gabriel looked down to see the monster’s boot cut open, several toes having been amputated.

“It’s supposed to amputate the limb I cut,” Gabriel protested, throwing himself out of the way of another wild swing.

Bang! Bang! CRACK!

Shots filled the air as Dusty and the three other minotaurs focused fire. Porkay raiders fell like wheat before the scythe. Several fresh ones emerged from the ruins, only to be mowed down as the Sheriff’s crack shots took them down.

THWACK!

A sullen red glow emerged from the boss porkay’s armor as the creature’s motions abruptly smoothed, becoming far faster. An aura of bloodlust surrounded the vile thing as it twisted before Gabriel could adjust, the maul taking him in the side.

Ribs broke. Gabriel flew thirty feet, landing among the raiders.

Pain unlike he could remember flared as he struggled to inhale, nearly failed, then forced himself to his feet anyway. Vision blurred, he swung wildly as he tried to get his bearings. If there was something, anything, for him to use his real powers on…

Thud! Thud!

Two strides and the enchanted boss was nearly on him.

There!

Diving beneath a wild swing that howled through the air, Gabriel slapped his hand down on the unclaimed, raw stone. Magic rose, swirling in platinum colors as he gathered his intention.

CLOP!

Gabriel’s powers weren’t made for combat, and the boss’s hoof slamming down on his unarmored hand cost the adventurer his focus. With a snarl of frustration, he turned back, half-expecting to see the maul coming for his head.

What he saw instead was a mass of glowing, sparking shadows. Ravenna’s spell enclosed the thing’s head, settling within the seething red shell of the unfamiliar spell augmenting the monster. One heavy arm came up in a swatting motion, the maul lifted high into the air.

Jerking his arm free of the crushing weight, Gabriel slashed the boss’s inner thigh, across bare flesh.

Thwump!

A red slash bisected the porky’s lifted arm. It, along with the heavy maul, fell.

CLANG!

With a sound far too silly for life-threatening combat, the monster’s maul hammered into its head, sending the thing toppling over.

Ribs screaming in pain, body aching from well over a dozen punishing impact wounds, Gabriel tried to stand. Ravenna, wings rustling, landed next to him, arm slotting under his shoulder as she heaved him to his feet.

With a thankful nod, he took in the state of the battle.

Dusty and the three minotaur lads stood nearby, next to a pile of porcine corpses. With no further calls to action or battle cries, the trio of brothers dashed to the interior. The sheriff followed. After a few seconds to catch their breath, Gabriel and Ravenna did as well.

Inside, they discovered six wagons, each with cages atop them. They were positioned around a great bonfire, several boiling cookpots on spits over the roaring flames. Hucows filled five of the wagons. Dressed in belly dancer outfits and dirty, the gorgeous women were cheering. A cacophony of “uwus” and delighted squeals rose as Ironhoof approached the first.

“Coral!” he called, eyeing a heavy lock. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

"We're scared, but alive." Coral, a pink-haired hucow with light blue eyes, replied. "Uwu, Ironhoof saved us! Big brother is so brave!"

Parting with Ravenna, who was making her way to the unoccupied, open wagon at the end of the train, Gabriel crossed to the lock. A quick swipe with Duskbringer tore the lock from its hinges. Hucow rushed out as he moved to repeat the process with the others.

A few minutes later, once everyone was free and greetings were made, Sheriff Dusty announced, “We’re missing two carts. Five girls are missing.”

Coral called, “They took the others east a few hours ago.”

“What’s east?” Ravenna asked.

“Uwucoral does not know.” She made an apologetic moourrr. “Maybe Bristlethorn Town? The only other thing that way are the ranch houses.”

Ironhoof, who’d taken a stray pellet across the arm and another on his ribs, declared, "Wherever they are going, we give chase. Tonight. Right now."

The Sheriff hesitated, looking at the gaggle of freed hucow. “We need to take them home. If the porkay are taking the girls off, there’s a good chance they’ll be met with another, larger force.”

Ravenna, carrying a sheet of parchment, crossed to Gabriel and held it out. “The wagon had food and provisions, along with this manifest.”

Accepting it, he asked, “Are you good to fly and scout the missing girls?”

She shook her head. “My mana is depleted and my back is throbbing. It wouldn’t be safe for me to try flying at speed right now.”

That made the decision a simple, if painful one. He announced, “We get the girls back to the town. Then tomorrow, at first light, we organize a proper pursuit. Fast moving group, just the essential people."

"I'm coming," Ironhoof said immediately.

"Me too," Steelheart added.

"And me," Oakhorn finished.

With a plan in mind, the boys scoured the camp until they found the slaver’s work horses. The animals had been corralled in a walled enclosure away from the fire. Getting them hitched to the wagons, they drew the entire train with them back to Ambrosia Springs.

“That was a tough one,” Gabriel remarked to Ravenna as he glanced to the east, worried about the missing girls.

She nodded, tucking herself against his side, one wing wrapping around his torso. “You put yourself in harm’s way to protect the boys. That’s not how a King should act.”

“Got him some great experience points though,” Lucielle chimed in, Tablet flashing.

Gabriel snorted, then sighed out a wheeze of pain. “Remind me not to be heroic tomorrow. Tonight, I’ll take the victory.” Lifting the cargo manifest, he frowned. “What’s with the boner pills? And who are these ‘sponsors’?”

Delivery Manifest
	Hucow Maidens (Preserved)—Bring the reserved group to the house for the sponsor meeting

	75 Boner Pills—In transit

	Settlement Map—Already Delivered





Ironhoof, walking near enough to overhear, replied, “Some use minotaur horns as aphrodisiacs. We’ve been told it’s a lucrative business to trade in it.”

“That explains kidnapping the maidens,” Ravenna observed, tone tight. “They mean to start a breeding program.”

“Not going to happen,” Gabriel declared, determined to stop whoever was behind this plot. No matter what.


Milestone 5: Combat Experience and Character Update


Combat Experience Awarded: 2,800

Bonus Experience Awarded (Rescued Hucow Maidens): 1,500

Level 13 Changes

Total Experience: 62,252

Experience to Level 14: 6,752 of 10,000

***

Core Statistics

Glyph Slots: 6 (Increases to 8 at level 15)

Hit Points: 270 (10 base + 260 for 13 levels); Regenerates 20%/hour (25% of current Endurance of 80)

Mana: 436 (10 base + 208 for 13 levels, doubled by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King); Regenerates 38%/hour (50% of current Presence of 62, enhanced by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King)

***

Attributes

Strength - 63

Grace - 59 (+4)

Endurance - 80 (+8): You now gain 20 hit points per level. Your total hit points have been increased to 270. You take 50% longer to become fatigued or exhausted from strenuous activity.

Presence - 62 (+6): Your leadership aura has improved. This gives willing followers a 13% improvement to all activities you endorse and an equal bonus to all diplomatic actions.

Foresight - 48 (+12): Your foresight has improved to a high level, allowing you to prepare more efficiently. Time needed to perform any crafting task, engineering work, or long term planning using skills, including schematics, has been reduced by 5%.

Intelligence - 66

***

Active Skills

Combat Tactics: 24 – Critical strike bonus increases to 72%

Combat Mobility: 22 – Dodge chance is increased to 22%, and weird movement is increased to 66%

Civil Engineering: 5 (NEW) – Provides 5% global benefit to productivity, morale, and commerce

Advanced Construction and Engineering: 7 (NEW) – Development and construction time reduced by 3.5%

Crafts (Global): 8 (NEW) – Equivalent of 1.6 years of training in all common and uncommon crafts

Glyph Skills

All Glyph skills automatically match the highest active skill rank of 24 and require the listed glyph to be active.

Stealth (Glyph of the Scout): 10 mana for 10 min invisibility, 1 min cooldown; +5 bonus when Survival skill active.

Diplomacy (Glyph of Diplomacy): World lore and region knowledge; resistance to influence effects.

Arcane Knowledge (Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King): General knowledge of magical concepts and spells.

Monsterlore (Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering): Familiarity with monstrous biology, culture, and construction.

Inactive Skills

Field Medicine: 10

Survival: 21

Herbalism: 20

Siege Smith: 21


Chapter 26: We’ll Share All Your Creamy Goodness


The walk back to Ambrosia Springs stretched longer than the trek out. The rescued hucows, tired of being in their cages, walked among them. Most gathered near Gabriel, their murmured conversations just loud enough for him to hear the too-frequent calls of ‘uwu’ followed by playful giggles.

“If I never watch an anime ever again, it’ll be too soon,” he muttered, one arm against his sore ribs. He was healing quickly enough to feel the bones knit; which wasn’t a precisely fun sensation.

Ravenna, keeping pace, gave him a curious look. “Anime?”

“Yeah. I’m not sure if they really sound like how my Tablet is translating their languages, but it’s… well, complicated. A form of entertainment on Earth usually aimed at a specific audience.”

“What kind of audience?”

“Uh.” Frowning, he searched for the least triggering way to put it. “Well, the particular style of hucow speech is usually aimed at a niche of men.”

Catching on, the Sorceress fought a smile of amusement. “Could one assume these are men of reproductive age?”

“Actually… yeah. Putting it that way does make sense.” He hadn’t considered that hucow, who were literally designed by a goddess and inspired by Earth fantasies, might sound the way they did by design.

“Sheesh, they really are the opposite of succubi, aren’t they?” He held his hands apart. It caused his side to twinge, but he went on anyway. “I imagine a succubus as having a voice that’s like a sultry purr. Like the ultimate tantalizing mystery. hucow need to be…”

“Bred with and taken care of,” Ravenna finished for him. “Yes. I think we’ve finally identified their nature. Hucow are anti-succubi.”

They exchanged a lingering look that rapidly deepened into amused laughter that carried over the cool, moon-brightened night.

"Uwupetunia thinks Tablet Wielder Gabriel is sooooo brave!" A voice called from the clustered gaggle of women, who’d wandered close enough to converse.

"Uwulilac agrees! Gabriel's muscles are so impressive! Isn’t he the handsomest, most bestest man ever?"

“The best!”

“Ohhhhh, yes!”

A hucow with bright purple hair, unashamedly gripped her perky, enormous breasts and squeezed, her eyes rolling to the sky and tongue sticking out. “Nyahhhh! Just being near him makes Uwukimmi’s breasts long to fill with Ambrosia.”

Trying to keep track of which girl was speaking was impossible. Gabriel looked around, desperate for the minotaurs to intervene. The trio of young males, along with the Sheriff, just glanced over with unveiled amusement.

Dusty called, “Don’t look to us for help. Our kind tend to go the other direction.”

“Other…” Then he remembered the elf woman back in town and got it. “You all go for harems with women in the center?”

“Usually, yes.”

From a purely math-based perspective, that made sense: one couldn’t have relationships with all women and one guy without a ton of single guys. That could only lead to problems. Gabriel hadn’t considered how many men might be into the other side of the coin.

Well, good for them. He wasn’t going to yuck someone’s yum; particularly not when he’d been at least a little uncomfortable with the entire concept of forming a harem. Gemma had quickly disabused him of that. Well, her and Raquel, and Serafina.

The point was he wasn’t about to judge other people’s cultures, any more than he judged Albrecht’s unabashed love of women’s romance novels.

His thoughts were interrupted by more cries from the maidens. One with red-gold hair and adorably tiny horns, batted her eyes at him. "Uwumarigold wants to know Gabriel's favorite foods!"

“Ah. Ooops.” Faking a stumble, he waved for the girls to keep walking. “I just need to tie my boots. Be right there.”

“Uwucumquat will tie your shoes! No, wait, I have a better idea. Uwucumquat and Uwumarigold could do it together. With our mouths. Like when we practice cream sharing ceremonies!”

The collective of hucows all cheered, celebrating the creative idea by shouting rather…colorful versions of the ‘cream sharing’ act. One was called ‘Feeding All the Little Birds’ and another was ‘Waterfall of the Overflowing Delight Caves’ which left Gabriel wondering if they were just messing with him.

The talkative girls did not, fortunately, stop walking with the caravan.

“I wonder how ‘Fish Who Feeds the Swarm’ works?” Ravenna mused, laughing as she came to a halt to watch him pretend to tie his shoes. “Perhaps I should ask them for a demonstration.”

"Please don't," Gabriel groaned. “They don’t need encouraging.”

"Oh, I'm not encouraging anyone. I'm simply fascinated by their seduction-via-innocence approach. It seems quite effective, from a purely objective perspective." She stretched her wings slightly, wincing at the movement. "Though I admit, listening to twenty-five maidens describe how to convince you into forming a breeding harem in their…unique way of conversing is quite amusing."

Boots ‘tied’ Gabriel resumed walking. “You did good in the fight.”

“I know,” Ravenna replied, all smug confidence. “My spells led to the deaths of at least ten Porkay raiders and saved your life.”

Resisting an urge to glare, barely, he exhaled through his teeth. “Back to competition already?”

“Uwuravenna can’t let her Gabriel grow complacent, can she?”

Hearing the maccari adopt the hucow dialect was like nails down a chalkboard. Wincing, he growled, “Never do that again.”

“Hrm. Maybe. If you fuck it out of Uwuravenna later.”

They arrived at the settlement before he came up with a response to her baiting. Lanterns illuminated the main street like fallen stars, and worried faces appeared in doorways and windows. When the crowd saw Dusty leading rescued hucows to safety, a roar went up that echoed off the buildings and rolled across the grasslands beyond.

"They're safe!"

"All the girls are home!"

"Praise Emyra!"

More hucows poured into the street, converging on the wagons with tearful enthusiasm. Families reunited in tight embraces. Mothers clutched daughters. Sisters held each other and wept with relief. Gabriel dismounted, intending to slip away quietly while families reconnected.

"The Questbound saved them!"

"Uwugrandmaple wants to thank Gabriel!"

"Everyone needs to express gratitude!"

Dusty took one look at Gabriel and took pity on him. “Ladies,” the Sheriff called, “Why don’t we give the man some space?” The tall minotaur’s calm presence did what Gabriel’s politeness hadn’t, calming the jiggling, thrusting, undulating mounds of feminine flesh enough for him to assert authority. "Ironhoof, Steelheart, Oakhorn, get the maidens to the Healing House for examination. Everyone else, back to your homes. We'll have proper celebrations once we've found the remaining captives and brought them home."

The mention of still-missing girls sobered the mood like a bucket of cold water. With murmured prayers and worried glances, the crowd dispersed.

Gabriel turned to Ravenna. "We should get back to the hotel."

She nodded. For all her banter, the priestess was moving stiffly, as the strain on her mana and body was showing in every subtle motion. “I could use some sleep before we get back out there."

They made their way through quiet side streets to Reggie’s establishment. The main room was dark except for a single lamp burning near the counter, its flame dancing in the slight breeze from the door. As they entered, the hucow proprietor emerged from the kitchen, her gentle brown eyes warm with recognition.

"Uwumaggie heard the commotion," she said, her uwu-speak softer and more measured than the younger, unbound maidens. She carried a tray with two steaming mugs that smelled of rich chocolate and something herbal. "Made hot cocoa for brave heroes. Sit. Rest."

Gabriel accepted the mug gratefully, the warmth seeping into his hands. The rich chocolate scent cut through his exhaustion like a lifeline.

Maggie settled into a chair across from them. She wore a simple dress rather than the belly dancer outfits favored by younger hucows, her silver-streaked auburn hair pulled back in a practical bun. "Uwumaggie is grateful you came to our town. The rescue was bold work.”

"It needed doing," Gabriel said simply.

"Mhm." Maggie sipped her own cocoa, studying him over the rim. "Uwumaggie raised three calves. Two bulls, one hucow, uwu. Good kids. Smart. My eldest, he went to the big city years ago. Married a nice celestial girl. Came back with their harem and settled on a ranch out east, along with some other of our folk. Good people."

Gabriel's attention sharpened despite his exhaustion. "East? How far?"

"Day's ride, maybe more. Why? You thinking of visiting?" Her eyes held knowing warmth. "I’m sure they'd welcome travelers."

"We might need to head that direction," Gabriel said thoughtfully, instincts tingling in a way he didn’t particularly like. "Business tomorrow, looking for the remaining girls."

Maggie studied him for a long moment, then nodded. "Bad business, Uwumaggie thinks." With a deep sigh, the matronly hucow stood, her brightly glowing tattoo in the shape of a mountain flashing into view as she bent to collect their mugs. "I won’t talk your ears off any more. Morning comes fast. Uwumaggie will have breakfast ready early, in case you plan touwu head out before sunup."

"Thank you," Ravenna said. "Your hospitality is appreciated."

"Is what we do," Maggie said simply. She paused at the kitchen door, her expression softening. "Uwumaggie's boy, Shortbrick, he has good eyes. Sees uwutrouble coming from miles away. If you go east, mention Uwumaggie sent you. He'll help if he can."

After she disappeared into the kitchen, Gabriel and Ravenna climbed the stairs to their room. The space felt smaller now, intimate after the chaos of the evening.

Ravenna sank onto the edge of the bed, wings drooping with exhaustion that she could no longer hide behind pride or humor. “Can we bathe in the morning?”

He looked around, used to the amenities of the maccari plateaus and the settlement. “I’ve become spoiled with access to magic water. Yeah, I guess we don’t have much of a choice. Cleanup first thing in the morning.”

They came together on the bed. She hadn’t spilled blood directly, and the scent of the trail and her sweat was different, but hardly unpleasant. For her part, Ravenna seemed to take zero issue with all the grime he’d soaked in during the battle. If anything, she seemed to enjoy it.

“Tomorrow,” she said, the word a simple promise.

He gave her an amused look. “Before or after we rescue the hucow girls?”

“Hrm. Probably after. Seeing them make eyes and shake their butts at you will fuel my determination to milk all of your…,” she paused, smiling lasciviously as she licked her lips, “cream.”

“Stop it. You’re just calling it that because they do.”

“And because it gets a rise out of you.”

“Does not.”

“Mhm. We’ll see.”


Chapter 27: Sometimes Sidesaddle is Best


Dawn hadn't quite broken when Gabriel woke. His body felt good. Better than good. Bruises on his ribs that had ached last night were gone. Cuts across his knuckles had sealed completely. His Tablet's accelerated healing had worked overnight, restoring him to near-peak condition.

Ravenna stirred beside him, her wings shifting under the blankets. She opened one purple eye, then winced.

"How are you feeling?" Gabriel asked quietly.

"Functional." Sitting up slowly, she kept her jaw tight. "Sore, but I can move."

Wincing in sympathy, he pulled on his shirt. "How’s your mana?"

"A lot better than my back." Ravenna swung her legs off the bed, standing with careful precision that failed to hide the stiffness in her movements. “That and everything from the waist down,” she corrected.

Slipping out before the town woke, they moved through the hotel’s dark common room. Maggie's cooking fire hadn't been lit yet.

Dusty was waiting for them at the gate. He’d mounted one of their recovered horses; a giant black stallion. Two others stood docile next to him, their reins tied to posts. “There y’all are. Was gettin’ worried you were going to sleep in.”

Neither Gabriel nor Ravenna had any experience with horses. The blessings he received from his Tablet made mounting and interpreting the animal’s needs relatively simple. She, on the other hand, struggled. Her talons weren’t designed for the stirrups, and the sorrel she’d been given appeared to dislike her smell.

“Your saddle doesn’t have a horn, if you’re comfortable doubling up,” Dusty suggested.

In the end, Ravenna took up a spot directly in front of Gabriel, the silk of her wings contrasting the plump pressure of her ass as he wrapped his arms around her to guide their horse. The Sheriff brought the third horse along via guide rope just in case they needed the extra mount later.

Riding east as dawn painted the sky in shades of amber and rose, they followed wagon ruts through scrubland that rapidly gave way to lush, emerald grass. Gabriel picked out details with growing ease: animal tracks, disturbed earth, the path of yesterday's wagon clear as daylight once he knew what to look for.

"They weren't concerned about being followed," Dusty observed. "Cocky."

Two hours of riding passed before terrain changed yet again. Grassland gave way to rolling hills, and in the distance, Gabriel spotted cultivated areas. Tall wooden fences, freshly painted, gave way to cobblestone roads and an intersection with signs indicating multiple holdings. The area to their right was relatively flat and gave way to a sparse forest. Buildings peeked between the trees, white paint gleaming. To their right were grassy mounds just tall enough to obstruct their view.

“Shall I scout?” Ravenna offered. “A quick trip shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Sounds good,” he confirmed, helping her down.

The maccari woman took to the air. A few seconds into her flight, her form faded slightly to blend in with the still-dark sky.

“That’s one useful woman to have around,” Dusty observed.

Gabriel grinned playfully. “Useful, but you wouldn’t believe the mouth on her.”

“Ah, we’ve had maccari in and out of these parts a few times. Always know-it-alls. Always got their chins so high they can’t see the ground. She seems pretty humble, compared to most.”

“Hrm. Interesting.” With that bit of information, Gabriel wondered how Ravenna’s people would act once they freed the survivors on the Fae Islands from their protective stasis.

Wings gently rustling, Ravenna reappeared next to them. "To the left. Up the ridge. You'll want to see this from cover. I think we might have trouble."

Gabriel and the Sheriff exchanged looks, then wordlessly made their way down the path until they found a low spot to leave the horses. With the animals settled, they approached the ridgeline. Near the top, they dropped to their chests, crawling to the top to peer over.

A plantation sprawled below, straight out of the Old South. A main house dominated the center, all white columns and wraparound porches. It was designed to project wealth and power. Outbuildings dotted the property: barns, storage sheds, what resembled bunkhouses. Corrals held horses and cattle.

And everywhere, guards.

There were Porkays, green-skinned creatures Lucielle murmured were the local version of orcs, along with humans and a few minotaur.

Gabriel searched methodically, noting lethal vectors as he counted. There were ten near the main house, and seven patrolling the perimeter. Beyond those, there were eight at the outbuildings and three near the main gate. A big white plaque next to it listed it as the ‘Evening Glory Research Plantation.’

"Twenty-six visible," he said quietly. "Call it thirty total with rotating shifts and interior positions. Most armed with rifles, too."

"That’s assumin’ there aren’t reserves we can’t see," Dusty observed, flat and quiet. "We can’t take an army."

Movement at the main road caught Gabriel's attention. Two wagons approached, moving at an unhurried pace. Drawn by eight reptilian-looking beasts, each had a trio of humans wearing fine armor sitting atop them. They drew to a halt at the gate.

Wood protested under the weight in the lead vehicle. The door swung open, revealing a passenger was so grotesquely obese that his bulk overflowed the seat, rolls of fat pressing against the door frame. Squeezing out, the horned creature had dark, red skin.

"Demon-blooded," Ravenna breathed.

A human in expensive finery emerged from the second wagon. Silk clothing, jewelry that caught the light, the bearing of someone who expected deference. Not local. His entire presence screamed exotic wealth.

The two conversed with the gate guard briefly, lifting signets that a well-armed minotaur inspected closely before waving them through. At the house, fresh soldiers came piling out to meet the newcomers.

And behind the guards were five unmistakable figures.

Hucows, all wearing elaborate southern belle dresses. Behind them, a minotaur stepped into view. Dressed like a dandy, complete with a ruffled shirt open at the chest, he was stocky for his kind and particularly well-muscled.

"That's them," Dusty said, and pain filled that quiet statement. "That's our women. And that minotaur. It’s Shortbrick. Maggie’s boy."

Gabriel had half-expected the turn, but it still pained him. Inhaling sharply, he said, “Maybe it’s not what it looks like.” Addressing Ravenna, he asked, "Will your magic let us overhear what they are saying?”

“Yes, I have an eavesdropping spell,” she replied, rapidly moving her fingers in a flourishing pattern. Tendrils of darkness flowed from her fingertips, which were echoed in pools of darkness on the porch. Both sides of her spell vibrated in harmony before voices emerged from her side of the spell.

"... promised the merchandise would be pristine." That demon’s voice was thick and glutinous. "I don't pay premium prices for damaged goods."

"They're untouched, I swear it!" The minotaur’s gruff, deep voice had an edge of desperation. "I keep my promises. No one’s investments will be harmed."

Gabriel felt Dusty tense beside him.

"What I'm more interested in," the human said, cold and calculating, "are the other opportunities here. The ones our peers will want to discuss when they arrive. Are you still confident you can provide unlimited access?"

"To the whole territory," the minotaur confirmed. "Help me take control, and you'll have exclusive rights to hucow procurement. Think of it: unlimited Ambrosia production, controlled by your syndicate."

"And you're certain the sheriff won't interfere?" the human asked.

"Dusty's past his prime. I’ll make sure he’s blamed for the loss of the girls. After that, taking his position will be easy. By the time anyone realizes what's happening, you'll control the supply chain."

His human companion laughed, a sound resembling broken glass. "Ambitious. When do we finalize?"

"The others arrive in three days," the minotaur said.

"Three days is an acceptable delay," the demon rumbled. "Show us to our accommodations."

Behind them, the five hucow girls watched with expressions of fear and growing horror, although they didn’t say anything. Hands folded, demure, they obeyed meekly when the party moved inside.

Ravenna's magic released, shadow tendrils withdrawing. “It would seem he’s more than a little involved.”

The Sheriff nodded somberly, face a mask of defeat. "I taught that boy to shoot. Him and his brother. Both were good lads." His large hands flexed against the ground hard enough to dig into the soil.

Gabriel was not one to trust coincidence, particularly when it came to quests and Tablets. When Maggie had told her story, adding that her son had a ranch in the east, he’d hoped it was just that: coincidence. He felt his heart threaten to grow heavy with sympathy.

Then he remembered the girls, and what they were undoubtedly intended for.

“If he’s here, we should expect the celestial wife, too,” Ravenna added.

“Aren’t celestials all good? They are like angels, right?”

Dusty snorted. “Hardly. They’ve got a spark of holy magic and wings. That’s all. The type of magic they’ve got doesn’t make ‘em any better or worse than anyone else.”

Gabriel studied the estate, working through a variety of scenarios. None seemed reasonable. Not against a well-armed force with at least one spellcaster against them.

"We can't take them," he said quietly. "Not head-on. We’ve got three here, and another three with the young bulls. That’s six against professionals with rifles." He shook his head. "We'd be cut down before we reached the house."

"So, what do we do?" Dusty asked, voice hollow.

“What we need is a force multiplier. Sheriff, how many guns do you have in your town? If we arm more people…”

The Sheriff cut him off. “Sidearms are rare. We’ve got the ones you captured last night, plus the dozen-or-so the locals maintain for hunting. We also haven’t put an order in for fresh ammunition for a while. If we loaded every capable male in the town with ‘em, we might have eight good shots and about two hundred rounds.”

Gabriel still didn’t like those odds. Rolling onto his back, he searched the bright blue sky for inspiration. With his Stealth skill it was possible that he and Ravenna could infiltrate the building to rescue the girls. Another option was tactical: use a rifle to pick off defenders until the main troops were drawn out, then stage an ambush or extraction. If he’d been a typical adventurer, he imagined the first option would have been the more heroic. If he’d been a good shot, with a weapon that had a high rate of fire, the second seemed like the superior one.

There was just one problem: he wasn’t a practiced shot. He didn’t just need a high-quality rifle with incredible distance; he also needed to know how to use it. That meant he had to craft one. Moreover, if he wanted to reduce the risk of any loss of life, they wouldn’t need eight or even fifteen shooters. They’d need an overwhelming force. Which meant…

Seizing on a handful of related ideas, he mused out loud, “What I need are Schematics for firearms and the ammunition they use.”

His Tablet flashed into view, a quest appearing on the front.

Side Quest Available: Convince the local smith, Tien, to help you.
Details: Tien and his hucow wife, Sashona, settled near a dangerous valley nearby decades ago. A master of blacksmithing, engineering, and weapons manufacture, he may be the solution you seek. Earning his assistance won’t be easy, however. Especially not if you’re asking him to reveal crafting secrets.
Reward: Experience


“Who is Tien?” Ravenna asked from near his shoulder.

Dusty laughed. It was bitter. “Good luck with that. Tien’s become a recluse. He only works with adventurers the Fates send his…” He cut off as the Tablet rotated, the simple text making quite the statement. “Well, I’ll be. He might listen to you.”

“Assuming we can do what needs doing in three days.” Gabriel didn’t like the odds, but he wasn’t about to leave anyone, let alone five innocent young women, in the clawed hands of monsters.

They withdrew carefully from the ridge and returned to their horses. Once they were confident the animals wouldn’t kick up dirt their enemies might spot, they nudged them into a gallop. Ravenna hissed at the rough bouncing but did not protest. Even she recognized the need to make every second count.


Chapter 28: Deeply Hungry Lady


They found the trio of bulls waiting for them outside the eastern gate, agitated and ready for action.

"Boys," Dusty addressed them with the authority of decades as sheriff. "We found where the girls are being held. It's bad. Professional operation, dozens of guards. It looks like some of our own are involved.”

“Our own? What?” Ironhoof’s nostrils flared, his eyes widening with disbelief. “No minotaur would ever turn away from Emyra’s holy duty to protect the hucows.”

Gabriel cleared his throat as he slid from the horse. Ravenna followed as he waved the bulls over. The trio approached, and he dropped to a measured tone. “My guess is that Reggie and Maggie’s son went to find his fortune and fell in with a bad lot. Maggie told me her boy did good for her, so perhaps he had the best intentions. That’s all gone now.”

“Shortbrick has been in and out of town a few times over the last few months. He was with lads I didn’t recognize,” another of the bulls remarked, neck muscles straining. “They didn’t act hostile or anythin’.”

“Why would they?” Dusty pointed out. “Here, we’ll walk you through what we’ve found out and what Gabriel is doin’.”

The group spoke quickly, with Gabriel revealing his unique power. “My thought is to get a Schematic for a gun and ammunition. If I can, I should be able to fill a cart with weapons.”

“For who?” Ironhoof growled dejectedly. “We’ve got perhaps a half dozen other good shots in town. What would we do with twenty guns we can’t…”

Gabriel cut him off, “The hucows. It’s past time you taught the girls to protect themselves. Assuming we can convince this special smith to train me, I want you three to work with the ladies. They need to be able to shoot with accuracy in less than three days. Can you do that?”

Oakhorn made a gentle, sad sound. “We can’t teach the girls. Hucows are sweet, but they only have one thought in their precious heads. And it ain’t for violence.”

“Is that true?” Gabriel looked from the minotaur to Ravenna and his Tablet. “I’m an outsider to these lands. Did Emyra make her hucows defenseless?”

Lucielle turned a shade of amused peach. “Not at all. Hucow maidens are certainly driven by urges, but are no different from any other species. They might seem simple, but as you’ve learned from Maggie, that’s not the case.”

Returning his attention to Dusty, Gabriel went on, “Do you have bows and arrows? Weapons they can practice on without wasting too much ammunition? My thought is to get them comfortable with the idea and the basics.” He didn’t add that bows and arrows would be the fallback plan if things with Tien went awry; there was no need to alarm anyone.

“It’s not normal.” The Sheriff looked toward the city, eyes full of unspoken emotion. “Givin’ hucows weapons is like givin’ ‘em to children. Doesn’t feel right.”

Ravenna’s wings flapped, drawing all of their attention. “When these girls come of age, you let them join harems or marry?”

Dusty nodded. “Of course.”

“Anyone old enough to have a child deserves the opportunity to protect their own,” the priestess said, her eyes flashing with amethyst fire. “What you’ve done for these hucow for so many years is admirable. But any woman who qualifies to have a mate should be treated as a woman regardless of her dialect. You’ve heard King Gabriel, the Tablet Wielding Herald of Emyra herself. As one of her priestesses, I second his suggestion. Organize the hucows and see which can learn in the time we have. Make them into more than victims.”

The woman’s impassioned speech surprised Gabriel, who turned to search her face. For all he’d thought he’d come to understand her, in a few seconds, she’d shown him otherwise. There was far more to the woman than he’d assumed.

“We’ll do it,” Ironhoof said, still reluctant but clearly moved by the Sorceress' logic. The other bulls, including Dusty, snorted, then gestured agreement.

Oakhorn waved toward a barn. “I know where we’ve got some spare bows and targets. We can get them set up right away.”

“Do that,” Gabriel affirmed, naturally taking command of the situation. “Dusty will introduce us to Tien. If things go the way I hope, he’ll come back shortly to help oversee things.”

They had a quick logistical discussion, with Gabriel telling the boys not to mention Shortbrick. If there were spies in town, they didn’t want word getting out. After that, Gabriel, Ravenna, and Dusty made their way north.

“That was well said,” Gabriel said to Ravenna, who’d returned to sitting in front of him.

“Of course it was. They were my words.”

He rolled his eyes, the rest of what he’d planned to say shelved.

She went on, “It helped that you so clearly saw the situation and were willing to call local customs out. Without your authority, I don’t know that they would have accepted clear sense.”

“Careful, that was almost a compliment,” he teased.

“Indeed. We wouldn’t want you to think you’d won the round.”

“Stubborn…” Clicking his teeth shut, he swallowed the complaints. No doubt she’d have counted getting under his skin as a win.

The terrain gradually changed to rocky soil and scrub brush. Craggy valleys opened before them, revealing colorful strata that reminded Gabriel of the Grand Canyon.

They slowed, taking their time lest their new mounts throw a shoe. Taking advantage of the quiet, Gabriel surveyed the surroundings, spotting dozens of local faunae, both monstrous and mundane. Most of the animals here looked similar to Earth variations, albeit with a hint of magical uniqueness. A swarm of crab-shaped monsters, barely larger than his closed fist, emerged briefly from behind a rockslide before scuttling away.

Apparently, the creatures were smart enough not to engage a clearly superior opponent.

After nearly two hours of careful navigation, they crested a rise and surveyed a hidden valley.

A homestead nestled below, beautiful in its isolation. The main house was modest but elegant, blending frontier architecture with refined Eastern influences. It had curved rooflines, careful stone work, gardens that spoke of decades of patient cultivation. Everything showed age and care in equal measure.

But the workshop caught Gabriel's attention and held it.

Even from this distance, he could see light flickering through the windows. Not firelight. Not lamplight. Something else entirely. Blue-white and impossibly bright, like captured lightning given form and purpose. Heat shimmered in the air above the structure, and Gabriel's Engineering skill identified the ways it resembled the one he and Gemma had crafted, but far more refined. This was closer to the Fakayren island, where the remnants of their once-great civilization waited to be reclaimed.

“That forge is supposed to be one of the few in Fate’s Dungeon hot enough to work Queststone,” Dusty remarked.

“Queststone?” Gabriel asked.

Lucielle was happy to provide a translation. “It’s a material that transmutes to meet the needs of an adventurer. Think of it as McGuffonium, or Unobtanium from Earth lore. The Fates give it as a reward to meet the need of those who quest for them.”

“But it takes a special forge to craft with it?”

“Mhm!” The Tablet bobbed in agreement. “Wouldn’t be much of a cool reward if there weren’t like…I don’t know, four or five people in all of the Wilds who could forge it, right?”

“I guess not.”

They descended the slope into the valley. As they approached, two figures emerged from the front door.

Ancient Tien was easily the oldest person Gabriel had seen in the Fae Wilds. He was also the first fox-kin he’d seen; or was the man a kitsune? With pointy ears and a vulpine nose, he was covered in silken silver-white fur. A mask of it framed his lined face, which was currently grimacing. Nine tails swayed behind him, each snowy white.

Beside him stood a hucow matron easily twice Maggie’s apparent age. With a pleasant, warm face with deep laugh lines, she was dressed in a wrap of silk that left only the bright glow of her tattoo on display. Her dark brown eyes were warm and full of intelligence as she took the trio in.

"Sheriff Dusty," Tien's voice was rough, matter-of-fact. "What brings you to my door? Have you come with adventurers?" He swept his piercing gaze across Gabriel and Ravenna, pausing at the gilded Tablet. “It would seem so.”

"Good to see you too, Ancient Tien," Dusty said, not rising to the bait. "And you as well, Sashona. I bring people who need your help."

Sliding off his porch, the elder approached Gabriel. For all his age, the smith moved with supernatural grace. Eyeing the Tablet, he mused, “This is new. And unexpected. Sashona, when was the last Questborne sent our way?”

"Not since you trained Matthew," she supplied gently.

“Ah, yes. That lad had such a foul mouth. I blame the pixies.” With a faint smile that subtly eased the kitsune man’s frown lines, he returned his attention to Gabriel. "And what does a Tablet Wielder want with an old kitsune smith?"

With a mental command, Gabriel directed his Tablet to reveal the quest to find the smith. "Five hucows have been kidnapped from Ambrosia Springs. They’re being held at a heavily guarded plantation. We think some foreigners mean to turn the local hucow population into breeding stock. From what we overheard, we have three days before several outsiders come to town, presumably to invest in this scheme, starting with the captive girls.”

He met Tien's eyes. "I’m the King of the Fae Islands, appointed by Emyra herself. I’ve given the order to train the local hucows to shoot, but we lack the weapons and ammunition to pull off an assault. I’m told you might be the only chance we have to turn the tide.”

“I don’t have enough guns to…” Tien’s protest stopped as Gabriel pointed at the rocky ground. Platinum light flashed down his arm, reassembling the loose rock into a crude sword.

The old man gasped, “You’re a Maker!”

“Eh, more I work for one.” Gabriel went on to explain how his Schematics worked. “If you can show me how to make what we need, I can produce versions with magic.”

Sashona, who’d been quiet during the discussion, called to her husband. “He’s been blessed by a Maker, husband. If he wishes touwu arm the hucows, I think you should listen. Saving lives has ever been your goal, has it not?”

With a gruff hiss, Tien grumbled, “Yes. Yes. And I am bound by the Fates. Very well, but you must know that learning smithing in three days, even with all the tools at my disposal, is impossible.”

“I know smithing,” Gabriel replied confidently. “I was trained by a Forge Elemental.”

“He sure does!” Lucielle piped up. “Technically, he knows the basics of every crafting skill now. That includes gunsmithing. And he’s way smarter than you might think by how handsome he is. Plus, he barely needs sleep.”

Gabriel shot the Mana Guide a glare.

With a long, slow breath, the elder nodded in acquiescence. “It would seem the Fates have arranged to put Tien to work again this day. However, before we begin, you will need to acquire special materials. Every time a Questbound has come to our settlement under similar circumstances, they’ve always needed to locate Queststone.”

Not surprised, Gabriel asked, "Where do we find it?"

Tien's smile was all toothy fangs. "That's the catch. It is a rare material found only in specific locations, usually guarded by significant threats. The nearest source I know of is in Deep Knell."

"Deep Knell?" Dusty's expression changed. "The chasm? Ancient Tien, that place is a death trap."

"It is," Tien agreed. "Which is why it has the Queststone. Deep Knell is home to what the locals call the Deeply Hungry Lady." His golden eyes gleamed with dark amusement. "A chasm fiend. Twenty feet of armored crustacean fury that's killed every adventurer who's tried to claim its territory in the last decade."

“Weren’t chasm fiends from that…” Gabriel let it go. The Fae Wilds weren’t a landscape where the Fates drew ‘obscure’ inspiration; it was literally based on the dreams and fantasies of humanity. By definition, it was a copywriting nightmare. "What do we need to know about the monster?"

Tien led them into the workshop. The interior stole Gabriel's breath. The forge dominated the space, its flames burning with a magically augmented blue-white flame. Heat radiated in waves that should have been unbearable, but was instead controlled, purposeful. Tools hung on every wall, each one crafted with the same precision as the space itself.

Sashona entered behind them, carrying a large book. "Tien keeps records of every notable creature and threat in the region. Here." She opened the book to a detailed drawing.

The chasm fiend was nightmare fuel. Twenty feet long, resembling a hideous cross between a crustacean and a walrus. Armored carapace, massive crushing claws, a mouth full of serrated teeth. Multiple attack methods documented: crushing, piercing, corrosive acid spray.

Tien said. "Deep Knell is a chasm with limited escape routes. The Deeply Hungry Lady knows every cave, every ledge, every tactical advantage. It's killed whole parties of five or six adventurers we sent to collect the stone."

"So we go in prepared," Gabriel said, studying the drawing. "We scout, we plan, we execute."

"You speak like a tactician," Tien observed.

"I think like an engineer," Gabriel corrected. "Same principles. Understand the problem, design a solution, implement it efficiently."

"And if your solution fails?"

"Then I adapt." Gabriel met the smith’s eyes. "I'm not walking away from those women. If the Deeply Hungry Lady is what stands between them and rescue, then she dies."

Something shifted in Tien's expression. The gruff skepticism faded, replaced by genuine respect. "You mean that."

"Every word."

"Then here's what you need to know." Tien pulled out several detailed sketches of Deep Knell's layout. "The chasm is accessible from the north ridge. The path down is treacherous—loose rock, vertical drops, predators in the caves. The fiend lairs in the deepest section, near an underground stream. The Queststone will appear in the reward chest once the monster is dead."

“Reward chest?”

Ding!

At his words, his Tablet spun a few times before presenting him with angular quest text, Yu Gothic maybe.

Optional Quest Discovered! Defeat the Legally Distinct Chasm Fiend
Details: The legally distinct chasm fiend ‘Deeply Hungry Lady’ has nothing in common with any of the books written by a man named Sando Branderson. This is an entirely unique, walrus-style crustacean. Also, it’s an optional boss. You know what that means right? This won’t be easy!
Rewards: 1/3rd of the Varsona seal (required to restore the island); Queststone sufficient to create 1 Legendary-quality magical rifle and 2 Epic quality six-shooters, or 2 Legendary-quality six-shooters and 1 Epic/lower quality rifle (various limitations apply, see disclaimer); limited permission to use firearms schematics; loot; experience.
Various Limits: Each island in the Fae Wilds has distinctive physics and magical properties. Firearms, even magical ones, simply will not operate on some of these. On others, you’ll discover limitations on range, speed, damage, and so on. There are lots of reasons for this, chief among them having to do with the fantasies that birth these islands. The main thing for you to remember is that you may forge badass firearms, but in a fantasy-bound locale, they may not work. Diversify your kit and you’ll be fine. Just don’t assume the Fates or the Bright Maker are deliberately trying to mess with you when your Tablet pops in with limitations.


“Wow. That’s a lot of disclaimers,” Gabriel observed.

Lucielle, all bright and sunshine, bobbed around inside the Tablet. “Aren’t you glad we got them out of the way now?”

“Good point.”

Ravenna gestured toward Tien. “You were telling us about the fiend’s capabilities?”

“Yes.” The elder’s already serious expression went positively somber. “You should understand these are not mindless beasts. They're intelligent, territorial, and they hold grudges. This one has been in Deep Knell for over decades. It knows every inch of that chasm."

"Does it have any weaknesses you can share?" Gabriel asked.

Tien tapped on the drawings, indicating sections as he listed them off. "The joints between carapace plates. The eyes. The mouth interior if you can get a shot in." He tapped his forehead. "But its greatest weakness is pride. Chasm fiends are apex predators. They don't expect prey to fight back effectively. If you can hurt it early, make it angry, it might make mistakes."

The trio each, in turn, studied the drawing. Dusty, who’d been in the Deep Knell before, would provide useful guidance. Ravenna, with her flying power and magic, would prove invaluable as a scout.

“Which leaves me as the tank and damage dealer,” Gabriel said, not liking his increasingly-default role. He had to remind himself that these were optional quests; ones that would give him advantages once he finally returned to his lovers and their settlement. In some ways, this felt like the Fates giving him direct assistance, within their own twisted logic.

Tien said, "If you return with the Queststone, I'll teach you everything you need to know to forge weapons worthy of a Warden." He offered his hand, and Gabriel shook it. The kitsune's grip was strong despite his age. "Don't die in that chasm. It would make my wife sad."

Sashona smiled fondly at her husband. “Uwusashona would indeed be quite sad. It’s past time for the hucows touwu stand up for themselves.”


Chapter 29: Subtle On The Way Down


“Do you have any materials I can use?” Gabriel asked. Over a quick snack of local lizards and refreshing fruits, he’d taken the time to consider the logistics of the fight to come. All those new skills jumping around in his head were causing a new problem: he had too many options now.

“I can sell you anything that’s not magical,” Tien answered. With a wave, Gabriel’s Tablet popped up with a Merchant Interaction interface.

It looked precisely like a 16-Bit version of a SNES game.

“You’re kidding me?” Gabriel muttered, to which Lucielle giggled.

“The perks of being a Tablet Wielder. You get your own merchant interface in places like this.” Her bright tone showed zero signs of embarrassment for the blatant rip-off.

A quick skim revealed precisely what he needed: bars of steel, already worked into lengths that would be easy for him to reshape with a Schematic. He bought six of the things for a handful of silver. When he did, Tien walked out of view and returned with a heavy leather pouch.

“One use transfer,” he explained at Gabriel’s curious look. “Some of us higher value merchants get to produce temporary ones for exchanges like this.”

Taking the pouch revealed its contents and details.

Item: Pouch of Transference
Details: This is a temporary magical item that will vanish after 10 minutes, depositing its contents on the nearest stable surface. You may interact with the bag with your Tablet or manually, as desired. Once emptied, the bag will disappear.
Contents: Six 10-foot-long steel bars (high quality)


Gabriel took the steel bars out. With the group watching, he applied a simple weapons schematic, turning each into a spear. The business end was flared and serrated, intended for use against overlapping plates. On the back, he’d added a curved hook, perfect for stepping on to set for a charge or catch a limb.

The weapons were simple enough that his Tablet didn’t give him any experience for the designs. On the plus side, Elder Tien appeared excited at the ease with which Gabriel applied his skills.

“Perhaps we can move mountains in three days,” he mused.

Collecting the spears, Gabriel tied them together with spare rope. It would be hazardous carrying them, but he’d rather have them made ahead of time than try summoning on the spot. Relying on that had nearly cost him once already.

Hydrated and fed, the group left their horses with the couple as they approached the chasm. It was a blessedly short walk. Dusty took the lead once they arrived, pointing at a switchback trail that seemed to wind for miles into the valley floor. It was barely wide enough for Ravenna, let alone the minotaur. “We need to be extra careful here. Lots of folk die just tryin’ to get down.”

Ravenna flexed her wings. “I can likely help. Gabriel?”

Gabriel, who’d been studying the terrain, gave her a small smile. “Thinking we rappel down?”

“Seems faster, assuming we have enough rope.”

“I’ve got some,” Dusty said, pulling a heavy pack off his back and retrieving a coil of heavy rope. “Figure we’ll want to secure those spears, too. Lower them down ahead of time, perhaps?”

“I’ll fly them down while you get things secure,” Ravenna offered.

“Nah, we can lower them below us as we go. Give me a second. We’ll need pitons.” Kneeling, Gabriel put his hand against the ground, eyes closed. “This land belongs to those descended from my people. I claim it.”

Lucielle made a delighted chirping sound. “Oh! This is allowed. But only a little.”

A faint glow swirled around his shoulders, conveying a sense of the ground just beneath him. It was far less distinct than the ruins he’d previously transformed; but was enough for him to use his powers. Trace minerals swirled together, creating half a dozen stone pitons.

“Will those hold my weight?” Dusty asked, eyeing them uncertainly.

Gabriel pointed to a nearby rock wall. “Let’s test it and find out.” Walking over, he slammed the piton into a small gap, his augmented strength allowing him to do the work of minutes in a single thrust. With it in place, he looped Dusty’s rope over the exposed end, then had the minotaur try dangling from it.

The piton bent slightly, but held.

“Likely best to use two as an anchor,” Gabriel observed. “No problem.”

With rope tied around their waists and the spears dangling beneath them, the trio leveraged Ravenna’s flight and Gabriel’s magical skills to rapidly descend the wall. The pitons likely made the descent far easier and safer than the long way, which was likely littered with unforeseen dangers.

Three-quarters of the way down, they spotted their first monster. As they bypassed a narrow lip of stone, a deep shadow stirred, dislodging a mountain lion with a scorpion’s tail. It hissed at the group, chitinous tail gleaming as it struck the stone wall with enough force to send a landslide falling toward them.

"Incoming!" Dusty shouted.

Ravenna flapped away as Gabriel plastered himself beneath an overhang. A fist-sized boulder clipped Dusty’s shoulder, sending him spinning. Tied to the minotaur, Gabriel gritted his teeth and shoved his fingers into thin gaps, using every bit of his strength to keep them, plus the spears, from falling.

With a hissed spell, Ravenna sent shadows and illusions into the cat’s face, distracting it long enough to give the dangling men a reprieve. Reaching out one-handed, the sheriff drew and fired his gun, the sound even louder than the avalanche.

The shot went through the cat’s shoulder, earning a cry of rage as it retreated.

No new threats made themselves known in the immediate aftermath, so the group redoubled their pace, relying on awkward hand and toeholds to take riskier routes to the chasm floor. They, along with their intact spears, made what would have likely been a four-hour journey in less than half that time.

At the base, they found a maze of broken stone and shallow, stagnant pools. Bones littered the ground, including those of what may have been ancient adventurers, judging by the occasional piece of rusted armor or broken weapon.

Monsterlore kicked in, combining with Survival to give Gabriel a surprising number of details about the monsters that might have been associated with various bites or melted bits of stone. “Acid, a beak, lots of angles,” he mused, pointing out what was rapidly becoming second nature. “It’s going to use its size to come at us from behind.”

Dusty grunted, clearly impressed.

A rumble echoed through the chasm, deep enough to vibrate in Gabriel's chest. “Well, there goes any hope for stealth.”

"Not that we were very subtle on the way down," Ravenna said sourly.

With a rumble of rubble, a nearby wall sank inward, rock falling away to reveal an enormous cave. And lumbering from within was the chasm fiend.

Tien had called it a cross between a crustacean and a walrus, but that description didn't capture the sheer wrongness of the thing. Twenty feet long and ten feet tall at its highest point, the creature's armored carapace gleamed wetly. Wagon-sized claws snapped with enough force to shear through stone. Its face was a horror—walrus tusks jutting from a crustacean mouth lined with serrated ridges. Multiple eyes dotted its shell, tracking them with alien intelligence.

The monster's bellow shook loose stones from the walls. It scuttled forward with incredible speed, closing the distance as Ravenna took to the air and Dusty fell back.

Turning its attention to Gabriel, the thing extended a hooked claw.

Snap! Snap!

The sound of chitin smacking together was like a bomb blast as he dove to the side, rolled on rocks, and came up with Duskbringer held at the ready. A quick snap of the wrist sent the blade against the armored hide with almost no effect.

Click-Click! The Deeply Hungry Lady’s mouth parts snapped together in a sound of amusement as she adjusted for another attack. In doing so, Gabriel saw tiny gaps between the articulated plates. Within them, he spotted lengths of dull, pink tissue flexing as she moved.

“Aim for the joints between the shell plates,” he shouted, running up the side of a wall to avoid another hit. Somersaulting in a back-breaking arch, he landed near the pile of tied spears. Ripping one free of the rope, he set for a charge, wedging the back end against stone and angling the tip as the monster struck again.

CRACK!

Gabriel’s spear buckled under the pressure as the tip sheared into a tiny gap at the base of the pincered claw. The successful attack sent a howl of rage from the monster and sent her scrambling back, her eyes wide with shock.

In flight, Ravenna used her magic with tactical brilliance. Dark tendrils lashed around the chasm fiend’s bulbous eyes, distracting her. Dusty, circling wide, fired at leg joints, the minotaur’s aim beyond reproach. The magical pellets did relatively little damage, but were great at annoying the thing.

RAAAAAAR!

Legs moving up the side of one wall, spider-like, the Deeply Hungry Lady opened her mouth toward the Sheriff.

"Move!" Gabriel yelled.

A stream of greenish acid erupted from the creature's maw. Dusty threw himself aside, but the acid caught his left arm. The minotaur's shirt dissolved, and his skin smoked. He bit back a scream, rolling away.

Gabriel hurtled the buckled spear with all his superhuman strength. The weapon flew true, striking the soft tissue at the chasm fiend’s exposed shoulder joint. The creature chittered in pain, ichor streaming from the wound.

Then it turned its full attention back to Gabriel.


Chapter 30: Gabriel Gets All The Women


Deeply Hungry Lady bowed her legs, then pushed off the walls, vaulting into the air. Gabriel didn’t have time to gawk. Diving, he leaped for the pile of spears, getting one up in time as the creature’s enormous bulk descended.

She landed off center, and he’d had just enough time to angle the barbed tip toward a fist-sized gap between her underplates. Ichor and chitin crushed into him as she landed, the spear going deep enough to earn a train’s whistle of agony. Thrashing wildly, she pulled herself away, legs knocking into him almost accidentally as she tried to create distance.

Unarmored, Gabriel was pummeled with hundreds of pounds of stone-like pressure, his hit points dropping palpably as he curled into a ball to protect his head from the worst of the damage.

Bang! Bang!

Dusty, howling, “I’m going to blind her!” was squeezing off rounds as fast as he could.

“I’ll use sounds to lure her off Gabriel,” Ravenna replied, illusion magic filling the air with a cacophony of deafening animal noises.

The chasm fiend, already trying to get away from Gabriel, cleared him. Dazed, he came to his feet, turning to see the monster leaking streams of pressurized ichor from a dozen small wounds and two large ones. His spear had done quite a bit of damage, but the weapon hadn’t been magical. Tablet-math told him he might have done eighty or ninety hit points’ worth with that shot, assuming he’d gotten multipliers from a critical attack.

For a monster this size, that was likely a drop in the bucket.

Snatching up his dropped saber, Gabriel ran after the distracted creature. Clothes in tatters, he jabbed and slashed, looking for any hint of vulnerable pink tissue. Combat Mobility proved worth its weight in gold, as he jumped up with a retaliatory slash, narrowly dodged a pincer that would have taken him in the back, and landed on the monster’s bleeding shoulder.

Snicker-Snack!

Duskbringer found a narrow opening at the base of an eye, sending up a fountain of filthy, acrid blood.

Mouth parts clicking desperately, the monster started up a wall with Gabriel still onboard. Leaning down, he grabbed a chitinous plate, using it to maintain his position as he stabbed into the gushing wound.

“She’s weakening!” Dusty called as the soft click of his revolvers running dry filled the chasm. He went for another spear, grabbing it and rushing beneath Gabriel’s position. “Drop her if you can!”

That was easier said than done.

The Deeply Hungry Lady had ascended a solid thirty feet. Even with Gabriel hacking at what should have been delicate bits, she was too cunning and tough to go down easily. A smaller limb articulated over an edge of her shell, clipping and pinching to dislodge her unwanted rider. He slashed wildly, deflecting the reaching appendage.

“Running low on mana,” Ravenna called, the slowing sound of her wings making it clear that wasn’t all she was running out of. It wasn’t like they’d had a long rest before taking on this optional boss.

Recognizing that he had to take a risk, Gabriel relaxed his hold, then snatched himself upward. Hurtling above the monster, he kicked off a bloody ridge to reach the big claw anchoring her to the wall. A smaller, secondary limb clipped his legs, nearly sending him off course. Fresh pain clawing at his focus, Gabriel snapped out a desperate strike.

It struck true.

Ichor gushed from the joint, the limb spasming and costing the chasm fiend her hold. Gabriel fell, grabbing a walrus tusk as, scrambling, she slid toward Dusty’s waiting spear.

Hack! Hack! SNAP!

Hacking at anything in range to keep the half-blinded monster distracted, Gabriel did his best not to inhale. The thing’s breath was rancid.

CRUNCH!

The Deeply Hungry Lady spasmed as her tail end sank onto the crude weapon. At the same time, Gabriel jammed his saber into one of her few intact eyes, jamming it deep and twisting.

That did it.

Shrieks dying into unconscious thrashing, the monster’s legs spasmed in horrific, dangerous death throes.

Covered in ichor and seriously injured, Gabriel tumbled free. He landed hard, finding the acid-burned Dusty nearby, the minotaur having been forced to execute the same maneuver.

Cha-Ching! His Tablet spun around, projecting fireworks into the air.

“You did it!” Lucielle called happily. Separating from the Tablet, the Mana Guide zipped into the open cave, where she called excitedly, “Hey! Over here! The treasure chest! It’s here!”

Sitting against a boulder, things likely broken inside his body, Gabriel grimaced. “Give us a second.” He looked around, spotting Ravenna landing heavily nearby. The woman looked nearly as bad as he felt, her pale skin positively gray.

“Too much mana use,” she explained through tight lips. “Need two or three days to recover and I’ll be fine.” He noted that she didn’t mention her wings, which suggested her back was likely an aching, knotted mess, too.

Dusty had fared a bit worse than either of them, but only by virtue of not having a Tablet. One arm had second-degree acid burns. Gabriel applied bandages and simple ointments collected from the mainland as soon as he could move, his Field Medicine skill guaranteeing the minotaur would regenerate a few hit points provided he rested.

Ding!

Gabriel’s Tablet rotated into view.

Congratulations! You have earned a super-secret bonus reward!


“Huh?” Confused, he read on.

Details: The Bright Maker is pleased with your recent choices. Choosing to arm the hucows, working tactically with the priestess, Ravenna, and using your skills to create advantages that allowed you to overcome the optional boss have moved him.
Reward: You have gained the chasm fiend Monster Seed. What are Monster Seeds? Keep adventuring to find out. Maybe Yulia will help…


“Oh, screw you,” Gabriel growled, rolling his eyes and hiding the Tablet before Ravenna could take an interest. Based on the way things were going, he was coming to assume that freeing Yulia wouldn’t open a can of worms, but all of them.

With the notification nagging at the back of his mind, the group went into the exposed cave. Lucielle, still circling and bouncing, was positively giddy, as she illuminated the giant golden treasure chest of the optional boss.

Gabriel crossed to it and pushed it open. His Tablet helpfully codified the contents.

Optional Boss Loot Summary
Copper: 15,211
Silver: 38,830
Gold: 19,581
Platinum: 455
Assorted, High-Quality Gems: 527
Magical Item: Scroll of Aquatic Freedom
Description: This scroll may be used to cast Aquatic Freedom once. An experienced magic user may instead add it to their spell book.
Magical Item: Seal of Varsona (Fragmented—2 of 3 collected)
Queststone: 30lbs


The contents of the chest, including chunks of gunmetal gray rocks Gabriel assumed were Queststone, slurped into his new dungeon storage bag, freeing them to start the ascent to Tien’s.

“Let’s hope the battle scared any smaller monsters off,” Dusty said, looking down at his empty revolvers. “Low on pellets.”

Gabriel hoped so, too.

“Oh! Also!” Lucielle zipped into the Tablet, which swapped to a combat summary screen. “You’re level fourteen now. Wanna assign some points?”

Moving ahead of his allies, Gabriel nodded. “Might as well. Standard two points for each skill.”

Ding! “Done. And Attributes?”

“Let’s do four for Endurance, six for Presence, and five for Foresight this time. I want that long-term planning benefit.”

“And to make sure you can outlast your growing harem?” Lucielle’s tone was more excited than mocking.

“Making sure I can fight, craft, and take care of the women I care about,” he corrected gently. “Unlike some people, I think about more than sex.”

“Uh huh.” She giggled skeptically.


Milestone 6: Updated Character Sheet


Note: It’s time to update Gabriel’s stats again! Fans who love their LitRPG, stay a while and listen. Everyone else, feel free to skip ahead.

Combat Experience Awarded: 3,500

Bonus Experience Awarded (Creativity): 6,270

Level 14 Changes

Total Experience: 68,172

Experience to Level 15: 6,522 of 15,000

***

Core Statistics

Glyph Slots: 6 (Increases to 8 at level 15)

Hit Points: 304 (10 base + 294 for 14 levels); Regenerates 21%/hour (25% of current Endurance of 84)

Mana: 468 (10 base + 224 for 14 levels, doubled by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King); Regenerates 42%/hour (50% of current Presence of 68, enhanced by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King)

Attributes

Strength - 63

Grace - 59

Endurance - 84 (+4): You now gain 21 hit points per level. Your total hit points have been increased to 304.

Presence - 68 (+6): Your leadership aura has improved. This gives willing followers a 14% improvement to all activities you endorse and an equal bonus to all diplomatic actions.

Foresight - 53 (+5): Time needed to perform any crafting task, engineering work, or long term planning using skills, including schematics, has been reduced by 10%.

Intelligence - 66

***

Active Skills

Combat Tactics: 26 (+2) – Critical strike bonus increases to 78%

Combat Mobility: 24 (+2) – Dodge chance is increased to 24%, and weird movement is increased to 72%

Civil Engineering: 7 (+2) – Provides 7% global benefit to productivity, morale, and commerce

Advanced Construction and Engineering: 9 (+2) – Development and construction time reduced by 4.5%

Crafts (Global): 10 (+2) – Equivalent of 2 years of training in all common and uncommon crafts

Glyph Skills

All Glyph skills automatically match the highest active skill rank of 26 and require the listed glyph to be active.

Stealth (Glyph of the Scout): 10 mana for 10 min invisibility, 1 min cooldown; +5 bonus when Survival skill active.

Diplomacy (Glyph of Diplomacy): World lore and region knowledge; resistance to influence effects.

Arcane Knowledge (Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King): General knowledge of magical concepts and spells.

Monsterlore (Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering): Familiarity with monstrous biology, culture, and construction.

Inactive Skills

Field Medicine: 10

Survival: 21

Herbalism: 20

Siege Smith: 21

***

Current Glyph Configuration (6 slots)

Note: Swapping to a different glyph takes 8 hours. The current configuration may still be used during the wait.

Visionary Path

Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-2)

Glyph of Accuracy

Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King

Strategist Path

Glyph of the Scout

Glyph of the Survivalist

Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering


Chapter 31: Getting a Good Grip on Things


The climb back to Tien's forge took three long, hard hours. Gabriel's body ached with every step. Even with accelerated healing, the flesh visible through his tattered clothes was purple and yellow. Dusty favored his good arm, the acid burns on the other wrapped tight under fresh bandages.

Only Ravenna seemed unscathed, her shadow magic having kept her clear of the creature's thrashing limbs. Despite her lack of wounds, the woman plodded along at a glacial pace. More than once, Gabriel had to stop and carry her as the precarious terrain proved too difficult for the drained mage's reserves.

Fortunately, no monsters challenged their ascent.

"Sashona's going to mother-hen us into oblivion," Dusty predicted as they crested the final ridge.

"Let her." Gabriel put Ravenna down, his body having recovered substantially during the climb. Still, nearly having his back broken had left him stiff and in need of a long break. "We earned it."

The elder hucow met them as they approached the house, her eyes widening as she took in their battered state. "Oh! Oh no! Inside, all of you! Uwusashona will get salves and bandages. Poor maccari girl, youwu look so drained."

"I'm fine," Ravenna protested, but the elderly hucow was already ushering them toward the main house with surprising strength for someone her size.

"Fine, she says! Fine, with skin gone all touwu ashes." She clucked her tongue, the sound both scolding and affectionate. "Ancient Tien! Your new student returns victorious but injured! Come help Uwusashona tend to them!"

The old kitsune appeared from the workshop, his golden eyes taking in their condition. "The chasm fiend gave you trouble."

"You could say that," Dusty muttered.

"But you prevailed." Tien's gaze found Gabriel's storage bag. "And you have the Queststone." It wasn't a question.

"Thirty pounds." Gabriel patted the bag. "Plus, some magical odds and ends."

"Good." Tien gestured toward the house. "Then let Sashona fuss. Your bodies need rest before we begin crafting. The Queststone isn't going anywhere, and weapons forged in haste serve no one."

Gabriel wanted to argue that they had too little time to delay, but his body had other ideas. Now that the adrenaline was fading, exhaustion crashed over him like a wave. Physical exertion still had a price, no matter how dramatically his stats reduced it.

Sashona settled them in the main house's sitting room, producing an alarming array of medical supplies. She worked with practiced efficiency, re-bandaging Dusty's arm with fresh Ambrosia-derived salves and applying cooling poultices to Gabriel's fading bruises. She even checked Ravenna over despite the priestess's protests.

"Ravenna-lady may be unbruised, but Ravenna-lady has shadows under eyes." Sashona declared. "Magic costs, yes? Uwusashona knows. When her magic fades, the only thing that replenishes it is a good Ambrosia milking from my love. Hold still dearies, Uwusashona will fetch refreshments."

The matron brought hearty stew, fresh bread, and a spicy shepherd's pie, along with flagons of Ambrosia-augmented water. Gabriel ate mechanically, his body demanding extra fuel to power the healing processes. Across the table, Dusty did the same. Ravenna, ravenous once she'd started, ate half a pie by herself.

"Sleep," Tien said when the meal was done. "Sashona has prepared rooms. Morning will come soon enough, and with it, work."

Gabriel didn't have the energy to argue. They were shown to two guest rooms—simple but comfortable, with beds that looked impossibly inviting. He helped Ravenna undress and tossed aside his tattered clothes without comment.

The two settled into bed, her bareness against his increasingly comfortable after days of practice. Sleep claimed them both before they could think of so much as a goodnight kiss.

***

CLANG! CLANG!

Gabriel woke to the sound of a hammer on an anvil. Seeing Ravenna was somehow still asleep despite the noise, he extricated himself from her tight embrace and dressed quietly. Standing over the priestess for a beat, he studied her face. In slumber, she softened from lusty temptress to a young woman. It wasn't fair how much that softness lured him in, making him want to protect her.

"You know what she's really like," he murmured, shaking his head and leaving the room to seek out Tien.

The kitsune was already at work in the forge, the blue-white flames casting dancing shadows across the workshop walls.

"Are you up early?" Gabriel asked, gesturing at the still-dark sky.

"I've never needed much sleep. Kitsune chosen by the Fates and all that." Tien's tails swished with amusement. "Besides, I've been designing your weapons since you left. Come. Let me show you what we're making."

He spread drawings across his workbench—technical schematics drawn to a degree of precision that would have impressed someone with twenty years of AutoCAD experience.

There were three of them, each with paragraphs of annotations.

"This," Tien tapped the first drawing, "will be your rifle. I've decided it should be Legendary quality. Doing so will consume too much material to produce another rifle of the same pedigree. In the interests of catering to your skills, I figured we'd use the rest to create two Epic-quality six-shooters."

Gabriel ran his fingers across the paper, working through it. "You're saying the amount of material limits us. Could we produce two Legendary six-shooters if we wanted?"

"Yes, but then you'd have a very low-tier magical rifle at best. If you'd like, I can rearrange the calculations to accommodate that instead."

After brief consideration, Gabriel decided Tien was making the right call. "No. That sounds good. Please, continue."

Tien pointed at the component parts for the rifle, identifying them with a scientist's precision. When he finished, he added, "It'll be a lever action, with a range of three hundred yards. We won't know what magical enhancements the Fates bless it with until we're done."

The overall design had a far longer barrel than he'd seen the locals using. This was closer to what modern Earth snipers would use. No doubt Ravenna would comment about the 'length' of his weapon. "How many rounds can it hold?"

"Four." Tien held up four clawed fingers.

"Why so few?"

"It's what the stone wants." Tails twitching, the kitsune pointed toward a small shrine of the three Fates near the rear of the forge. Another, this one of Emyra as a feminine tree, rested beside them. "I received inspiration during my morning meditation."

"Fair enough."

They moved on to the other weapons—six-shooters, a matched pair. "These will have shorter barrels, so you're looking at twenty-five to thirty yards."

"Understood. And ammunition?"

The elder gestured to a simple-looking black box with a heavy lever attached, sitting at one side of the room. "Simple. You pump mana in and pull the lever. Magic pellets come out. We adjust the dial based on the type you need. Hopefully, that will trigger a Schematic for you. If not, you may be more limited than either of us would like."

"Fingers crossed." Gabriel inhaled, looked around, then cracked his knuckles. "Shall we begin?"

"Of course. There's no more time for relaxation."

They started with the tools. Tien walked through the advanced equipment and machinery, each enchanted to provide incredible advantages. Hammers could be adjusted to strike with more or less force. Tongs took voice commands and could hold material in place without clamps. There wasn't one furnace but six, each with different nuances.

Gabriel saw hints of Gemma in the designs and picked up the use of each item with ease. Hefting a resizing hammer, he barely withheld a pang. Touching it reminded him of how long he'd been without her. He made a mental promise to spend quality time with his Forge Elemental as soon as he was home.

Once he'd demonstrated skill with each of the tools, Tien ran him through multiple calibration quizzes, making sure his Skills provided the specificity they'd require. Gabriel's Tablet-augmented mind proved more than the smith's equal, citing melting temperatures at different widths for a variety of metals.

"Surprisingly adequate," Tien announced shortly after the sun crested the horizon. "We begin with teaching you to work Queststone, then we start with the barrel."

The magical questing stone proved exceptionally easy to work, the material flowing like clay and hardening far beyond steel when magical flames were applied. Using Tien's tools and following the design guidelines proved more difficult, with the two working through each painstaking step to ensure absolute precision.

Two hours after they'd begun the glowing barrel left its final quench. The material held its distinctive iridescent quality even after working, light playing across its surface in patterns that shifted and flowed.

"My teacher," Tien said as they paused for lunch, "was a Fakayren elder. She taught me that every weapon has a soul. Not literally, but close enough. The intent you put into creation shapes what emerges."

"What intent are we putting into this?"

"Sovereignty and responsibility." Tien's golden eyes were serious. "The responsibility of a king for his people. Precision over brutality, effectiveness over cruelty."

Gabriel thought about the five hucows in their ridiculous, frilly gowns, terrified and alone. About Shortbrick's betrayal and the buyers planning to use them like livestock. Those girls weren't his, not really. But they carried the spark of Emyra in them, which made them his responsibility.

"I understand,” he replied with a thoughtful nod.

They moved to the chambering mechanism next. This was even more delicate work—the lever’s cycle had to be reliable even under combat stress. Smooth action was critical. He wouldn't want a weapon that would stop working at the wrong moment. He vividly remembered the fight with the Mollusk; that jam had been almost fatal.

"The lever is the weapon's heart," Tien explained. "If this fails, everything fails. The margins with which you design it must be precise enough that you can cycle rounds without thinking about it. Too long, it will catch. Too short, they will refuse to load."

Gabriel's Engineering skill turned the problem over, analyzing tolerances and mechanical relationships. "The lever action needs to both eject the spent cartridge case—or magic, I guess—and chamber the next seamlessly."

"Exactly." Tien's approval was evident. "Most smiths focus on the barrel and forget that the mechanism is equally important. You're thinking like a craftsman, not just a wielder."

They worked through the afternoon, Gabriel's hands shaping metal under Tien's guidance. The old kitsune had centuries of experience, and every suggestion refined Gabriel's technique. Heat the metal here. Cool it there. Work this section harder. Let that portion rest.

Ravenna appeared shortly after midday with food. She watched Gabriel work for several minutes before speaking. "You're good at this."

"Surprised?"

"A little." She studied the half-finished rifle. "I've met few with a maccari's love of details. Watching you craft by hand is a reminder."

"A reminder of?"

"How long it's been since you've been inside me."

He arched a brow. "Over the soreness?"

"At an acceptable level," she corrected, chin tipped up like her very nobility was on the line. "I do not give up easily, King Gabriel. You will see. My body will learn. In time, you will falter before I do."

He snorted. "Not unless you come at the end of a long night with Raquel and Gemma."

He immediately learned why that was the wrong thing to say.

Ravenna's cheeks flushed, eyes narrowing. But this wasn't outrage. Not at all. Teeth flashing into view, she smiled wickedly. "Perhaps there is benefit in arrangements with the other girls after all."

And with that, she walked away, hips swaying hard enough to tell him she knew he was looking.

Damn. What had he done?

He and Tien worked until evening, only stopping when the elder declared the lever complete. Gabriel tested the lever action—eject, chamber, ready for the next shot. The motion was fluid, natural, requiring no conscious thought.

"Good work," Tien said, genuine satisfaction in his voice. "Tomorrow we'll complete the stock, trigger mechanism, and sights. Then assembly and testing."

Gabriel studied the components laid out on the workbench. The Queststone barrel gleamed with that distinctive inner light. The cylinder mechanism represented hours of precise work. But it was still pieces, not yet a weapon.

"How long until it's ready?"

"Noon tomorrow, if we maintain this pace." Tien's tails swished thoughtfully. "The six-shooters will go faster once we finish the rifle—same principles, smaller scale. And the ammunition is effortless. In fact, we can punch some off now to take advantage of your mana recovery, if you want."

Gabriel did the math. Noon tomorrow for the rifle. Afternoon for the six-shooters. That left them the third day—their final day before the auction—to plan and execute the assault.

The timeline was tight, but it was possible.

"Yeah, let's do that."

Using the magic pellet maker proved refreshingly simple. Gabriel put his hand on a gemstone aperture, willed his mana into it, and pulled a cranking lever. For three mana, he got one pellet of any caliber he wanted.

"The cartridge case dissolves quickly after ejection, and comes out hot," Tien explained.

As they'd hoped, his Tablet dinged with a new Schematic.

Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Magic Pellet (All Calibers)
Mana Cost: 10
Range: 5 feet
Requirements: N/A or 1 Magic Essence per pellet
Casting Time: 10 seconds
Description: Creates up to 5 magic pellets of the desired caliber at a time. These function precisely like Earth bullets, including combusting upon hammer impact. Unlike standard munitions, however, the cartridge cases dissolve after use. Pellets decay naturally over time, taking approximately 2 years to lose their potency.
Discovery Experience Awarded: 100
Experience to Level 15: 6,622 of 15,000


The two celebrated with an exchanged smile. Gabriel, recognizing the need for his mana on the gun Schematics he hoped to get the next day, took a few minutes to drain his mana in producing pellets for revolvers and rifles. Tien helped, collecting the results in small wooden barrels they would haul back to town on the third day.

Later, as Gabriel felt the drain of an empty mana pool, Sashona appeared in the doorway. "Mind taking a break touwu help with a couple chores? We've got some livestock that needs tending, Tien, and Dusty is asking touwu talk with Gabriel here while I re-bandage his arm."

"A wise man never angers his bride," the kitsune replied, giving Gabriel a gentle arm squeeze. "We resume in half an hour. No longer."

Gabriel accompanied Sashona into the main house, where he found Dusty with his arm wrapped in bandages.

"How's the forge work coming?" Dusty asked, his voice a little tight. Clearly, the acid had done more damage than either of them had expected.

"Rifle barrel and lever are done," Gabriel reported. "Tomorrow, we finish it, then move to the six-shooters. We'll be armed and ready with a day to spare."

"Good." Dusty met his eyes. "Because those women are running out of time, and if anything happens to me, I'm trusting you to do what needs doing."

"I will."

Gabriel helped Sashona clean and re-bandage the wound. Dusty would be able to fight—his experience and skill made him dangerous even injured. But he'd be compromised, slower, less effective.

It was another variable in an already complex tactical equation.

For dinner, the hucow surprised him with a gift: three plaid shirts and matching denim pants. They were made of local materials, but felt like cotton.

"Our son's," she explained at his delighted surprise at none of them being Hawaiian-themed.

After they'd eaten, both hosts and Dusty retired to bed. The minotaur sheriff was committed to resting, while the kitsune and his wife preferred to start their days before dawn. That left Gabriel and Ravenna to wander into the forge where they both inspected the work so far.

The glistening beauty of the half-completed weapon against the backdrop of dim forge fire was shockingly beautiful. Although even that vaunted atmosphere paled in comparison to the beauty of his companion as she slid her smooth scaled hand into his.

"It's going to be magnificent," she declared.

"I hope so. If it gets me what I need to help people, that's all that matters."

"You know what else will be magnificent?"

"Hrm?"

"This." With a single, smooth step, she moved before him and settled onto her heels. The pale expanse of her breasts awash with flickering fire and shadow, she reached up to take the stack of new clothes from his hands. "Here. Let me help you."


Chapter 32: Dancing Fire and Shadow


Gabriel looked behind them, at the heavy door separating the forge area from their host’s home. The lights inside were out. Beyond that, he doubted either of the forge’s owners would mind whatever Ravenna was up to.

“Aren’t you still tired?”

Fingers sliding across the tattered remnants of his pants, the woman could not have been more captivating. With half of her body drenched in shadow and the other half dancing flame, every silken inch of her flesh seemed to glow. Her purple eyes met his as she tugged roughly once, fully disrobing his lower body.

“Not only am I not tired,” she replied, voice husky with desire, “I am also aware of what I will face when we return to your future wives.” Leaving his shirt on, she leaned forward, exhaling warm breath across his shaft. Her sharp-tipped fingers crept up his thighs as she teased him into an almost instant erection.

“What do you think you’ll face when we return?”

“Three women who have known your body longer than I have, all of whom will want time with you. No doubt they will realize my potential as a rival and work hard to outstrip my progress.”

Knowing that this type of speech was part of Ravenna’s odd form of foreplay, Gabriel went against his instincts. Instead of trying to diffuse, deflect, or calm the woman kneeling at his feet, he leaned into it. It wasn’t like the other option would change her behavior.

Now, how to channel one of Albrecht’s books…

It clicked: Full melodramatic, self-centered, narcissist with a foul mouth.

“You know what,” he said, deliberately making his voice husky, “you’re right.”

Her nostrils flared, eyes widening.

“Gemma and Raquel practically worship my cock. Some nights for hours. And they make me come two or three times each, and that’s before I take them. In every conceivable, depraved way.”

Mouth working, she’d frozen in place, hands on either side of his shaft. There was no hurt in her expression; if anything, her dilated pupils told an entirely different story. “M…more, please. Tell me about how fierce my competition will be.”

Leaning forward, deliberately towering over her to throw his face as much in shadow as hers, he did just that. “By the time I’m done using their holes, they are dripping with their orgasms.” He paused, hesitant to cross some metaphorical line, then went with it anyway. “And we never finish without both covered in my cream. I don’t think you can imagine satisfying a man like me by yourself. Not unless you truly apply everything you know.”

Gluck.

The sound of her swallowing was loud over the crackle of the forge fire. Her pink tongue appeared, lathed across her plump lips, as she huskily promised, “I…I will. I’ll apply everything. No. I’ll learn from them. They will teach me. And I’ll surpass them. You’ll see.” Just when he thought she couldn’t sound any more turned on, she shifted to put her mouth against the head of his cock. Looking up at him, determination and desire scored deep in her angular features, she said, “And when you finally free Yulia, she won’t have a snowball’s chance in a demon’s ass to compete with a tenth of what I’ve accomplished.”

Pressing kisses across the underside of his shaft, she noisily slurped one of his balls into her mouth. One free hand slid across his shaft as the other drew nails beneath the tattered remnants of his shirt, drawing marks across his skin.

“Make me feel your strength, my King,” she begged, her tone an incomprehensible mixture of raw need and fierceness.

He knew what she wanted. Fingers sinking into her hair, down to the scalp, he pulled her up, took aim, and shoved his cock into her mouth. She opened wide, lips folding over sharp teeth and pushing herself forward, leaning into his pull until his manhood filled her throat.

Glurrrck! Grgggkkkk ooooooh.

The liquid sounds of her choking lasted for a few seconds before she figured out how to adjust her position to make more room. As she took him deeper, the sounds of her pleasure overwhelmed everything else. With his hand on her head, forcing her deeper, exerting total command, the Sorceress was overwhelmed with desire.

Unffffhhhhh.

“Fuck my face,” she said around his shaft. It came out mangled, but he got the idea.

He pressed harder, using the leverage from her hair to deliberately choke her on his width. Holding for a count of ten, he pulled back far enough to hear her gasp. His shaft was covered in spit and her eyes were red. At her first panted breath, she groaned, hips arching.

“I’m, oh…. fuck, yes. Gabriel. Please. Use me. I’m going to…”

Shoving her head down, he stole her breath yet again as she rocketed into a moaning, intense orgasm.

“Ohhhhhhh, fuccckkkkkkkk,” she managed as her hips rocketed back and forth hard enough to nearly make him stagger.

Tugging her to her feet before she finished, he gripped her hips and shoved her onto a table. He grabbed a mallet and commanded, “Hold this still.” Fishing for her hands, he pulled them above her head and put the magical implement in place, the enchantment activating to keep the contents beneath it still.

He had, in effect, locked her in place. Technically, she could wiggle free, but she didn’t even try. Instead, she curled her fingers in place and locked her thighs together, eyes flashing fiercely as she snarled, “I won’t be easy like Yulia. You won’t have me until I’m ready.”

Yeah. Right.

Gabriel leaned forward, pressing his knee between her legs. She fought back, smiling, yet teeth bared. “Not until I’ve made you beg,” she growled.

“I prefer when the one begging is you,” he said. This time, the phrase he was sure he’d heard Albrecht muttering to himself, came a little easier.

“Ohhhhhh,” she groaned. “Make me. Take me until I’m begging you to stop, and don’t. Don’t ever stop. I can’t stand how good it feels to be sore from you all day.”

At the last sentence, she clamped her mouth shut like she’d given too much away.

No matter, Gabriel’s pressure had done its work. Moving between her thighs, he shoved into her roughly. The woman wasn’t just wet, she was drenched. Impaling the textured, greedy depths of her pussy, he leaned over her.

Locking eyes, he growled, “You feel that? That’s me claiming what’s mine. Say it. Tell me, and I’ll give you more.”

She didn’t even hesitate. “Uhhhh, please. You can’t stop. Gabriel, I’m yours. Mate bonded. My pussy is yours. Just, please. Don’t stop.”

He didn’t.

“Ohhhhhh, goddess. Again. Aaaaagain already. This. Isn’t. Fair.”

For all her protestations and pretense of being helpless, Ravenna was not done giving back. Hooking her legs around his lower back, she drew him into her. Wings flexing, abdomen rippling, she used every muscle in her body to deepen each thrust. Her tunnel gripped him, milking with determination that suggested she’d been flexing her Kegel muscles for their next rematch.

Gabriel’s stats didn’t reduce his sensation. At her moaning cries and determined, begging, he came with her.

“Don’t…. don’t stop. More.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” he snarled, leaning down to pull her robe free. Biting at her purple-tinted nipples hard enough to earn shocked moans, he arched his hips. Grinding against the equivalent of a human woman’s g-spot cost him. The overlapping ridges inside her resisted the pressure, adding more than a little pinching pain.

It was well-worth it though.

“Huuuunnnghhhhhhhh, fuuuuuck you,” she snarl-cried as the outline of his cock swelled against her taut, rippling stomach as she hit a new high.

When she began wailing in pleasure, he had no choice but to smother it with a kiss. Mouth on hers, blood drawn in now-familiar pressure, they kissed as he rolled his hips. The first time he made her cum that way was an experiment. The next six were him giving into the trope. She wanted a bad guy? He’d show her a bad guy.

She may have overestimated her staying power compared to his.

When he finally eased up, changing from assaulting that trigger button within her depths, she was a drooling, cross-eyed mess. “Dhnnnnhnngh. Don’t. Unnfhhh. Stop.” She flopped, the motion doing fun things to her perky breasts and little else. Slipping her hands from beneath the mallet, she tried wiping at her mouth. It just smeared their bloody kisses everywhere.

Sensing that they’d come to her physical limit, he began the painful process of easing himself free.

That earned him a firm headshake. “Not until you’re done. I want to take all you can give.”

“Ravenna, you’ll hurt yourself if I keep going.”

“Don’t. Fucking. Care. Use me up. We’ve got a day and a half. Ambrosia water. I’ll recover. Please.” Eyes focusing, she leaned up. Using her wings to brace her back and her legs around his hips, she somehow found the strength to climb into his arms, the act forcing him into her very depths. “I need to know how far I have to go.”

That last wasn’t a challenge. It wasn’t foreplay banter; this was real. A woman woken to a new world, falling deeply into an emotional bond, and wanting the comfort of the familiar: power exchange at its most basic and intense.

To Ravenna, this was romance.

“Okay,” he said, kissing her tenderly, once. Then, all raspy, he growled, “You won’t walk straight for a week, I promise.”

Flipping her around, bending her over the very table he’d been forging on merely hours ago, he fucked her. Hard. For a very, very long time.

And with each thrust, the faintly glowing amulet thwap-thwapped against her breasts.


Interlude: Ravenna Left It On (Yet Again)


Laughter echoed through the crisp night air as Gemma stumbled through another attempted dance move. Her oversized t-shirt, emblazoned with "I <3 THE 90s" in neon pink letters, threatened to slip off one shoulder. The fabric bunched awkwardly around her hips as she tried to coordinate the footwork Albrecht was describing from his increasingly dog-eared manual.

It didn’t help that they’d been ‘practicing’ for so long the bonfire’s light had begun dwindling.

"No, no, Milady Gemma," the tomatsu insisted, his nasal voice conveying both pomposity and genuine distress. "The instructions clearly indicate the left foot pivots before the hip rotation. Otherwise, it’s not a Macarena; you’ll have gone into another dance called the ‘Criss-Cross’. I think. Maybe.”

"Left foot pivot, then rotate the hips. Got it." Resetting her stance, Gemma grinned. Learning dance moves from books was difficult, but she’d been having fun with the practice.

Seated at a table closer to the fire, Raquel bounced with infectious enthusiasm, her Aether-rimmed eyes aglow and tail wagging excitedly. She'd claimed a baggy shirt reading "Talk to the Hand" with an oversized palm print, paired with aggressively purple cargo pants covered in unnecessary zippers.

“You’re doing great, Gemma!” she called encouragingly. Turning to a shadow, where an equine shape watched with a horsey expression of amusement, she added, “Isn’t she?”

Bjorna, the leader of the Citrinan horses, lifted her lips to reveal carefully maintained white teeth. “Yes, dear. Quite.” Her Nordic accent concealed most of the sarcasm.

Spiraled nearby, Mr. Dawkins gyrated like he was an epileptic. His treasured hat bobbed and swayed as he attempted to make it flop about in a truncated version of the mysterious ‘Macarena’. Fake, overstuffed, breasts bounced and bobbed as the arms flailed wildly.

"Observe, mein ladies!" he announced in his thick German accent. "I have mastered the art of pillocostal boogie! See how the udders sway with rhythmic precision!"

The hat flopped sideways, entirely covering one of his bright eyes.

“Hrm,” the snake muttered, head jerking to flop the pillow into a more-or-less upright position. “Perhaps it’s the wrong rhythm. Could we try Cotton-Eye Joe again?”

Albrecht, who had the solar powered music box to one side of his seat, shook his head emphatically. “I’ve told you, that song isn’t in any of the books. It has no rhythm!” Gesturing wildly, the book clutched in his good hand, ‘Popular Dance Moves of the 90s and 2000s’, brushed a stack of well-read romance books he kept on-hand.

"There is plenty of rhythm," Mr. Dawkins sniffed, head bobbing up and down. The pillow’s limbs jerked wildly, one breast zipping up over the hucow head and the other flopping the opposite direction. "When mein king returns, he will see Mr. Dawkins' dedication to ze cultural arts und weep with joy."

"He'll weep with somethin'," Gemma said, laughing despite herself as she extended her arms, one at a time, to begin the dance anew.

“Oh! I have an idea.” Bounding to her feet, Raquel crossed to the muscular, blonde Forge Elemental. “May I?” She pointed at Gemma’s hips.

“Like you need to ask,” the other girl replied, rolling her eyes. “What’s your idea, honey?”

Flushed with joy, the hound girl wrapped her hands around Gemma’s hips. “Try moving it like this. A pendulum, like Albrecht said.” Working together, the two managed to diverge the Macarena into a hip-swaying, arm jerking variant that was simultaneously sexier and sillier.

“Gabriel is going to love that one,” Bjorna observed dryly.

Neither woman noticed the horse’s lack of enthusiasm. Laughing and swaying together, they gave themselves to the music.

In the time since their awakening, the two had grown much closer. Both as Gabriel’s future wives, and as friends. If there was one thing that Gabriel’s absence had given them, it was focused time together. Their deepening friendship and trust showed in their every movement and delighted smile.

The amulet around Gemma's neck pulsed with warm light, interrupting the dance. "Good evening, Sisters," Serafina's voice carried its usual sultry warmth. "I hope I'm not interrupting your cultural education. Though I must say, Mr. Dawkins, that was the most disturbing thing I've witnessed through these amulets, and I've seen Gabriel fight a house-sized mollusk."

"You are too kind, Milady Serafina," Mr. Dawkins preened.

"That was not a compliment," Serafina said with a note of playful amusement.

"Serafina!" Releasing Gemma’s hips, Raquel moved around her friend to look at the artifact nestled between her breasts. "How's Sire? Is he okay? We miss him so much!"

"He is well," Serafina assured her, and even through the magical connection, her smile was audible. "Making excellent progress on some optional quests the Fates sent to help us. If all continues smoothly, he should return within a week or two."

Both women blew out a breath of relief. As much as they’d come to care for one another, there’d been a Gabriel-shaped hole in every night spent without him.

Gemma asked, "Has he been eatin' properly? You know how he gets focused on a project and forgets to take care of himself."

"Ravenna has been taking excellent care of him," Serafina interrupted, her tone carrying layers of amusement. "Very thorough care. Normally, I turn a blind eye to the details. Mostly. But Ravenna has developed a habit of leaving her amulet on and being extra vocal, so I’m willing to share some details if you are curious.”

"Oh, you have to tell us everything," Raquel breathed, bouncing on her toes.

“In private,” Gemma added, pointing at their home. “We wouldn’t want to make Albrecht uncomfortable. You know how he is.”

“True!” Squealing with excitement, the Beastess pulled her friend along into the warm comfort of their house.

Serafina, with just a hint of maliciousness, proceeded to give the girls every detail they asked for, and then some. What followed was a cascade of reactions. Oohs and ahhs punctuated by gasps, giggles, and increasingly creative exclamations. Gemma found herself blushing despite the heat already in her cheeks, while Raquel fixated on specific details.

“He went full Sire on her,” she said, eyes wide. “That’s a little scary.” Raquel enjoyed playful tenderness (and anything to do with her feet) over rough handling.

“Could be fun,” Gemma mused. The Forge Elemental enjoyed her lover’s intensity and strength, if not the level of intensity it sounded Ravenna preferred. “Do you think Ravenna’s attitude will make things difficult when they arrive?”

Serafina replied. “I think he’ll put her in her place if she thinks to usurp any of our places in his heart or bed.”

“Sire is so kind.” Leaning against a wall, Raquel’s tail swished against the wood as her eyes unfocused, an expression of pure adoration on her face.

Gemma tilted her head. "Reckon he’s as warm-hearted a man as any I’ve met. But how does this relate to Ravenna?”

The bestial girl took a moment, her emotions so intense that analysis wasn’t always easy. “Sire is seeing the needs of the people in his life. And he’s willing to give us what we need as much as taking care of himself. He has never been competitive or dominant like that with us. That he’s willing to explore that side because of Ravenna is just a sign of what a good man he is. Focused on us.”

“He’s likely the most generous lover I’ve heard of.” Serafina had famously traveled the Wilds before her mother, the former high priestess, had called her home. Although Gabriel was the first person she’d been intimate with, she had extensive exposure to different cultures and people.

Gemma exhaled a sigh, emotions threatening to subsume logic. “I do love that man. So much. Thank the goddess she sent him to us.”

The room sat in silence for a few minutes as the trio considered their unique relationships with their king. After a while, Serafina said, “When I’m finally free, I look forward to all the things he and I will share. And the things we will enjoy together.”

“Together?” Raquel asked, tail wagging hopefully. “Play time?”

With a sultry laugh, Serafina replied, “Of course. And if our sharing one another with Gabriel happens to threaten Ravenna’s superiority complex, whatever will we do?”

Gemma cackled. “And when he frees Yulia…oh, goddess. Can you imagine?”

“I certainly can. We’d best make sure he builds the next settlement extra sturdy. And not just for recreational purposes.”

Raquel’s ears flickered with concern. “I don’t like fighting in the pack. Will it…will it be okay, with them that way?”

“Don’t worry, little darling,” Serafina reassured the vulnerable girl. “Gabriel will tend to things. When I am free, I will help. There will be no problems.”

Their conversation naturally faded. When Serafina’s presence dimmed, the two priestesses hugged one another tightly. After that, they returned to their friends and their dance party. If they only had a week or two to practice before their lover returned, they had a lot of work to do.


Chapter 33: Poor Wrecked Raven


Gabriel woke before dawn. Turning over, he took in his sleeping lover’s face. She was on her back, thighs parted and smiling. He gently slid out of the bed causing her to adjust position. When her thighs shifted, the smile tightened into a grimace.

They’d made the most of the night until she’d finally admitted she couldn’t continue.

“Point to me,” he whispered fondly, reaching out to smooth the purple hair from her face. She responded instinctively, bruised lips pressing against his hand before she burrowed deeper into her pillow.

Dressing in the new flannels and jeans, he made his way to the forge.

Tien was already working, the kitsune showing no signs of having overheard the previous nights’ activities. Glad he’d had the wherewithal to clean up after, Gabriel padded over to see what the elderly man was up to.

“Started on the stock,” the smith explained, carving intricate channels into a length of polished wood with his claws.

"Couldn't wait?" Gabriel asked.

"The wood speaks early in the morning. If I resist, the results are inferior.” He held it up for Gabriel to inspect. "This isn't just a grip. It's the interface between wielder and weapon. Get it wrong, and even a perfect barrel becomes useless."

Tien had begun shaping it, although there was still a good amount of work to do. Extending a hand, Gabriel slid his fingers across the dense, dark wood. It was warm from the elder’s work. “My turn?”

“Yes. We’ll measure and cut to fit your dimensions, then you’ll shape it. We want you to earn that Schematic, after all.”

A little intimidated by a craft he had yet to explore in detail, Gabriel leaned on the other man’s expertise. Tien’s tools once again proved the difference between a ‘good’ outcome and a ‘Legendary’ one. Carving knives with enchantments to sand or finish wood shrank the time to a fraction of what it would have been, all while augmenting Gabriel’s ‘roughly two years’ of Tablet-given training.

The morning passed in a blur of focused learning. Before breakfast, he’d shaped the wood to perfectly fit his shoulder.

“Once we add padding, you won’t even feel the recoil,” Tien predicted.

After that, they worked on completing the rifle’s assembly. The trigger mechanism went in first. It was a precisely calibrated system that would break clean at exactly four pounds of pressure. Then the lever action, which Gabriel worked through dozens of times until the motion felt natural. Eject. Chamber. Ready. Smooth as breathing.

The sights came last. Tien had Gabriel craft them from Queststone fragments, which gave them a faint glow that might prove useful at night.

By noon, the rifle was complete.

It was beautiful in a brutal sort of way. Forty-two inches long, weighing nine pounds fully loaded, the Queststone barrel gave it an otherworldly quality that spoke of both craftsmanship and lethality. Gabriel raised it to his shoulder, and the fit was perfect. The stock settled against him like it belonged there, the sights aligned naturally with his eye line, the lever fell exactly where his hand expected it.

"How does it feel?" Tien asked.

"Like I've been carrying it for years."

"Good." The kitsune gestured to the back of the forge. "Then let's see if it shoots straight."

They moved to a makeshift range Tien had set up—a long cleared area behind the workshop with targets at various distances. Tien produced a handful of magic pellets he'd prepared overnight.

Gabriel loaded four rounds into the rifle, feeling each one click into place with satisfying precision. His Glyphs kicked in, granting him months of effective training with the weapon mostly crafted with his own two hands. Lifting the rifle, he aimed at a target fifty yards distant and squeezed smoothly.

Bang!

The shot was quieter than he expected and the kick was barely noticeable. A hole appeared dead center on the target.

"Again," Tien directed. "Faster."

Gabriel worked the lever. Eject. Chamber. Ready. Aim. Fire. The second shot struck two inches from the first.

Lever. Aim. Fire. Third shot, perfect grouping. On the fourth, his pellet went slightly off center.

"Acceptable accuracy for first shots," Tien observed. "Though you're pulling slightly left. Compensate by—"

"Adjusting my grip pressure," Gabriel finished, already having identified the issue. "I see it."

His next cluster was spot-on.

For his part, the kitsune smith showed far less surprise at Gabriel’s acumen with the weapon than he had the tools inside his forge. Gabriel guessed it was probably common for Tablet Wielders to be blessed with weapon fluency.

They tested at multiple ranges. One hundred yards, two hundred, three hundred. The rifle performed flawlessly, and Gabriel's accuracy only improved as they went.

Pleased with the results, Tien gestured toward the main house. “Lunch, then we can start work on the six-shooters.”

“First, Ding!” Lucielle exclaimed, Tablet popping into view with a loud, ringing sound.

Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Lever-Action Rifle
Mana Cost: 250
Range: 5 feet
Requirements: 10 Metal Essence, 5 Wood Essence
Casting Time: 1 hour
Description: Creates an exceptional-quality lever action rifle (details below). As previously noted, each island in the Fae Wilds is subject to distinct physical laws. These rifles may have limited or no functionality in some regions.


Lever Action Rifle Details
Ammunition (Magazine): 4 + 1 chambered
Range: Medium (up to 100 yards for maximum accuracy), Long (200-300 yards; reduces accuracy proportionally)
Damage: 8-16 per shot
Discovery Experience Awarded: 500
Experience to Level 15: 7,122 of 15,000


“Two hundred and fifty mana with an hour’s casting time is a big ouch,” Gabriel said, reading the details closely.

Tien scoffed. “And how quickly do you regenerate that mana? My boy, you’re turning the work of weeks for most smiths into an hour. Be grateful for it.”

Gabriel had to admit the elder had a point.

“Do you want to know about your rifle now?” Lucielle prompted in the tone of a child eager to unwrap a present.

“Sure.”

“First, what will you name it?” At her question, his Tablet provided context.

Legendary Items: All Legendary items must have names. Bestowing one does not imbue intellect but may shape the blessings granted.


“Ah.” Running his fingers across the weapon’s stock, he could feel the latent magic of his creation. It hadn’t burst into life or done anything ‘cinematic’ during the crafting process. Maybe that was because he hadn’t given it a name. It didn’t take him long to come up with one he felt fit both his and Tien’s purposes. “I’ll call it Foulbane.”

Tien’s wide smile revealed rows of pointed teeth. “Perfect.”

Pa-pow! Ka-chow! CHING CHING CHING!

The Tablet went bonkers with a fireworks display so intense that it was blinding. A tendril of white and silver light exploded from its center as a man’s voice, the accent vaguely ‘Keanu Reeves’ filled the chamber. “Awaken, Foulbane, foe to the twisted and evil.”

KA-THOOOM!

Thunder erupted from the rifle as it vibrated in Gabriel’s hands, shivering like a creature given life. Instantly, he felt a connection with the item; a bond that was similar, if distinct, to the one he had with the Tablet.

When the air stilled, it was to a wall of tiny text covering the screen.

“Uh,” he swallowed, eager to digest but equally aware of time limits. “I’ll read all of this later, okay?”

Lucielle made the Tablet pulse a petulant shade of green. “Fine. I guess. But it’s SUPER cool.”

“Is everyone okay in here?” Sashona asked from the doorway, Ravenna peeking over her shoulder.

“We’re fine,” Tien replied with an impatient wave. “Just a strong wakening. Pretty sure the Bright Maker himself just stepped in to bless us. Ugh, I’ll be smelling patchouli for days.” Nose wrinkling, he started to say something, then hesitated. “Ravenna, girl, are you using crutches? What happened to you?”

She did not reply.

With matters settled, Tien and Gabriel returned their attention to the forge and the six-shooters. Dusty, alerted by the noise and with nothing else to do, joined in to watch. The big minotaur didn’t say much, but seemed dutifully impressed at the ease with which Gabriel acquitted himself.

The six-shooters went faster than the rifle, just as Tien had predicted. Same principles, smaller scale. The barrels were shorter, at six chambers, the cylinders held more rounds than the rifle’s magazine, and the mechanisms were simpler without the lever action. Despite their more basic design, Tien was just as insistent about utter perfection in every detail. He was less hands-on than with the rifle, but just as present.

Eventually, Ravenna and Sashona appeared with dinner. The poor maccari woman had crutches under both arms, even as she gamely wrestled with them to haul a flagon of fresh water out for the sweaty men. Sashona brought the covered plates, with slices of fruit, hearty potato-like vegetables, and two thick steaks that had been cooked to perfection.

The winged woman settled next to Dusty to watch the duo work into the evening. Nursing a cup of diluted Ambrosia and an expression that could only be described as, ‘holy fuck, was I just hit by a semi-truck for hours last night?’, she fixated on the precise process with intellectual fascination.

Gabriel and Tien ignored their observers as they hurried to finish the weapons on time.

By the time night fell, the weapons were complete. Gabriel held both six-shooters, one in each hand, feeling their weight. Lighter than the rifle, balanced for quick draw, with smooth action that promised reliability under pressure.

Using torches, they tested both at the range. Gabriel quickly found their limits; namely, range and precision, but was quite pleased with their output. He had little time to practice, but that was fine. In his hands, the weapons were already familiar.

“Aaaaand ding!” Lucielle said, rewarding him with yet more Schematics.

Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Six-Shooter (Short Range)
Mana Cost: 125
Range: 5 feet
Requirements: 5 Metal Essence, 1 Wood Essence
Casting Time: 15 minutes
Description: Creates an exceptional-quality revolver (details below). As previously noted, each island in the Fae Wilds is subject to distinct physical laws. These weapons may have limited or no functionality in some regions.


Revolver Details
Ammunition: 6
Range: Short (up to 10 yards for maximum accuracy), Long (25-30 yards; reduces accuracy proportionally)
Damage: 5-10 per shot
Discovery Experience Awarded: 500
Experience to Level 15: 7,622 of 15,000


“And their names?” the Mana Guide prompted. “These are Epic magic items, so don’t expect the same fanfare as before, but they still need them.”

Having known this was expected, Gabriel had prepared. “Peace,” he named one and, “Silence,” the other.

This time, the platinum magic licked out of the Tablet, merely brushing the twin weapons to life. They warmed in his hands. Waving away their descriptions tiredly, he looked up at where Dusty and Ravenna had stirred.

Teeth bared in a grin of delight, she declared, “Goddess, it’s so unfairly hot when you make magical items like that. If I could feel my lower body, I’d be mounting you now.”

Sniffing and shifting a few feet away from the amorous girl, Dusty said, “Does that get us what we need?”

Gabriel had plenty of mana, and they’d earned enough coins to pay Tien for raw materials. Physically fatigued but mentally jubilant, he nodded. “I should be able to produce an extra three or four rifles, and twice that many revolvers, with plenty of ammunition. As long as I work through the night and maximize my mana regeneration, it’ll be enough.”

Tien accepted Gabriel’s trade request, providing the necessary materials in exchange for a few hundred gold coins. Ravenna, Dusty, and their hosts went to bed, leaving him to work throughout the night.

That was okay.

He’d put all those points in Endurance for a reason.


Milestone 7: New Gear


Foulbane (Legendary Rifle)

Ammunition (Magazine): 4 + 1 chambered

Range: Medium (up to 100 yards for maximum accuracy), Long (200-300 yards reduces accuracy proportionally)

Damage: 8-16 per shot

Legendary Augmentation: In addition to the benefits of its craftsmanship, this weapon has 4 magical augmentations. These are:

	Bonded: This item cannot be used against its crafter/bonded wielder.

	Legendary Durability: This weapon is virtually indestructible.

	Sniping: When the wielder spends a full minute studying a target, the weapon’s critical chance increases by 50%. The critical damage increases from 100% to 250%.

	Elementally Diverse: Foulbane may be attuned to work with any type of elemental essence stored in your Tablet. This may unlock a variety of unique benefits. For example: water essence attunement will make it functional under water. Attunement takes 5 minutes, but costs no mana.




***

Silence & Peace (Epic Revolvers)

Revolver Details

Ammunition: 6

Range: Short (up to 10 yards for maximum accuracy), Long (25-30 yards; reduces accuracy proportionally)

Damage: 5-10 per shot

Epic Augmentation: In addition to the benefits of its craftsmanship, these weapons have 3 magical augmentations. These are:

	Epic Durability: These weapons are hearty and take five times the standard damage/effort to destroy.

	Silencing: Each successful strike from a round from either revolver has a 15% chance of Silencing a target. This will prevent most spellcasting. This percentage is cumulative with each subsequent shot, but resets after 3 minutes.

	Dispelling (Peace Only): Successful strikes from Peace have a 35% chance to remove 1 magical effect from the target at random. Yes, it is possible to deliberately aim for reduced damage and use this weapon to remove arcane maladies.

	Stealth Shot (Silence Only): The wielder may choose to shoot this weapon silently. If so, the wound made by the revolver will appear at a random (but visible) location, making determining the shooter’s location more difficult.





Chapter 34: Moo-ounting Action


As dawn broke the morning of the third day, Gabriel purchased a wagon and container to haul his creations. Tien provided leather hip holsters for the revolvers and a back harness fitting the rifle for free, as a parting gift to a promising new student. Gabriel took several precious seconds sorting out how to get it all to lay correctly with Duskbringer. Ultimately, he adjusted the blade behind him, with the hilt sticking out one side, machete-style.

After fond goodbyes, the trio began their journey.

Ambrosia Springs was stirring to life as they rolled through the gates. Early morning vendors set up stalls, hucows emerged to tend their gardens, and minotaurs prepared for the day's work. The sight of their arrival brought the entire town to a halt.

"Everyone to the town square!" Dusty's voice carried across the settlement. "Now!"

Within minutes, the square was packed. Curious faces, worried expressions, and more than a few hucows who immediately spotted Gabriel and began the inevitable squealing.

"Uwumarigold sees King Gabriel returned!"

"Uwubuttercup wants to—"

"QUIET!" Dusty's bellow silenced even the most enthusiastic hucows. "We don't have time for that. Gabriel, tell them."

Gabriel climbed onto the cart, surveying the crowd containing dozens of minotaurs, young and old. At least forty hucows, their expressions shifting from confusion to growing dread as they realized something serious was happening.

"Five of your ladies are being held at the Evening Glory Research Plantation," Gabriel said without preamble. "Professional slavers, powerful buyers, and a traitor are preparing to auction them off. That's happening tomorrow night if we don't stop it."

Mutters rippled through the crowd. Fear. Rage. The kind of emotions that led to either paralysis or mob violence.

"I've brought weapons," Gabriel continued, gesturing to the cart. "Rifles and revolvers, forged specifically for this fight. With the extra we took from the Porkay, I figure we’ve got enough to arm thirty fighters properly, with additional sidearms for another seven experienced volunteers. But guns alone won't save those girls. We need strategy. Discipline. And people willing to risk their lives for their community."

Ironhoof pushed through the crowd, his brothers flanking him. "We're in, and so are the hucows we’ve been training with."

At his words, a line of twenty hucow girls stepped into view. The women had changed out of their belly dancer outfits, swapping to heavy leather vests and pants that mostly concealed their impossible attributes. He studied their faces, the mixture of raw innocence and fierce determination telling him they’d worked hard while he was away.

“We practiced night and day with bows and revolvers and spare ammunition. Uwuhoneydew and her future harem-sisters are all ready. Aren’t we girls?”

A round of high-pitched, fervent “Mooouwu ready!” rang from the crowd.

Several other minotaur, elders by the looks of them, armed with their own firearms, made their way into the semicircle surrounding the wagon. A gray-furred, scarred bull with a troll’s burnt face declared, “If it’s killin’ that need doin’ to protect what’s ours, reckon I ain’t gonna let them lasses show me up for courage.”

The bulls joining him gave a snorting cheer of their own, one adding, “You got the pellets, I got the pellet shooter right here, Mr. Gabriel!”

A gentle wave rustled through the crowd as a familiar figure pressed into the forefront. It was the elf he’d observed earlier. Six feet tall, with knife-bladed ears, she had a length of auburn hair braided down her broad back. Wearing leather chaps over sturdy work pants, a vest that showed off toned arms, and a gun belt that held two ornate revolvers, she moved with the grace of an experienced adventurer. Six enormous minotaurs followed in her wake, moving with the coordination of a well-practiced unit.

"Sundance," Sheriff Dusty said, his tone cautiously respectful. "Didn't expect to see you at a town meeting. Thought you was passin’ through for the next quest your Tablet gave ya."

"That was the plan,” the woman drawled, “but then I heard a fellow Tablet Wielder was going to rescue some ladies who needed it.” Gaze meeting Gabriel’s, the woman’s thin lips tipped into a smirk Ravenna would have recognized in the mirror. “Quest or no quest, sometimes we do what needs doing no matter what. Isn’t that right, King Gabriel?”

Not surprised to hear the woman knew his title or name, Gabriel looked at the air next to Sundance’s head. A rectangular heat mirage pulsed there, as if in answer to his unspoken question.

"Gunslinger class," she confirmed, one hand resting casually on her hip. Behind her, the six minotaurs stood in formation. Each wore similar leather gear, and each carried weapons with the ease of long practice. "These are my partners. Last quest had us running security operations at a mining operation north of here. We came to town to track a slaver network three months ago. Still haven’t found ‘em all. Figure we can give you a hand for now.”

Ravenna moved to Gabriel's side, her purple eyes assessing the newcomers. "This could be the very thing that turns the tide fully in our favor.”

“I agree,” he said, earning a wink from his fellow Tablet Wielder.

“What’s the plan?” the elf asked.

Gabriel rounded the wagon and pointed at the contents. “I’ve got a few hundred rounds. Since you’ve got your own, that makes things easier. We’ll get these handed out and give everyone a few shots to practice. After that, we ride out. Ideally, right after lunch.”

She whistled. “There’s a lot of hope in that. Although, with me and the boys, plus your handful of experienced locals, the hucows you’re arming should do a damn good job at laying suppressive fire. It just might work.”

The locals, overhearing the plan, lined up. For all their normal frivolity, the hucows did an admirable job of pouring their entire focus into rescuing their own. Gabriel, Ravenna, and Dusty proceeded to pass out the gear, along with small jugs of spare pellets. He’d used every drop of his mana to craft what they had. Distributed among the crowd, he worried it wouldn’t be enough.

There was no time for doubt, however.

For the next four hours, Ambrosia Springs became a training ground.

The hucows surprised everyone.

"Remember what Oakhorn taught you about the bows!" Steelheart called as the hucow volunteers gathered for firearms training. "Same principles apply to rifles. Smooth pull, steady aim, controlled breathing."

"Uwustarlight is very good at hitting targets!" The golden-skinned hucow had natural aim that put half the minotaurs to shame. Her shots grouped tightly even at fifty yards.

"Uwuhoneydew can reload faster than anyone!" She demonstrated, her fingers flying through the motion with incredible fluidity.

By midday, they had something resembling a fighting force. Not professional soldiers, nothing close. But determined people with working weapons and basic competence. Twenty hucows armed with rifles, seven elderly minotaurs, plus Dusty and his bulls. Sundance's harem of six provided veteran leadership, the experienced adventurers shoring up concern with quiet competence.

During lunch, Sundance, Gabriel, Ravenna, along with Dusty and his bulls, met in the town’s largest building to review their plans. A crude map of the Evening Glory Research Plantation spread across the table, marked with guard positions they’d observed days ago.

"At least thirty guards, maybe more by now," Dusty began. "Orcs, humans, dwarves, some minotaurs. All armed with standard firearms. They've got defensive positions, and time to prepare if they suspect an attack."

"So we don't give them time," Sundance said. "We hit at sunset, when they're tired and distracted."

"No." Gabriel studied the map. "We can’t leave the hucows that long. We hit right at dinner and come with the sun at our backs.”

"Split force?" Tenderhorn, one of Sundance’s harem, suggested.

Gabriel leaned over the map, Combat Tactics whispering to him as he outlined a plan. "Three groups. The main one in position at the overlook we found the other day, with the sun at their backs. Another to the north, as a flanking force comes in to draw attention after I make my shot.” Gesturing to Foulbane, he went on, “I’ll use the range on my rifle to draw them further out of position. The north group will fire a few times and run, drawing the defenders out. Once most of the guards have left the plantation, our main force jumps in, mowing them down.”

“And after your shot?” Sundance asked.

“Ravenna, Dusty, and I will go around back to extract the girls.”

Dusty snorted, pleased with being included. “Hard to know where they’re being held. Might be dangerous.”

“Which is why I’ll go first,” Gabriel said, standing straight as he looked to the other Tablet Wielder. “Sundance and her men will hold the outside and I’ll handle the heart of the quest.”

The elf gave a tight nod. “Your quest. Your kills. I’ll respect that.”

Maggie brought them lunch, the elderly hucow plating out thick soup. After she’d finished, she stopped to stand in front of Gabriel.

“Uwumaggie has a request of Gabriel,” she said, eyes big and liquid.

Stomach sinking, he nodded. “Yes, ma’am?”

“If my boy is tied up in this, please try to bring him touwu justice without killing him. He’s…he’s always had a good heart and a dumb head. Uwumaggie begs of you.” She whimpered, nose flaring as she bent forward to capture one of his hands in two of hers. “Please. If he’s involved, don’t kill my boy.”

Heart aching, Gabriel answered the only way he could, “We’ll do our best to keep as many people alive as we can.”

That seemed to be all the woman needed to hear as, sniffing, she left the room.

Once she was gone, Gabriel looked over at Ravenna. Sitting next to him at the big, map-covered table, she murmured, “She must have known. In her heart. That’s why she told us about him from the beginning.”

“Yeah. Probably.”

After their meal, the entire group gathered for one final meeting.

"This is dangerous," he said, meeting eyes across the assembled crowd. "Some of you might die. I can't promise otherwise. The enemy has numbers and position. They're expecting trouble eventually, even if they don't know it's coming soon."

He paused, letting that sink in.

"But I can promise this. We're not leaving anyone behind. Your sisters, your daughters, your friends are coming home. And the people who took them? They're going to learn that Ambrosia Springs isn't prey anymore."

"YEAH!" someone shouted.

"Uwustarlight is ready to fight!"

"For our uwusisters!"

The crowd's energy was electric. Gabriel raised a hand for quiet.

"We don’t have time to wait, not if we want to get the girls out safely. You’ve got ten minutes. Check your weapons. If you haven’t eaten, steal a bite. If you haven’t had anything to drink, take a waterskin to sip." Hefting his gleaming rifle, he lifted his voice, “And in two hours, we hit the plantation like a thunderstorm and take our people back!”

A round of cheers met his announcement.

They moved out on time, with the sun arching down at their backs. The main force retread the precise path the trio had found days earlier. Sundance and two of her minotaurs peeled off with a select group of fast, young hucows to flank around the north. Gabriel, Ravenna, and Dusty went the opposite direction.

Their positions ended up behind a series of low, rolling berms that barely counted as hills. With such little coverage, seeing the mass of redoubled guards on the perimeter around the plantation was easy. Gabriel counted closer to fifty out now, although not all the defenders had firearms. Some had more typical swords or bows, not that he dismissed the threats of either out of hand.

“The others are already here for the auction,” Ravenna said, pointing to a corral of wagons. “Wait, what’s going on there?”

A mounted group was hurrying away from the plantation at a gallop. Led by a woman with hair so blond it was glowing, the posse headed down a winding road that would take them within sight of the main force.

“It’s the celestial!” Ravenna gasped.


Chapter 35: Poppin’ Good Time


Heart abruptly pounding, Gabriel turned to Ravenna. "Can you get a message to them? Warn them to get out of sight?" It was a tall order for nearly twenty hucow and seven-to-ten-foot-tall minotaur, but it was the only thing he could think of.

"Better than that," she replied, expression grim as she hastily began gesturing. Fingers fluttering, purple magic appearing behind her sharp fingertips, she intoned several sharp words.

Gabriel couldn't see what happened, but no cries rose as the celestial and her escort passed through the gate, then out of view.

Sagging, skin gray from what must have cost a monumental amount of mana, Ravenna leaned against his shoulder. "That's most of my reserves. Expect cantrips, at best."

"What did you do?" Dusty asked.

"Put an illusion over the hill, blocking vision and sounds for six seconds." She swallowed hard. "Didn't think I'd be able to make it big enough, not this far away."

Recognizing how difficult that must have been, Gabriel leaned over to kiss her cheek. "Rest. We'll take the next phase, okay?"

"Sounds good." She lowered herself to the ground, exhaling.

Drawing Foulbane, Gabriel settled in place to wait. From their vantage, other than the fence, they had an unobstructed view of the place. He spotted figures moving within the windows, including a short creature with a bright red hat he thought might have been a gnome.

"Lucielle, are there evil garden gnomes over here?" he asked, tracking to another window, where a bloated figure who might have been the demon flashed in and out of view.

"Yes," she replied simply.

"Fair enough."

Five minutes later, a whistle rose from the plantation's front steps as a lanky, green-skinned creature he thought might be a bog witch or something, bellowed, "Watch rotations! Eat and get ready for an early morning. Auction starts as soon as the Duke arrives."

A high-pitched dwarf's voice called back, "About time we got done with this work. Ready to get to spendin' all the money you lot gave us."

And that was all the confirmation Gabriel needed. Growling, "Some people need killin'," he adjusted his aim and fired.

BANG! Ci-CLICK! BANG!

Reloading with incredible speed, he fired a second shot at the monstrous creature. Both struck true, with the first blowing a fist-sized hole of ichor and green goo out of its side.

A voice screamed, "Oh, no! They got Witch Boople!"

Another howled, "Shooters! Shooters!"

Dozens of faces and weapons turned toward Gabriel's position, in time for the force anchored in the north to pop into view.

Savage blasts filled the air as Gabriel adjusted his aim toward the door. As he'd hoped, it opened to reveal a hulking, armored figure in full plate. A Porkay stepped forward, wrestling a giant helmet onto his head.

BANG!

Gabriel's third shot took the creature in the face, earning a bellowing, demonic roar from inside the structure.

"I WANT THEM DEAD! WHOEVER IT IS MUST DIE! BRING ME THEIR CORPSES TO FEAST UPON! ALL OF YOU OUT! NOWWWWWWWW!"

Twenty overstuffed Porkay in overalls came rushing forward like an overstuffed clown car. Heedless of the danger, they waddled ahead, thick fingers wrapped around cudgels and oversized, crude, crossbows.

Sundance's voice came as a clarion call from the secondary force. "Airfoil Volley!"

Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat!

Machine-gun rapid taps came from her direction, mowing down five, six, seven targets, before the Tablet Wielder's effect ended. She howled, "Retreat! Retreat! There's too many of them!"

View blocked by fences, Gabriel barely saw a flash of her back or the minotaurs accompanying her as she made a beeline away from the compound.

"DO NOT LET THEM ESCAPE! THEY MUST PAY THE FLESH TAX!" Rage turned several of the windows inside the building red. An empowering magical halo of swirling red and urine yellow popped around the survivors, swelling their muscles.

Over thirty intact killers, now buffed with an unknown spell, raced after Sundance and her retreating force. They moved with heightened speed and ferocity, foaming at the mouths as they lifted their weapons to wildly return fire.

"YES! GLEEFUL! I SHALL SAVOR EACH ENEMY DEATH, GROWING IN POWER AS MY EMBOLDENED MINIONS CLAIM SOULS! MWAHAHAHAHAHAH!" Tim Curry's voice bellowed from the demon as clouds swirled between the plantation and the retreating forces, taking the vague shape of a red eye.

"We should go," Dusty said, tugging on Gabriel's arm. "They are definitely distracted."

Laughter grew. "ALL THAT I SEE, I SHALL TAINT! MINE IS THE POWER OF A PACT DEMON'S LIMITLESS MAGIC! HEAR OF MY GREATNESS AND COWER!"

Coming to his feet, Gabriel lifted Peace. There was no way the brand-new revolver could dispel a demon's magic, right? Not a chance. But, also, why not?

He aimed at the giant sky eye and squeezed off three rapid shots.

BLURRRRP!

With a tearing, fart sound, the clouds burst apart. At the same time, their main force emerged from hiding. From atop the taller overlook, a dozen experienced minotaur hunters and the best of their hucow shooters took aim and fired.

In a stunning reversal, each shot did far more damage than they should have, with even glancing blows tearing through limbs. Porkays and mercenaries died in the droves.

"NO! YOU MUST NOT! I CANNOT LOSE MY BLESSED MINIONS!" Wails accompanied a final disgorgement of troops, this time dark-furred fox-kin wielding rifles.

"The Bloodlust-style spell must have sapped their health in exchange for strength," Ravenna mused. "And the demon must have bound himself to it somehow…"

"We need to go," Dusty urged. "That has to be the last of the main force."

They went.

Reloading as he ran, Gabriel spotted a figure as it wandered forward from around the back of the building. Stubby, the blue-skinned monster vaguely resembled a gorilla in a suit.

Dusty's six-shooters growled an instant before two rounds of Silence and Peace followed.

Dead before it had a chance to make a sound, the creature slumped.

They arrived at the back of the building, where a steep stairwell led to a pair of reinforced wooden doors. Dusty pulled ahead, a single kick from the muscular sheriff doing the work to bash the door in. Unwilling to let the minotaur risk his life, Gabriel pushed ahead.

"Stay back," he snapped, harsher than he intended, "I've got the Tablet, remember?"

"Ah. Yeah. Forgot. Most humans are delicate."

Shouts echoed down the hall and heavy footsteps sounded both from above and ahead. "More guards," Gabriel said the words like a curse, unable to believe their misfortune in walking so deep inside such an improbably overstuffed fight.

"Gabriel," Ravenna said, pointing to a latched door midway down the hall.

Crossing to it, Gabriel tested the mechanism. It wasn't locked. Swinging it open, he heard the sounds of rapid, panicked conversation.

A high-pitched voice screamed, "You told me this would be foolproof, Wintershine! Foolproof. We'd get all the Ambrosia and the land. And now we're against not one but TWO Tablet Wielders? What in the ass-clown backwards crap is this?"

The reply came in a slightly deeper voice. "Be quiet, Swizzletoes. When have my plans ever failed us? Lord Bannon is using that blessing the Pact Demon gave him. Remember? The one that only gets weak when his soldiers die. And that never happens. In fact, this is even better. The minotaur came to us. With all of them cleaned out, these luscious hucow maidens will produce Ambrosia for us."

"For us, yes," Swizzletoes echoed, as if entranced.

Two voices rose in maniacal laughter.

Gabriel pointed at Dusty, indicating for him to hold the hall. Nodding, the minotaur made room for him and Ravenna to inch down the steep stairwell.

They didn't have to go far. Twenty circular steps down, they came to a wide, stone-walled vault. With racks of wine on one side and cages on the other, the occupants consisted of five imprisoned girls and the two speakers.

Gnomes.

The bad guys discussing turning hucows into money-making milk machines were gnomes. One wore a red cap, tall and pointed. Another was blue. Their clothes were fashionable, and rings adorned every one of their pudgy fingers.

Gabriel lifted his revolvers, intending to make the hard decision to deal with them from stealth, but Ravenna had other ideas.

Teeth gritted in a rictus of determination, she flicked her hands in arcane patterns. Torches lining the walls went dark. When they came back on, the gnomes had been replaced: one resembled Gabriel, and the other Sundance.

'Gabriel' shouted, "Death to my enemies!" and reached for a pocket, producing a wand.

'Sundance' mirrored the movement, snarling, "Rot in Aether's abyss, Tablet Wielding trickster!" as she produced her own wand.

Pop! Pop!

Fizz! Fizz!

Illusion Gabriel opened his mouth in an 'O' of surprise as kernels of corn burst from his throat, transforming during flight.

Across from him, foaming fizz erupted from ‘Sundance's’ mouth, ears, and eyes. It was as though she'd been filled with a combination of Mentos and soda, then shaken during an explosive reaction. Ravenna sagged against Gabriel's back, her spells flickering out as the two gnomes fell over.

"That's…awful," Gabriel said, unable to believe what he'd witnessed. "Were those instant death effects?"

"They were!" Lucielle chirped happily. "One zap from those wands, which were imbedded with a heartstring of Raw Creative Doom would have killed nearly anything. Good job avoiding it!"

He turned, studying Ravenna, who managed a sheepish grin. "I thought gnomes were immune to illusions."

"They are," Lucielle provided, buzzing Gabriel's Tablet during an amused shade of peach. "According to the Tablet network, Swizzletoes and Wintershine once crossed paths with a particular band of adventurers and ended up cursed by the god Okanthis, which stripped them of their power and…"

Waving the Guide away from the nonsense explanation, Gabriel pointed at the wide-eyed, sobbing maidens. "Ravenna, can you get them out? I'll go check on Dusty and make sure the path is clear."

"Mhm, best that I don't cast another spell," she admitted, appearing sick. Moving carefully, she inched around him down the stairs. "Oh, look. They left the cell key on a hook. Nice."

Shaking his head at the arrogance of these creatures, Gabriel turned to the stairs as a loud cry came from above.

"Betrayer!" Dusty called with a loud, bovine roar. "Face martial justice!"


Chapter 36: So Much Goo


Gabriel raced up the stairs, clearing three at a time.

Bursting through the door, he discovered Sheriff Dusty and Shortbrick locked together in combat. Grunting and snorting, the shorter but far-more-muscular minotaur had a hand wrapped around Dusty's revolver and another beneath his throat.

BANG!

A shot came as Gabriel's boot landed at the top step. Dusty's side blossomed with blood as he rebounded against the wall, destroying plaster and revealing the masonry beneath. "Don't…make…me…. kill…. you," the sheriff panted, driving a fist toward Shortbrick's ribs.

With a grunt, the half-dwarven minotaur stumbled back. Still gripping Dusty's revolver, he brought it up…

CRACK!

Gabriel brought Silence down on the back of Maggie’s son’s head with his full strength. Shortbrick's limbs relaxed as if he were a marionette with his strings snipped. Falling to the ground in a limp puddle, he twitched but did not rise.

Turning to the wounded sheriff, Gabriel reached to offer help.

"Go on." Pressing one hand against his side, the sheriff let blood seep between his fingers. "Flesh wound. I'll live. Find the demon before he rabbits." One boot kicked the fallen minotaur's unconscious form. "I'll watch this bastard and make sure Ravenna gets those girls out safe."

There was no time for argument. If the demon was powerful enough to cast spells on a small army of mercenaries, there was no telling what it was capable of.

Stretching ahead, the hallway was lit by dying oil lamps. Gabriel moved fast, checking corners, Silence tracking with his gaze. Combat Tactics proved invaluable, as it gave him supernatural insights regarding possible lines of fire. Moving with a precision and speed that had more in common with a martial arts hero than an engineer, he arrived at the end of the hall.

BRRRROWRR!

A flash of dark fur was all the warning he had. Lean and muscular, the fox-kin came out of nowhere, clawed hands reaching for Gabriel's face. Behind the monster, the human slaver Gabriel had seen accompanying the demon was lifting a rifle.

Bang! BANG!

Peace roared, the magical bullet hitting the fox's hip to nudge the would-be killer slightly out of Gabriel's line of sight. Silence lived up to its purpose: a single pellet grazing the slaver's rifle on its way to claim two of his fingers.

A rifle shot went off, rebounded against plaster as a clawed hand raked across Gabriel's chest.

The fox-kin wasn't down.

Switching tactics, Gabriel leaned in, arm folding to drive the bone of his elbow toward the attacker's face. With a satisfying crunch sound, he brought his other revolver forward, the muzzle grazing the fox's temple.

BANG!

"Fucking Tablet Wielders," the slaver snarled, florid features flush with hate. Maimed hand against the stock of his rifle, he was trying to work the action one-handed. "Wait. The Duke is on the way. He's killed dozens of you…"

BANG!

Gabriel shot the man in the face, then walked over the body without a second thought.

Secrets revealed themselves as he moved through the mansion. In one room, spell residue hung in the air like cobwebs. Complex workings, recently cast. Another held the remains of a meal for at least a dozen people, plates still greasy with fat. There were sleeping quarters stacked high with bunk beds, and several small armories with emptied weapon racks.

He passed from one hall to another, discovering more sub-basements, the doors ajar to reveal secondary housing with evidence of messy occupants. That would explain the Porkay reinforcements.

Finally, he came to a central area flanked by two curving, winged stairwells.

A physical force, the demon's voice hit him.

"YOU CAN'T HAVE THEM!" Words rattled the windows, bouncing off stone walls. "THEY WILL ALL BE MINE! MINE! THE DUKE PROMISED! YOU MISERABLE WRETCHES WILL CHOKE ON YOUR OWN—"

Gabriel blinked, finding himself leaning against a wall.

"Daze effect," Lucielle said in a warning tone. "Be careful. This won't be easy."

"As if anything is," he replied, straightening to take the stairs at a sprint.

Opening onto a wide room with windows overlooking the battlefield, the top floor revealed fading light that painted the scene below in shades of gold and red. Bodies littered the ground. From a brief glimpse, Gabriel saw no signs of any enemy forces still standing.

Sundance's distinctive silhouette emerged atop the distant hill, flanked by a wall of armed minotaurs.

"FINE! I WILL NOT WAIT! NOW YOU SHALL KNOW THE TRUE POWER OF AN AETHER-DEMON!"

Standing at the window with his horns and grotesque bulk silhouetted, the demon lifted two clawed hands. Fire gathered there, the heat searingly palpable. Wood near the creature darkened, splintering as paint caught fire.

Holstering Silence, Gabriel drew Foulbane from his back holster, aimed, and fired. In total, the maneuver took two seconds.

Thunder filled the room.

Staggering forward, the demon slammed against the window frame. His clawed hands grabbed the wood, which instantly ignited, before slowly turning.

"I'm not patient enough for another monologue," Gabriel drawled, working the action on his rifle and firing again.

BANG!

His second round took the demon in the shoulder, blowing apart a solid chunk of gooey red tissue.

"YOU DARE?!" Words were a hammer blow, momentarily costing Gabriel his focus.

Finishing his turn, the demon revealed its once humanoid face now filled with mouths and eyes and tongues. Some nightmare made flesh, the creature's face-limbs glowed as it brought fingers up to craft a spell.

Before he could find his focus, thick roots burst through ancient wood beneath Gabriel. Jerking to the side, rifle falling as he leaped, he nearly avoided being entangled.

Nearly.

One wrapped around his boot, yanking him off balance. Flailing wildly as searing heat rose from the demon, he pawed at his back for Duskbringer. The enchanted blade clanged off the root ineffectually.

His sword wasn't the answer.

Silence, with one round left, flew toward his hand even as his shirt caught fire and searing pain threatened his aim.

BANG!

The bullet didn't cut. It obliterated. Exploding in a spray of splinters and black sap, the root released him.

Freed, Gabriel rolled forward, dodging beneath a glowing sphere of crackling energy. Duskbringer still in one hand, he surged around a lashing tail and stabbed the monster's rotund stomach. Blackened guts spilled free as the giant fire spell flickered.

Still hot enough to worry his eyes might boil, he fended off a coil of sentient intestine with his saber as he sheathed and cross-drew Peace.

BANG!

Aiming beneath the demon's throat, he fired until the chamber clicked empty. He'd only had two shots left in that one.

Flicker. Flicker.

Vanishing, the spell left a room that was rapidly skewing from rustic to apocalyptic. Fire was everywhere, and Gabriel's skin was blistering. Through the flame, he saw the demon still standing, its macabre body twitching and flailing, trying to regenerate around the wounds.

"I don't think so," Gabriel growled, reaching for his pocket to fumble four magical pellets toward Peace. The Epic revolver handled the heat better than he did and fired at point-blank range. On the second shot, a wall of black magic swirled away from the demon's body. As if it had been held together by mist alone, the remains liquefied during a revolting, bubbly mess at Gabriel's feet.

Turning to grab Foulbane, Gabriel raced out of the burning room and down the stairs.

Ravenna had the hucows clustered together in the hall near the basement entrance, all five wrapped in blankets. Eyes wide and wet, the group turned to him with expressions of undisguised relief.

"Uwupeaches will thank Mr. Gabriel most enthusiastically!" One with pink hair called, setting off a choir of similar offers.

Now used to the antics, Gabriel scanned until he spotted Dusty and Shortbrick inside a side room. The sheriff had field-dressed his wound with strips of torn cloth. At his feet, the unconscious Shortbrick was trussed up like a holiday roast.

Dusty asked, "Demon?"

Gabriel tapped his sidearms. "No longer with us. From what I saw before the house caught fire, the rest of their army is down, too."

Violet eyes flashing, Ravenna waved. "You heard King Gabriel. All of you out. We're going home."

A round of sighs went through the dress wearing gaggle of hucows. One sighed dramatically, then announced in a perfect Southern Belle accent, "He's a King! Uwuapplebottom knows what to do with Royal Cream."

"Out!" Dusty commanded, gesturing. "Can't you see he's worse blistered than a stubborn donkey's ass? Everyone out. We need to get to safety!"

They went.

Emerging from the rapidly burning plantation, they crossed the killing field and headed toward the hill. Sundance met them halfway across the yard, her minotaurs, a gaggle of armed hucow women, and Ironhoof with the other bulls on her heels.

Infectious, the elf Tablet Wielder's grin spread. "No casualties on our end, partner!" She holstered her revolvers with a flourish. "The plan went off like a hitch."

One harem minotaur grunted. "Can't believe how damn lethal those hucows were. Unbelievable. You'd think they'd been practicing shootin' like that for years."

"It takes a lot of coordination to be an ideal hucow," a girl said. Her accent was slightly less full anime, although only by a smidge.

Seeing expectant eyes settling on him, he cleared his throat. "You did great. All of you. I'm proud."

"King Gabriel is proud!" That came from one of the recently freed girls. Her announcement set off a wave of sighs, offers, and longing expressions that Gabriel felt ill-equipped to deal with given his current, half-cooked state.

Dusty chuckled. Holding his side, he waved. "Boys, c'mon. Let's wrangle these nice ladies home."

Tablet bursting forward, Lucielle announced, "We've got eight hours left here. It might be enough for a little celebration, if you want to throw one."

"Uwuapplebottom wants a party!"

"Uwuuuuuu parties! With dancing!"

"We love dancing!"

Gabriel glared at his Tablet. "Sometimes, I can't stand you."

Replying, the Mana Guide said, "Pfffftttt."

Getting things together for the trek took several minutes. Two of Sundance's minotaur warriors used magical items to douse the plantation fire. The building was almost completely destroyed, but the blaze wouldn't spread further this way.

While they did, Sundance helped Dusty onto a captured horse. Gabriel noted her lingering touch on the elder minotaur's hand and couldn't help but shake his head.

"Introduce the idea of harems and some people want to add everyone to theirs."

Sundance turned, her elf ears wiggling as she grinned conspiratorially. "Gotta catch ‘em all, as they say. Besides, the supernatural benefits we share with our lovers are well worth it." Cutting her eyes to Dusty, she added warmly, "For all involved."

Her men tied Shortbrick facedown over a horse's back.

Gabriel, not up to walking, climbed the one he'd more-or-less claimed as his, Ravenna settling in front of them.

Ding!

Quest Complete: Save the Hucows!
Rewards: Tier-2 Schematic (Ambrosia Storage), Tier-2 Schematic (Arcane Brewery)
Reminder: You lack the skills to create an Arcane Brewery by yourself. As you progress, you will discover many new Schematics that only work in conjunction with Emyra's priestesses. We call this synergy.
Combat Experience Awarded: 3,300
Experience to Level 15: 10,922 of 15,000


"Not quite three levels," he observed, showing Ravenna the message.

"Close. Also," she tapped the crystal screen with one sharp-tipped nail. "We'll want to waken Liana to take full advantage of this. I can help you build the base model, once I've had time to study, but you'll need her for the brewery component."

Gabriel sighed, suppressing a wry chuckle. Una, Serafina, Yulia, and Liana; the list wasn't growing, but it was long enough. He could only hope the other women he freed weren’t as insistent as Ravenna had been.

If there was one thing being around so many hucows had taught him, it was that he was absolutely not prepared for a big harem.

His Endurance score simply wasn't high enough for more than three.

Maybe four, tops.


Chapter 37: Gummy, Yummy…


A few minutes into their trek, it became evident that there might be no creature anywhere in all of existence with more psychological resilience than the hucow. Once word spread that the captives had been kept comfortably, other than the whole kidnapping thing, the air turned positively celebratory. Even Dusty's bulls joined in on the spontaneous dances that broke out among the ladies.

Riding beside him, Dusty shook his head in mute amusement. "Those girls. They are the light of our lives and always will be. No matter how they change." His eyes flitted across jeans and sidearms, a slight tightening suggesting that he might not be quite as open-minded as the words suggested.

Rolling hills rose on either side of them, and the road leading to the settlement forked north and south. Movement to the north instantly drew his attention.

"Hold," he called, lifting a fist to stop the column.

Singing silenced in a second. Everyone turned to watch as a wave of dust drew near, resolving into a new threat. It was a V-shaped column of horses, ridden by a group of scarred minotaur and led by a woman with gleaming white hair.

"That's a problem," Sundance said from nearby, both revolvers already in her hands. "I spent over half my mana on that little tussle, so you know."

Gabriel's magic was full, but he didn't say anything; his abilities that relied on mana weren't designed for combat.

Behind the riders, another hundred yards back, was a giant black carriage. It stood the size of a small house, decorated with silvery metal filigree. Four enormous cauldrons sat on the top, bellowing purple smoke. Striding with supernatural speed around the carriage were a group of black-armored, humanoid soldiers, no part of their bodies visible.

"That's not good," Lucielle said in a whisper. "The Tablet won't say anything. There's no new quest."

Gabriel didn't know what to think about that.

Drawing short at the three-hundred-yard mark, the column of horses came to a halt. It was well-within Foulbane's range, but would be a difficult shot for any of the others in their troupe. Platinum white hair framing alabaster skin and eyes glowing bright gold, the celestial woman's amplified voice carried to them. "You risk the wrath of forces beyond your ken. Tablet Wielders, you would be advised to leave before the Duke lays eyes upon you. Leave the hucows. All of them."

Hand sliding toward his rifle, Gabriel hesitated. They'd had no casualties so far. But if the creature inside that wagon was of such a dire threat that his Tablet wasn't even going to offer him a reward…

Movement from behind Gabriel; one of the rescued girls stepped forward.

It was Starlight, the hucow who'd first greeted them upon arriving in the town. Rifle in one hand, she bore no resemblance to the buoyant young lady from days ago. Hair in a braid down her back, dressed in a plaid shirt and jeans, she had dirt on her chin and a gash across one side suggesting she'd taken a stray bullet.

Lifting her rifle, she called, "Uwustarlight says fuck all of you. Uwustarlight thinks hucows will uwustand with their minotaur brothers from now on."

Her words shouldn't have carried to the other group, yet they did. Scarred minotaur accompanying the celestial shifted as their mocking, snorting laughter filled the air.

"Mooooo." An unexpected sound drew Gabriel's attention to a tumbleweed drifting across the road. Beyond, munching grass behind a white picket fence, was, of all things, a herd of winged cows.

Their sheer adorability nearly cost him his focus.

Pearly laughter rang out as the celestial woman called back. "Morons, all of you. hucow have ever been nothing more than fodder. The word milkmaid comes from you, does it not? Uwu this, and ‘uwu milk me’ that. Emyra made you to be nothing more than farmhands, slaves to your desires."

A dozen backs straightened at once as Starlight's jaw tightened. "Emyra never intended that. It is in none of her lessons. And King Gabriel has given us permission to take up weapons. A royal decree, celestial. Times have changed."

Shaking her head, the celestial's body pulsed with a white glow. "As if the words of a king could change a woman's place…"

"We needed someone who believed in us," Starlight whispered, the words barely audible. Flowing with a grace that could only be described as 'effulgently curvaceous', she lifted her rifle and fired.

BANG!

Hands coming up, the celestial woman produced a semi-transparent white-blue shield. The magical bullet struck and rebounded.

But not without effect. A crack split the shield's surface.

"Uwuhoneydew thinks Starlight makes an excellent point!" Honeydew fired.

Other hucows joined in. Gabriel nearly gawked as a rescued hucow, still in a giant belle outfit, ripped a rifle from an elderly minotaur's stunned hands and added her own shot.

Her wild shot missed the shield by a mile.

"Thought that counts," Dusty said, adding his own shot to the volley.

Roaring catastrophically, the celestial woman's shield detonated, shrapnel scything across the nearest of her minotaur guardians. Arrogance faded to disbelief as holes erupted in her shoulder and side, glowing blood spraying. She extended white wings Gabriel hadn't noticed, prepared to fly away.

"Screw you," Ravenna said, fingers twitching as she drained what little of her mana had regenerated.

A black mask slid over the celestial's face, blinding her for a second.

"Fall back!" Howling in desperation, the woman called to her allies as they fell one at a time. "We must rely on the Duke!"

But behind her, the wagon had stopped. No, not stopped; it was going the opposite direction, the armed guard flanking it ignoring the massacre behind them.

"Uwustarlight says screw you, blonde bitch." From a crouched position, the hucow was reloading, her hands as dexterous as they'd been during the dancing demonstration.

Which was to say: very.

Gabriel considered taking a shot but held back. This wasn't his glory to take.

"This isn't over!" Thundering across the battlefield, the celestial's voice rang out as she wrestled her horse around. Only two minotaur remained seated next to her, and both were already turning around.

Peaches, yet another hucow, stepped forward, knelt, and sighted. Her high-pitched, hentai-quality voice carried to Gabriel with shocking clarity. "Uwupeaches doesn't believe in stupid sequels."

Bang!

Silence fell, as did the celestial.

"Ah, hell. I hate stupid sequels, too," Gabriel admitted, finally lifting his rifle.

Exhale. Aim. Squeeze.

One minotaur down.

Exhale. Aim. Squeeze.

A second joined the first.

"Uwupeaches is such a good shot!" Starlight cheered, bouncing hard enough that two buttons on her top exploded, nearly freeing the young woman's enormous breasts.

She did not notice.

"Some things never change," Ravenna remarked wryly, slumping against Gabriel's chest as a new round of celebrations went up.

Sundance and her men went to collect loot from the bodies, leaving the girls to their renewed dancing celebrations.

While they waited, Dusty sidled closer to Gabriel, his expression unreadable. "You've really changed everything now, you know that?"

"How so?" Gabriel asked, although he had an inkling.

"You gave them power." Soft, almost awed, the minotaur's voice carried weight. "Not the weapons; I mean yes, the weapons too, but that's not what I'm talking about. You gave them permission to fight back. You gave them the idea that they could."

Gabriel studied the celebrating hucows.

Pop! Pop!

Buttons had begun flying like popcorn. Still, the girls celebrated with unabashed abandon.

"Weak people want slaves," he said slowly, thoughtfully. "Weak men want weak women. I'm not talkin' about levels or stats or anything else. I'm talking about spirit. From what I've learned about Emyra, I doubt she ever intended her hucows to be taken advantage of by anyone. Ever."

Dusty frowned, mouth working. "And you represent her, do you?"

"He does," Lucielle announced, Tablet blazing into view, an image of Emyra stamped across the front. "Her power and blessings flow to him. Gabriel is her king and her champion."

Feminine warmth filled the air, little more than a sigh rising from the Tablet. In tones resplendent with hues of warmth, acceptance, and a mother's resolve, Emyra spoke. "Sheriff Dusty, who has long been loyal even though I have been bound, know that the Guide speaks the truth. King Gabriel has my full support. If tradition must change; his is the hand I trust to shepherd in a new future."

"Goddess!" Eyes widening, Dusty tried to bow from his horse and nearly fell.

Dimming, the Tablet faded.

"She can't reach here easily," Lucielle explained at his wide-eyed confusion. "Gabriel still has much of the islands to free."

Sundance returned laden with gear. At her inquisitive look, Gabriel shook his head. "Unless it's good for crafting, gift the proceeds to the town and keep a bit for yourselves. Adventurers need to eat, right?"

"That we do," she replied, grinning as she returned to the column.

Uneventful, the rest of their trek to the town passed without incident. Inside, the victors were met with thunderous cheers. This time, not all the celebration was for him or Dusty or the other minotaurs. This time, people were shouting the names of the hucows, too.

Gradually, the calls for individuals softened, replaced by another cry. One repeated by all the hucows. "Festival!" "Cream Festival!" "FESTIVAL! CREAM FESTIVAL!"

Earlier that day, a group of warriors had left the town; their fate uncertain.

That night, intact, heroes returned to the ultimate celebration.

A Hucow Cream Festival.


Chapter 38: Our Poor Narrator


Magical showers didn't exist here. No instant cleaning systems, no temperature-controlled plumbing that responded to gestures. Dusty directed them to a bathhouse that fit the Western aesthetic perfectly: water troughs lined one wooden wall, fed by a sun-heated overhead tank. Privacy screens divided the space, giving enough separation for modesty without actual walls.

Gabriel stripped off the crispy remains of his new shirt and pants and stepped up to the water.

"You go through clothing faster than any warrior I've ever met," Ravenna observed from nearby. She could not have been faulted for giving anything less than her all. At every turn, she'd pushed magic and her body to their limits. For days, she'd been in one stage of exhaustion or another, and that was no less evident in her tender, faltering strides. He was privately confident that at least half the hitch in her step wasn't related to their encounter at the plantation.

She said, "At this rate, you'll need a dedicated tailor to keep you decent. Albrecht, perhaps? Although having only one hand might hamper that."

Hearing the tomatsu's name sent a small pang through Gabriel. He missed the odd little man. "At least I have spares this time."

"Two," she corrected with a playful smirk, her eyes sliding across his body. "You know, before we…"

Splashing lukewarm water over his chest, Gabriel did his best to channel a smoldering anti-hero's evil growl, "I was thinking the same thing. A proper round two, where I keep going after you pass out."

She squeaked. Loudly.

Seeing his expression, she flushed and muttered, "Fine. Point to you. Butthead."

Sharing a laugh, the two set to cleaning in amiable silence. Gabriel knew his new lover had hangups about marrying into the harem, but he was increasingly finding their banter easier to absorb and accept. 'Dirty Gabriel, dark hero' resonated less with him.

But when it clearly made her so happy, why not?

"I've been thinking about what happened," she said, wringing water from her hair. "With the hucows. The celestial."

"Yeah?"

"You didn't need to arm them." Her eyes, backed with savage intellect, studied him intensely. "With Sundance and her partners joining the minotaur volunteers, we could have pulled it off. The hucows provided numbers, but the outcome was going to be the same without their participation. You knew that."

"The Duke…"

"You didn't know about the Duke when you made the call."

He tipped his head in a nod of acceptance, continuing to wash.

"In my culture," she pressed on, "empowerment is valued. But typically, at someone else's expense or, at minimum, with self-interest first. You armed vulnerable people not because you needed them for combat, but because..." She paused, working through the logic. "You wanted them to know they could fight. You arranged this deliberately, didn't you? You saw an opportunity for cultural change and took it."

Gabriel smiled slightly, reaching for his backpack and a clean shirt. "I'm not here for cultural change. I'm a man with a Tablet here to build some buildings."

Her expression shifted, shades of recognition and deepening respect evident. "You have foresight. And are growing the wisdom of a true king, aren't you?"

"Psha. King is the name of my class. No one's crowning me any time soon." Tugging the fresh shirt over rapidly healing burns, he stepped over to kiss the woman's damp lips. "Now, stop asking questions you already know the answers to before I put a creative solution in your mouth."

She hesitated, licked her lips, then winced and rubbed her jaw sullenly. "Fine. For now. Know that all of this is going to change as soon as I find the right magic."

"All of this?"

Indicating her mouth and the space between her thighs, she playfully smacked his arm. "Don't forget, I still plan to have you in all of me. As soon as I'm not a cripple after one night, it's on."

Groaning, he shook his head and walked away.

These girls and their focus on butt stuff. He couldn't imagine what their fixation was.

Not that he'd mind, per se.

Just…wow.

***

Already underway when they emerged, the celebration drew them forward. Dusty, sipping out of a glass of milky liquid, intercepted them before they could join the crowd.

"King Gabriel." His formal tone signaled an official matter. "On behalf of Ambrosia Springs, we'd like to present you with tokens of our gratitude."

Waving, he summoned Ironhoof and Oakhorn, each carrying a large glass jug of gently glowing, milky liquid. Runes carved in the metal collars around the cleverly hinged lids glowed faintly. Gabriel recognized preservation magic.

"Premium Ambrosia," Dusty explained, holding out a leather pouch. "Our best reserve. Should last you a good while if you use it sparingly. I'm told a few drops restore up to three hit points if taken pure."

"That's incredibly generous." Accepting the pouch, Gabriel studied it. "What's this?"

"Townsfolk came together and spent their own coin with a merchant interface to get this for you. Call it a parting gift. From us to you."

"Over here! Look!" Lucielle manifested his Tablet, presenting the identified details.

Magical Item Acquired: Liquid Storage Pouch (Dungeon Grade)
Capacity: 500 Fluid Gallons
Details: This pouch will preserve any fluids placed inside within a stasis field. The contents will not age, decay, cool, heat, etc.


Similar to the dungeon bag but for liquids; with the Ambrosia inside, he'd have emergency healing for months. He took the glass jugs, putting them away. "I don't know what to say."

"Say you'll come back and visit sometime," Dusty replied with a slight smile. "The girls will chase me forever if I don't make it clear you're wanted here."

"Actually, that reminds me of an issue you should know about." Gabriel told him about the option for the locals to leave the dungeon, should they choose to, and the terms and conditions around it.

Explaining didn't take long, and when he was done, the minotaur had a thoughtful expression. "That's one interesting offer. I'll talk about it with the other elders, so we pose it to the town carefully. I don't want the hucows running after you because there's a magic portal."

Normally, Gabriel would have hesitated about censoring information of this magnitude. But they were discussing hucows, so he could see the wisdom in it. "Sounds good. What about Shortbrick's family? Maggie and Reggie?"

"Shortbrick is alive. If you ask me, he's not taking the loss of his wife and harem-fellows very well. We took away his belt and such. That said, he won't make it to the hearing. We moo-folk bond tight."

Sadness touched Gabriel, although only on behalf of the sweet couple who'd treated him so well.

"There will be a hearing," Dusty went on. "We'll see how it goes. Everyone knows Reggie and Maggie are good folk, but that won't change what their boy did. Could be raw justice rules, one way or the other."

Gabriel said, "I understand." He didn't like it, but it wasn't for him to approve or disapprove. He was leaving and what would happen would happen.

On that note, the group made their way to the festival.

Transformed into a scene from a rural picture book, the central square bustled with tables laden with food, barrels of cider, ale, and even Ambrosia-augmented fermentations. Musicians from a variety of races, including a few tiny males Gabriel guessed were brownies, were playing jaunty, suggestive tunes.

And the people. So many of them.

Tiny floofballs with miniature horns, most no taller than three feet, raced into view. Giggling maniacally, their arms and legs barely stuck out of thick, colorful curly hair that sprouted everywhere. It took Gabriel a solid second to realize he was staring at immature hucows. A pair of winged bovines gave chase. One bull with a mixture of white and black splotches called after them, "Children! Children! This is not appropriate for you. You have to go to the kindergarten area!"

"Lucielle?"

"Yes, Gabriel?"

"Why do the winged cows have an English accent?"

Amused beige pulsed across his Tablet. "The translation magic is as accurate as it can be. Flycows are well known for their intellect and linguistic acumen. At least, they are in this town."

Ravenna took his hand, leading him past the retreating children and inside the town hall building. Inside, hucows danced in circles, their movements a blend of grace and joy that spoke to traditions older than the settlement itself.

Sundance and her harem of minotaurs had claimed a table, drinks in hand, laughing at some shared joke. Catching Gabriel's eye, the gunslinger raised her glass in salute. Her partners did the same, acceptance given without words.

"Come dance!" Honeydew said, grabbing his hand and pulling him into a dancing circle before he could protest. "Everyone, King Gabriel is here!" Ravenna manifested at his other side, and he realized she'd used her shapeshifting wardrobe. She now wore a belly dancer outfit to match the attendant hucows, complete with flowing pants, not-quite-sheer top, and veils that caught the light with every movement.

Holding hands, they circled the room, jumping and singing along with lyrics that only took a few passes to memorize. After a while, the hucows pulled Gabriel away from Ravenna. They weren't trying to get him alone this time, however. Instead, he watched as they formed ringed circles around the raven-winged woman and proceeded to demonstrate their dance maneuvers.

Hips rolling, arms twisting, breasts jutting, the motions reminded Gabriel of a cross between an Earth club and ballet. Just way, way hornier.

"Now we teach you cream sharing!" Starlight announced, producing a small flask of creamy liquid. "It’s a very important cultural tradition!"

"First method!" Marigold demonstrated by taking a mouthful of cream, then kissing it directly into Honeydew's mouth. Smooth, intimate, the transfer was accompanied by giggles from both participants.

Both girls tipped their heads back, cheeks churning.

"Are…are they gargling it?" Gabriel asked, mildly horrified.

Starlight, overhearing his question, nodded fast enough to make her physics-defying breasts bob in independent circles. "Sharing is caring, but savoring is trueuwu love."

"Oh."

Laughing, she poured more of the mysterious liquid into a glass. "Uwustarlight enjoys the direct approach, toouwu!" Downing enough of the liquid to stretch her cheeks, she moved to another hucow, Coral, and proceeded to kiss the other woman deeply.

Gabriel counted the liquid passing back and forth at least four times before each swallowed. His response was decidedly visceral; although he couldn't have said what that response was, precisely.

Arousing? Certainly.

Disturbing? Also, certainly.

"And there's the artistic method!" Honeydew announced, pouring a thin stream of cream down Marygold's exposed collarbone, letting it pool on her tongue before licking it away in one long, deliberate motion that had half the watching girls cheering.

Ravenna, who'd taken a step back to watch, had an expression of focused contemplation. "It's a fertility ritual. It must be. This must be how hucow breeding harems ensure each has a chance to become pregnant. It's logic and building social bonds and intimacy all at once."

"You're getting all that out of this?" he asked, incredulous.

"Well, yes. I mean, there's a certain visceral appeal, as well.” Finger on her lips, she contemplated the idea. "Swishing it around is a novel idea, although, now that I see it in practice, it makes sense. Particularly when it comes to you."

"Do I want to know?"

He did not want to know.

She told him anyway. "Each time you fill me, I feel a tremendous closeness with divine mana. I've begun to theorize that as a direct agent of Emyra, your cream is innately augmented. It's entirely possible that slowing the ingestion process could reap benefits. In fact, now that I say it out loud, I must ask: in a bonded harem, with each woman sharing a measure of supernatural connection, is it possible that sharing could create a synergistic benefit?"

Running a hand across his face, he groaned. "Let me get this straight. You're suggesting that the goddess of fertility has given me magic jizz, and that if the harem members snowball each other like rabid bunnies…"

"Hucows," she corrected snidely.

"Hucows," he growled, continuing, "that they might get some extra benefit? That's…I…. I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in my life."

A smile so full of wicked knowing spread across her face that he considered giving her a legit spanking. She replied, poking his chest to emphasize each word. "King of the Fae Islands. Blessed Avatar of Fertility. Shared among your wives, it's possible this 'snowball' thing you mention has untold benefits.”

A nearby hucow giggled brightly. "Hucows douwu. When we bond with our special person, it activates all sorts of special benefits when we celebrate his cream."

"Precisely!" Ravena said. "And when Una…"

"Stop being all analytical!" Starlight squealed, rushing over to push a small flask into the talkative Sorceress' hand. "Join us!"

Hesitating, the winged woman gave him an inquisitive look. "We are mate bonded. In matters of the flesh, I will always follow your wishes."

Remembering a similar conversation with Gemma and Raquel, he waved her away. "Consent and communication are sexy. And I won't be jealous over friendly kisses, but only if it's what you want."

"Oh, I do so cherish you," she replied, leaning in for a passionate kiss before joining the giggling hucows.

What followed was Ravenna attempting each method with varying degrees of success, the girls offering encouraging commentary and the occasional correction. Gabriel found himself laughing at the absurdity of watching a proud maccari scholar learn hucow intimacy traditions from dozens of enthusiastic hucows.

'Feeding All the Little Birds’ and ‘Splitting the Cream Shower’ proved particularly interesting.

Absurd, but interesting.

Food disappeared. Songs were sung. Stories were told and retold, each version slightly more exaggerated than the last. Hours passed in celebration.

Eventually, once he confirmed Ravenna was both safe and having a great time, Gabriel made his way outside to mingle with more of the townsfolk. Not that he minded an entire room of hucows, but there were only so many 'tee-hees' and 'uwus' that one man could stand.

Shaking hands and exchanging spontaneous embraces from mature hucow women and minotaurs alike, he discovered an alley with picnic style tables. At each was a different harem, the groups speaking with the polite maturity of adults.

He shouldn't have been surprised to find an honest-to-goddess fairy fluttering between three minotaur men. But he was.

"Fucking physics," he murmured, shaking his head.

Of the ten tables, seven had women-centered harems. Three went the opposite direction, with hucows doting romantically over a human man, a blue-skinned goblin wearing a red slouch hat, and what Gabriel guessed was dragon-kin, given the wings and scales.

Returning waves politely, he considered joining them to seek wisdom about managing relationships. Instead, he found himself wandering down one alley then another, absorbing details of a village he'd missed during the quest's excitement.

"Gabriel?" Lucielle asked quietly.

"Yes?"

"May I ask you a hard question?"

"Of course."

"You killed people today."

Curious where the Guide was going with her questions, he nodded. "Sure. That's hardly new."

"I mean…you shot people. A human, too. That's different from your normal style. Are you okay?"

Biting back a quick reply, he took the time to contemplate his answer. Wandering past a corral stuffed full of floofy hucow children, all bouncing off one another and giggling infectiously, he paused. "I'm not a killer, Lucielle. In my heart, I'm not even an adventurer. I want to build a foundation that protects people. If that means raising houses or building barns, so be it. If that means taking a leadership role, fine."

"But you adventure an awful lot."

"I do. That's apparently part of the job description for being a Tablet Wielder."

Bobbing up and down, his Tablet flashed text. "You haven't answered my question."

Sighing, he spread his empty hands. "A man kills with his heart, not his hands." They were old words, half remembered. "Look, I'm King of the Fae Islands. You all keep saying that. That means I have a responsibility to make the hard calls, and to protect the people who rely on me. No matter what. If someone needs killing, I'm not going to let regret weigh my heart down. Why do you ask? Are you worried it makes me a bad person?"

Her reply was soft. "Not at all. I think it makes you a wise person. One who does what needs doing. And that's precisely why the High Priestess is falling in love with you, I think."

"Oh."

Lucielle made a choking sound as the Tablet flashed. He studied the bold text at the top.

Quest Complete
Congratulations, King Gabriel. You've fully completed the second of three quests. The Fates and Bright Maker have decided to ensure you are well-rewarded for your decisions.
Combat Experience Awarded: 2,000
For leading with your heart as well as your strength, and creative use of combat tactics, you have earned:
Bonus Experience: 4,500
Total Experience Gained: 6,500
YOU ARE NOW LEVEL 15!
This has unlocked 2 new glyph slots.
Experience to Level 16: 2,422 of 15,000
You have 15 unassigned attribute points.
You have 10 unassigned skill points.


Acting as if nothing had happened, Lucielle chirped happily, "And with that, it's time up! One quest remaining. Know that the third door will be super hard. In fact, you could consider skipping it entirely."

He waved the notion away. "I finish what I've started. Besides, that monster island sounds fun, doesn't it?"

Ding!

The Bright Maker Is Pleased.


"But, but," Lucielle protested, much to Gabriel's growing amusement.

After a while, he wandered back into the town, where he reunited with Ravenna. She was glowing, flush with delight as she pressed her body against his. Voice low and husky, she whispered, "My king, I have recovered enough to…"

Swirling in a swift motion, the portal to the tower manifested next to them. It was time to leave. Shouted goodbyes were all they managed before the magic pulled them through.


Interlude: Wait, What’s That Monster Called?


The Relentless Endeavor cut through the waves with the efficiency of a vessel built for one purpose: making other ships wish they'd stayed home. At eighty feet of reinforced oak and iron plating, she was a hunter's craft, owned by the Syndicate of Chains, one of the seven organizations in the Consortium that had profited handsomely from Kusk's expansion. Her crew reflected that business model: twenty of the most ruthless killers the mainland's slave markets and mercenary halls could produce, each handpicked for their ability to make resistance disappear and survivors wish they'd died fighting.

Captain Thane Morgath stood at the wheel, scarred hands steady against the choppy waters. Human, mostly, though decades of profitable brutality had left certain modifications. His left eye glowed faintly purple, a souvenir from a curse that killed the mage who'd cast it after Morgath had finished selling the man's family to the flesh pits.

"Land ho!" The cry came from Grimjaw, an orc whose name came from his habit of filing teeth into points. He hung from the crow's nest, one hand shading his eyes. "Yackum Isle, dead ahead!"

"Three weeks on these waters," muttered Kora Ironfoot, the vessel's first mate. Standing barely four feet tall, the dwarf woman commanded respect through sheer competence. "I'm ready for solid ground and soft targets."

Morgath cracked a ragged-toothed grin. "We meet with our contacts, then we scout. Find soft targets, kill them, and claim their loot. Finder’s keepers and what-not."

Greasy, greedy laughter erupted from all who overheard. They'd taken a risk moving so far ahead of the fleet. No doubt the Tir-na-Gloops would be unhappy once they found out.

Unless the Endeavor and its crew brought back plunder or solid intelligence.

They were betting on both. Short of a high-level band of Tablet Wielders, nothing would stop Morgath's cutthroat crew.

Lifting his spyglass, the captain studied the distant, rocky shore. Teeming monsters clung to one cliff face. Resembling monstrous hydras, albeit with rounded gap-mouth heads, the awkward creatures leaked yellow smoke.

Emyra's influence, no doubt.

Above the cliffs, he searched for signs of the tent cities belonging to the yackums. There. Leather flapping in the breeze, though no sign of the inhabitants.

"Odd," he muttered, then lifted his voice. "Varick! Your divinations warning about anything?"

Varick, a lanky human mage with more scars than social skills, closed his eyes in concentration. Fingers traced patterns in the air, divination power swirling. After a moment, his eyes snapped open, confusion clear on his face.

"The island's a confluence. Emyra is unleashed, but Kusk is still holding on. I sense monsters, and a dozen great powers near the island. Yackums, maybe? It's hard to tell. The energy is choppy."

Morgath did not like choppy readings. He liked the idea of 'great powers' even less.

"Captain, should we prepare for an early harvest?" Kora asked, checking her heavily enchanted Epic axes with practiced ease.

"Yeah. I think so." Lifting his voice, he roared, "Battle stations. If anything that isn't a yackum comes toward this boat, I want it dead. We're here to meet our contacts on the way to the mainland, not let some random dickhydra, or whatever might be going down here, get in our way."

Accepting his commands with the casual enthusiasm of sadomasochistic sociopaths, the crew got to work. Thirty soldiers, a mixture of humans, orcs, and dwarves, all outfitted with at least rare-grade gear, cracked knuckles and donned their armor.

"I honestly don't give a shit if we kill the yackums, too," Kora murmured as she watched the crew bustle about. "This alliance with Kusk don't make much sense. Who cares about some dead dwarven god?"

"The giant leprechauns," he replied curtly, earning a reluctant nod.

Of all the people no pirate ever wanted to get on the bad side of, it was those green-clad greedy clogfuckers.

A killing calm settled over the deck, silent as a razorblade, as the vessel glided into a natural harbor near the bluffs. Dickhydras hissed and spat, their toothless mouths flexing to produce foamy, acidic salt. It was nothing more than a threat display; the creatures were far too small to endanger anything other than native wildlife.

Crunch!

Sand sprayed from the hull as they ground to a halt. Men and women stirred from their braced positions, several carrying bows as they watched their surroundings.

Minutes passed.

Other than the spurt or occasional skee skeet sound from the dickhydras, there was nothing.

"I don't like this," Kora muttered. "Something feels off as hell."

Morgath could only agree. "Grimjaw, take five soldiers. Scout the tents. If you find anyone or anything, bring it back for questioning."

"With pleasure, Captain." The orc gave a lopsided salute, his oversized hewing axe already glowing with greedy killing power. "Log, Bug, Sneekum, Cricket, and Chomp-Chimp, I want you to..."

He never finished the sentence.

They came from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

Moving like fur-clad insects or beasts of war, the furry nightmares ascended the deck from all sides. Faster than thought and glowing with so much corrupted power that their every motion left twisted afterimages, the reanimated costumes descended upon the pirates like a demented fever dream.

A blue wolf shot through the air like lightning as it landed between Grimjaw and Kora. Eyes wide and maw gaping, it swiped with cartoonishly oversized paws, batting both fifteen feet away, their bodies maimed in a single strike.

"Ambush!" Morgath roared, but his crew were already moving, instinct and training taking over.

Dwarven crossbowmen opened fire, enchanted bolts streaking toward the attackers. The projectiles should have obliterated anything short of a Tablet Wielding tank. Instead, they passed through the furry figures as if they weren't even there, soaring into the sea or embedding themselves in the timbers.

"They've gone True Incorporeal!" Varick shouted, hands already weaving counter-spells. "You need Epic or better weapons to harm them..."

A rabbit-suited figure with enormous, bullet-shaped breasts bounded over the mage. She landed on his head, cartoonish soft bits squishing as the animated corpse within wound iron-strong legs around his neck. With a laugh that could best be described as 'Horny Goofy Meets Woody Woodpecker,' she jerked to one side, snapping the man's neck.

He tried to resist, to scream, to cast a spell. But she plopped two oversized rabbit paws on his face and tugged.

The results were beyond gruesome.

Morgath watched his elite crew being torn apart and forced himself to think tactically. What he was seeing wasn't possible. It simply wasn't. None of Kusk's minions could do this. What he was witnessing more closely resembled the damned leprechaun's elites.

The thought drew him up short. That was it. It must be. "The leprechauns sent you, didn't they?"

Someone laughed. It was an impossibly cordial sound.

"Oh, gee golly gosh, I do apologize for the interruption there! Terribly sorry about all the mess and whatnot. Please don't mind us, taking care of some housekeeping, if you know what I mean. Also, nope. Not us. We've got no affiliations with any leprechauns. Promise."

The speaker walked around the deck, emerging from behind the swell of the captain's cabin. Moving like he owned the world, the black-clad creature cut an impressive figure. Six and a half feet tall and so muscular that he resembled Tablet Wielders with a Strength-based build, every inch of his body gleamed with spikes, metal bits, and the biggest, most bulbous codpiece the captain had ever seen.

And he'd seen quite a few.

"Who are you?" Morgath asked, fumbling for his sawtooth sword. It was Epic quality but somehow, he knew he'd already lost. From the rapidly quieting sounds, the battle had been over as soon as they'd landed on the island.

"Oh, where are my manners?" Striding over, the imposing figure held out a hand. "Name's Leather Daddy." Leaving it extended, he looked around, the black pits of his gimp hood reflecting a hellish light that had nothing to do with any power Morgath had seen. "Gosh, you fellas picked the wrong island for your little visit. No hard feelings, eh? Business, you understand. You see, me and mine are super eager to get the heck out of here and start sight-seeing these Fae Wilds, and well. We need your boat. That's all."

"What—" the captain managed, then had to dodge as the blue wolf bounded past, carrying someone's severed arm. "What the hell are you?"

"Well now, that's a bit of a complicated story.” Leather Daddy tilted his head into a neck-breaking angle. "Let's say we're the new management in these parts. Real sorry about your friends there, but they were kind of in the whole 'working for the wrong team' situation, if you catch my drift."

"You killed all of Kusk's forces here," Morgath said, understanding dawning as all his hopes for the future turned to ash in his mouth.

"Oh sure, sure, we took care of those fellas a few days back. Real unpleasant bunch, they were. All tentacles and screaming and whatnot. Much prefer it quiet, ourselves." Leather Daddy's tone remained relentlessly upbeat. "Now, here's the thing, friend. We're gonna need you to do us a teensy little favor."

Morgath looked at what remained of his crew. Five soldiers. Four. A purple and pink costume made to look like a laughing cat was currently sitting on someone, the soldier's struggles growing weaker.

Three left.

"A favor," he repeated flatly.

"Yes sir! See, we're real keen on exploring. It's that we've got this nagging thought. All of us do. We'd deeply like to know everything you know about a little lady named Emyra, and why she makes us so boner-mad. Would ya?"

The courteous phrasing didn't disguise the threat. Morgath had no doubt what would happen to him should he refuse.

Crunch!

His last soldier fell, leaving Morgath alone on his deck, surrounded by grinning figures covered in blood and viscera. "Yeah. I'll answer your questions. What do you want to know?"

The kitten made a hiccupping purring sound. "Everything," she crooned, the sound ruined by the menace in it.

Morgath did. He told them what he knew of Kusk, his war, and Emyra, then went into why the armada was preparing to invade the islands.

"Hrm. Riches, and power?" Leather Daddy asked once he was done. The strange figure jerked, reaching around his back. A dickhydra clung to his hand, three heads swimming in a hypnotic pattern that clearly had no effect on the nightmarish thing. He giggled. "Aren't you the cutest? Oh. And you're steaming like a lil teapot, aren't you? Here."

Hawk. Tuah.

A glob of black-streaked ichor squirted from the zipper mouth, smearing across the steaming, gaping mouth-heads. It bubbled and burbled, sinking into the bright pink tissue. An instant later, the creature's steaming ceased. Moreover, it began to grow, the bulbous underbelly swelling with two great globes of churning power.

"Aww, it's so cute," the cat crowed, pouncing over. She definitely had breasts beneath the costume. Or her body once had. They jiggled with Jello-like plasticity. "What will you name him?"

The heads each screeched a single word. "Skee. Eee. T."

"Skeet," Leather Daddy declared proudly. "Or Lil Skeet-Skeet if you'd like."

Motion drew the captain's attention to the other costumes. Eerily quiet, vacant faces smiling within their oversized heads, they drew close enough to study Skeet-Skeet.

Stroking his new pet, Leather Daddy asked, "Captain, you think there's something on the islands that's repelling Kusk, you say?"

"Yeah. Um. Yeah." Swallowing, Morgath tried not to watch the growing monster's throbbing flesh churn in the gloved hands. He fixated instead on the corpses of his fallen soldiers. "I heard someone did a fortune telling spell. Says there might be a man trying to make himself king of the islands so he can fix them up. Not sure if it's true or not. Divination like that can be finicky at the best of times."

The figures exchanged silent looks, as if they were able to communicate without speaking aloud. After a brief pause, Leather Daddy announced, "Well, that settles it. We'll head to the mainland. We can't have someone else crowning themselves king, can we? I mean, that would be so rude. Clearly, if anyone is the king, it's me. Am I wrong?"

"King Leather Daddy," the wolf growled, drooling blood from his open maw. "I like the sound of that."

They all did.

Leather Daddy turned fully to Morgath. Leaning in, stroking the dickhydra's foaming heads, he asked quietly, "Now, Mr. Captain, sir. Would you mind guiding us in how to sail this fine vessel? There's a storm on the air, and I don't wanna get caught out. I mean, who would want that? No one, am I right?"

The creature's courteous laugh sent chills down the captain's spine. "I'm happy to be of service, King Leather Daddy," he said, knowing the words were his only chance for survival.


Chapter 39: Afterglow


The portal shimmered closed behind them, leaving Gabriel and Ravenna standing in the familiar subterranean chamber of the Librium Dessolatus. Glistening black stone drew his attention to the statue of the Fates in the center of the room.

Two had their eyes closed, their heads tilted toward one another. The third was looking directly at the final portal, her expression one that could only be described as erotic anticipation.

How terrible was this final quest going to be?

Rolling his shoulders, he felt the weight of the past days pressing down. Soon they'd be home at their settlement where they could relax. Soon, he'd transition from rushing around trying to maximize every second into his preferred mode of careful construction and planning.

"Hot springs?" he asked his companion.

Ravenna took a single, somewhat faltering step. "Please. I need to feel clean. All that dust wasn't my style."

"Mine either."

"Speaking of which," Lucielle announced, flashing a message. "You should read this."

Notice of Local Limitations: Fae Islands
Details: Steeped in ancient tribal customs and primal energies, the beliefs that gave rise to this area have placed a modest restriction on modern weaponry. Only firearms with an Epic or greater enchantment will function here. Basically: You're allowed to keep your rifle and sidearms, since they make you badass and have been blessed by Emyra and the Fates, but don't expect to mass-produce replicas. The islands remain a fantasy locale.


Ravenna peeked over his shoulder. "He receives the Schematics and you're already limiting him?"

He waved her protestation away. "If I can't make them, it also means outsiders can't bring them here. We'd be in a lot of trouble if someone got the idea to bring modern Earth weapons to the islands. This is a compromise that protects more than it harms."

"Precisely so," Lucielle chirped. "The Fates are pleased with your growing wisdom."

They made their way out of the library. Near the entrance, Gabriel had to gawk at the tens of thousands of new books appearing every second. Having dealt with hucow nonsense for so long, he deliberately avoided skimming the titles.

Descending to the familiar hot springs, the two disrobed in amiable silence, with Gabriel helping his exhausted partner into the warm, bubbling water. She settled against him, wings tickling his face and hip brushing his cock.

"You can't be serious," he said, disbelieving.

She turned, cheek and curve of her lips outlined in the neon glow of the crystal growths lining the walls. Her beauty continued to take his breath away, particularly now that he'd come to know her deeply. "What? I'm being close. Lucielle showed me enough to know you enjoy regular contact with your women. Is this not what you want?"

"Ravenna, I know you. Casual touch isn't your way."

She sniffed, chin tipped up arrogantly. "I'll have you know that maccari are capable of change. Perhaps seeing the cream-sharing ceremonies has inspired me. Maybe when we return to your settlement, I shall form tight bonds with your wives and they shall beg... uh... ask me to join the harem. And perhaps I will allow it to be so."

He poked her in the ribs. Hard. "This is one-hundred percent about getting ahead of us waking Yulia up, isn't it? You're going to try to get in Gemma and Raquel's good graces so she doesn't have a chance."

Her reply was to wiggle her firm ass against his growing erection.

"Uh huh." Shaking his head, Gabriel knew one thing for absolute certainty: there was no way he'd be freeing Yulia anytime soon. Not unless there was an easy opportunity to do so. Una had to come next. And Liana sounded promising, too. Having a dedicated healer would be far more useful than adding another warrior to the mix.

Reaching up, he cupped her high cheek and turned her to him. Sliding his fingers down to her throat, she gasped in expectation as he pulled her in for a deceptively gentle kiss.

"Don't change who you are unless it's what you want," he told her firmly. "Caring about someone means not trying to change them. It means not doing things that hurt your heart or compromise your values to make them happy."

"And what of you? None of the visions Lucielle showed me suggested you had this side." She shifted her neck into his hand, pushing closer as she slid the tip of her pink tongue across his mouth. "Are you not changing who you are to appease me?"

Gabriel recognized the vulnerability within the question. Sure, she might be trying to score a point or whatever, but part of her was genuinely curious. That nuance, the difference between being a total diva and a well-rounded woman, was part of why he'd allowed his guard down with her.

Moving a hand down, around her lower waist, he took a grip on her ass and pulled her to him. His tip nuzzling her entrance, he waited for her sigh to slowly ease her onto his shaft. Only once she'd settled in place did he reply. "Not all change is bad. Change through growth is natural."

"Ahhhh." She swallowed hard, pushing with desperate urgency to kiss his mouth. "I dislike how easily you make me crave you. Maccari aren't kissers. We mate and move on. Yet, with you..."

"Before you," he replied warmly, "I didn't know that I'd find a woman with wings and talons attractive. We've both grown, haven't we?"

"Unnnffh, ye... yes." Hips rolling slowly, she winced though the discomfort didn't stop her motions. "I can see the value in... ahhhhhh... mutual growth."

Clawed hands finding his shoulders, her breasts grazing his chest, they made love. Kissing, holding one another, there wasn’t any of the impassioned intensity of their previous couplings. Well, besides the hand he kept around her throat.

There's change and then there's change.

After, when she reluctantly slid free, they maintained contact for the remainder of their soak. Once they'd dressed and made their way to their reclaimed kitchen to have a quick meal, she remarked, "I need to work on a spell that calculates mana like your Tablet."

Gabriel busied himself slicing, oiling, and cooking fish for two. "It is useful."

"And it would prove my point. After that coupling, I'm positive your seed regenerated a bit of my mana. Hrm." She tapped her chin thoughtfully, producing the ‘True Stories from the Trailer Park’ book. After flipping through the pages for a few seconds, she lit up. "Here it is! The owner of this park gained something called a 'Maple Blessing' or some such. It augmented his seed, and the gift came from a tree."

"And Emyra is very tree-coded?" he asked, dishing out the fish.

"Quite," she agreed, skewering a slice with a claw and taking a bite. "Delicious work, as ever. You may be my chef and boyfriend for a while yet."

Leaning against the table, he arched a brow. "Boyfriend, eh? We're mate bonded and dating?"

"I think it's a lovely designation."

Amused and unwilling to debate the point, he joined her in the meal. After they managed the climb to her tower room, they climbed into bed, with her passing out almost instantly. He had enough energy to do one more thing: finalize his level up.

His Tablet appeared with a thought, the notifications scrolling into view.

Two more glyph slots. That was huge, particularly now that he was getting more potent versions. With only four slots, keeping his two Legendary glyphs active, along with Glyph of the Craftsman and Glyph of the Survivalist being virtually irreplaceable, he had less flexibility than it might otherwise seem.

On impulse, he popped Glyph of Diplomacy into the open Strategic slot. It gave him resistance to a variety of mental effects on top of the Diplomacy skill. His thought was simple: each quest so far had been to a populated location. If their final mission was like the previous, better communication might help.

A flood of subtle, nuanced information slid into the back of his mind. It felt a lot like having a new room added onto a house; sure, it was temporary, but suddenly he had access to an entire space he'd been unable to enter before.

He added Glyph of the Architect to the open Visionary slot. It made using Schematics less demanding on mana, and might have been useful on the previous quest if he'd remembered it.

One problem about having so many options: even with a high intelligence score, it didn't always occur to him how to optimize his build. Plus, he reminded himself, swapping it out would have taken eight hours.

Skills came easy, with two points each. Once Civil Engineering reached fifteen, he'd stop the process, but for now it worked fine.

Now all he had left to assign were attributes.

Endurance was always a good one, so he put four points into that, and five into Foresight. That left him with six.

He hesitated, considering his options. Then he noted an odd opportunity: Strength was currently sixty-three. Six points would bring it to sixty-nine.

Part of him snickered at the silly joke, but another rationalized it might be a good investment. He had no intent to bring the stat up significantly higher, but with so much combat, perhaps that was the right choice.

The silly impulse won; he buffed his Strength to the number.

Ding!

A strange, pulsing notice popped up.

Divine Amusement Award
Details: Your goddess (and the Fates) are amused. Provided you never increase your Strength again, you may add a 25% bonus to the attribute for any activity related to fertility, building, or defending your territory.


Well, hot damn. That was unexpected.

Grinning, he mouthed 'thank you' to the Tablet, then rolled over. Tomorrow would bring their final quest. After that, the bonuses they'd earned would allow them to overcome the yackums, reclaim the Magic Node and the teleportation portal, and return to his friends and lovers.

His sleep was haunted by visions of cream-sharing ceremonies and hucow squeaks.

***

Gabriel woke first, finding Ravenna sprawled across most of the bed with one wing draped over him like a possessive blanket. He carefully extricated himself and got dressed, noting that his wounds from yesterday had, once again, healed completely. That was one thing he was determined to never take for granted.

Being a Tablet Wielder was the coolest thing since sliced bread. Maybe even since chocolate and coffee.

Ravenna stirred as he laced his boots. "Is it morning?"

"Probably," Gabriel said. "Hard to tell down here."

"Mm." She sat up, dark hair disheveled. "The third portal?"

"When you're ready."

She got herself together faster than he expected. Finding a fresh black dress, with a mesh top and buckling flaps that covered most of her full breasts, she did a spin. "Do you like it?"

"It shows a ludicrous amount of under-boob and cleavage," he pointed out, liking it very much.

"Good. Then I know where your eyes will be. Serpent women can be sexually manipulative. I consider this armor."

With a snort, he nearly told her about activating the Diplomacy glyph but held off. He liked her in the outfit, so why cause problems?

After a breakfast of dried fruit and fish, they made their way through the Librium and to the final portal.

Gabriel approached and placed his hand on the ancient stone frame. "Ready?"

Ravenna stepped up beside him. "Ready."

They entered together, their world dissolving into light for the last time.


Milestone 8: Rewards and Updated Character Sheet


New Schematics

Tier-2 Schematic: Ambrosial Storage

Mana Cost: 150

Range: 15 feet

Requirements: 5 Earth Essence, 5 Life Essence, 5 Magic Essence

Casting Time: 10 minutes

Description: Creates a container capable of holding 1 gallon of Ambrosia with no leakage/spoilage for up to 120 days. You may add 1 mana to the container every 120 days to renew the Ambrosia within.

Tier-2 Schematic: Arcane Brewery

Mana Cost: 500

Range: 50 feet

Requirements: 25 Earth Essence, 20 Magic Essence, 20 Wood Essence, 5 Fire Essence, 5 Life Essence, 25 Water Essence

Casting Time: 1 hour

Description: Creates one piece of apparatus needed to create consumable magical goods (such as Ambrosial Cider). To set up an entire brewery will take multiple castings, after which you may qualify to earn a Tier-3 Schematic version of this.

***

Updated Character Sheet

Name: Gabriel Burk

Class: King of the Fae Islands (Legendary; Twin Class; Glyph-Style Progression)

Level 15 Changes

Total Experience: 82,922

Experience to Level 16: 2,422 of 15,000

Core Statistics

Glyph Slots: 8 (Increases to 10 at level 25)

Hit Points: 340 (10 base + 330 for 15 levels); Regenerates 22%/hour (25% of current Endurance of 88)

Mana: 500 (10 base + 240 for 15 levels, doubled by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King); Regenerates 42%/hour (50% of current Presence of 68, enhanced by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King)

***

Attributes

Strength - 69 (+6): Base melee damage bonus increased to 6-9. Maximum lift/carry amounts increased by 69%. Divine Amusement Bonus: +25% bonus for activities related to fertility, building, or defending territory.

Grace - 59

Endurance - 88 (+4): You now gain 22 hit points per level. Your total hit points have been increased to 340.

Presence - 68

Foresight - 58 (+5)

Intelligence - 66

***

Active Skills

Combat Tactics: 28 - Critical strike bonus increases to 84%

Combat Mobility: 26 - Dodge chance is increased to 26%, and weird movement is increased to 78%

Advanced Construction and Engineering: 11 - Development/construction time reduced: 5.5%

Crafts (Global): 12 - ~2.4 years equivalent training in all common crafts

Civil Engineering: 9 - Global benefit to productivity, morale, and commerce: 9%

Glyph Skills

All Glyph skills automatically match the highest active skill rank of 28 and require the listed glyph to be active.

Stealth (Glyph of the Scout): 10 mana for 10 min invisibility, 1 min cooldown; +5 bonus when Survival skill active.

Diplomacy (Glyph of Diplomacy): World lore and region knowledge; resistance to influence effects.

Arcane Knowledge (Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King): General knowledge of magical concepts and spells.

Monsterlore (Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering): Familiarity with monstrous biology, culture, and construction.

Inactive Skills

Field Medicine: 10

Survival: 21

Herbalism: 20

Siege Smith: 21

***

Current Glyph Configuration (8 slots)

Note: Swapping to a different glyph takes 8 hours. The current configuration may still be used during the wait.

Visionary Path

Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-2)

Glyph of Accuracy

Glyph of the Architect (V1)

Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King

Strategist Path

Glyph of the Scout

Glyph of the Survivalist

Glyph of Diplomacy

Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering


Chapter 40: Scaley Boobies


They appeared on a white cobblestone street overlooking a bustling coastal settlement. Gabriel thought it resembled a Mediterranean port town crossed with serpentine aesthetics. Sandstone buildings embossed with emerald glyphs flowed in lovely, organic curves that tickled his imagination. The harbor was protected by natural rock formations creating calm waters perfect for the expansive docks jutting far into the bay.

On one side, a vast sandy beach stretched to the horizon. Enormous turtles lounged on the overcrowded sand. Dragon turtles, according to his Monsterlore skill. There were so many of the things they were practically on top of one another, their massive shells gleaming in the sunlight like a field of boulders.

Returning his attention to the city, he took in the remarkably diverse population. Serpent-folk in each of their three forms moved with liquid grace between buildings. Humanoid, serpent, and hybrid, all glinting with multicolored scales that caught the light in naturally mesmerizing patterns. Among the serpents, clusters of goth-dressed fairies fluttered around, their high-pitched voices carrying even over the bustle of the busy port. Besides the two dominant races, he spotted minotaurs, elves, and at least three species he couldn't immediately identify.

"Cosmopolitan," Ravenna observed. "The serpents once had an island among Emyra's archipelago. Have you heard anything of it?"

"I have not."

Lucielle provided her usually happy context, "Clean your current plate and Emyra will reveal the others."

Fair enough.

Familiar with the previous adventures, they made their way down the hill and through the city. People watched them go, more than a few fixating on Ravenna's wings or Gabriel's distinct 'Tablet Wielder' physique.

At least one squad of fairies waved at him, with one calling, "We're bigger on the inside!" to her friend's lewd whistles.

He ignored them and kept walking until they found the biggest, most official building in the town. It was the Harbormaster's Office, according to the elegant script above the entrance.

Inside, maps covered one wall showing shipping lanes and coastal features. The smell of old parchment mixed with salt air and something floral. Behind a curved desk sat the harbormaster herself.

She was a strikingly beautiful half-serpent, half-woman. Sleek and elegant, her scales shifted between green and blue depending on the light, and her eyes were golden with vertical pupils. She had a cape draped around her very human shoulders, the buttoned collar revealing just a hint of lightly scaled bosom.

"Welcome to Serpent's Landing," she said, her voice carrying a slight sibilant quality. "I'm Thessalia. How may I assist you?" Her gaze lingered on Gabriel with obvious interest.

Before anyone could answer, a tiny fairy popped out of nowhere, carrying a silver tray with three delicate teacups. She wore black lace and fishnet that would have looked ridiculous if not for the sheer commitment to the aesthetic; dark eyeshadow, darker lipstick, and hair teased into a gravity-defying arrangement.

"Tea?" the fairy asked in a voice like wind through a cemetery. "We have chamomile, oolong, or the tears of the forsaken."

"That last one is jasmine," Thessalia clarified without looking away from Gabriel. "Morticia has a flair for the dramatic."

"The forsaken wept into every cup," Morticia deadpanned, hovering closer. "It's very organic."

Gabriel accepted a cup. The tea was actually quite good, with subtle floral notes. "Thank you."

"You're welcome, handsome Tablet Wielder." Morticia drifted to offer tea to Ravenna, who declined with a polite gesture. The fairy shrugged and set the tray on a side table before perching on the edge of a filing cabinet, watching the proceedings with dark, kohl-rimmed eyes.

Lucielle popped up from the Tablet, "Hiya! This is King Gabriel. He's from the Fae Islands and he's here to help with your big problem. Tee-hee."

Gabriel glared. "There's such a thing as pacing."

His Tablet blushed a not-so-embarrassed shade of pea green. "Nothing wrong with skipping to the good stuff. You sure have been lately. Also, you had time for tea."

Opening his mouth, about to ask what she meant by that, Ravenna saved him.

"I'm Ravenna," the priestess said, hand against her chest. "We're on a mission from the Fates and would like to hear about why we're here."

"Charmed." Thessalia shifted in her chair, her muscular tail lifting her slightly. The adjustment sent a cascade of purple through her scales and revealed a hint of a folded hood behind her neck. "You'll be here to join the others in dealing with the leviathan situation."

Gabriel prompted, "Leviathan?"

Ding!

On cue, the quest text appeared, with Lucielle orienting the display for all three to read.

Quest: Leviathan’s Wake
Details: Three weeks ago, a leviathan emerged from an optional, 55-layer Epic+ dungeon beneath the ocean. It struck transport ships laden with two very important pieces of cargo, plus the goods due to citizens.
In the time since the attack, adventurers from all over Fate’s Dungeon or the Fae Wilds have been drawn for the opportunity at the rewards. By accepting this quest, you will be competing against a host of experienced delvers, on top of several new Tablet Wielders. Don’t worry: none have made it below the 7th floor so far. You’ve got an easy path to catch up.
Rewards: Earn a device known as the Ecived Sellebanna Reclaimer. Commissioned by the Fates during the first Aether War, this is a device of incredible creative potential. It may even interface with your Tablet, unlocking all-new quests and progression options.
Plus, you’ll need it to put Monster or Beast Seeds to use, among many, many other fun (and optional) functions.
Warning: The inventor of this device was quite mad, even by Fae Wilds standards.
Optional Bonus One: The 2nd treasure is hidden within a secondary chest that can only be obtained by getting to the leviathan’s horde before the other adventurers. If you do, you will be awarded the 3rd and final piece of the Varsona seal required to restore the optional island.
Optional Bonus Two: The Fates wish you to know that the priestess Yulia has been magically tethered to the seal. If you complete this quest, they will empower the Reconstructor to act as a 1-time portal, summoning her from the stasis in which she has slept for these thousands of years. Earning this may require a special quest, of course. The Fates are loath to give any reward for free.


Over his shoulder, he felt Ravenna go very still. She didn’t say anything, which only made the moment worse.

"Yes. That's it," Thessalia announced, unaware of the sudden tension in the room. "The precise details, minus the map to the dungeon entrance, which I can provide."

Turning his attention away from the patch of emotional darkness on his other side, Gabriel found the serpent woman fiddling with the buttons of her top. Had she removed one while they were reading? Seeing him look, she gave him a provocative smile.

From her perch, Morticia made a small gagging sound. "The mating display begins."

Perhaps it was his Diplomacy skill, or the protections it offered, or maybe it was the feeling that Ravenna had her guard all the way up again, but he found the harbormaster's attempts at seduction more annoying than enthralling.

"If you'll excuse us, we will discuss the quest and our plans. Should we need your map, we'll return for it."

Mouth tightening, fighting a frown, the woman gave an unsatisfied wave. "Of course. I'll be here."

Ravenna stopped him at the door. Turning back to the harbormaster, she asked, "I'm assuming we need to bring all the goods up for you, too? The ones the leviathan took?"

"Not at all." Thessalia lifted a glowing, rune-inscribed sigil from beneath her desk. "We have magic for dredging the ocean bottom. As long as the leviathan is dealt with, you may take your rewards along with all the coin you find. Leave the goods to us."

That was quite a generous offer.

Minus the whole 'fifty-five levels of optional Epic dungeon.'

"She's interested in you," Ravenna said flatly once they were outside. The salt air was stronger here, mixing with the scent of fish markets and cooking fires somewhere nearby.

"Do you want to talk about Thessalia or Yulia?" he asked, knowing which he preferred.

"Neither," she said, folding her arms across her chest and looking around. "Do you mind if I take a few hours to myself? If I recall correctly, the serpents had access to unique magic, and many were quite gifted at making potions."

Sensing she was in no mood for debate, Gabriel reached into his dungeon storage bag and gave her two handfuls of precious gems and platinum. "Sure. Take this. Also, Lucielle, keep her company. If anything happens, come get me."

The sprite bobbed out of her Tablet home. As long as she didn't remain separated for too long, she'd be fine. Otherwise, her transitory state would gradually decay; Mana Guides weren't intended as permanent fixtures outside their bonds.

The two moved away, taking a turn and vanishing from view. Left alone, Gabriel found himself contemplating their options.

Fifty-five levels. The number sat in his mind like a stone, heavy and irritating. He'd tackled difficult projects before, solved problems that seemed impossible at first glance, but this? This felt different. Not impossible, exactly.

Just very inefficient, particularly within their five-day time constraints.

His feet carried him through the serpent city without conscious direction. Voices drifted from open doorways. Haggling, laughing, arguing, and even singing; it washed over him without touching conscious thought.

How was he to solve this seemingly unsolvable problem?

The street opened onto the harbor, and Gabriel stopped, blinking in the bright sunlight reflecting off the water. The docks sprawled before him in an organized chaos of activity. A maze of piers and moorings, ships of every size and shape tied up or sailing in. Some were sleek racing vessels with knife-thin hulls. Others were broad-beamed cargo haulers sitting low in the water under the weight of their loads. Still others defied easy categorization. Past the ships, he saw aquatic traffic focused to one side of the four- or-five-mile-wide bay, no doubt to avoid the leviathan.

The constant activity should have been overwhelming, but Gabriel found it soothing. Purposeful. Everyone knew their job and did it. Loading cargo, repairing rigging, negotiating prices, checking manifests. Systems within systems, all interconnected, all functioning like clockwork.

Like an ecosystem.

He found himself drawn to the edge of a pier where the water was particularly clear. Kneeling, he peered down into the depths. The wood beneath his knees was warm from the sun, worn smooth by countless boots and bare feet.

The water was absurdly transparent. Fifteen, maybe twenty feet of visibility before the shadows took over. Schools of small fish drifted past, their scales catching the light in silver flashes that reminded him of coins tumbling through water. Larger shapes moved below them, predators cruising with patient purpose. As he watched, an eel emerged from the shadow. No, three eels. Their bodies rippled in that distinctive serpentine motion, muscles flowing beneath sleek skin.

A part of his mind, with skills far beyond when he’d first arrived to rescue Ravenna, catalogued the species with ease. Here was a magical Rakefin, and there was a Sinister Bobfin Eel, and so on. A few were monstrous, and others were classified as magical beasts.

The distinctions between the two whispered into his thoughts. One existed in a state of perpetual predation. In the Fae Wilds, the word ‘monster’ didn’t necessarily indicate a creature with purely evil origin. Rather, it indicated an entity shaped by magic such that their species was always predatory. That lent to the ‘evil’ stereotype but wasn’t always true.

There were sub-classifications. Some monsters were crafted by people, or the Fates, or other entities. Those had a more traditional role.

Magical Beasts, in comparison, were basically animals, only with magic. Some were intelligent, some weren’t. They could possess all the aggressive traits of any beast. Unlike monsters, their fundamental nature was not rooted in predation.

It seemed a small thing, but watching the fish, he realized it was far more significant than it might seem from the surface.

Monstrous Stripjaw Keelhaulers, with their silvery scales and bright red eyes, hunted relentlessly, with no signs of slowing down or care for their health. Magical Glassy Bluefins, on the other hand, clustered together, working in harmony to protect their school.

Over half an hour, he watched the dance repeat itself: predator and prey, or prey-turned-predator, when the Bluefins had enough and spun webs of light that attracted a Knucklegar from the depths. Yet another magical beast, the gar went after the Stripjaw like the monster was its favorite meal.

Maybe it was.

Behind him, the sounds of the harbor continued their own dance. Boots on wooden planks. Ropes creaking through pulleys. Sailors calling out coordinates and cargo weights in a dozen different languages. Merchants negotiating prices in that universal language of trading partners who knew exactly how much the other was trying to leverage them. The smell of tar and salt and fish guts mixed with fresher scents. Frying food from a nearby stall.

And underneath it all, the constant slap of waves against hulls. A rhythm as old as sailing itself.

Gabriel's gaze drifted across the harbor, tracking the ships as they moved. He watched their paths, noting the patterns, the way captains adjusted course to account for wind and current and other traffic. And then his eyes settled on the corner of the bay the ships were avoiding.

The leviathan's territory.

Gabriel stared at that empty section of water, his mind spinning through the implications. The ships knew where the leviathan was. The captains, the navigators, the harbor pilots. They all knew. It wasn't a mystery. It wasn't hidden. It was just there. A known hazard that everyone worked around as naturally as breathing, as automatically as those fish avoiding predators.

Like the predators and prey in the water below him. Like the entire ecosystem functioning in perfect, terrible balance.

His thoughts crystallized suddenly, sharply, with the clarity that came when disparate pieces of information aligned into a solution. He didn't need to fight through fifty-five levels. He didn't need to hack and slash his way through five brutal, deadly days in the hopes of a reward.

Ravenna had the spells that would let them access the treasure.

The question wasn't "How do I kill my way through fifty-five levels of dungeon?"

The question was "How do I get around the leviathan?"

And watching the ecosystem of predator and prey, watching the ships flow around danger like water around stone, watching the entire harbor function as an interconnected system where every creature and captain knew their place and their role...

Gabriel smiled.

He might know exactly how to solve this problem.

Ding!

His Tablet swung into view.

Quest Complete: Identify 25 distinct fish species.
Rewards: Tier-2 Schematic—Aquarium of Oceans. This device allows you to construct the ultimate fish habitat for a settlement. It includes a variety of optional features, including auto-feeding, spawn management, etc.
Bonus: You may apply 1 for free to any settlement of your choice.


Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Aquarium of Oceans
Mana Cost: 500
Range: 100 feet
Requirements: 20 Metal Essence, 500 Water Essence, 75 Magic Essence, 23 Clay Essence, 15 Wood Essence, 125 Life Essence
Casting Time: 12 hours
Activation Cost: N/A
Description: Adds an Aquarium of Oceans to a settlement. This is the optimal, idealized, Tablet-controlled, magically maintained habitat for up to 55 tons of aquatic life.
Note: You need not build it all at once. This Schematic allows gradual investment over time.
Discovery Experience Awarded: 3,000
Experience to Level 16: 4,422 of 15,000


With a laugh and a, “I’ll take that,” he hurried away from the pier.


Interlude: Sexy Serpent Shopping Spree!


Ravenna walked through Serpent's Landing with purpose, Lucielle bobbing alongside her like an enthusiastic purple firefly. The streets were crowded with afternoon shoppers, and the maccari drew more than a few speculative, and even fearful stares. Whispers of, “A Sorceress witch,” and “Why is she dressed like a priestess?” accompanied her as she went.

She ignored them all. maccari were worthy of being feared. Why would it be any different in Fate’s Dungeon?

"So!" Lucielle chirped, spinning in a little circle. "What are we shopping for? Magical components? Spell reagents? Ooh, maybe some nice silk for Gabriel? He'd look so handsome in—"

"Potions," Ravenna said crisply, scanning the storefronts with tactical precision. "Specific potions for specific purposes."

"Ooh, healing potions? Mana restoration? Combat buffs?"

"In a manner of speaking."

They passed a weapons shop, a cartographer's studio, and what appeared to be a bakery specializing in pastries shaped like various sea creatures. Ravenna bypassed them all, her violet eyes searching for particular signage.

There. A small shop with a sign showing a serpent coiled around a mortar and pestle. "Thessalian Tonics and Tinctures."

"Perfect," Ravenna murmured, unconsciously adjusting her top and striding toward the entrance.

The shop's interior smelled of herbs and something vaguely citrus. Bottles of every color lined the walls, their contents glowing faintly in the dimmed lighting. Behind the counter stood a serpent woman in full hybrid form, her lower body a massive coil of emerald scales, her upper body humanoid and draped in flowing silk.

"Welcome," the shopkeeper hissed pleasantly. "How may I assist one of the raven goddesses this fine day?"

"I require potions for physical recovery," Ravenna said without preamble. "Specifically, those designed to enhance stamina, reduce muscle fatigue, and accelerate healing of minor internal trauma."

The shopkeeper's eyes gleamed with understanding. "Ah. You seek the recreational line."

"Do you need to know my purpose?"

"Ah, no. I apologize. There is no need for questions." The serpent woman slithered along her shelves, plucking bottles. "We have several options. A standard Endurance Elixir provides sustained energy for extended... activities. This Restoration Draught accelerates healing and reduces soreness. And this—" She held up a bottle filled with opalescent liquid. "—is our signature blend. I call it Serpent's Stamina. It enhances physical resilience, increases recovery speed, and provides a mild euphoric effect that heightens sensation."

Lucielle, who had been examining a display of decorative bottles, suddenly zipped over. "Wait, are we shopping for—"

"Tactical preparation," Ravenna interrupted smoothly. "I'll take two bottles of the Serpent's Stamina, one Endurance Elixir, and three Restoration Draughts, along with the recipes for each."

"An excellent selection." The shopkeeper began wrapping the bottles in protective cloth. "However, we do not sell our recipes lightly. It…” She paused when Ravenna held up two thumbnail-sized amethysts. “Yes, well, as long as you swear to the Fates not to compete in town, I don’t see why not.”

“I swear it,” Ravenna replied without hesitation.

“Very good. Since we’re on the topic, might I also recommend our Flexibility Tonic? It increases joint mobility and muscle elasticity. Very popular with performers."

The priestess considered. "How long does the effect last?"

"Four to six hours per dose."

"I'll take two bottles and the recipe for that as well."

As the shopkeeper tallied the purchase and prepared the documents, Lucielle drifted closer, her light shifting to a thoughtful mauve. "Ravenna, can we talk for a second?"

"We are talking."

"I mean, like, seriously talk." The sprite's voice dropped to a whisper. "Are you okay? I know finding out about Yulia was hard. I know you're worried about Gabriel maybe choosing her over you, or comparing you to her, or—"

Ravenna's hand shot out, gently but firmly stopping Lucielle mid-float. The maccari's razor gaze fixed on the sprite.

"Lucielle. I appreciate your concern, but you misunderstand entirely." Her voice was calm, controlled, and absolutely certain. "I have mate bonded Gabriel. I have seen his quality as a man, as a leader, as a lover. I have felt him take command of me in ways that go far beyond the physical. I trust him completely."

"Oh." Lucielle's light flickered uncertainly. "Then why are you—"

"I am not worried about him," Ravenna continued, accepting her wrapped package from the fascinated shopkeeper. "Now that it has become clear the Fates themselves wish for Yulia to arrive, I am positioning myself for certain victory before she arrives. This is strategy, not insecurity. When Gabriel chooses to free her, and I believe he will because he is honorable and she deserves freedom, then she will enter an established dynamic. I intend to ensure that dynamic favors me in all ways."

The sprite pulsed thoughtfully. “So, um, you’re going to cheat?”

"It is hardly cheating to use my time wisely," Ravenna countered. "Yulia was ever talented in anything physical. Her innate resilience and ties to monstrous abilities will make her an ideal physical match for Gabriel’s current capacity. The only saving grace is that she’s unlikely to be as generous about sharing cream as I am.”

“You are?” Lucielle interjected.

“My mind is open to entertaining the possibility.” Waving the dubious flush of red from the sprite away, she went on. “What matters now is making sure I’m superior to her raw physical capacity.”

"Oh." Lucielle's light shifted to a brighter, almost amused pink. "Okay. So what else are we shopping for?"

Ravenna smiled, a predatory expression that showed just a hint of fang. "What I need to take every bit of King Gabriel’s stamina."

“Ohhhhh myyyyy...”


Chapter 41: Horny Turtlepile


Leaving the docks behind, Gabriel traced the harbor's curve toward the rocky beaches on the outskirts. Market sounds faded, replaced by the steady rhythm of waves against stone. The shoreline transitioned from worked docks to natural formations.

Something large rested on the rocks ahead, basking in the late afternoon sun. Shell. Flippers. A head the size of a barrel.

The first of the dragon turtles. The oil-slick, knobby shell stretched at least thirty feet across. Beyond it, the landscape teemed with more of the creatures, each magnificent in their own right.

Approaching slowly, Gabriel kept his hands visible and non-threatening. As distance closed, the magical beast's features sharpened. This particular specimen resembled a genuine cross between a dragon and turtle, with an axe-shaped head stretching on a long neck above folded, muscular limbs. Lantern-orange eyes, filled with arrogance and wisdom, tracked every step.

"Hello there."

The reptile's head swiveled toward him. Its beaked mouth opened as it exhaled a long, threatening hiss.

Gabriel held his ground. "Hold on! I'm here to talk about my friend Albrecht. He's a tomatsu."

The hissing stopped. The creature's head tilted, interest replacing aggression.

"You know of the cold cousins from the far northern reaches?" The voice rolled deep and resonant, like stones tumbling underwater.

"Mhm. Albrecht was once a human man, but then he became merged with a tomatsu. He lives on my settlement in the Fae Isles."

Shifting position, the sun-seeker settled more comfortably on its rock. The motion nudged another, smaller turtle who adjusted with a grunt. "A tomatsu in those warm waters? How extraordinary. We are drawn to heat and light, basking in warmth. Our cold cousins prefer the ice floes and frozen shores."

"Albrecht produces cold on his own, but I'm making him a refrigerated enclosure to help with his discomfort."

"Pray tell... what is a 'refrigerated enclosure'? Tell me about this settlement of yours."

Settling onto a smooth rock, Gabriel proceeded to regale the noble creature with a truncated story of his path, emphasizing innovation and the magical beasts he'd befriended on the way. Mr. Dawkins turned out to be an even bigger hit than the romance-loving tomatsu.

"Pardon me," a higher-pitched dragon turtle asked, head snaking into view, "did you say your anaconda friend wears a hucow... hat?"

"A pillow-shaped hucow with a hole in the torso, yes."

"And he loves it?"

"Adores it, yes. Especially when the boobs are perky. He says they bring out his eyes.”

Clicking, hissing laughter rose from at least fifty of the creatures. One wheezed laughter so hard, she spontaneously popped into her own shell like a fainting goat. That set off others nearby, which triggered a cascade of amused shell-rocking disappearances.

Encouraged by the laughter, Gabriel found his footing and pantomimed Dawkins' favorite gesticulations, all while narrating how the pillow looked with each one. "And when he twists like this, she flails around and kicks him in his own jaw."

"IN HIS OWN JAW!"

Clatter! Clatter!

Turtles across the beach burst into guffaws so loud they shocked themselves into hiding.

This ranked among the least absurd things Gabriel had witnessed in a while. Rolling with it, he eased out of the story and waited until the majority of the now-attentive creatures had stabilized. That didn't happen nearly as fast as he would have liked, as turtles further away kept retelling the story to others, leading to a rippling effect that stretched for miles.

Mr. Dawkins had never been so popular.

Gabriel gestured at the ocean once enough turtles had calmed down. "You know, it occurs to me that none of you appear particularly concerned about the leviathan down there."

"Why should we fear what is normally our prey?" Good-natured laughter followed the response.

Bingo.

Gabriel pounced on the opening. "That's what I hoped you'd say."

Amusement and suspicion mixed in the leader's expression. "And why is that? Are you not an adventurer, suited for fighting such monsters?"

"I'm not really an adventurer. Part-time, at best. Just between us, I'm the King of the Fae Islands, appointed by Emyra herself. Why should I get my hands dirty?"

Chuckles and amused clicks rose from the gathered turtles. One shouted, "Well said! Royalty should have clean hands."

The leader took up the thread. "It would appear you're asking for help. But why would we? We are dragon turtles, who seek nothing more than warmth, respect, and treasures. The monster you seek to dislodge does not disturb our passage, our eggs, or our basking grounds."

Gabriel grinned. "What if I built you better basking grounds?"

"Better grounds?" Eyes peered over the leader's shell as an echoing chorus rose from dozens of turtles.

"Like I said earlier, I'm a crafting Tablet Wielder. I can create structures. What if I made platforms to help segment your population, giving you room to spread out?"

"Hmmm. This is quite the appealing offer. We would not normally reside in such tight proximity. It just so happens this is our favorite location in all of Fate's Dungeon. Having room to stretch, even enough to support a few dozen of our smaller ones, would be lovely. Can you deliver such constructions?"

The Tablet appeared in a wave of platinum light, rotating in place as if to show itself to the gathering.

"Tablet Wielder!" The chorus went up from the turtles who had yet to catch on, and suddenly he had the attention of all the creatures, even those immune to stories of Dawkins' hat.

"Show us," the first demanded.

Selecting an empty stretch of rocky beach covered with splintered wood, likely from an ancient shipwreck, Gabriel mentally activated the Schematic for Earthen Foundation. Mana flowed from his hands, and ground reshaped itself, creating a level base fifteen feet square. Before the creatures could react, he followed with Simple Reinforced Log Platform. Old wood reshaped itself, materializing on top of the foundation, creating a perfectly sized spot for two or three of the smaller turtles.

One of the smallest local turtles leaped up onto thickly muscled legs. Walking with astonishing speed and agility, it crawled atop the new platform. Its weight settled comfortably on the reinforced logs, and it turned its face toward the sun with an expression of pure contentment.

"I'll need better materials," Gabriel mused thoughtfully. "My Schematics reflect the source, so that platform may look stable but could still crumble. With access to the right steel sheets..."

"Taggle Blower's Forge in the town," the lead turtle announced excitedly. "They owe us quite a debt for some underwater excavations we did years ago. Their supply warehouse is stocked with all sorts of material. Metal, stone, anything you need. Tell them Bayhatch the Munificent sent you."

Gabriel shook his head with a laugh. "Well, that was easy. But we haven't finished negotiating terms."

"What's to discuss? You'll need room to place our new platforms, yes?"

"I will."

"Go and obtain the materials. Once we see the first of these revised platforms are constructed, we will all make room. Construct us twelve such platforms. Do so, and we will convince the leviathan to flee its perch for a few hours."

"Easy enough." Gabriel hurried into the town, looking for Taggle Blower's.

***

The next hour and a half proved remarkably straightforward. Not only were the dwarves at Blower's more than happy to help a Tablet Wielder, but discovering they could dispense a measure of debt they owed the 'pesky, demanding, stubborn' dragon turtles proved highly motivating.

The warehouse stretched larger on the inside than outside, staffed by enormous trolls, ogres, and other creatures. Gabriel set himself to a simple task: acquiring the right Schematics.

Indicating an open area inside the vaulted warehouse, between stacked palettes of literally tons of useful items, Gabriel asked the dwarven proprietor, "Do you mind if I use your raw material in different arrangements? It should trigger my Schematic ability."

"Have at it, as long as you let me put everything you use on wagons to ship out. Once we calculate the value, o'course." The purple-haired dwarf's mustache curled so tightly it resembled a snail. He turned to a pink-haired female dwarf with a cutely manicured goatee. "How much do we owe them turties still?"

"Ah. Around two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand gold's worth, sir. Assuming Mr. Gabriel only uses basic materials, that's... well. We'd need to sell them about a hundred full wagons, loaded to capacity, to make a dent." She consulted a piece of paper attached to a clipboard.

With that fortuitous discovery, Gabriel applied himself to the best game of Build-a-Brick ever.

Blocks of wood, bricks, and steel sheets of various thickness became his playground. He proceeded to assemble simple shapes: a tilted ramp; a curved ramp; a steep ramp; a shallow ramp; an overlapping, interconnected metal platform affixed with clever dwarven bolts, and on and on.

Supernatural strength and magical dwarven machines fueled his work. With each new configuration his Tablet dinged. Gradually, the sounds became more sullen, until finally the thing went, Pop! CRACKLE! SNARL!

Notice: Since Lucielle isn’t here to tell you in a snarky voice, imagine us being very much that right now. Yes, you’ve gamed the system. Clever, aren’t you? The Bright Maker is amused. The Fates are not.
Anyway, here’s your reward for being a cheese-head.
Global Tier-2 Schematic: Universal Foundation
Mana Cost: Variable
Range: Variable
Requirements: Variable
Casting Time: Variable
Description: You may use this Schematic to create any foundational structure you can imagine* (see Limitations). The structure may be one large part or broken down into components of any shape, size, or configuration you can imagine. Variables will depend on your objectives.
Limitations: Objects you create may use any of the following materials: wood, stone, metal, or glass. They must be structurally sound. Furthermore, the shapes must have been possible to construct in this warehouse. Think of this as us not allowing you to power-level Discovery experience using someone else’s money and resources.
TOTAL Discovery Experience Awarded (Yes, for all that!): 578 (because why not? We like even numbers. Sometimes. Okay, not often, but here.)
Experience to Level 16: 5,000 of 15,000


"Okay then. Give me eight wagons' worth and let's go." Gabriel turned to Mr. Taggle with a laugh.

The dwarf pouted at the relatively low number. That didn't last long, as he fell into giving orders, even going so far as to command several of his assistants to spend the rest of the day with Gabriel, helping him with whatever the turtles wanted.

Gabriel found the next few hours some of the best since he'd left the mainland. Literally none of it could have gone better. It was as if all the hardship, all the near-death, and all the time away from his family had finally turned a corner.

Seeing him arrive, the turtles raised their voices in exuberant cheers.

Once the towering ogres began unloading the first of the enormous wooden carts and Gabriel magically constructed the first sloping platform, those cheers turned into even more enthusiastic whoops.

After he’d gotten the first metal and stone platform in place, the dragon turtles made good on their promise. As one, they pranced into the ocean bay, making directly for the unsuspecting leviathan. Gabriel almost felt sorry for the thing, seeing as just how many of the turtles were coming for it.

With that, he applied all of his upgraded skills to building what was essentially an elevated parking lot. To maximize access to constant sunlight, he added in slatted ‘windows’ and other clever shapes to avoid too much overlap. Where he could, he built into the stone wall, adding logical sunspots even as he consumed materials to construct additional platforms.

Mana became a problem, even stacking Glyph of the Architect and the doubling Glyph of the Warlock King provided. When he ran low, he had assistants step in to manually bolt additional material in place, or lay new foundations.

In total, it took him a little over six hours to accomplish a monumental amount of work. The outcome was unarguably simplistic and crude by typical fantasy standards, but when the first turtles returned to inspect the results, they were thrilled.

“I call highest point!” one with a young voice called, galloping playfully up a sloping ramp.

Bayhatch the Munificent approached, clearing his throat. “Gabriel, we’ve scared the monster away with no issues. We told it not to return for four hours. I hope that’s enough time for you to do what needs doing.”

Four hours.

Gabriel frowned. He actually hadn’t thought about that part. Ideally, the leviathan would have been gone for good, allowing them to take their time in the town.

Apparently not everything that day was going to go his way.

“That should be fine,” he said, trying not to sound ungrateful. Turning to the tired construction crew, he waved. “Toby, Billy, McLobberstamp, go on home. Tell your boss I’m grateful.”

The three lead ogres waved and took charge of the rest of the crew, leading the now empty wagons back into town. Gabriel started after, knowing he had minutes to find Ravenna before their timer ran out.

He found her quickly, as she was heading his direction from the main thoroughfare. Accompanied by Lucielle, she had a brand-new tote bag slung over one shoulder.

Amethyst eyes swept him over. “You look happy. Let me guess, you’ve been building something?”

“How’d you guess?”

She sniffed. “I won’t deign to answer such an obvious question.” Adjusting the red leather tote, she ruined the aloofness by asking, “Do you like my bag? It’s enchanted to hold magical components.”

“And new clothes,” Lucielle added. “I didn’t expect you to shop for so many new outfits.”

“I do like your bag,” he said, “but we’re on a bit of a schedule.” In quick, truncated words, he explained what he’d accomplished, along with their tight window.

Ravenna took the revelations in stride. “Very well. We work with the hand the Fates deal us. Let’s go.”


Chapter 42: Tentacular Insertion


They moved to the water's edge. The dragon turtles, now with far more room to sprawl, were engaged in heated, and sometimes violent, arguments about positioning. It sounded like they were enjoying themselves.

At the edge of the lapping water, Ravenna pulled her leather-bound spell book from her arcane storage bag. “Pass me the scrolls you collected? I’ll add them to the tome, so we don’t lose them.”

When he did so, she opened the book and pressed both scrolls against the first page. The scrolls pulsed with light, mystic motes swirling from one arcane object to another. After maybe five minutes, both soaked into the book. A table of contents field at the front updated with the new entries.

Taking the opportunity to read over her shoulder for once, Gabriel spotted a couple questionable, apparently new, entries. One was, Instant Hydration. The other was, Reduce Chafing.

“Never look in a spellcaster’s tome,” she chastised him, moving away and rapidly turning the pages. “Casting these manually will take extra time, since I haven’t memorized them. Stay still. I wouldn’t want to accidentally turn your lungs inside out.”

He stuck his tongue out at her. Because he was royalty and could do that. “That wouldn’t happen. The word for inside and breath aren’t even remotely similar.”

That earned him a glare. “You’re not allowed to improve whatever skill your Tablet is giving you to know that anymore. I’m the resident Sorceress.”

He held his hands up. “It just teaches me the basics. I definitely couldn’t cast a spell even with a tome like yours on hand.”

“Actually…” Lucielle began, then stopped at his sharp look. With a yelped, “Oooh! I need to recharge!” she dove into his Tablet.

With that out of the way, Ravenna cleared her throat and began the incantation. The words were old, resonant, beautiful in their complexity. Magic gathered around them both, settling like a second skin.

The underwater breathing spell took hold first. It was a strange sensation. Unlike the classic tabletop version, he didn’t choke on the air; rather, he was confident he could breathe salt or fresh water, if needed.

Aquatic Freedom left him feeling a bit lighter.

"Now we go." Ravenna stepped into the shallows.

They waded in together, then dove beneath the surface. Moving with Aquatic Freedom was odd. It did a few things: first, the water acted more like a stable, supportive medium rather than something to fight against. Functionally hovering in mid “air” the smallest gestures produced significant force, with barely any drag. A single breaststroke nearly smashed his face into the sandy bottom.

Ravenna adapted more quickly than he had, as her ability to fly translated nearly one-for-one. Wings flapping, pale legs kicking, she executed athletic twists and turns, all while smirkingly waiting for him to catch up.

Fine. Point to her.

They descended toward the leviathan’s habitat.

Visible through schools of fish, the shipwrecks came into focus far below them. There were six main vessels and dozens more, all in various states of decay and damage.

Blurp! Blurp!

A plume of bubbles erupted from amidst the carnage, the geyser’s pressure slamming into the duo and sending them gliding off course. Gabriel reached out, catching Ravenna’s scaled foot to remain close as she used elegant motions to stabilize them.

As they came to a halt, several hundred yards off target, Gabriel spotted something.

At the bottom, partially buried in sand but recently exposed—was a giant glass orb. Perfectly spherical, easily ten feet in diameter, it reflected the watery ambience, refracting it into rainbow patterns across the ocean floor.

Eyeing the object, Gabriel had a sinking feeling. Things had gone too easily with the turtles. No doubt the Fates, or whoever, were putting their thumbs on some scale or another to make finishing the quest without a final boss battle impossible.

He really should leave whatever it was alone.

But what if it was precisely what he needed to help rebuild the islands?

Pointing it out to Ravenna, he dove toward the object. She followed in his wake, likely just as curious as he was.

The orb was smooth, and touching it triggered his tablet.

Leviathan Seed Located
Details: You’ve found a latent Leviathan Seed, which may be used in tandem with various monstrous technologies to do all sorts of neat things. But only if you free Yulia.
Special: You may use your dungeon bag to contain this object. Your tablet will expand its storage to accommodate it along with any other rewards you find here (including the Ecived Sellebanna Reclaimer, which could be the most useful or absurd thing ever!), but only if you accept this now.
Warning: The leviathan probably won’t like you taking its egg. Tee-hee.


If there was one thing he disliked, it was when the Tablet ‘tee-heed’ at him. It never led to a good outcome.

The underlined bit was also worrying. It was written in a slightly different, cursive font, too. No doubt Ravenna would have found that fascinating. And, if he was being entirely truthful, perhaps a little arousing.

But now wasn’t the time for that.

He had to make the call: accept the optional side reward and risk the leviathan’s early return, or bypass it?

In his experience, the Fates didn’t put optional things in the forefront unless they were legitimately useful. On the other hand, they had a rather twisted sense of humor. Foisting Yulia on them while Ravenna had yet to interact with Gemma and Raquel was malicious, at best. Downright hostile at worst.

Ultimately, the underlined text swayed his decision. If they found rewards he couldn’t store, it might cost them everything.

He touched the orb, accepting the terms.

It glowed, pulsed once, then vanished. The water trembled as if a distant earthquake had disturbed the seaboard.

With that motivation, they made a straight line toward the wrecks, focusing on the central ship. It was a five-masted behemoth that had settled at an angle, its hull split open but mostly intact. Cargo was spilled beneath it; containers scattered across every visible inch of the sea floor.

The dungeon entrance was obvious once they found it. It was right in the middle of the ships and covered with a semi-transparent bubble of swirling, acidic green. His Tablet helpfully noted it was an

Optional Dungeon Entrance: Enjoy 55 layers of Epic+ difficulty monsters designed to push everything from would-be Wardens to teams of dungeon champions to their very limits!
Oh. You found the backdoor. You cheeky pirate, you.


Lucielle spoke, her voice bubbling comedically from within the artifact, “The leviathan can get inside. Gabriel, you need to hurry!”

Yeah, yeah.

They zipped to the entrance and passed through the barrier, only to fall as gravity asserted itself. With a disgruntled, “Goddess,” Ravenna wrapped her talons around Gabriel’s shoulders, her wings flapping to slow their descent.

It was a long fall. Gabriel probably would have survived, but it would have sucked.

Landing at the bottom of an enormous, hollowed out cavern filled with treasure, Gabriel looked around. Ravenna, winded, touched down next to him and conjured a pair of bright blue lights. The double globes revealed mounts of treasure and trash piled as high as any dragon’s hoard.

“There!” Ravenna pointed.

The Reclaimer. It had to be. Nothing but an insane mind would have crafted something so grotesque.

Sitting atop an enormous pile of random barrels, boxes, and junk, it was huge. Standing over twenty feet tall and shaped a bit like a starfish, each “limb” was a slightly different color and shape. Its central structure was lopsided, misshapen, and pockmarked, suggesting it was missing pieces. A Tablet-shaped square had been sliced into the center. ‘Sliced’ being the operative word, as the space looked like an angry, pulsing wound.

“That’s the wrong genre,” Gabriel said, feeling as if the thing were looking back at him. “We don’t do Hellraiser or Nightmare on Cthulhu Street in the Fae Wilds.”

Lucielle giggled.

The ground trembled.

“Check and see if the optional chest is hidden around here,” Gabriel directed Ravenna as he sped over to climb the mess.

Thoom! Thoom!

A drumbeat sound that could only be the leviathan’s enormous heart filled the room, shaking everything. Gabriel stumbled, ankle twisting as a chest of drawers slid down a stack of rotting garbage.

Wings flapping, Ravenna ascended until she could see most of the room. Directing her light around, she stopped at a glint of gold. “There!”

Kicking off a bit of junk, he projected himself nearly twenty feet forward, until his lunging fingers brushed the Reclaimer’s twisted, tentacular limbs. It twitched, a sense of awareness surging through the thing, then vanished into his Bag of Dungeoneering.

“Got it!” Lucielle said. “Now, hurry!”

Thwoom! CRRRRRRAAAAAAAK!

Gabriel glanced up in time to see an enormous, beaked maw pierced the entry portal. Tentacles so long and thick his brain couldn’t process how massive they were, slid into view. Covered in gaping lamprey mouths, they sped into the cavern.

Only the sheer size of the chamber gave them any hope to avoid a direct, clearly fatal, confrontation.

“Gabriel! Jump!” Ravenna called, desperately straining for him.

Scrambling over loose baubles, Gabriel found his footing and leaped. Arms outstretched, he missed Ravenna’s arms. A kicking, scaled leg closed just enough of the gap for him to grab one ankle. She grunted, hissing with pain as…

KAAAAAAAAAWROOOOOOOOOOM!

The leviathan’s scream of rage echoed as a mile-long tentacle smashed into the pile he’d just been standing.

“Oh, Goddess bless me,” Ravenna gasped, struggling to maintain altitude, carry them toward the optional chest, and cast a spell at the same time. Illusory versions of the flying duo appeared in the air a few hundred feet away. They weren’t very realistic, flickering and flashing as the Sorceress divided her concentration.

THWWAAAAAAOOOM!

It was just enough. Barely.

Distracted by the shiny new meal, a tentacle veered in the direction of her spell. It allowed her the time to dump him on top of the massive, gold-bound optional treasure chest.

Notice: You didn’t really ‘defeat’ the leviathan, but you did outsmart it and gain access to the loot. While we’re going to give you the optional treasure, it should be noted that there is a high probability that someone is going to feel cheated that you didn’t have to do this the hard way.


The lid slammed open as Gabriel pressed the mouth of the dungeon bag to the top, absorbing the contents. No sooner had he done so than a swirling green portal appeared next to them.

Safety.

They’d escape unharmed, without a serious…

RAWWWWWWRR!

A flailing tentacle raked across mounds of treasure in a frantic attempt to reach them before they exited the dungeon. Ravenna, panting, her hands on her knees, failed to notice the portal or the threat.

She was between Gabriel and the monster.

“Ravenna!” he howled, moving faster than he ever had. Foulbane came to his hands without thought, the rifle booming as he fired, reloaded, and fired again, all while closing the distance to his lover. Enormous, blubbery wounds appeared in the leviathan’s puckered flesh, but they didn’t so much as slow the attack. All he’d managed was to get a gaping, sucker mouth to close.

At precisely the right moment.

CRACK!

It struck Gabriel across the chest with the force of a locomotive. He flew into Ravenna, the woman screaming in sheer terror as the force of the monster’s attack sent them careening through the air.

Right through the open portal.


Milestone 9: Final Quest Summary


Quest Completion Experience: 2,000

Clever Bastard Experience Bonus (from the Bright Maker): 3696

Total Experience: 91,196

Experience to Level 16: 10,696 of 15,000

***

Optional Boss Loot Summary

Copper: 8,051

Silver: 4,501

Gold: 250,093

Platinum: 1,058

Assorted, High-Quality Gems: 859

Magical Item: Seal of Varsona (Fragmented – 3 of 3 collected)

Magical Item: Tome of Underwater Construction

New Strategist Glyph Acquired: Epic Glyph of Leviathan’s Wake - This glyph grants you a variety of sea monster themed options:

	You may project schematics into liquids (including underwater).

	You may consume 1 Water Essence to gain underwater breathing and the glyph skill Swim for 10 minutes. This Leviathan’s Wake version of Swim equals your highest-level skill. This skill gains +5 levels if you have the standard Swim skill at a lower level, otherwise it provides +5 to it.

	While enabled, you may craft 2 Schematics simultaneously.





Chapter 43: Twitching Piles of Yellow Goo


They shot into the library as if projected from a cannon. Gabriel thudded against the base of the Fate's statue, his ribs cracking audibly. Ravenna followed, and it was all he could do to redirect her tumble against his chest, making himself into a barrier between the priestess and a bone-crushing impact. She didn't weigh much. Still, the added force made protesting bones screech in anguish.

"Ouuuuch," he groaned, blinking one eye open to see his Tablet flashing a low-health warning. "You're not serious. The leviathan got one awkward swing in. That thing could have killed me in a single blow at level fifteen?"

Lucielle, chipper as ever, replied, "You're not a fighting class, remember? That particular optional boss was intended to challenge Wardens or entire groups of battle-hardened Tablet Wielders."

Ravenna slid to her feet and turned to offer him a hand. "Sprite, did you mean to suggest that Wardens could fight that thing with less than a full group?"

"Oh, yes. Absolutely. Alex soloed it once. The Fates brought it back stronger in case he decided to come back for another round."

Gabriel climbed to his feet and shook his head. "Y'all brought me over to rebuild a kingdom. I can't imagine what it must be like for the people you intend to have fight for you. Sounds like not a good time."

"Could be a good time, if you're into lots of blood," the priestess suggested, then added, "This is where I point out that you've proven yourself capable of taking on an entire squad of monsters, including optional bosses, without flinching. The fact that you're not an apex predator among Tablet Wielders does not mean you're not among their ranks."

"Now you're just buttering me up." Grunting through the pain in his sides, he bent down to retrieve his rifle. The Legendary artifact was unblemished.

Ravenna shifted, spreading her legs a bit. "Is that an offer?"

He considered, very briefly, admitting that having at least six ribs cracked and likely broken made the thought of a single undulation, let alone a proper thrust, agony. Then he remembered who she was. Mustering all the willpower he could find, he straightened, looked her in the eyes, and patted the base of the Fate's statue. "The ladies haven't kicked us out yet. Maybe they want to watch me take you until you pass out."

"Ah... well..." Ravenna faltered, flushing. "Actually, maybe not where they can witness."

He glanced up. At some point, all three statues had adjusted to peer down. He could have sworn those beautiful, obsidian faces were smiling. "I dunno, they look like voyeurs to me." Walking wasn't hard. Faking that it didn't hurt like a bitch was. Reaching out, he put a hand on her arm. Through the contact he felt she was trembling with genuine uncertainty. Maybe fear.

She locked eyes with him, licked her lips once, and sighed. "Fine. You win. Later. But I'll be ready for it."

"Mhm."

The door clicked shut behind them with an air of finality when they exited the secret chamber. Lucielle made it official, chiming in, "And with that, the side quests for this island have been completed. Good job!"

They made a detour to the hot springs. This wasn't to get clean as much as to take advantage of the gentle healing properties of the water. Ravenna had taken far more of a beating than she'd been willing to admit, even with Gabriel's intervention, so they both needed it.

An hour later, thanks to the water and his Tablet’s healing factor, Gabriel was ready for one last thing. "Before we consider bed, I'd like to check on the yackums."

Ravenna gave him an inquisitive look. It reminded him that she knew things second-hand, only by ingesting memories from Lucielle.

He explained, "Remember, we delayed deliberately, to give the yackums time to lower their guard."

"Ah. That's right." She tapped her forehead. "Each time you free a Node or a priestess, Emyra's influence grows. They knew you'd rescued me."

"Right."

Neither had disrobed for the soak, so they proceeded directly through the complex, miles-long network of corridors that would safely get them to an overlook. In the time since the maccari had ruled the heights, several different types of flighted creatures and metal spiders had come to inhabit the outside region, so Ravenna took them to Plateau Arateus. It had a magically protected viewing room with an unobstructed view of the surrounding island.

"The elders once used it to monitor our lands," she explained, a little winded from the climb. "In my time, it was augmented with detection capabilities. I doubt those enchantments have survived the years."

"We'll see. Your people's holdings have proven remarkably resilient."

The tower was a solid two miles above the heights of the mountains flanking the city proper. Coming to a jutting point, the observation room was framed in thick, arching walls and nothing else. Thin, barely visible magic glowed through the wide-open apertures, providing protection against the cold and wind. Gabriel moved to the side facing the yackum tents and found his vision heightened, the ancient spells responding to his presence.

"What...." He trailed off at the sight.

Bodies everywhere. Tents destroyed. There was no sign of a single moving survivor anywhere in view. He dashed quickly to the next viewing area, and the one after that. The entire island had been brutally cleansed, Kusk's monsters ripped to pieces wherever he looked.

A step behind, the priestess sounded as confused as he felt. "I don't understand. What could have done this?"

Neither had an answer. Lucielle, helpful as she tried to be, was unable to extract anything from the Tablet other than the fact that it had no special quests to commemorate the event.

Having flown so much and having lingering injuries, the idea of a long flight, let alone one laden with Gabriel, was out of the question for Ravenna. Tired, yet unwilling to let a potential windfall go to waste, they made the grudging choice to hike to the base of the tower.

The double doors opening to the ground floor were among the most strongly warded Gabriel had ever seen. Likely, the Magic Node, even corrupted, had helped to maintain the potent spells. Thankfully, Ravenna knew the commands to open them.

Beyond was a rocky valley studded with evidence of fresh growth. Trees and scrub, blessed by Emyra's return, were rapidly filling in the periphery. In a matter of weeks, all evidence of Kusk's twisted taint would be erased.

Late evening had arrived by the time they reached the yackum village. Their ingress point was next to a vast, bloody ritual circle, with a blackened cauldron in the center. A grotesque flap of gray and pink flesh, attached to one of the multitude of corpses, pulsed at their approach.

It was Kusk's nipple, and as soon as it detected them, the thing began to wail.

"ABOMINATIONS! UNFATHOMABLE FOULNESS! TAINTED SOULS BEYOND ALL IMAGININGS!"

Gabriel halted a solid thirty feet from the thing, trying to figure out how it was talking. A fold in the center flexed, crusty bits that might have been teeth flashing in and out of view. "What did this?"

Pulse. Pulse.

The flesh trembled. "I sense you. Both enemy and ally. Part of me. And of she whom I crave. Are you... are you here to grant me final absolution?"

"Wha..."

Lucielle buzzed over, Tablet next to his ear as she whispered. "Remember, you've got both Emyra and Kusk's blessings in here. It's the dwarf before he was corrupted."

"Ah. Right." Gabriel cleared his throat. "Tell me what happened here, and I will do what I can to end your suffering."

The nipple throbbed with relief. "It was a ritual. The Anointed One was going to give birth to new weapons. A new, more powerful creation. Guided by my will, yet free of Emyra's torment. Things went awry. The one... the... accursed Leather Daddy. I think his soul was simply too... Canadian. The foul furry suits animated with abilities far beyond any they should have possessed. Etherealness. Speed. Consumption. They were unstoppable."

"Furry suits?" Gabriel exchanged a look with Ravenna.

The nipple pulsed, blackened flakes cracking off the tissue. "Enough questions. Free me now, or I shall unleash wrath upon you!"

Flakes of scabrous tissue gushed from the central orifice. Where they touched the ground, a web of yellow-edged light pulsed, gradually forming some sort of spell sigil.

As much as Gabriel wanted to question the thing further, he wasn't about to stand there and let a piece of an insane god produce some nipple-based optional boss for them to fight. Lunging over, he brought his saber down on the tortured tissue. The blade rebounded, barely damaging the god's manifestation.

Foul yellow light burped up smoke that bit at his skin. Screaming, "WEAK! YOU ARE WEAK! WHAT IS THIS?! YOU ARE NOT PART OF ME! DIE!"

Drawing Peace one-handed, he shot the thing at point-blank range, unloading six shots. On the fourth, the tissue burst apart, pink interior revealed. He jabbed Duskbringer into the interior, skewering something crunchy and hard.

"AHHH! FINALLY! FREEEEEEEEEEE!" With a deafening screech, a column of energy bright enough to send Gabriel stumbling back exploded from the tissue. It shot into the sky, sending clouds swirling.

Then it was gone.

Ravenna, her hands lifted in preparation to cast a spell, sighed in relief. "Praise Emyra. I don't think we could have fought that thing."

He lifted Peace. The Epic six-shooter had once again proved its value. "Yeah. No doubt. Good thing we took those optional quests."

Ding!

"Ooooo, this is a nice one," Lucielle squealed with delight.

Divine Glyph Acquired: Emyra's First Anchor
Details: You have defeated one of Kusk's remaining mortal anchors. This has dramatically reduced his overall hold on the Fae Islands. Your reward is a glyph that may fit into either Strategist or Visionary slots.
Equipped Benefits:
	You passively produce an aura of Emyra's power. This will negatively affect corruption of all types within 100 feet, dealing a mixture of constant damage and magic drain. Kusk and his minions will suffer twice the effect.

	Emyra's priestesses who are within this aura will have the effects of their special abilities that use mana increased by 50%. If you share a bond (such as a harem, pact, or other willing magical and spiritual connection) with them, this instead increases to 150%.





Gabriel took in the benefits briefly, then had to double-take and read them again. "It empowers the priestesses who bond with me?"

With wide-eyed enthusiasm, Ravenna hurried over to peer at the reward. By the time she got to the second paragraph, she was making vaguely orgasmic sounds in his ear. "Ohhhhh, my dear lover. The things we could accomplish with benefits like that. Does our mate bond count, Lucielle?"

The sprite pulsed amused peach. "Not yet. You've claimed him, but the spiritual bond isn't there yet. Give it time. And some measure of commitment, more than just saying you've licked him, so he belongs to you."

"I did more than lick him."

"Yes. Well, you get the idea."

Ravenna's lips pursed. "Yes, I suppose I do. If this accepts non-harem bonds, I assume the alternatives must be equally deep. A true commitment. With sacrifice."

"Presumably," the sprite said noncommittally. She wasn't always allowed to divulge every detail, even when she knew them. That was the price of sharing space with the Tablet's magic.

Shifting away from the ritual site, Gabriel searched the area until he found the Magic Node. It wasn't difficult: the thing sat in the middle of the camp. It was a sphere of churning, polluted, blue-purple magic overlaid with a miasma of Kusk's corrupt orange and black.

"Let's take care of this. We can discuss the implications of the new glyph later." When Ravenna started to protest, he added, "They take eight hours to activate. I can do it overnight, if that makes the most strategic sense." The sun, already low on the horizon, promised that would come sooner than later.

"What do you mean 'if it makes the most strategic sense'?" she pressed, walking beside him as he strode toward the Node.

"It's not like the Legendary ones I have. It won't be universally beneficial. If I'm around Gemma, I assume it'll augment her forge powers. Raquel will probably get some beast-oriented benefits. But if we're not dealing with corruption, the overall boost from it will be marginal, at best. My gut tells me this glyph is here because we may have to fight other aspects of Kusk, and we'll be rewarded with more upgrades for doing so."

"Hrm. Maybe," Lucielle mused, humming beneath her breath.

A few steps later, Ravenna caught on. "Ahhh, I see. It's like the quests in Fate's Dungeon. Help, hint, and carrot."

"I think so."

The air near the Magic Node was dense with sickening magic, the feel of it leaving Gabriel queasy. Holding a hand out, he forced his weary, injured body to draw close enough to trigger the silvery light of his Tablet.

Corrupted Magic Node Located: Would you like to purge this corruption now?


"Of course I would," he hissed through gritted teeth.

An explosion of green and white surged from his outstretched fingers. It slammed into Kusk's corruption, smashing it apart in a spray of dissipating mist.

Congratulations! You have freed a Magic Node.
Details: The Node will provide a constant source of magical nourishment to the enchantments threading throughout the Fae Islands. This will subtly, but measurably, increase the effectiveness of all latent enchantments (such as the water purification ones you enjoy so much). Over a period of weeks and months, it will also restore the spells maintaining reclaimed outposts like the ones on this island. Give it 6 months and the maccari settlement will return to 70% of its original capabilities.
Limitation: The Node will not heal damaged enchantments (hence the 70%).
Mana Restoration Benefit: Priestesses who visit the node directly may restore 100% of their mana up to 3 times per day. As King of the Fae Islands, you may designate others to receive this benefit as well. We'll call this, "Royal Authority."
Yes, we like the sound of that. Enjoy it.
Additional Benefit: While you are within 250 feet of an awakened node, you may directly draw upon it to fuel your personal essence reserves. This node produces up to 24 points of Magic Essence per day and regenerates 1 every hour. Storage Reminder: Nodes can store up to 24 hours of production inside. Essence that is harvested from a node must be immediately spent or stored in your Tablet. It may store up to a maximum of 20 points of Essence times your level at any given time.
Reward: 2,500 Experience.
Nipple Combat Experience Awarded: 250
Total Experience Awarded: 2,750
Experience to Level 16: 13,446 of 15,000


Ravenna, her wings spread and head tipped back, sighed in delight. "Yes. This feels much more like home." Her alabaster skin sparkled and glowed in the fading sunlight, the freed node replenishing her mana in a rush.

Around them, Emyra's augmented influence, coupled with the removal of the foul nipple, became evident. Tents and corpses steamed, the remnants of Kusk's occupation dissolving beneath the goddess's restorative presence.

A distant precipice, far from the tent city, glowed with aquamarine light. Ravenna said, "It's the teleportation portal. The one we moved during the war. It's waking up!"

Heart full, Gabriel took the lead. "C'mon. It's time to go home."


Chapter 44: Foursome Time?!


The teleportation platform was on the northernmost tip of the maccari island, at the end of a narrow ledge. It was an octagonal stone platform ten feet across with elaborate, gem-studded inscriptions across the base. As they drew near, Lucielle brought Gabriel's Tablet into view.

Royal Authority Instated: King Gabriel, Emyra's trust in you has been well-placed. By freeing the Magic Node, you've unlocked an innate Royal power, and may relocate any teleportation pad you find. This relocation must keep the device within the confines of the island it is associated with, costs 200 mana, and can only be done once per month.
Mainland Reset: The mainland teleportation pad has been placed near your settlement.
Teleportation Rules: These pads have a variety of controls, restrictions, and Tablet-based options. To avoid making you scroll for 10 days, we'll keep it simple:
	Solo: You may activate a teleportation pad to travel to any other connected, unlocked pad for 50 mana.

	Portal: You may open a portal that allows anything that enters it to move to another designated location. This costs 100 mana per minute it remains open.

	Authority: You may grant anyone, including magical beasts, permission to use these portals. Priestesses have this permission by default, and may return to their home islands with an 80% mana discount (making it very easy for them).



A map has been added to your Tablet. You, or Lucielle, may use this map to remotely coordinate teleportation destinations. This will allow you to automatically grant Bebop, your resource-gathering golem, access to the Magic Node if you want.
Warning: You pay the mana costs for designated people/objects that have no innate magic. Be careful, as over-automation may lead to unexpected, and even detrimental, drain.


On Earth, Gabriel had never been much of a Gamer with a capital 'G'. That didn't mean he hadn't played any games. He was aware of building simulations like Factorio and Satisfactory. Thinking about them, he figured his greatest ally in the coming weeks and months was likely to be Lucielle. If the Guide could offload the minutiae, it would save him a lifetime of micromanagement.

"Let's get this portal somewhere more useful before we go," he said. "Ravenna, since you'll probably be coming and going, where do you want it?"

She thought about it for several seconds before pointing. "The plateaus next to the city. Those will still be defensible, but close enough for me to get in and out of the area quickly. Maybe I can bring Raquel back with me to help clear out the monster infestation later."

"Good thinking."

Lucielle brought up the map, which looked precisely like a computer game version of the island, including fog of war over the areas he had yet to investigate personally. Selecting the plateau the priestess indicated, the Guide initiated the transfer.

The teleportation pad shimmered.

"If you want to use it before it relocates, now is the time," Lucielle said.

He paid a hundred mana, which created a sphere of semi-transparent blue energy that extended beyond the edges of the pad. "That'll make it easier to transport cargo," he mused, reaching out to take Ravenna's hand. "Ready?"

"Very." Back straight, chin up, she tugged him forward.

Entering the magic sent a tight, electric tingle across Gabriel's skin. They reappeared on a grassy hill overlooking his settlement. It looked almost precisely as it had when he'd left. That was less than three weeks ago, if you included the time completing the side quests. It felt like so much longer than that.

The initial center had been a pond that led to the interconnected system of aqueducts running throughout the islands. Filled with water that magically cleaned everything, on top of helping with healing and mana restoration, it was a vital component of his expansion.

Buried plumbing led to the main house, a multi-room structure with hot and cold running water, some hundred feet away from the pond. The industrial building, with two separate forges, sat to one side. A huge barn, suitable for housing both elifison and the Citrinan horses Raquel had brought into their settlement, stood next to multiple warehouses.

Those were full of supplies from dozens of derelict ships. The ships were gone now, reclaimed by Emyra's magic, but their contents survived. It was thanks to that salvage that they had extensive access to many 'modern' contrivances, including wardrobe, books, and simple electronics. Unfortunately, little of that wardrobe had included things for men. Which was why Gabriel's supply was garish, usually including Hawaiian themes.

Ravenna took a step next to him, her sharp eyes taking everything in. "It looks like Lucielle's memories, but prettier. I like it very much."

"We did what we could with the time we had." Turning his attention to the horizon, toward a winter Emyra promised would be hard enough to put the islands into an unnatural, deep freeze, he spotted the hints of dense storm clouds on the darkening horizon. "A storm is coming. We should get inside."

Raquel met them as they made their way down the hill.

The Aetherhound woman was a flash of tanned skin, flopping ears, and a wagging tail as she blurred into view. "Sire!" she called, as eager and happy as a puppy, just before hitting his chest like a speeding bullet. Peppering his face with kisses, the lithe, athletic young woman yipped and growled. "You smell like hucows. Minotaurs. And so many interesting things!"

Gabriel, who'd nearly fallen over, laughed as Raquel, still perched in his arms, peered over at Ravenna. "Oh! That's who you smell like. Hrm. Never liked maccari smells before now. Mixed with Sire, it's super nice."

"Thank you?" Ravenna said, a little uncertainly.

He didn't blame her. Raquel could be a lot at the best of times.

Returning kisses and providing ear scritches, he gently lowered the Priestess of Beasts to the ground. "Where's Gemma? We have so much to catch up on."

No sooner had he asked than the fakayren Forge Elemental came into view. Blonde, with shoulder-length curly hair, she smiled and waved as she climbed the hill. Stopping next to Gabriel, Gemma spoke in a honeyed southern drawl. "Glad y'all made it before the storm. Serafina wasn't sure if you would."

"I hurried," he replied, heart in his throat as he met the woman's eyes. He loved Gemma in a way he hadn't thought was possible, and being apart had only cemented that feeling. Their time together, building and supporting one another, was the very bedrock of his life in the Fae Wilds. Seeing her again, feeling her proximity, made him ache in a way that had nothing to do with sex.

Mostly.

"I missed you," he told her, reaching out to wrap his hand around her muscular forearm.

She came to him, body finding a niche beside Raquel's frantic tail-wagging cuddles. Freckles darkening from a blush, the gorgeous woman leaned in for a slow, lingering kiss. The two had spent many nights learning each other's bodies, and the way she met his passion was a perfect reminder of that. Kissing her was like having a warm cup of coffee, curling up with a good book, and getting a back massage.

All in one.

Raquel made a soft sound. "Sire and Gemma kissing is so sweet. I've never understood how they can be so patient. Once I kiss him, all I can think about is feeling him inside."

With a thoughtful hrm, Ravenna replied, "It would seem I am more like an Aetherhound than a Forge Elemental in that regard. Who would have guessed?"

Ignoring the commentary, Gabriel wound an arm around Gemma's waist and pulled her closer. She made a quiet sound of encouragement, eyes open and flashing with emotion. Like Ravenna, Gemma had a logical side. Unlike the maccari, Gemma's was closer to a distinct personality, one she could switch on and off at will. When she became emotional, the fakayren was deeply passionate, and capable of incredible empathy. In her other frame of mind, she always put reason first.

Seeing her heart as full as his was a nice welcome home. As was the twitching, yipping demand of his Aetherhound.

"Okay, okay," he said, when Raquel inevitably pushed her way between them for her version of quick, nipping kisses. "Let's introduce Ravenna to everyone. After that, I want a proper shower before we settle in to weather the storm. There's a lot to discuss."

"Like foursomes?" Raquel suggested happily.

"Like reclaimed Magic Nodes, the maccari towers expanding our reach, rebuilding Gemma's island, the winter, freeing Una... and a laundry list of things not including foursomes," he corrected.

She sniffed. "Fine. Talk. Then, I want the biggest cummie ever. Sire, I've been such a good girl while you've been gone and I've earned it. So has Gemma. But we both know she needs at least six cummies to be happy. That means I should go first, okay? It's just more fair that way. And if Ravenna doesn't want to play, she can watch. I mean, I love watching. Who wouldn't? Especially when you make Gemma make those super fun sounds. Ooooh, I've missed those sounds. Can we, maybe, have a few cummies before we talk?"

Bombarded by the Beastess’ eager tirade, Gabriel looked over and nearly choked. Ravenna was blushing, her expression torn between arousal and intimidation in a way he'd never seen before. Even with the cream-sharing hucows.

A glance at Gemma told him she wasn't going to gainsay Raquel's suggestion, if that was what he wanted.

"Introductions, showers, a meal, and then playtime," he allowed. "And no one makes Ravenna uncomfortable. If she wants to use the beds in the guest room, she can."

"In no world, and in no way, will I allow myself to be excluded from a celebration I am welcome in," the Sorceress cut in, still blushing. At his curious look, she cleared her throat. "It's an, ah, educational opportunity. Why would I pass that up?"

"Sure. If you say so."

"Yay!" Dropping from her climbing hug, Raquel dropped to all fours and ran around them. It was the first time he'd noted what she was wearing. Her lower half was bedecked in a pair of denim shorts so small they barely counted as coverage. When she slowed enough to see the details of the top, he realized it was bright pink with the words, "Daddy's Naughty Girl" across the chest.

That was the moment when he decided he would never leave the girls unattended for so long ever again.


Recap: State of the Settlement (Rank E)


Author’s Note: This section summarizes where we left Gabriel’s settlement as of the end of the previous book. Eagle-eyed readers, with trap jaw minds, feel free to skip this in the e-book or audio.

Settlement Status Report: Rank E

Written by Lucielle, your favorite Mana Guide

Hello there! As Gabriel’s official Mark 2.0 Tablet pilot, I’ve been keeping a very close eye on our little slice of the Fae Wilds. We’ve officially hit Settlement Rank E, and honestly, what Gabriel has built here with just a handful of rescued friends and some very enthusiastic animals is nothing short of legendary!

Our Growing Home

We’ve moved past the “sleeping in a wet lean-to” phase. Here is the current layout of our settlement (still unnamed, by the way):

The Main House: Gabriel, Gemma, and Raquel are now sharing a permanent, multi-room dwelling. It’s quite cozy, especially since we hauled up that massive motorized heart-shaped bed from the Carnival Desire. It’s big enough for everyone, and it even has built-in speakers!

The Multi-Species Barn: This is a 50x60 foot stone and timber structure. It’s fully weatherized with a storage loft and specific stalls designed for both our massive and horse-sized friends.

The Industrial Zone: We have a dedicated forge building and two advanced furnaces. Gemma can reach temperatures up to 2100°F now, which is perfect for high-end ceramics and metalwork.

Albrecht’s Chill Zone: Our tortoise friend has a subterranean “heat sink” suite. It’s connected to the aqueduct via pipes, allowing him to keep our food supplies (and himself!) nice and frosty.

Storage Hubs: We have five large storage buildings to keep all that salvage from the beach safe from the elements.

***

The “Menagerie” & Allies

Gabriel says he isn’t a king, but he certainly has a royal following of amazing creatures:

The Elifison Family:

Marta: The matriarch. She’s an elephant-bison hybrid and is strong enough to pull 15 metric tons when harnessed.

Olsen & Pip: These two help clear the forest and lift the heavy support beams that are difficult for humans to manage.

The Citrinan Horses:

Bjorna: The lead mare. She’s noble, bronze-coated, and speaks with a Nordic accent.

Erick: A silver-coated stallion who believes “friendship is magic.”

They use magical saddlebags that produce their own food and provide extra inventory space.

Our Mascot

Mr. Dawkins: A 30-foot blue magical anaconda. He’s the first official member of Raquel’s menagerie. He’s a fierce predator, but he refuses to take off that hucow-shaped pillow hat Gabriel made for him.

Golems

Bebop: Our first Versatile Golem! Bebop is about five feet tall, has gills for underwater work, and acts as our designated “battery,” harvesting and storing Water and Clay Essence.

***

Settlement Magical Capabilities

Thanks to the Tablet and the Shrines, we have access to some serious power.

Node Access: We’ve purified the Beast, Water, Life, Clay, Earth, and Magic Nodes. This gives Gabriel a steady supply of essences to build almost anything.

The Fate Shrine: We restored this beautiful altar, which allows us to convert Aetherstone into Prismatic Essence. It’s also where Gabriel can eventually make his harem “Fate-Official.”

Plumbing & Tech: We have running water! Gabriel even earned magical Schematics for Flow Control (pressure management) and Temperature Control (hot showers, finally!).

***

Defense & War Assets

Those pirates and giant leprechauns aren’t going to know what hit them.

Siege Engines: We have two Quad-Rail Multi-Shot Ballistae and two Net-Throwing Trebuchets.

Ammunition: A full stock of heavy Bodkin and Broadhead bolts, plus linkable Weighted Steel Nets for tangling up big monsters.


Chapter 45: Burgeoning Tension


"Albrecht, allow me to introduce your new best friend." Gabriel waved at the tomatsu, who was perched next to his icebox home, reading a book. The mutated tortoise-man looked up, beamed at Gabriel, then walked his gaze over to Ravenna.

"My new best friend?" Albrecht asked in his lisping, nasal accent. Putting his book, ‘Why am I like this? A tragic story of one man's love of a superhero quail-person’, to the side, he wobbled to his feet.

The former engineer's backstory was nothing short of tragic. He'd booked a trip aboard one of the world's premiere 'adult' pleasure barges expecting a relaxing vacation surrounded by open-minded people. When their boat had been drawn into the Fae Wilds and crashed, Kusk's raiders had struck.

Through foul magic, they'd mutated many of the survivors and killed others. That wasn't all they'd done, however. Some, like Albrecht, were experimented on. After being transformed into a humanoid tomatsu, he'd proven resilient to Kusk's mind control. Gabriel didn't know exactly how the little guy had gotten away, stowing aboard the boat and consuming the ice cream reserves, but that was where the two had met.

As a tomatsu, Albrecht could produce incredible amounts of cold from his body. It had allowed him to preserve his favorite snacks and had made the guy rather chubby. Raquel had mostly fixed that, as evidenced by his now-modest-sized gut.

Gabriel gave the chubby-cheeked fellow a grin. "Ravenna's island has a library that stocks all of humanity's dark romance novels in real time. If you ask her nicely, she might let you visit."

"It houses much more than that," the Sorceress corrected sharply. "The library duplicates all of humanity's darkest dreams and fantasies. Spells have ever been at its core."

"And the outside is what, twenty-thousand new women's romance novels a day?"

She gave him a flat expression. "There are men's romances in there, too. Men dream and read, just like women."

"Ah. Not just like women," Albrecht corrected with a polite clearing of his throat. "Men are so much more tame than women, in my experience. Who wants to read about a dude on a boat in a healthy, romantic relationship with three women, when you can have a lonely secretary torn between a forbidden affair with a half-albatross-half-dragon and three other, equally virile alphas?"

Gabriel gave the tomatsu a withering stare. "By the goddess, please tell me that's not a real book?"

"It is. ‘Apex Alpha Secretary’ is up to volume fifteen. Or it was when I left Earth." Albrecht sniffed, then perked up as the revelation finally set in. "Miss Ravenna, if it's possible, I'd love to see your library."

Thanks to Lucielle's memory transfer, the maccari woman wasn't entirely unprepared for the engineer's quirks. "Albrecht, I'd love to host you. Gabriel repaired the teleportation pad. But the aviary reaches are overrun with monsters." She turned to Raquel, who'd been content to cling to Gabriel's arm like a tail-wagging barnacle. "I was hoping to ask for your help in clearing that out, if possible."

Raquel straightened, Aether-rimmed eyes shining. Kusk had manipulated the young priestess, using her trust to land boats on the island during an early phase of the short war between the god and Emyra. He'd infused her with Aether as part of a control effect. Now that he was gone and Gabriel had freed her, the aftermath had given her undeniable advantages. Her enhanced claws and teeth could cut through nearly anything, on top of considerable physical and magical advantages.

Still, she hesitated, her gaze finding Gabriel. "I'm a Priestess of Beasts. You need the alphari for that. If we could free Yulia, she would be ideal for that."

Ravenna sniffed, nose tilted up. "No doubt Yulia will return to us in due time, but for now, I'd rather focus on the opportunities at hand. I'm sure between the two of us, with Gemma and Gabriel's artifice to assist, we can clear out a few nuisances."

The Aetherhound's tail wagged uncertainly, one ear folding forward. "Ah, yeah. A few shouldn't be a problem. If Sire supports it, I do."

Gabriel supported anything that kept Yulia out of the picture as long as possible, but he wasn't about to elaborate on why with Ravenna there. He hid his thoughts behind what he hoped was a supportive nod. "Now that we've got access to teleportation magic, it's imperative that we reclaim both Gemma and Ravenna's islands. The core settlement needs to come first, but we can't industrialize and expand properly without those resources fully restored."

"Thank you," Gemma said from his side. "And I agree. With access to my people's foundries, proper manufacturing will become available. I'll be able to supplement Gabriel's magic, or work with him to earn new Schematics."

Before the harpy-raven could cut in with something competitive, he added, "And we've already discovered Ravenna's magic works with them, too. Combining her resources with Gemma's is going to unlock all sorts of new things."

Turning to Albrecht, Gabriel said, "We need to get the settlement upgraded. How's progress on your house?"

Waving his mutated arm at the covered entrance to his subterranean home, the tomatsu said, "Gemma helped with tile while you were gone, but it’s not finished yet, plus the plumbing. But it's not far off. I'd guess another five or six days, with your Schematics to help."

"No problem." Gabriel made a mental note, then waved to Mr. Dawkins, who was slithering over. "And there he is, just the giant anaconda I was hoping to see."

When he'd first arrived on the islands, Mr. Dawkins had been Gabriel's first true ally and friend. The German-sounding anaconda had given him tips and protection against predators he couldn't have survived on his own. Objectively, the beast should have been terrifying. Thirty feet long, with a head big enough to swallow an adult intact with room to spare, Gabriel had seen Dawkins do incredible things in a fight.

Unfortunately, the pillow completely ruined the fear factor.

Built to go around that enormous head, the hucow-shaped pillow was as anatomically accurate as Gabriel could make it at the time. A pair of comically conical breasts jounced in an enticing manner as the serpent raced over to throw a coil of tail around the man’s shoulders.

With a laugh, Gabriel gave the snake an affectionate pat. "Good to see you too, buddy. How's life in Raquel's menagerie treating you?"

"Splendid, mein king," Dawkins replied, eyes glowing with delight as he nearly squeezed the air from Gabriel's lungs. "We have missed you so. Und you've brought Ravenna!"

Leaving Gabriel coiled, the snake turned to regard the amused-looking priestess. "Oh, my. Very purple and black themed. It's a pleasure to meet you, priestess. I am Mr. Dawkins. My friends call me Dawkie."

Ravenna, eyes twinkling with amusement, hid a laugh behind her delicately scaled hand. "Dawkie, a pleasure to meet you at last. I'm sure you'll come with Raquel and I to clean up the spiders nesting among my plateaus."

"Of course! I shall go wherever mein lady directs, with ultimate fierceness und apex cunning." Uncoiling from Gabriel, Dawkins lifted himself off the ground in what was intended to display his prowess. It made the pillows legs, dangling beneath his chin, kick and bounce.

"That's... very good to know," the priestess managed, barely stifling her amusement.

With introductions to the core team out of the way, Raquel took the lead on the way to the barn. Along the path, they passed the Fate Shrine. Restored to its former glory, the heavy marble depicted the three beautiful women holding scales of judgment. Nearby, a cluster of trees had sprouted, their trunks woven together in the vague shape of a wide-hipped woman.

"Emyra making her mark?" Gabriel asked, indicating the trees.

"Yup," Gemma said, sounding proud. "It sprouted the moment you reclaimed the Magic Node. The goddess is comin' back strong."

Bebop, the gatherer golem, stood next to the barn. As they approached, Gabriel's Tablet provided him an update.

Bebop Essence Gathered: Water (50) – Maximum Capacity
Quest: Get Gatherin' (50 out of 700 gathered)


Lucielle added context, "Without you here to extract the essence, he hasn't been able to get more."

Making yet another mental note to deal with that, Gabriel waved at the construct. It responded in kind, its chipper, British accent carrying warmth. "Welcome home, Sire. So glad to see you. Let me know how I can be of service."

"Will do."

The interior of the barn was spacious enough for the beasts, including Marta, Olsen, and Pip, the three elifison and up to eight Citrinan horses. Bjorna, with her coppery coat, was inside an open stall munching on oats.

Gabriel and Gemma had built the shelter with winter and protection in mind, not containment. None of the stalls were closed, although they did have privacy doors the inhabitants could close from the inside. The rear of the barn was wide open, allowing easy access for the intelligent animals.

"King Gabriel is back!" Erick, one of the horses, declared in his Nordic accent. "The circle of magical friendship has been renewed."

The elifison trumpeted a celebratory round as the horses stomped the ground, making his return unexpectedly musical. When the animals finished their displays, Gabriel introduced Ravenna, explaining some of their short-term plans.

"I want to prepare for welcoming more people." He went into detail about the Fate Dungeon, and the chance for the descendants of the islands to return. "Given how close we are to waking up the preserved citizens beneath the capital, I figure we'll need to make settlement upgrades a priority."

"Speaking of which," Lucielle broke in, "you should know you're two priestesses away from that. Once you restore Una and Yulia or Liana, the goddess will be strong enough to begin freeing the preserved citizens."

"And I'm assuming most of them will have useful skills?"

"Yup. I mean, they won't all be carpenters or masons or anything as specific as what your Tablet provides, but every citizen had a variety of useful talents."

He could imagine the snowball effect of having an extra couple hundred sets of hands helping with things like tending the land or rebuilding the settlements on the various islands. In theory, restoring the islands could become much faster when that happened.

If only they didn't have the dual problems of the remaining monsters and winter! A gust of wind and distant thunder accentuated his previous concerns. With their reunions and introductions handled, the foursome made their way to their home with the intent of spending the night away from the storm.

As they approached the house, Gemma slid her hand into his, the warmth of her elemental nature seeping through her palm. The look in her eye told him exactly what was on her mind.


Chapter 46: Soapy


Their home had become the new center of the settlement. Built with a living area, kitchen, bathroom, main bedroom, and secondary rooms for guests, it had every feature they could fit in, given the constraints.

The walls were weatherized, and a new fireplace - undoubtedly an addition from Gemma during Gabriel’s absence - took up one wall. Best of all was the functional plumbing. It even used the mana-regenerating, purifying water of the aqueducts, making cleanup after any mess effortless.

The four of them crowded into the main room, and Ravenna's gaze swept across the interior with curiosity. "It's cozier than Lucielle’s vision. And I remember there being wardrobe options, too?” She tugged at her decidedly goth getup from earlier that day.

Raquel's tail wagging went to a new level. "Oh! Yes, we've got tons and tons from the salvaged ships. It’s all in the storage building. I can show you!"

The maccari priestess raised one elegant eyebrow. "You're quite eager."

"You’re part of the pack," Raquel said, entirely unbothered by the skepticism. “Pack always helps pack. Besides, we should grab food for tonight and tomorrow morning in case the storm hits hard. Two birds, one trip."

Ravenna glanced at Gabriel, then at Gemma, and something knowing flickered in her violet eyes. "Very well. I wouldn't want to impose on your... reunion."

"You're not imposin'," Gemma said, though her hand hadn't left Gabriel's.

"Of course not." Ravenna's smile was almost warm. Almost. "But I could use a change of clothes, and I suspect you two could use a moment alone. Raquel, lead the way."

The Aetherhound practically bounced toward the door, tail swishing. "C'mon, I'll show you the good stuff. There's this silk robe that would look amazing on you."

"Silk?" Ravenna followed, her prickly demeanor softening slightly. "Perhaps this excursion won't be entirely tedious."

The door closed behind them, and the sudden quiet settled over the room like a blanket. Outside, thunder rumbled in the distance, and the first spatters of rain began tapping against the windows.

Gemma turned to face him fully, and Gabriel let his starved eyes take his lover in for the first time in far too long.

Blonde curls tumbled past her shoulders, still slightly wild from the day's labor. Her bright blue eyes watched him with an intensity that made his chest tighten. Freckles dusted her cheeks and the bridge of her nose, accentuating the delicate structure of her cheekbones and full mouth. As always, her body was an amazing mixture of a blacksmith’s strength and supple softness.

"You're starin'," she said, her drawl husky.

"Can't help it." He stepped closer, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her skin. The fires that were a racial gift called to him like a hearth on a cold night. "I missed you."

Her breath caught. "I missed you too, darlin'. More than I wanted to admit while you were gone."

"Show me."

She grinned, slow and wicked, and took his hand. "I was hopin' you'd say that."

The bathroom wasn't large, but the shower was. Gabriel had agreed with practical considerations around that: not only was he in a harem, but there might come a time when they had multiple guests staying with them. A larger shower simply made sense until they could construct additional housing.

Magical plumbing humming to life at Gemma's touch, the water cascading from the custom-built showerhead. Her look was wry and knowing. “You know Raquel is going to make all sorts of demands tonight or tomorrow.”

He returned it with a smile. “That won’t be a problem. We can tickle her feet together. She’ll cum and then beg to cuddle.”

That earned a sultry, agreeable laugh. Both knew Raquel, for all her tireless enthusiasm and adorability, was very much a ‘one-and-done’.

Steam began filling the small space as they undressed each other. Gabriel's fingers found the ties of her top, loosening them with practiced ease, and the fabric fell away to reveal the full swell of her beckoning breasts. Heavy and round, they were tipped with dusky pink nipples that were already pebbling in the humid air. He cupped one in his palm, feeling its weight, and Gemma made a soft sound of approval.

"Missed these too," he murmured against her ear, pressing kisses up the slope of her neck.

"All of me missed you." Her hands were busy with his shirt, tugging it over his head and tossing it aside. Her palms flattened against his chest, tracing the muscles there. "Goddess knows, I missed these."

He glanced down. “My man-chest?”

“Your strength,” she corrected, deliberately gliding her calloused hands over his arms. “There ain’t nothin’ like you holding me, knowin’ what kind of man you are.”

The rest of their clothes joined the pile on the floor, and Gabriel guided her under the spray. Water sluiced over her curves, turning her skin slick and gleaming. She reached for the soap, but he intercepted her, taking it from her hands.

"Let me."

He worked the soap into a lather between his palms, then began at her shoulders. With slow, deliberate strokes, he contoured her body with the suds. Starting with the lines of her collarbone, then to the tip of her throat, he took his time before returning both hands to her breasts. Cupping them, he pulled her into his embrace, and her head fell back against his chest. The sensation of her pert ass against his groin was nearly enough to make him impatient for what would come next.

"Gabriel..."

He kneaded the soft flesh, thumbs brushing over her nipples until they stiffened under his touch. She squirmed against him until his rapidly hardening cock nestled between her ass cheeks.

His hands traveled lower, spreading soap over the soft curve of her belly, the generous flare of her hips. Warmth met his crawling touch, growing within her magical flesh as he explored her body as if for the first time. When his fingers found the crease of her thighs, her stance widened instinctively.

"Please," she breathed.

He slid his hand between her legs, fingers parting her slick folds. She was already wet, and not just from the shower. He found her clit and circled it slowly, drawing a moan from her lips. Her hips rocked into his touch, seeking more friction.

“I’m going to wear you out,” he said into her ear, as much promise as playfulness.

“You…” She swallowed, breath catching on each stroke of his fingers, “you think you can?”

“Absolutely.” He slipped a finger into her heat, then another, and she cried out. Tight and wet, she clenched around his fingers as he worked them in and out. His thumb found her clit again, and her whole body shuddered.

"Turn around," she gasped. "I want to see you. Want to taste you."

He withdrew his fingers, and she spun in his arms. Her eyes, heavy lidded with need, dropped to his erection. She sank to her knees on the wet tile, water streaming over her back, and wrapped her hand around his shaft. Her grip was firm, stroking him root to tip before she leaned in and took him into her mouth.

"Fuck." The word escaped him involuntarily. Her mouth was hot and eager, her tongue swirling around the head of his cock before she took him deeper. She hollowed her cheeks and sucked, bobbing her head in a rhythm that made his knees threaten to buckle.

Slurrp. Schhhhlorp.

The sounds of her enthusiastic blowjob filled the air.

He threaded his fingers through her wet curls, not guiding, just holding on as she worked him skillfully with lips and tongue. She looked up at him through water-spiked lashes, those blue eyes watching his reaction, and the sight of her on her knees for him was almost enough to finish him right there.

"Gemma." With a growl, he tugged at her hair until she released him with a noisy pop.

She rose, water streaming down her body, and he lifted her effortlessly. Legs wrapped around his waist as he pressed her back against the shower wall. Positioning himself against her entrance, the raw heat of her core pulsed in contrast to the cooler tiles beneath.

"I missed you," he said again, holding her gaze.

"Missed you too, darlin'." Her voice cracked with emotion. "Now stop teasin' and show me how much."

He thrust into her in one smooth stroke, burying himself to the hilt. They both groaned at the sensation, the perfect fit of their bodies joining together. He stilled, savoring the feeling of her wrapped around him, tight and hot and trembling.

“Uhhhhh, there you are,” she sighed, eyes wide with emotion and raw, physical need.

Then he began to move.

He started with long, deep strokes that drew whimpers from her lips. At first, he went with a rhythm that was tender rather than frantic, each thrust deliberate. The water cascaded over them both as he buried his face in her neck, breathing in the scent of soap and something uniquely Gemma.

"Harder," she pleaded, nails digging into his shoulders. “Gabriel, please. Make love to me. Harder.”

He obliged, driving into her with more force. The wet slap of skin on skin echoed off the tiles, mixing with their ragged breathing and the steady drum of water. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, and he dipped his head to capture one nipple in his mouth, sucking hard enough to make her cry out.

"Close," she gasped. "I'm so close."

He shifted his angle, grinding against her clit with each stroke, and felt her inner walls begin to flutter. "Come for me. Let me feel you."

Her orgasm crashed through her. She clenched around him, a strangled moan tearing from her throat as her body shook. He fucked her through it, each thrust prolonging her pleasure, until he couldn't hold back any longer.

He buried himself deep and came with a groan that seemed to start in his chest. Pulsing inside her, filling her, his vision going white at the edges. She held him through it, her arms tight around his neck, her lips pressing soft kisses to his shoulder.

The water continued to fall over them as they caught their breath, still joined together. Gemma's head dropped to his shoulder, and he felt her smile against his skin.

"Definitely worth the wait," she murmured.

He laughed softly, pressing a kiss to her damp hair. "Agreed."

Eventually, reluctantly, they separated. They washed each other properly this time, hands gentle rather than urgent, trading soft touches and softer words. By the time they shut off the water and wrapped themselves in towels, the tension had melted from Gabriel's shoulders. He hadn't realized how much he'd been carrying until it was gone.

They dried off and dressed in comfortable clothes, the kind meant for a quiet evening indoors. Gemma pulled on one of their endless supply of men's Hawaiian shirts, the hem falling to her thighs, and the sight of her in his clothes made him feel something warm and possessive deep in his chest.

Outside, the storm had arrived in earnest. Rain hammered against the roof, and wind rattled the windows, but inside was warm and dry. They settled into the living room, on a reclaimed couch, where she curled against his side with her head on his chest.

"Ravenna's gonna fit in," she said quietly. "I can tell."

"Yeah?"

"Mhm. She's prickly, but there's warmth underneath. Raquel'll draw it out."

He stroked her hair, watching the storm rage beyond the window. "I hope so. We need everyone working together for what's coming."

"We'll manage." She pressed a kiss to his chest. "We always do."

The sound of laughter and chatter drifted from outside, barely audible over the rain. Footsteps on the porch, the door opening to admit a gust of cold wind and two thoroughly drenched women.

"We're back!" Raquel announced, shaking water from her ears. "And we brought food!"

Stomach rumbling at the announcement, Gabriel grinned even as a new roar of thunder shook the house.


Interlude: Wrong Port!


The storm had not been kind to them.

Captain Morgath had warned Leather Daddy about the winds. He'd explained, in great detail, that sailing through a supernatural tempest required patience, careful navigation, and above all, not letting the rabbit steer because she thought the wheel was "spinny and fun."

Leather Daddy had listened politely, nodded along, and then let the rabbit steer anyway because, in his words: "Aw shucks, look at her little face. How can you say no to that?"

The rabbit's face was a frozen rictus of oversized cartoon eyes and a smile that had seen the inside of at least three people. But Leather Daddy found it endearing, and what Leather Daddy said was law.

Now, some unknowable stretch of coastline later, the ship was beached on rocks that definitely weren't on any chart Morgath had ever seen. The hull groaned like a dying whale. Rain hammered down in sheets. And somewhere in the murky distance, enormous shapes were moving.

"Well, gosh darn it all," Leather Daddy said, stepping onto the tilted deck with the casual grace of someone who'd never experienced a genuine inconvenience in his life. His codpiece gleamed wetly in the storm light, and his pet dickhydra squirmed in his arms. The little thing had nearly doubled in size already. Little buds at the base of its neck suggested it was on the verge of sprouting an extra couple of heads. "This doesn't look like the main island at all, does it?"

Morgath, soaked to the bone and fairly certain his ship would never sail again, managed a strained, "No. No, it does not. Not unless we went clear around the far side, which is a possibility. Couldn’t see my own nose for the last hour."

"Hrm. Rightly said, and fair enough." The gimp-suited figure tapped one spiked finger against his zipper mouth. "Well, no use crying over spilled milk, eh? Let's see what the locals have to say. I'm sure they'll be just lovely."

The locals, as it turned out, were cyclopes.

Three of them emerged from the rain-lashed darkness, each standing roughly fifteen feet tall. Their single eyes glowed with sickly yellow light, the unmistakable taint of Kusk's corruption pulsing in their pupils. Black veins crawled across their gray skin like living tattoos, and patches of dark chitin had sprouted along their shoulders and forearms. One had a mouth full of needle-like teeth that he definitely had not been born with.

Despite all this, the lead cyclops carried himself with surprising dignity. He wore what appeared to be a toga made from stitched-together ship sails, and his eye regarded the beached vessel with something approaching scholarly interest.

"Hail, travelers," he rumbled, his voice like boulders grinding together. "Welcome to our shores. I am Gorthax the Refined. These are my associates, Brutus the Considerate and Smashface the Diplomatic."

Smashface the Diplomatic waved. His hand was the size of a small cart and stained with something that was almost certainly old blood, but the gesture itself was oddly friendly.

"We don't receive many visitors," Gorthax continued, yellow eye pulsing thoughtfully. "Especially not allies of the Great Corruptor. Tell me, do you bring word from Lord Kusk? We have not heard his mellifluous voice in some time.”

Leather Daddy stepped forward, his furry entourage fanning out behind him in eerie silence. The blue wolf's tongue lolled. The cat stretched in a way that made her costume's proportions do unsettling things. The rabbit with the bullet-shaped breasts hopped in place, either eager to play or to pee.

With the rabbit, it was always difficult to tell.

"Oh, golly, that's real hospitable of you fellas," Leather Daddy said, extending a spiked hand. "Name's Leather Daddy. King Leather Daddy, actually. And gosh, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we're not exactly Kusk's people, if you catch my meaning."

Gorthax's massive brow furrowed. "Not... Kusk's people? But you carry his essence. I can smell it on you. The beautiful corruption. The gift of transformation."

"Oh sure, sure, we've got some of that rattling around in here." Leather Daddy tapped his chest, the motion earning a cheeped, ‘Skii skiii,’ from the hydra. "But see, here's the thing, friend. We're more of an independent operation these days. Going our own way. Carving out our own little slice of paradise, you know how it is."

"I... see." Gorthax exchanged glances with his compatriots. Brutus the Considerate scratched his chin thoughtfully. Smashface the Diplomatic cracked his knuckles, which sounded like small explosions. "Well, that is unexpected. Still, you are welcome in our territory. We have food, shelter, and an extensive collection of philosophical texts we've been meaning to discuss with someone. Isolation breeds introspection, you understand."

"Philosophical texts?" The rabbit's masculine voice cut through the rain. "Like romance novels?"

"More like treatises on the nature of suffering and the beautiful futility of existence," Brutus the Considerate offered helpfully. "Though there is one scroll that could be interpreted as romantic, if you squint. It's about a cyclops who falls in love with a screaming void."

"The void screams back," Smashface added. "Very touching."

Leather Daddy listened to all of this with what appeared to be genuine interest, his head tilting at that familiar neck-breaking angle. When the cyclopes finished their pitch, he let out a long, contemplative sigh.

"Well, gosh, fellas. That all sounds just super-duper. Really, truly, I appreciate the hospitality. It's so rare to meet folks with manners these days, you know? Everyone's always screaming and running and whatnot. Gets tiresome."

"We understand completely," Gorthax said, his massive form relaxing slightly. "Civilization is so often undervalued. Please, come with us. We have a cave system that's quite comfortable, and Smashface makes an excellent stew."

"I use the bones for texture," Smashface said proudly.

"The thing is, though..." Leather Daddy paused, and something shifted in his posture. The relentless cheer didn't fade, exactly, but it took on an edge. The kind of edge that preceded very bad things. "See, I've got this teensy little problem. A personality quirk, you might say. And I feel just awful about it, I really do. But the truth is, fellas..."

He spread his arms wide, encompassing the storm-lashed shore, the rocky cliffs, the entire murky landscape.

"I simply can’t stand the idea of not owning everything I see."

Gorthax blinked his enormous yellow eye. "I... beg your pardon?"

"It's a compulsion, really. Terribly inconvenient. But when I look at this lovely coastline of yours, with its charming rocks and its atmospheric caves and its delightful philosophical cyclopes, well..." Leather Daddy sighed again, the sound almost wistful. "I just can't help but want it all for myself. I'm sure you understand."

"I'm... not certain I do," Gorthax said slowly, his massive hand drifting toward the club at his side.

"That's okay, friend. You don't have to." Leather Daddy snapped his fingers. "Get 'em, kids."

The furry army moved.

In the chaos of the first instant, as impossible shapes blurred through the rain and the cyclopes roared in sudden alarm, the rabbit bounded past Morgath's position near the ship's railing. Her oversized paw caught him mid-torso, and with casual, thoughtless strength, she flung him into the darkness.

He didn't even have time to scream before he was gone, swallowed by the storm and the rocks and the hungry sea beyond.

"Oh dear." Leather Daddy's voice cut through the rising sounds of battle. "Buttons, honey, that was the captain."

The rabbit paused mid-hop, bullet-breasts jiggling with the sudden stop. "Hmm?"

"The captain. The fellow who knew how to steer the boat." Leather Daddy gestured at the broken vessel. "We might have needed him, sweetie."

"Oh." The rabbit's frozen smile somehow managed to look sheepish. Her masculine voice dropped an octave. "Sorry, Daddy. Got carried away."

"Well, what's done is done, I suppose. Just try to be more careful with the next one, eh?" Leather Daddy patted her oversized head affectionately. "Now then. Where were we?"

Around them, the storm raged on. The cyclopes bellowed. The furry army chittered and laughed and did terrible things in the darkness.

And somewhere in the distance, Gorthax the Refined's voice rose above the chaos: "This is incredibly rude! We offered you stew!"


Chapter 47: Wings and Wardrobe Malfunctions


THOOM!

The sound rattled the walls, and wind gusts far stronger than anything Gabriel remembered smashed at the windows. They'd built the house with insulation salvaged from the ships, but even that wasn't enough to completely dampen the noise.

Or the growing cold.

Compared to the temperate, tropical humidity of the island paradise, this was positively arctic, although he guessed it was likely closer to fifty-five- or sixty-degrees Fahrenheit.

"We found so much stuff!" Raquel announced, crossing to the kitchen table. She gestured with arms overflowing with damp fabric. Water dripped from her ears, her tail wagging despite being thoroughly soaked.

Ravenna carried herself with more reserved dignity despite still wearing her previous ensemble, equally wet as Raquel. A bundle of dark clothing was tucked under one arm, and she carried a basket of provisions in the other. "The storage building is remarkably well-organized. I'm impressed."

"We worked on that a bit while Gabriel was away," the Forge Elemental said, rising from where she'd been curled against him. The shirt she’d chosen after the shower was long-sleeved, and the hem barely brushed her thighs.

"And the fireplace?" he asked. That addition was clearly her work; he saw it in the flawless, magical perfection of smooth metal and shaped stone framing the hearth and mantel.

"And that," she agreed, padding over to help the duo with their haul. Either she'd forgotten to wear panties or deliberately chosen not to. Either way, Gabriel got an excellent view of sculpted, lightly freckled, ass.

Ravenna set the basket on the small table that served as their dining area. "We brought fish, vegetables, and a purple fruit I haven't seen before."

"It's delicious!" The Beastess dumped her armload of clothes onto a chair and shook herself vigorously, spraying water in a wide arc. "Oh! And Sire, before I forget. A few days ago, Dawkie and I spotted some goats moving into the far territory. If we can track them down and convince them to join us, we might have goat milk for cheese in a few weeks."

Her eager desire to help was positively infectious, even earning a twitch of a smile from Ravenna.

Coming to his feet to join them, Gabriel said, "That would be nice. Fresh cheese would go a long way toward improving our food situation."

"I could assist with reconnaissance," Ravenna offered, surprising him. At his look, she lifted one shoulder in an elegant shrug. "Aerial surveys are simple enough. If there are goats, I can locate their grazing patterns and nesting areas far faster than ground tracking."

"Squeee! Would you really?! That would be so nice!" Raquel bounced up and down, her soaking-wet top doing interesting things to her anatomy as she gave the maccari an adoring look.

Gabriel knew she could have asked the local birds for help but didn't point it out. More than likely, the impulsive young woman had momentarily forgotten her own abilities in a rush of emotion. Instead, he went with, "That is generous of you, Ravenna."

"The aviaries can become a source of edible fungus, mushrooms, and fish. Milk... not so much. It only makes sense to help."

He'd been with the winged woman long enough to see that she was guarding herself; logic was her armor. Before he could respond, Raquel grabbed the pile of clothes and bounded over to the Sorceress. "Okay, okay, but first! Fashion time! I promised I'd help you find something comfortable."

The maccari priestess regarded the soggy bundle with obvious skepticism. "I'm not certain 'comfortable' and 'human fashion' are compatible concepts."

"Just try some stuff on! It'll be fun!" Raquel was already sorting through the pile. "Look, this one has skulls on it. You like skulls, right? Dark magic and stuff?"

Ravenna accepted the offered garment with two fingers, holding it up for inspection. It was a black tank top with a silver skull print scattered across the fabric. Her violet eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "This is... not entirely offensive."

"That's basically a glowing review from her," Gabriel murmured to Gemma, who stifled a laugh.

What followed was an impromptu fashion show that he hadn't anticipated but found himself thoroughly enjoying. Ravenna, for all her initial reluctance, proved willing to experiment once Raquel's enthusiasm wore down her defenses.

The maccari tried on a series of dark-themed items: a corset that she deemed "impractical due to wings," a lace shawl that left nothing to the imagination, and a few other odds and ends. Then she discovered the fetish wear and went full ‘evil plotter’. Riffling through a container of collars and cuffs, she kept glancing at Gabriel, biting her lip, then setting her favorites to the side. Eventually, she came to a stack of unopened fishnet stockings. Opening one of the packages, she examined the contents with narrow-eyed fascination.

"Humans wear nets on their legs?" She stretched one taloned foot, examining how the material pulled across her scaled skin. "For what purpose?"

"Aesthetic," Gemma supplied, grinning. "Some folks think it looks sexy."

"Fascinating." Ravenna's tone suggested she was filing this away as yet another human peculiarity to study. She set the fishnets aside with obvious reluctance. "Perhaps I will revisit these later. For research purposes."

"Sure," Gabriel said, straight-faced. "Research."

Her eyes narrowed at him, but there was no real heat in it. "It is important that I expand my understanding of human culture."

He didn't need to ask why. Yulia came up too frequently for him to forget.

Meanwhile, Raquel had scampered back into the bedrooms, only to return with a box of dry athletic wear. She was gleefully modeling various pieces for Gabriel's approval. "Look at this one! It has little paw prints on it!"

Gemma, amused, snagged a sports bra and leggings. Shedding her borrowed shirt with zero modesty, she tugged the clothing on, the stretchy material contouring to her athletic body.

Ka-THOOOM!

Thunder crashed outside, close enough to rattle the windows. Raquel yelped and launched herself across the room, landing squarely in Gabriel's arms with her tail tucked between her legs.

"It's okay," he said, wrapping arms around her automatically.

"I know." She buried her face against his chest anyway, ears flat. "I just don't like it. It's loud and angry and it sounds like the sky is breaking."

Eventually, the impromptu show wound down with all three women settling on matching booty shorts in different colors. Ravenna's were black, naturally. Raquel had picked bright pink bottoms that hugged her so tightly Gabriel could see the outline of her pussy lips. Gemma's were an orange so neon it almost hurt to look at, but they didn't stop him from staring.

Dinner was a simple affair. They gathered around the small table, passing dishes of grilled fish, roasted vegetables, and the purple fruit that turned out to be quite sweet. With the fire going and the storm raging outside, the atmosphere was cozy.

Conversation flowed naturally as they ate. Gemma talked about the various things she'd been up to in Gabriel's absence. "You weren't gone long enough for me to do too much." Then she proceeded to list installing the fireplace, adding tile to Albrecht's house, and crafting implements to help with organizing storage.

"That's more work than any reasonable person would expect in weeks," he pointed out, earning a warm look.

Ravenna shared observations about the Nodes they'd freed thus far. "Magic can act as the foundation for many things. Once we combine it with Water, or Life, we should be able to innovate rapidly. Assuming we can construct more golems."

"That's definitely the plan," Gabriel confirmed.

Raquel contributed spirited commentary between bites, her ears perking up whenever someone mentioned a project she might help with. When thunder cracked particularly close, she was in Gabriel's lap again before the sound finished echoing, but she kept talking around a mouthful of purple fruit as if nothing had happened.

"Oh! Besides the goats, there's a good chance other animals will appear. I'll need to scout practically every day."

"Will they all be magical beasts?" he asked.

"Most, at first, but that will change as the goddess invites them over."

"Invites them?"

Ears waggling in affirmation, she explained, "Emyra will bring what the land needs and can sustain."

From there, the discussion drifted organically to their past lives. Ravenna talked about her people, and her rather isolated, predictably intense training. Gemma talked about the trauma of the attack on her island, and how relieved she'd been to find out that not all of her people were lost. Only Raquel remained silent.

Ravenna, having Lucielle's memories to guide her, didn't press, for which Gabriel was appreciative.

After the dishes were cleared, they migrated to the heart-shaped bed that dominated the main bedroom. It was gloriously oversized, salvaged from the pleasure barge during their early days of scavenging. The built-in speakers had long since been disconnected, but the mattress itself remained wonderfully comfortable.

Ravenna stood at the edge, her wings folding and unfolding with uncertainty. "On my island," she said to Gabriel, "We shared sleeping space. I have grown... accustomed to your presence nearby."

The admission cost her something. Gabriel could see it in the way she held herself, pride warring with vulnerability.

Gemma, bless her, read the situation perfectly. "Well, there's plenty of room. We could do rotations, if that helps. Take turns on who sleeps closest to him on any given night. That way everyone gets their time, and nobody feels left out."

Ravenna's violet eyes widened slightly. Whatever she'd been expecting, it wasn't casual acceptance and practical accommodation. "You would... share? Without conflict?"

"Darlin', harem harmony is what we're all about." Gemma patted the mattress beside her. "Love divided doesn't shrink, it multiplies, and all that. As long as you're not bein' all demandin’ with our man's heart and unfair with his time, we're not gonna mind."

"Ah. Well, this is where I point out I only intend to mate bond him. We're... ah, dating. Seriously. But I'm not sure about joining the harem."

Neither Gemma nor Raquel showed any signs of surprise at that.

"Works for us," Raquel said happily. "I mean, just because Gemma and I care for one another doesn't mean we expect anything of you."

"I..." Ravenna cleared her throat. "That is unexpectedly generous."

"Also," the Beastess bounced on the mattress, booty flashing into the air and reminding Gabriel of his earlier discussion with Gemma. "I like to sleep at Sire's feet, so the rotation thing should work perfectly! I curl up down there and everyone else can figure out the top half."

Something in Ravenna's expression cracked. Not broke. Cracked. Like ice giving way to reveal water beneath. Gabriel saw the moment it happened, the slight softening around her eyes, the way her wings relaxed from their tightly folded position.

"You sleep at his feet," she repeated slowly. "By choice."

"It's cozy! And warm. And I can feel when Sire moves, so I always know he's there." Raquel's tail thumped happily against the comforter. "Plus, if anyone has to get up to pee, they can take the warm spot when they get back. That's just fair game."

Gemma laughed. "Oh, you. Of course, Ravenna. Pee rotations make total sense."

Cheeks pink, Ravenna nodded. "Very well. I accept these terms."

They arranged themselves on the massive bed. Gemma claimed her usual spot against Gabriel's left side, her warmth seeping into him. Ravenna, after a moment's hesitation, settled on his right, her wing draping over him like a silken blanket. Raquel curled at their feet, her head resting on Gabriel's ankle, tail occasionally twitching.

The storm continued to rage outside. Thunder rolled across the sky, and rain drummed against the roof in an endless rhythm. But inside, wrapped in warmth and the steady breathing of three women who trusted him, Gabriel felt something settle in his chest.

"Tomorrow," he said quietly, "we should discuss plans. The settlement needs work. We've got Ravenna's island to clear, Gemma's foundries to restore, and winter coming faster than I'd like."

"Tomorrow," Gemma agreed, her voice already thick with approaching sleep. "Tonight, we rest."

"Agreed," Ravenna murmured from his other side. Her body had relaxed fully now, her breathing evening out.

From the foot of the bed came a soft, contented sound. Raquel had already drifted off, fingers curled loosely around Gabriel's calf.


Chapter 48: Yips in the Night


KRA-KOOOM!

Gabriel jerked awake to the flash of lightning searing through the window and a warm weight pressing against his chest. The storm had intensified again, thunder rolling across the sky like the gods themselves were bowling.

"Mmph." Raquel's whimper vibrated against his sternum. She'd migrated from her spot at his feet sometime in the night and now lay sprawled across him, trembling with each crash of thunder. Her ears were plastered flat against her skull, tail tucked tight between her legs.

"Hey," he murmured, voice rough with sleep. "Hey, it's okay."

"Nnngh." She burrowed closer, her nose pressing into the hollow of his throat. "Don't like it. Too much muchness in my ears."

To his right, Ravenna had shifted away in her sleep, her wing no longer draped across him. She lay curled on her side facing the wall, dark feathers rising and falling with slow, steady breaths. Gemma's warmth still radiated from his left, though she'd rolled slightly away as well, leaving Gabriel and Raquel in a pocket of space.

Another flash illuminated the room, followed by a bone-rattling boom. Raquel flinched hard, her nails digging into his shoulders.

"Shh." Gabriel stroked her hair, fingers trailing down to scratch behind one flattened ear. "I've got you. You're safe."

"Mmmm." The sound shifted from fear to something softer as he worked the sensitive spot. Her trembling eased, replaced by a different kind of tension. She lifted her head, brown eyes catching the dim glow of dying embers in the fireplace. "Sire?"

"Yeah?"

Instead of answering, she stretched up and pressed her lips to his. The kiss was soft at first, tentative, seeking comfort more than passion. But when his hand slid down to cup the back of her neck, she made a small, hungry noise in her throat and deepened it.

Her hips shifted against him. He was already half-hard from the warm weight of her, and when she rolled her pelvis, grinding the thin fabric of those bright pink shorts against his bare skin, his body responded with enthusiasm.

"Is this okay?" she breathed against his mouth. "I need... I just need..."

"I know." He kissed her again, slower this time. "Whatever you need."

Raquel's hand slipped between them, fingers wrapping around his shaft to stroke him knowingly. At his low growl, she grinned and leaned in, swallowing it with a kiss. Then she reached down to pull her own shorts to the side, the tight fabric stretching but holding as she positioned herself above him.

"Ahhh." The sound escaped her as she sank down, taking him in one slow, steady motion. Her incredibly tight pussy was already slick, welcoming him with heat that made his toes curl. "Oh, Sire. Yes."

She began to move, rising and falling in a gentle rhythm. Each downstroke pressed him deep, and she bit her lip, clearly trying to stay quiet. The wet sounds of their joining were soft, intimate, nearly lost beneath the rain hammering the roof.

Gabriel gripped her hips, guiding her pace. She felt incredible, tight and warm and eager, her inner walls fluttering around him with each roll of her hips. Her tail had escaped from between her legs and now wagged in short, unconscious sweeps behind her.

"Mmph. Mmm. Ah." Little sounds escaped Raquel with each thrust, growing harder to contain. Her ears perked up despite the thunder, her whole body focused on the pleasure building between them.

Lightning flashed.

In that split-second of illumination, Gabriel saw Gemma. She wasn't asleep at all. The fakayren had shifted down the bed at some point and now lay near Raquel's feet, propped on one elbow, watching them with a Cheshire grin that promised mischief.

Before he could say anything, Gemma's hands closed around Raquel's bare feet.

"Yip!" Raquel's whole body jerked, her back arching as Gemma's thumbs pressed into her arches. "Ah! Gem, what are you... oh. Oh!"

Gemma’s fingers worked with devastating precision, stroking along the sensitive soles while adding just a whisper of heat. Raquel's attempts at quiet immediately shattered.

"Yip! Yipyipeeeeee!" The sounds burst from her in rapid succession, her hips bucking wildly. Gabriel held on as she rode him with sudden desperate intensity, her inner walls clenching hard. "Oh gods, oh Sire, I'm going to, I can't, YIP!"

Her orgasm hit like a thunderclap. She threw her head back, a high keen escaping her throat as her pussy spasmed around him. Gabriel felt it ripple through her entire body, and the sensation dragged him over the edge with her.

He groaned, pulling her hips down as he thrust up, burying himself deep. Heat flooded through him as he came, pulsing inside her while she continued to twitch and yip through aftershocks.

Gemma released Raquel's feet with a satisfied chuckle. "Works every time, darlin'."

"Hahhh." Raquel collapsed forward onto Gabriel's chest, panting. Her tail wagged weakly, and she nuzzled into his neck with a sound of pure contentment. "Mean. You're mean. I adore you, Gemma."

"Adore you too, sugar." Gemma crawled up the bed to press a kiss to Raquel's temple, then one to Gabriel's lips. "Couldn't let y'all have all the fun without me."

Raquel eventually rolled off him with a wet sound and a happy sigh, curling against his side like a satisfied cat. Gabriel was reaching for something to clean up with when a voice came from the other side of the bed.

"That was... instructive."

He turned his head. Ravenna lay on her side, fully awake, her violet eyes gleaming in the darkness. One wing had lifted slightly, as if she'd been watching over her shoulder the entire time.

"How long have you been awake?" Gabriel asked.

"Long enough." Her tone held no embarrassment, only interest. She shifted, rolling to face them properly. "The foot technique. It triggers a specific response in her?"

Gemma grinned. "Our girl's got sensitive feet. Touch 'em right and she goes off like a firework."

"Fascinating." Ravenna's gaze shifted to Gabriel, lingering on his glistening cock. "And him? What secret techniques have you developed to make him respond?”

"Oh, darlin'." Gemma's drawl thickened with amusement. "That's a lesson best taught hands-on. Or mouth-on, as the case may be."

The maccari's wings rustled as she adjusted, pale flesh briefly visible as she moved to all fours, heat in her French-accented voice as she demanded, "Show me."

Gabriel opened his mouth to point out that he'd literally just finished, but Gemma was already moving. She positioned herself between his legs, wrapping one warm hand around his length. As usual, his supernatural stats made handling multiple lovers at once far easier than it otherwise would have been. Despite his recent climax, he remained fully erect.

"First rule," Gemma said, her voice taking on a teacher's cadence, "is that if you want to get the furnace ablaze in Gabriel’s chest, you gotta put in a little extra. Watch."

She leaned down and licked a long stripe up his length, pausing frequently to press loving kisses across the shaft and sides. Ravenna observed intensely, brows drawn together with focus.

"Second rule." Gemma swirled her tongue around the head, coaxing a rumble from deep in his chest. "Pay attention to his sounds. That'll tell you what's workin'."

She took him into her mouth, sucking gently as she noisily slurped up the remnants of his and Raquel’s shared orgasm. Humming, she flattened her tongue right beneath the tip, earning a moan of approval.

Slurrp. Slurp. Schkllllick.

Switching to long, slow licks, she cleaned his shaft of the previous mess, even as she made an all-new one. After a minute of demonstration, she turned to the other priestess. "Your turn."

Pale ass swaying as she crawled closer, Ravenna settled between his thighs, beside Gemma. The two women showed zero issues pressing against one another for the display, which he figured was a testament to the forge elemental’s kind heart and the macarri woman’s determination to out-suck Yulia, should the alphari attempt to join in.

The dark-haired priestess studied Gabriel's cock with a familiar fascination, and maybe a hint of devotion, before she leaned in. Her first lick was with the same enthusiasm she’d learned during their one-on-one sessions.

“That’s good,” Gemma encouraged, “now, slot your tongue across the underside. Like this.” Leaning in, she stuck her tongue out, the tip brushing Ravenna’s lips as she found the spot.

Gabriel arched hard, fresh pre-cum coating the tip. Ravenna didn’t hesitate to slurp it down noisily. Warm and wet, her mouth enveloped him, tongue alternating pressure as she listened to Gemma’s illustrative coaching.

They took turns after that, trading his cock back and forth like a shared treat. Gemma showed Ravenna how to stroke the base while sucking the tip. Ravenna demonstrated her own discovery: a swirling tongue technique that made Gabriel's vision blur.

"Fuck. I'm close." His warning came out strained. "I'm going to..."

Both women pulled back, hands still stroking him in tandem. Gemma aimed him toward their upturned faces just as he tipped over the edge.

"Ahh!" Gabriel's hips bucked as he came, ropes of cum painting across their cheeks, their lips, the bridges of their noses. Gemma caught some on her tongue with a satisfied moan.

Clearly on impulse, Ravenna leaned over and ran her tongue across Gemma’s mouth. It wasn’t quite a kiss, as the woman was clearly going after more of his come. At the Elemental’s perplexed, but not offended, look, the Sorceress explained, “I learned much about cream sharing. Perhaps I can teach you and Raquel.”

Smack!

Gabriel leaned over, hand connecting with her ass before he'd consciously decided to move. The smack echoed in the quiet room, and Ravenna's wings flared in surprise.

"No hucow talk in bed," he said firmly. "That's a rule."

Ravenna's cheeks flushed darker than the cum decorating them. "We shall see.”

Uh-oh.

Somehow, he knew that the slap had done the very opposite thing he’d intended. With a groan, he lay back on the pillows. “Can’t we go back to sleep now? We’ve got a long day tomorrow.”

Raquel, who had apparently watched the entire second round through half-lidded eyes, made a curious sound. “But Sire is still half-hard, and there’s so many cummies to clean up. Are you going to let him off so easily?”

No, in fact. They were not.

Ravenna, top vanishing like a magic trick, slid a thigh over his hips. “Now, let me show you a thing or two I’ve learned about riding him.”

“Oh, goody!” Raquel, apparently energized enough to not pass out, squeezed up and began licking the cum from Gemma’s face and neck, one eye on the show. “I love when Sire makes fun sounds. Also! More cummies is always for the better!”

Much later, Gabriel came to a profound conclusion: he needed way more Endurance if he was going to keep up with his insatiable priestesses.


Chapter 49: An Orgy of Planning


Morning arrived with the sound of rain still pattering against the roof. The storm had gentled overnight, reduced from fury to a steady drizzle that showed no signs of stopping.

Gabriel extracted himself carefully from a tangle of limbs and wings, earning a sleepy protest from Raquel, who'd migrated from his feet to curl against his leg sometime during the night. Gemma stirred but didn't wake, her radiating warmth even in sleep. Ravenna's wing slid off his chest as he rose, and she cracked one violet eye open before closing it again with a soft, contented sound.

He made a mental note to install a proper kitchen inside rather than relying on the cooking area some forty feet away, uphill, and ate a breakfast of fresh fruits and vegetables. Their loot from the ships had included cabinets, utensils, and a thousand other useful odds and ends. He put several of those to use now, preparing bowls for each of them.

While he worked, he adjusted his Glyph loadout. Glyph of the Golem Gatherer was a must-have for his plans with Gemma, and Elemental Warding made sense for tiles and kitchen construction. The latter allowed him to spend extra mana to magically ‘bake in’ resistance to things like water or fire damage, and would increase the longevity of their constructions. He also added Terraforming for all of the groundwork that might be needed. Finally, he swapped out Monstrous Engineering for the new Divine Glyph, reasoning the synergistic augmentation for Gemma and Raquel would come in handy.

His Tablet helpfully appeared, providing an easy-to-read update.

New Loadout Accepted
Reminder: Glyphs require 8 hours to activate.
Visionary Path:
Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-2)
Glyph of the Golem Gatherer
Glyph of the Architect (V1)
Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King
Strategist Path:
Glyph of Terraforming
Glyph of the Survivalist
Glyph of Elemental Warding
Emyra’s First Anchor (Divine)


By the time he'd finished, the others had roused themselves. Gemma and Raquel went to the shower first, the Aetherhound playfully commenting on the events of the previous night. From his perspective, it was clear that the two had grown much closer during his time away.

Previously, they'd offered to interact during intimacy almost as if to give him something. He'd turned them down, explaining that if they didn't want to indulge in that sort of closeness, they shouldn't.

Now, the two cared for one another deeply, their friendship having deepened beyond a casual one. It warmed his heart and helped him decide how to handle the next time either of them brought the topic up during sex.

Ravenna, casually naked, leaned against the wall to look at him. All perky, pale skin and disastrously distracting proportions, she gave him a lopsided smile. "Last night was inspiring. Far more than I expected."

"Yeah? How so?" Lifting a slice of banana, he took a bite. It was delicious, far more flavorful than anything on Earth.

"Gemma is generous beyond words. And Raquel is perhaps the most fun person I've ever encountered. Guileless and utterly without nuance, but fun."

He snorted. "You'd be surprised. Both have depths that you wouldn't catch in a few hours."

"I'm sure." To her credit, it sounded like she meant it.

Sounds of laughter came from the shower as Raquel yipped, "No! You can't soap my feet. You know what will happen. I'll get all cummie and then we'll need Sire to bless me with his..."

Ravenna, eyes all mischief, lifted her voice. "Royal cream. The hucows called it cream. But since he's royalty, I think royal cream works."

Raquel made a happy sound. "Yes. That! But also, Gemma, stoooop it." She whined. "You know I need a day or two to recharge."

Gemma laughed, then said something Gabriel didn't make out.

A few minutes later, both girls emerged. Gemma looked positively mischievous, while the normally insuppressible Aetherhound was positively glowering. The juxtaposition nearly made Gabriel snort out his water. With the shower free, Ravenna took their place. Once she was done, all three sat around the table enjoying their fruit and vegetables.

A knock at the door announced a visitor.

"Good morning, mein king!" Mr. Dawkins' enormous head pushed through the doorway, his hucow pillow askew from the storm. "I heard you were all up und thought I would join, if you don't mind."

"Come in, Mr. Dawkins." Gabriel waved him toward the open area between the fireplace and couch. "We were about to discuss our plans."

The anaconda slithered inside, coiling himself into a comfortable pile near the hearth. Moments later, Albrecht appeared at the door, clutching a steaming mug. "May I join as well? I'd love to be involved."

Leaning in, the chubby-cheeked guy gave Gabriel a hopeful look.

With a fond chuckle, Gabriel waved him in. "C'mon in. The last thing I want is for anyone to think I only surround myself with beautiful women."

The tomatsu trundled in, sniffing. "You know, that is a common flaw in men's romance books. It's one reason I can't take them seriously. I mean, what's wrong with having other men around?"

Gemma gave the engineer a flat look. "You like your stories with a far higher dick-to-boobs ratio. Admit it."

"I mean, I do. But seriously. Other men shouldn't threaten a proper harem. Love won't be undone by having another masculine presence." He waved at his green, scaled body. "This is why I've always admired Gabriel. He's not threatened by having me or Dawkins around."

Gabriel thought long and hard about his appetite for the very oddly meta discussion about to take place, and decided to avoid it entirely. Discussing women’s romance was one thing. But men’s? A bridge too far.

Waddling to the couch, Albrecht pulled a mechanism to activate the recliner. "I'm so glad we got this before the ships eroded. A good recliner is worth its weight in gold."

Gemma rose and made her way to the kitchen. Slicing fruit, she provided the newcomer with a bowl. "Eat up, we've got a lot of ground to cover."

Once everyone was settled, Gabriel cleared his throat. "Alright. Let's talk about where we are and where we need to be, especially with winter coming."

"The settlement first," Gemma said, settling into her seat with her own plate. "We've got the basics covered, but there's still work to do. Albrecht's heat sink needs finishin', we need more defensive walls, and the plumbin’ could use expansion to the outbuildings."

"Not to mention a proper kitchen," Gabriel added. "Albrecht, you guessed it would take three or four days to finish your place off, right?"

"Mhm," the engineer said excitedly. "And after that, I'm happy to help with plumbing."

"The kitchen won't take long either," Gemma added. "I'm assumin' you want to be hands-on for the Schematic?"

"I do," Gabriel confirmed, then elaborated on the Schematics he'd acquired during the Fate's optional quests. "Now that I have an ability to construct any simple shape from raw Essence, we need to emphasize complex shapes and resource collection."

"The Earth Node on my island will be key to that," Gemma said. "With Emyra empowered, I'll be able to transform it into any basic Essence you need, includin' Metal."

"Since when?"

Her smile was small but obvious. "Well, I have it on good authority that once we are wed before the Fates, each of us will realize new benefits. Serafina revealed such an augmentation would likely be one of the outcomes."

That was extremely good news. "Speaking of Serafina, Ravenna, you probably need to visit her. As do I."

The sorceress nodded. "I will fly to her castle as soon as the rain abates."

"And you will come visit shortly after, my King?" Serafina spoke from Gemma's amulet.

"I will," he agreed. "Give me a day or two, and it'll be a priority."

"I suppose I can be patient for that long."

They spent several minutes discussing the details of their kitchen, specifically how they should augment and expand the house with Gabriel's newest schematics. A large cooking area would be essential as their settlement grew.

"What about building a cafeteria?" Albrecht suggested.

"Our house comes first," Gabriel replied, "but you have a point. I want a kitchen big enough for however large the harem becomes, along with our guests. After that, we'll need a cafeteria."

Gemma and Raquel had questions about the word ‘cafeteria’ but caught on quickly once he elaborated that it was an industrialized 'mess hall' for preparing vast amounts of food. Producing the basic tools and buildings would provide him with the Schematics required for rapid scaling as they went to rebuild on other islands or create new settlements, so the cafeteria went on the list.

"Look!" Lucielle cried once they finished. "New quest!"

Gabriel glanced over to see his Tablet glowing with text.

It's Been Too Long! New Quest Time!
Quest: Craft a Cafeteria
Details: Earn a Tier-2 schematic for a cafeteria big enough to house 100 people and feed 1,000 over 24-hours.
Reward: Not only will a cafeteria contribute to upgrading your settlement, but you'll also earn a variety of cooking-related Schematics, and a special rune to use them.


"You're a chef, Harry," Gabriel muttered, then added, "Thanks Lucielle. That will be useful."

"No problem!"

Gemma leaned forward. "We're due to craft another golem, aren't we? One per month. We can add to Bebop and get the next one workin', right?"

He was limited to one golem per glyph slot and could only create one new golem per month. Thinking about it, he realized she was right. They were due to craft a new one. "Two will open up a lot of opportunities, assuming we can keep them safe."

One downside of the current golems was their lack of self-defense. They could send Bebop safely to collect Water or Clay Essence. But getting Beast, Earth, Magic, or Life would all be potentially dangerous.

"I'm happy to escort them," Raquel offered.

"The teleportation pads are the key," Gabriel said, giving her a warm smile. "I think the Earth and Magic nodes are what we'll need next. So, securing the islands is a priority. Starting with Gemma's, I think."

Gemma picked up a slice of fruit and nibbled. "That'll mean more weapons. And maybe recruitin' a certain shadow and illusion priestess to help with mollusks, won't it?"

He nodded. "Next week. This week, we focus on the settlement, quality time together, and getting the golem up and running."

"What about more defenses?" Raquel asked, rising to walk over and collect slices of the previous night's fish. The Beastess, every bit as special as Gemma, could have eaten it after a week without getting ill. "Winter means we'll be stuck here if something attacks."

Ravenna set down her fork, expression thoughtful. "I may be able to assist with that. My specialty is illusion and shadow magic, but those disciplines include detection elements. I can create wards that produce sounds and warnings when triggered. Visual illusions that make the settlement appear abandoned or protected by larger forces than we possess."

"That would be quite useful," Gabriel said. "Can you set those up now, or do you need resources?"

She hesitated. "For basic alarm wards, I have sufficient power. But for anything more sophisticated, I would need to return to the plateaus. There will be spell books with rituals I need to consult there. To be blunt, I will also need several weeks to study the combat magic tome we retrieved during our adventures. All told, we're looking at a month or more of dedicated time. If we want to weave my learning in with your Schematics, best to assume we'll need to add a few more days and a considerable amount of mana."

He was glad she didn’t mention her hucow tattoo research in that. Once Una was available, he suspected Ravenna would quickly return to her pursuits in that arena.

With the discussion of collaboration brought up, the group fell into a lengthy discussion about synergies between Ravenna's magic and the settlement. Albrecht cut in with keen questions that revealed a startling discovery: the Sorceress's illusions could emulate basic interactive functionality.

"I dare say we might be able to integrate voice activation with our designs," the tomatsu said eagerly, rapidly detailing a dozen ideas that pulled Gemma into full logic mode.

Voice-activated machinery opened up considerable avenues of growth.

"Hey! New quest!" Lucielle bounced around.

Quest: Learn a Voice-Activation Schematic
Details: Work with Ravenna to learn any useful Schematic that incorporates voice activation.
Reward: A specialty glyph.


"Nothing better than being rewarded for what we're already doing," Gabriel said with a laugh. "Okay. Ravenna is going to be working on her spells for a month or so. That'll mean dedicated time in her towers, with an escort to get there safely. Winter is in what, three months?"

"A little over two," Serafina chimed in. "The time is rapidly approaching."

"I'll need to set up the Reclaimer, and work on the boat, too." While he was worried the artifact might lead to Yulia's return and stir up trouble with Ravenna, that didn't mean he wasn't going to install the potentially useful magical item. He had Lucielle provide the text for the girls to review. At the mention of ‘Beast Seeds’ Raquel perked up.

“I wonder what that means? How will it work?”

No one knew, and Lucielle wouldn’t elaborate. Still, it sounded like it might provide options that didn’t require freeing Yulia right away, which Gabriel was a fan of. Returning the subject to the priestess he very much wanted to wake up sooner rather than later, he said, "If we want Una free before winter, several weeks of my time will be devoted to that. Albrecht, you want to help with the boat stuff, too?"

"Happy to!" Albrecht beamed.

Mr. Dawkins, who'd been quiet so far, lifted his head, the hucow atop it brushing the ceiling. "And milady and I will be scouting for new animals, yes? Keeping our eyes out for threats? Making meaningful connections with the birds. Perhaps checking in on the slugs?"

"That's an excellent idea," Gabriel said.

"Don't forget Monster Island," Lucielle chimed in, the Tablet pulsing with her voice. "You could theoretically summon that too. Although, this is where I tell everyone the island wasn't hidden or frozen in time. It was pushed away, where it has been fermenting with new monsters. Returning it without Yulia present to contain the monsters it's grown could be very dangerous."

Which made their decision for them. "We'll bring Yulia back when it makes sense. I think Una is the priority, since we need more food and she's not likely to cause interpersonal strife."

Ravenna sniffed. "Give me a few more weeks of nights like last night and there will be no contention. I will have mastered pleasing you beyond her capabilities."

Gabriel rolled his eyes, but Gemma remained serious. "We've got enough on our plate without addin' an island full of unknown monsters or drama. If this is how it works, I agree on holdin' off on bringin' Yulia back."

"The pack always comes first, no matter what." Raquel wanted to avoid drama, which Gabriel could only agree with.

They spent another hour going over all the details. Each priestess brought a unique perspective, with Raquel wisely mentioning food and shelter concerns for their growing animal population, and Ravenna pointing out that a freezing winter might actually help with the monster problem on her island. The mollusks on Gemma's lived inside a volcano, so the cold was unlikely to help on that front.

Eventually, they wound down and Gabriel brought up the last matter.

"There's one more thing," he said. "The wedding."

Gemma and Raquel exchanged looks, their expressions brightening.

"How does a harem ceremony work?"

Gemma was ready with an answer. "We go before the Fates and say our vows, declaring our love and the nature of our relationship. We'll agree that you're the center of the harem, and the Fates will witness and bless us."

"That's straightforward enough."

Lucielle chimed in. "The Fates would point out that your relationships are slightly more complex than the standard spoke-and-wheel model. Each woman who joins will be expected to make a statement affirming her commitment to the other members, too. Web-and-spokes aren't unknown, but they are more binding than normal."

The Aetherhound didn't hesitate. "I belong with Gabriel, and Gemma is my best friend. I'm ready now."

Gemma laughed. "Let's give it a few days. Gabriel needs time to settle and see Serafina again. After the High Priestess gives her blessin', let's make it happen."

"Thank you, little Sister," Serafina said earnestly. "I will marry Gabriel as soon as I am free of this prison. Knowing I can trust his other wives with my heart is a great comfort."

Gabriel's stomach clenched. There had always been something about the High Priestess that felt fated, for lack of a better term. Hearing her say the words, not to mention the unabashed vulnerability in them, was a reminder both of things to come and her current state.

With their immediate plans figured out and the sounds of rain slowing, they cleaned up and set about their tasks.

First, Gabriel and Raquel would go to install the Ecived Sellebanna. After that, they'd fall into their individual projects. She and Dawkins would scout. Gemma and Gabriel would begin work on their construction projects. Ravenna would fly to visit Serafina in person.

With a goodbye kiss, the maccari sorceress left them to their work. Gemma followed her out, saying that she was going to get the forges and materials ready for their kitchen build. Albrecht announced he'd be looking over boat parts until Gabriel was ready to finish the tomatsu’s house.

That left Raquel, Mr. Dawkins, and Gabriel, who made their way to find the perfect spot for the monstrous device.


Interlude: Regrets and Reconnaissance


The morning after the cyclopes battle dawned gray and sullen, as if the remnant of Kusk’s taint on the land disapproved of what had transpired.

Four piles of shredded fabric lay arranged in a ceremonial row atop a flat boulder. What had once been a cheerful orange traffic cone, an optimistic eggplant with googly eyes, a disturbingly anatomically correct banana, and a motivational poster that read "HANG IN THERE" were now nothing more than torn synthetic fur, scattered stuffing, and lingering regret.

The surviving fursuits stood in a loose semicircle around their fallen comrades. The blue wolf let out a long, mournful howl that echoed off the crude stone structures of the cyclops’ village. Buttons clutched her bullet-shaped breasts in grief, her gravelly voice breaking into wet sobs. The cat with the smoker's rasp hummed something that might have been a funeral dirge or possibly the jingle from a commercial for antacids.

Leather Daddy stood at the head of the arrangement, posture rigid, the black pits of his gimp hood reflecting the overcast sky. His spiked shoulders rose and fell with a deep, steadying breath.

"Well," he said, his relentlessly cheerful Canadian accent strained at the edges, "this is just... gosh, this is really disappointing, isn't it? I mean, golly gee willikers, what a terrible turn of events."

The wolf whined in agreement, its vacant smile never changing.

"Cone Boy was... well, he was a good cone." Leather Daddy gestured at the orange pile with something approaching tenderness. "Always directing traffic, you know? Even when there wasn't any traffic to direct. And Mr. Eggplant? Fantastic sense of humor. Really knew how to lighten a room."

He paused at the banana remains, his zipper mouth twitching. "And Sir Potassium... well. He had a lot of appeal, didn't he? Just... just bunches and bunches of appeal."

The cat made a sound like gravel being ground in a blender. "He really did, boss. Kept us all motivated. Said we could do it. Told us to hang in there."

"The poster didn't say that, Cat."

"Well, the spirit was there."

Buttons hopped forward, her oversized feet making wet slapping sounds against stone. "Daddy, can we... can we say something? For them? Like a proper send-off?"

"Of course, sweetheart. That's real thoughtful of you."

The rabbit cleared her throat, producing a sound like a garbage disposal trying to digest silverware. "Cone Boy. Mr. Eggplant. Sir Potassium. And... and the poster guy whose name I never learned but who seemed real nice. You were good fluffies. The best fluffies. And those big stupid one-eyed jerks paid for what they did." She paused, looking to Leather Daddy for confirmation. "Right? We got 'em all?"

"Oh yes, we absolutely demolished them." Leather Daddy nodded enthusiastically. "In a firm but fair manner, of course. We're not savages. Just... very thorough."

"Right. That." Buttons nodded solemnly. "So, uh... rest in pieces, fellas. Or peace. Whichever one applies to scraps of costume on a rock."

A chorus of growls, whines, and one sound that defied categorization rose from the assembled fursuits. The ceremony, such as it was, concluded.

Leather Daddy turned away from the remains, his spiked shoulders tight. Something squirmed against his lower back, and he reached behind to retrieve his companion with surprising gentleness.

Lil Skeet Skeet had grown. Considerably.

Where the dickhydra had once fit comfortably in one palm, it now required both hands just to cradle its bulbous underbelly. The creature churned with barely contained power, its flesh pulsing with rhythms that suggested either immense magical potential or severe digestive distress. Its heads—all five of them now—swayed in different directions like obscene flowers seeking sunlight.

"Hey there, buddy." Leather Daddy stroked the creature's shaft with the care one might show a beloved pet. "You feeling okay after last night? I know that was pretty intense. Lots of screaming. Lots of... cyclopes bits everywhere."

The five heads each made their own distinct sound in response. The first gurgled wetly. The second hissed like steam escaping a pressure valve. The third produced something resembling a wet raspberry. The fourth vibrated in place, creating a noise like a phone set to silent mode. The fifth simply opened and closed its gaping mouth in silence, as if still learning how sounds worked.

"I know, I know. Daddy's upset too." Leather Daddy lifted the creature to what passed for eye level, though given the gimp mask's lack of actual eye holes, this was more symbolic than practical. "But we can't let this get us down, eh? We've still got work to do. Big work. Important work."

The wolf padded over, dried blood still crusted around its muzzle from the previous night's festivities. "Boss. What's the plan? We took out the cyclops, we've got this whole village... but now what?"

Leather Daddy's head tilted at that unnatural angle he favored when deep in thought. "Well, first things first. We need to do some spring cleaning."

He gestured toward the center of the cyclops settlement with Lil Skeet Skeet, using the dickhydra as a pointer. The village was crude but extensive—rough stone huts arranged in chaotic clusters, stone age tools scattered about, and in the central plaza, three statues carved from black stone.

The statues depicted the dwarven god in various poses of triumph: Kusk ascending to power, Kusk spreading corruption, and Kusk doing something that was either commanding armies or possibly dancing. A tainted depiction of Emyra appeared in the final image, her vine shape turned humanoid and given big, submissive, eyes. The craftsmanship was surprisingly detailed for cyclops work, each statue reaching fifteen feet tall, their surfaces etched with prayers and promises of eternal service.

"Those have got to go," Leather Daddy announced firmly. "I mean, no offense to Kuskie’s whole aesthetic, but we're under new management now. And new management doesn't need constant reminders of old management staring down at them. It's just bad for morale."

"Want me to knock 'em down?" Buttons asked eagerly.

"Oh, that would be wonderful, sweetheart. But maybe use a bit more finesse than you did with Captain Morgath, eh? We don't need statue chunks flying into the next island over."

"I said I was sorry about that!"

"I know, I know. Water under the bridge." Leather Daddy patted her head affectionately, his spiked glove catching briefly in her fur. "Just... controlled demolition this time. Nice and tidy."

Buttons hopped toward the statues with purpose, the silicone mounds attached to her chest bouncing with each movement. The other fursuits watched as she sized up the nearest statue—Kusk Ascending—and delivered a single, precise kick to its base.

The fifteen-foot monument toppled with all the grace of a drunk giraffe, crashing into the second statue, which in turn fell into the third. Within seconds, all three lay in rubble, black stone fragments scattered across the plaza like offerings to some god of property damage.

"Oops," Buttons said, staring at the destruction. "Was that too much?"

"No, no, that was perfect!" Leather Daddy clapped his hands together, Lil Skeet Skeet bouncing with the motion. "Exactly what I wanted. Very efficient. Gold star for you, sweetheart."

The cat wandered over to inspect the rubble, her smoker's rasp thoughtful. "So what now, boss? We've got the village. We've got..." She gestured vaguely at the crude huts. "Whatever this is. But we still don't know where that king fellow is."

"Ah yes. The pretender." Leather Daddy's voice lost some of its cheerful edge, taking on a note of polite irritation. He began to pace, still cradling Lil Skeet Skeet against his chest like a particularly disturbing infant.

"Here's the thing, though." Leather Daddy stopped, turning to face his assembled army. "I simply cannot stand the idea of someone else claiming what's rightfully mine. These islands? Mine. This settlement? Mine. It's just... it's a compulsion, you understand. I see something unclaimed, and I have to claim it. I see someone building a kingdom, and I have to take it. Nothing personal."

The fursuits exchanged silent looks, communicating in whatever wordless way they'd developed since their creation. The wolf's tail wagged slowly. The cat's whiskers twitched. Buttons adjusted her squeaky breasts.

"So, here's what we're gonna do." Leather Daddy pointed at different fursuits in turn, Lil Skeet Skeet serving as his gestural aid. "We need intelligence. Reconnaissance. Good old-fashioned scouting. We need the lay of the land."

The wolf's ears perked up. "Hunt?"

"Scout first, buddy. Then maybe hunt. But politely." Leather Daddy began assigning duties with the confidence of someone who'd given exactly zero military briefings before but was really committed to the bit. "Wolf, you take the eastern coastline. Anything that moves, anything that looks organized, you report back. Cat, you've got the interior forests. Look for settlements, camps, anything that suggests civilization."

"And me?" Buttons asked eagerly.

"Western coast." Leather Daddy's zipper mouth somehow conveyed a smile. "Just remember, intelligence first. No attacking."

The remaining fursuits—a fox, a raccoon, something that might have been an otter, and two whose original forms were now impossible to identify—received their assignments in turn. They were to scour the local area, looking for anything of interest. Anything belonging to Kusk or Emyra, he wanted handled.

"And remember," he added, holding up one spiked finger for emphasis, "we want good, clean fun. Once we’ve claimed these lands, it’ll be time to move to the next phase."

“Which is?” Buttons asked.

“Why, expansion, of course! I figure we’ll open a restaurant, at some point, too. People will want to visit if we have bacon and waffles, right?”

The assembled creatures looked confused for a moment, then gave in and cheered.

"Good. Excellent. Off you go then." Leather Daddy made shooing motions with his free hand. "Be safe out there. Don't do anything I wouldn't do. And if you see any more cyclopes, feel free to... you know. Handle it. Kindly."

The fursuits dispersed into the morning mist, their forms flickering as they moved. Soon, only Leather Daddy remained in the cyclops plaza, surrounded by the rubble of Kusk's statues and the lingering smell of last night's violence.

He looked down at Lil Skeet Skeet, who had begun to squirm with what might have been excitement. For the first time since the fifth head had emerged, all five heads swayed in unison, aligning themselves in a neat row like obscene ducklings following their mother.

"You feel it too, don't you, buddy?" Leather Daddy stroked the creature's pulsing mass with surprising tenderness. "Something big coming. Something real interesting. Maybe even... challenging."

The dickhydra's heads opened their gaping mouths in sequence, each one producing a single, distinct syllable.

"Ski."

"Bbi."

"Di."

"Di."

"Diii."

Leather Daddy stared at his pet for a long moment, his zipper mouth hanging slightly open in what might have been surprise or possibly pride.

"Well now. That's new." He tucked the creature back against his lower back, securing it in place with practiced ease. "You're a good little talker, aren't you? That's real special, Skeet Skeet. Real special indeed."

The dickhydra chirped gleefully, repeating the word.

Leather Daddy turned to face the interior of the island, his enormous codpiece catching the weak morning light. Behind him, the ruins of the cyclops village stood as testament to his conquest. Ahead, somewhere in the mist and jungle, opportunities awaited.


Chapter 50: Full Gobbomode


“Okay. I guess it’s time to see exactly what this Ecived Sellebana thing is all about.” Gabriel pulled out his Bag of Dungeoneering and frowned at it. Between the size of the Reclaimer and the weird, almost eldritch feel to its appearance, he certainly didn’t feel like just jamming his hand inside and taking hold. The thought of one of those tentacles potentially curling around his arm gave him the heebie-jeebies. That, and its size meant he couldn’t exactly shake it out through the opening.

Nearby, Raquel waited, her tail wagging in anticipation. Giving her a hair-ruffling pat, he led her away from the settlement, choosing to set it up away from the other structures. In particular, he planned on setting it up where he wouldn’t have to look at the damned thing all the time.

After settling in a gulley, he mapped out an area that looked like it would be sufficiently large for the device to be set up, then stuck his hand inside of the Bag. His fingers touched the cold metal of the machine, and he willed it to come forth.

Several long moments passed. Raquel tilted her head, ears perked forward as she watched Gabriel concentrate. Her tail gave a tentative wag, then slowed to a stop when nothing materialized. The seconds stretched into an uncomfortable silence broken only by the distant, disturbingly horny, calls of seabirds and the rustle of wind through nearby grass.

She shifted her weight from one paw to the other, claws clicking softly against stone, while Gabriel's brow furrowed deeper with each passing moment. Her nose twitched—once, twice—as if she might somehow sniff out whatever was keeping the device trapped inside the bag.

“What the hell?” Gabriel turned the bag upside down and gave it a shake, willing the device to appear.

His Tablet glowed and Lucielle manifested, a look of surprise on her face. “Um…it says no.”

“What says no?” he asked.

“The Ecived Sellebanna.” Lucielle’s right eye twitched. “Oh, I don’t like that at all.”

“Are you okay?”

Lucielle nodded. “I’m fine, it’s some sort of feedback issue with the translational matrix. The Ecived Sellebana was designed to interface with Tablets directly, but that was a long, long time ago, so there are some hiccups.”

“What is it saying?”

“Here. It’ll look funny, but I assure you that everything is fine.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Gabriel asked as the words flickered in front of his eyes, causing him to wince.

Quest: Properly install the Ecived Sellebanna Reclaimer
Details: Hey there, stranger. You just thought you could plunk this down wherever, didn’t you? That’s not very kingly of you. This machine has certain needs, you know. One of those needs is maximized airflow, like a computer trying to run Crysis. Find yourself a hilltop with plenty of room.
Optional Bonus: A view of the beach would be nice but will do nothing for efficiency.
Rewards: Do you want to use this thing or not? That’s a rhetorical question.


“Wow,” Gabriel muttered to himself, then looked away from the quest. “I feel like I owe my eyes an apology.”

“Why, what happened?” Raquel asked. Gabriel swung the text in her direction, and she made a face. “What even are those letters?”

“I have no idea,” he replied. “It’s almost like Papyrus and Comic Sans hate-fucked and made a baby.”

“I’m not sure what those words mean, but it sounds pretty bad,” she replied.

Gabriel nodded. “Yeah, it is. Ravenna will know exactly what I’m talking about, I bet.”

Raquel’s tail wilted. “I see,” she said. “Maybe she should be helping you with this instead of me. She’s all smart and magical and such.”

Gabriel took her hand and squeezed it reassuringly. “Fonts are something she would get because she loves books so much. Once we get this thing setup and find out how the Beast Seeds work, I’m certain you’ll be needed. Plus, you’re smart and magical. Just in your own way. If you were all the same, then why not just be with one woman all the time?”

Raquel’s tail started wagging again. “Yeah, that’s true,” she said with a grin.

Gabriel rubbed his chin. “A hilltop, huh? I’m going to need somewhere that’s not too far away; I really don’t want to walk an hour each way just to mess with this thing.”

“What about that ocean view thing?”

Reluctantly, Gabriel looked at the quest again. “Not really something we can easily accommodate.”

“What’s that bit about running Crysis?” Raquel bit her claw, deep in thought. “I just want to make sure I pick a good enough spot for it.”

That actually made Gabriel chuckle, but it was Lucielle that answered for him.

“That’s a silly Earth reference,” the Mana Guide explained. “You can tell how old this thing is just based on the outdated references to memes it makes. The important thing to know is this thing wants very good airflow, preferably somewhere with a constant breeze.”

Raquel snapped her fingers. “I think I’ve got some good ideas.”

The first hill Raquel led them to sat just north of the paddocks, a gentle rise crowned with wildflowers that swayed in the afternoon breeze.

"What about here?" She gestured at the open space with one clawed hand. "There's always wind coming through, and it's close enough that you won't have to travel far."

He considered it for a moment, then shook his head as one of the horses whinnied in the distance. "Too close to the animals. If this thing makes weird noises—and let's be honest, it probably will—I don't want to annoy the horses every time I use it."

"Good point," Raquel agreed, her tail drooping slightly.

The second location required considerably more hiking. When they finally crested the ridge, Gabriel groaned at what awaited them. Dense thickets of thorny brambles covered most of the hilltop, interwoven with fallen logs and stubborn saplings that had taken root in the rocky soil.

"We could clear it," Raquel offered, though her tone suggested she wasn't thrilled by the prospect. She poked experimentally at one of the brambles with her claw, then pulled back when it snagged. "It would just take... a while."

“‘A while’ meaning days," Gabriel muttered, surveying the tangled mess. "And probably a lot of cuts. Let's keep looking."

The third location made Raquel's entire demeanor change. Her tail began wagging the moment they rounded the last outcropping and saw the sloped hill rising before them. The summit was mostly clear, just patches of hardy grass and smooth stone worn by centuries of wind. More importantly, the elevation gave them an unobstructed view of the settlement below, the valley spreading out beyond it in a patchwork of forest and meadow that stretched toward distant mountains.

"This is perfect," Raquel breathed, turning in a slow circle. The breeze here was constant, pulling at their hair and clothes with steady insistence. "You can see everything from up here. The settlement, the valley, even part of the plateau wall over there."

Gabriel nodded, feeling the wind against his face. "The airflow is definitely consistent. And it's close enough to walk but far enough that I won't have to stare at it all day.”

Raquel looked at Gabriel hopefully. "Think this'll work?"

“This will be perfect, thank you.” Gabriel grinned at Raquel, whose tail was wagging frantically now. “This would have taken a lot longer without your help.”

“Set it up,” she said like an excited child on Christmas morning. “Let’s see this thing in action!”

Gabriel moved to the top of the hill, then took several steps back and pointed the opening of his Bag of Dungeoneering toward the slope. “Can I set you up here?” he asked.

DING!

FZZZZ!

AHOOOOGA!

“AHHHH!” Lucielle separated herself from the Tablet, her little blob of light flying behind Gabriel. At the same time, his Tablet reappeared, the quest text covering the screen, followed promptly by the Reclaimer ejecting itself from the bag.

The monstrous starfish promptly latched onto the hilltop, all of its arms slamming into place and scattering a cloud of dirt. Gabriel and Raquel turned away from the debris, coughing into their hands as the dust settled. When they turned back around, the Reclaimer was ready for them, the open gash in its central body facing them.

“Wow,” Raquel muttered as they moved closer. “This thing feels…different.”

“That’s a nice way of putting it,” Lucielle added from next to Gabriel’s ear. “Now that it’s out in the sunlight, I’m seeing more of it than I care to.”

Gabriel nodded, glad that it wasn’t just him. The device twitched as he drew closer, making him think that it might snatch them up at any second. Once they were close, he paused to inspect the closest arm of the artifact.

The arm's surface defied casual description. At first glance it appeared to be an inky black, deep and lightless as a starless night. But as Gabriel's perspective shifted, iridescent purple undertones rippled across its surface like oil on water, never quite settling into a single hue. The texture reminded him of wet leather stretched too tight, though something about it suggested organic movement beneath—as if the metal itself might be breathing.

Where the sunlight caught the ridges and valleys of its construction, the purple deepened to an almost bruised violet before swallowing the light entirely. It was the kind of color that shouldn't exist in nature, a shade that made his eyes want to slide away and focus on literally anything else.

“You just put your Tablet into that slit,” Lucielle said, sparking lights at the gash. Gabriel frowned at her choice of words, but didn’t feel the need to question it.

“Why does it use my Tablet like this, anyway?” he asked as he summoned its physical form and pushed it into the hole.

“The device relies on it sort of like a processor,” Lucielle explained. “It allows a user to interface with it directly while also giving the Ecived Sellebana the ability to tap into whichever version of the System is being run by its current locale. Hypothetically, this device could be used anywhere that a Tablet could.”

“That makes sense. So, the newer Tablets may offer extra functionality.”

“Exactly!” Lucielle was so enthusiastic that glitter burst from her fist-sized light ball.

The trio waited for nearly a minute. When nothing happened, Gabriel pulled his Tablet back out, then pushed it in again.

“Is there a button we need to press?” he asked. Raquel immediately began studying the various bumps on the Reclaimer, her nose wiggling as she sniffed. “Why isn’t it doing anything?”

BOINK!

Wretched letters appeared before him, making him feel a bit nauseous.

Quest: Properly establish Tablet contact with the Ecived Sellebanna Reclaimer.
Details: It looks like you’re getting nowhere fast. Your Tablet is probably dirty. Try blowing on it.
Rewards: You’ll turn me on.


“Wait.” Gabriel stared at the device. “Is this thing alive?”

“Not in a conventional sense…I think.” Lucielle sounded uncertain. “We’re pretty sure this thing was invented by someone who was totally insane. You know the dreams of the Earthborn shape things in the Wilds. It’s possible that it was invented by the equivalent of a complete chaos gremlin.”

“How does blowing on my Tablet help?” Gabriel questioned the advice, but obeyed. He blew across the top of his Tablet a few times, then slid it back into place.

“Sometimes, the deep lore can’t be—oh, goody! It’s awake!” Lucielle pulsed with cheerful light as the Ecived hummed. Green text hovered in front of where his Tablet was inserted, looking very much like an old school DOS prompt.

Several lines of garbled text flowed upward as the device did a system check. Gabriel waited patiently, wondering how long it was going to take. Rubbing sweat off the back of his neck, he couldn’t help but realize how warm it had gotten. Eventually, the text shifted and settled into something he could actually understand.

ECIVED SELLEBANNA RECLAIMER v4.2.0
Initializing core systems...
[OK]
Loading personality matrix...
[OK]
Checking for updates...
[FAILED - No internet connection detected. Have you tried turning it off and on again? Oh well. It’s probably for the best anyway, everything has a subscription fee these days.]
Scanning for Beast Seed compatibility...
[OK…ish]
Scanning for Monster Seed compatibility
[SHIT]
Verifying structural integrity...
[MODERATE CONCERN - Several dents detected. Someone's been too rough with me.]
Calculating optimal operational parameters...
[WARNING - Ambient temperature rising]
[WARNING - Still rising]
[ERROR - Temperature exceeding safe limits]
[CRITICAL - Why is it so hot? Is the sun angry with me?]
[EMERGENCY - Thermal runaway detected. I'm literally cooking myself here like a car full of lactose intolerant clowns coming home from the cheese festival.]
[ABORT - Ocean view would have helped. Just saying.]
[SHUTDOWN INITIATED - This is fine. Everything is fine. I'm fine. Will I dream of electric sheep?]


“What?” Gabriel just stared at the Reclaimer as the text glitched out and the humming stopped. “It overheated? I thought that was the whole point about building it on a hill!”

The cursor on the screen sputtered, then put up a single line of text.

There really was a cake… was all it said before flashing a set of images and turning off. His Tablet was ejected unceremoniously, bursting into motes of light before it could hit the ground.

“I don’t get it. What are we supposed to do now?” He resisted the urge to kick it.

“Hold on,” Lucielle muttered, fluttering down to merge with his Tablet. Once inside, she continued, “It loaded something onto your Tablet before going dark. I’m trying to make sense of it, half of it is just cat images.”

“Of course they are,” he muttered, waiting patiently with his hands on his hips as the Mana Guide reviewed things from within the Tablet.\

DING!

Quest: Properly install a cooling tower.
Details: You can’t win them all. This device has suffered major trauma, both physically and emotionally, due to not being shut down before being ejected from its last location. This has resulted in the loss of several systems necessary for function. The Ecived Sellebanna is currently operating in Safe Mode to preserve integrity. Using the Schematics provided, construct a cooling tower for the Ecived Sellebana Reclaimer.
Rewards: Restoration of baseline functions and maybe also Solitaire or Freecell.


“It gave us Schematics?”

“It did,” Lucielle replied grudgingly, her tone giving him a bad feeling.

“What?”

“You may want to do a few other chores before looking at these. Apparently, there’s a printout.”

Schematic Notification: You have been given a lesser Schematic. Use your Tablet to produce the instruction manual. Expect the process to be odd, cumbersome, and time consuming.


Grumbling, Gabriel turned to Raquel. Behind her, Mr. Dawkins lurked, coiled and eager for anything exciting to happen.

“Okay, this didn’t go as planned. Why don’t we do a tour of the settlement before I get a better idea of what this is all about?”

“Sire, that sounds wonderful!” Raquel flounced in place, so eager to spend time with him that her whirling tail practically provided liftoff.


Chapter 51: Sexy, Scaly Legs


Bounding ahead, Raquel led Gabriel from the construction center to the perimeter. Emyra's touch was in evidence everywhere he looked, from verdant grasses that had sprouted to thigh height to dense forests that hadn't been there only weeks ago.

In old times, their settlement had been a lumberyard. The workers had used the harvested timber primarily in the construction of boats as part of a vibrant, if contained, trade business between Emyra's domain and the rest of the Wilds.

"Lucielle," he asked, watching as Raquel pounced after a prehistoric-looking butterfly, "what sort of exports did the islands have before?"

The Guide, inside his Tablet, glowed a thoughtful shade of orange. "A little of everything. Emyra and her priestesses were never against commerce, provided a healthy balance was maintained. The unique monsters were a big draw, of course. Scales harvested from drakes and dragons were worth more than their weight in gold. Trained monsters could be sold to adventurers as companions, or to sentient dungeon cores as guardians for their dungeons. From the records available, it seems to me the alphari brought considerable income from those. Likewise, the lynari exported their beverages and healing supplies."

"Aha!" Raquel's butt wiggled as she lunged, nipping after her prey. The butterfly waited for the last possible instant to vanish, teleporting several feet away. Its antenna twitched in what could only be described as mockery.

Gabriel chuckled at her antics and continued his line of questioning. "We know outsiders want to harvest the island's resources. Am I correct in assuming that's probably for the Nodes?"

"In large part, I'd guess so." The Tablet spun in a corkscrew circle as the Guide considered. "But it's important to remember, with Kusk's dubious protections removed, his former allies might seek to claim things like the maccari library, or the treasuries beneath the capital city."

"Until we're able to awaken everyone, this whole archipelago will be an unguarded treasure trove, won't it?"

"Precisely."

He'd always been aware of the sheer scale of his responsibilities. Their exchange brought it back into sharp, tight focus. After winter, the Tir-na-Gloop faction intended to send twelve ships here. He could only imagine the threats that would be aboard those vessels. Giant leprechauns might sound vaguely amusing in theory. In practice, he'd learned all too well how dangerous even seemingly silly monsters could be.

"How did they defend before this? Kusk and Emyra?"

"The gods would take little direct action," Lucielle corrected. "But their priests and priestesses wielded strength on par with all but elite Tablet Wielders. You've seen Raquel in action. Now, imagine a hundred like her, backed by hundreds of other diverse orders. Not to mention the alphari."

Ears twitching at the sound of her name, Raquel turned to look at him. Hunkered on her haunches, she broke into a smile so fearless, so full of devotion, that he felt his heart melting.

"Do not forget us," Mr. Dawkins added, slithering into view through the grasses. "Magical beasts should not be underestimated."

"Very true," Lucielle agreed. "The alphari monster wranglers don't have menageries. Once Raquel has a complete one, her raw combat potential may rival that of Yulia."

The description made Gabriel miss a step. "Is Yulia truly that capable?"

"Her order tames, breeds, and hunts monsters. In short? Yes."

When the butterfly finally tired of the game and flew off, Raquel led him to the grove of fruit trees he'd discovered early in his time here. They had multiplied, their limbs heavy with succulent offerings. Nearby, chutes of potato-like tubers decorated the ground in thick patches. Other plants, ones he identified instinctively as edible, added diversity to the ancient farmland.

"The old gardens are wild, but verdant," the Beastess said proudly. "Once we have Una, I have no doubt we'll be able to feed as many people as we free, sire."

"That's the plan." A shadow flitted above. Gabriel squinted against the afternoon light. "Do you know what happened with the slugs or seagulls who used to populate the ships?"

"Of course, sire. The oceans are dangerous, so they've taken up residence near the old kativa mounds. Would you like me to show you?"

"Please do."

The kativa were insectoid creatures who had lived among hive-like rock formations a mile and a half from the main settlement. Transformed by Kusk, they'd been vulnerable to Emyra's emergence and fled to avoid her cleansing magic.

Crossing rolling hills fragrant with wild herbs, Gabriel was mildly surprised to see the once barren terrain now decorated with all manner of fungal growth. Mushrooms, in all sorts of sizes and species, sprouted everywhere. Even more interestingly, the shape and location of the fungi resembled scaffolding. As they drew near, he realized why.

Swarms of gastropods, from slugs to snails, now occupied the reaches. He was shocked to see a number of aquatic animals among them, including at least three giant squids and a dozen bipedal predators with fins and rows of serrated teeth.

"Are those... land sharks?" he asked, already knowing the answer.

"They are," Raquel replied, bouncing with an excited nod. "The rocky outcroppings have direct access to the ocean, so the creatures still loyal to Emyra have temporarily expanded into this region."

"Until we clear out the underwater threats?"

"Mhm! I haven't spent much time with them yet, but they really are friendly. Just, with the finned ones, probably don't have any cuts or anything. They can smell blood from a mile away."

"Even out of the water?"

"Yup. Land-walking apex predators are dangerous everywhere, Sire."

"Good to know."

They came to a halt at the edge of the first rocky outcropping where the grasslands ended. There, they discovered a familiar face waiting for them. Rambug, a four-foot-long iridescent slug, sat among the grasses. Covered in marker designs to make it look like he had an eight-pack and a ridiculously robust military kit, the gastropod was the embodiment of Sylvester Stallone mixed with a foghorn.

"King Gabriel," he shouted, using one eyestalk to salute. "Do you require an escort?"

"An escort?" Gabriel looked beyond the slug, seeing the ludicrous variety of intelligent wildlife returning his expression with various degrees of interest, warmth, and mild hostility. At least, he assumed the toothy grin of a walking apex predator was hostility. It was hard to tell.

"Yes, sir! The locals don't know your scent yet. Might react all skitterish. Happy to take you through the homeland and give you a proper set-ho."

The random use of unintelligible military jargon had Gabriel second-guessing his life choices. "Actually, yes. I'd like that. If there's anyone here who can tell me about the waters around the hucow island, I'd like to talk with them. I want to rescue Una, so any insights they have could be useful."

Even as the words left his mouth, he saw the opportunity: what if one of these creatures could take him to the island? With access to the Fecundity Node and a new teleportation pad, he could scoop Una up and expand Emyra's domain further in an evening excursion.

"Ah. The hucow island." Sounding nervous, the giant gastropod shuffled from one side to the other. "Well, yes. If you're going to learn about that, I guess it should be from Petunia. She's the expert of those waters."

Mr. Dawkins inhaled sharply and made a very German-sounding, "glurk." His hat flopped with the sudden motion. "Petunia. You mean the Petunia? Queen of the Walking Terrors?"

"That's the one," Rambug replied.

The anaconda turned to face Gabriel. "Mein king, you must be most careful. Petunia is as cunning as the night is dark, und twice as carnivorous."

Raquel, ears twitching, came to stand next to Gabriel. Her playful mannerisms from the field fell away like a shed mask, the young woman's expression one of serene discipline. "It won't be a problem, Dawkie. Our King has the Priestess of Beasts at his side."

"Ja, ja, of course." Dawkins dipped his body in a bow.

Gabriel studied the woman beside him, both amused and impressed with her transformation. He'd seen her serious before, particularly during combat. But this regal, confident version... this was new. Intrigued, he waved for her to take the lead. "Raquel, you have my leave. Let's consult with Queen Petunia."

At his words, Raquel gestured at Rambug. "You heard our King. Take us to her."


Chapter 52: More than Adorable


Rambug led them through a maze of fungal scaffolding and magical beasts until the rocky terrain opened into a natural amphitheater. Carved into the base of the largest plateau, salt water pooled at its center, fed by an estuary that snaked toward the ocean. The air smelled of brine and wet stone, and Gabriel could hear waves crashing somewhere beyond the rocky walls.

The court of Queen Petunia was already in session.

Gabriel had expected absurdity. He had not expected this.

From an ergonomic perspective, land sharks were innately absurd looking: with eight, ten, and even up to fifteen-foot-long fish bodies supported by oversized, muscular humanoid appendages. A few were more transformed than the others, with vaguely human torsos. The pair with clam-covered boobs only made the scene more uncomfortable. There were fifteen or sixteen of the creatures lining the amphitheater, forelimbs crossed over chests, bodies tilted to aim their heads at the proceedings.

That was the main problem, of course: sharks had no necks. Having limbs locked in a vertical orientation meant they had to squat, lean, and kneel, to align their heads with the objects of interest.

For all the inherent awkwardness of their bodies, they lurked like bouncers outside an exclusive nightclub, dead-eyed and motionless except for the rhythmic opening and closing of their gills.

Squids occupied the deeper water, their tentacles draped over submerged rocks like fleshy curtains. A cluster of bipedal crabs clicked their claws in staccato conversation. Another creature, perhaps an eel with a human jaw and arms, lounged on a flat stone, picking its teeth with a fishbone.

And at the center of it all, elevated on a throne of coral and barnacle-encrusted driftwood, sat Queen Petunia.

She was a great white shark with arms and legs, her fish body easily ten feet tall when standing, with rows of serrated teeth visible even when her mouth was closed. Her skin was the mottled gray-white of her species, scarred in places from what Gabriel could only assume were territorial disputes.

A garish crown, constructed of gold-painted shells, glass beads, and rubies perched upon her head. It was suction-cupped in place, held there by a cephalopodan creature. Woven strings of pearls wound around her thick neck in overlapping, bunched layers. The overall effect was far from regal, although Gabriel would have been hard pressed to say precisely what it was.

"Who," Petunia said, her voice translated as having a thick Jersey accent, "comes to my court without no invitation?" She contorted her body, legs flexing to bend her torso enough to lock eyes with the newcomers.

"Gabriel, King of the Fae Islands," he replied, keeping his voice steady. "I've come to ask for information about the waters surrounding the hucow island."

Petunia's black eyes, flat and emotionless as buttons, fixed on him. "A king, you say." She shifted on her throne, pearls clicking. "Kings, I have seen. Kings, I have eaten. You do not smell like a king to me. You smell like..." She inhaled deeply, gills flaring. "Sweat. Construction dust. And three different females."

One of the land sharks made a sound that might have been a laugh. The eel snickered.

"He is the King," Raquel said, stepping forward. Her voice carried an edge Gabriel had rarely heard. "Chosen by Emyra herself. Wielder of the Legendary Tablet. And my bonded sovereign."

"Your sovereign." Petunia's mouth stretched in what was technically a smile but read more like a threat assessment. "Little hound girl, we have stories of when your ancestors walked these shores. Shouldn’t you be bringing tribute?"

“These lands belong to Emyra, Her anointed King, and to Her people. It is not we who should bring tribute to you.”

"Is that so?" Petunia straightened, arms flexing and a low growl filling the air. Her guards shifted, arms unfolding. "I think not. In fact, I’m thinking you’ll be lucky to survive leaving our little social gathering intact if you keep that tone up."

The tension in the amphitheater ratcheted up like a drawn bow. Gabriel slid his hands toward his holsters, the revolvers an easy choice if things went sideways.

Raquel, however, seemed entirely unconcerned. "Clearly, you need a reminder of your place.” She spoke softly, but with unwavering confidence.

The change began subtly. A faint shimmer in the surrounding air, like heat rising from summer stone. Then her eyes began to glow, the warm brown bleeding into rings of pulsing Aether-light. Her nails extended, lengthening into wicked claws that gleamed with the same otherworldly energy.

"I am the Priestess of Beasts," Raquel said, and her voice resonated with something deeper than sound. Gabriel felt it in his chest, in his bones, and saw every animal near them respond with instinctive cowering. "Appointed by Emyra. Anointed in Her light. I speak for the goddess in all matters of fang and claw."

She walked forward, each step deliberate, and the creatures of Petunia's court reacted. The land sharks lowered their heads. The squids withdrew their tentacles. Even the eel stopped its smug lounging and pressed itself flat against the rock.

Reaching the edge of the pool, she stopped. Slowly, almost casually, she dragged one Aether-tipped claw across the stone beside her.

The rock parted like butter beneath a hot knife. A groove two inches deep and perfectly smooth appeared in her wake, glowing faintly where the energy had seared it. Sparks danced and died in the salt air.

"The way of Emyra demands no tribute," Raquel continued, her voice still carrying that bone-deep resonance. "We require acknowledgement. There is one authority over Her islands, and that authority has been given to those the goddess has anointed.” She waved at Gabriel, then at herself. Meeting Petunia’s gaze evenly, she flashed fangs. “Now, do you wish to make us your enemies, or will you give my Sire the proper respect?”

Slithering beside Gabriel, Mr. Dawkins had undergone his own transformation. The anaconda's scales seemed to pulse with inner light, each one outlined in faint luminescence. His fangs, normally hidden, now extended past his lower jaw, and thick drops of venom beaded at their tips, sizzling faintly when they struck the stone. Backed by Raquel's radiating power, he looked less like a comedic snake in a cow-themed hat and more like the thirty-foot apex predator he actually was.

"Yeah!" Rambug shouted from somewhere near Gabriel's feet. "What she said! Why make the badass wolf girl upset, Petunia? We ain’t here for clobberin’. We’re here for talkin’."

The moment stretched. Petunia's guards remained frozen, caught between loyalty to their queen and Raquel’s potent aura. Gabriel watched the calculation happening behind the shark queen's eyes. Finally, Petunia settled back onto her throne. The tension didn't break so much as redistribute, settling into something more manageable.

"The priestess clearly has some authority," Petunia acknowledged. Her tone had lost none of its menace, but something had shifted in her tone. Grudging respect, perhaps. Or at least grudging recognition. "Very well. I will not challenge what the goddess has ordained. But I will remember this conversation, little beast girl. I will remember it for a very long time."

BANG!

Gabriel drew his gun, aimed, and fired in a split second. Tablet-augmented skills and attributes combined to make the act blindingly fast, with none of the local creatures able to respond before the queen’s crown was tumbling off her head. The squid attached to the bottom blinked comically large eyes before vanishing into the water.

Taking a deep breath, Gabriel roared, “You do not threaten my priestess. Ever. Do you hear me?”

Click.

His second revolver swung up, the muzzle aimed at Petunia’s face. “Disrespect what’s mine one more time. Voice some stupid, simpering threat. I fucking dare you.” The rage he funneled into his voice was as hot as he could make it. Nothing less would convince predators.

Whispers of, “Forbidden magic,” and “Clack-clack-boom weapons,” and “By my aquatic balls, that man has guns!” rose from around the amphitheater. None of the sharks seemed to know what to do. A few crouched, torsos pressed submissively to the rocks. Others held their arms apart, either to show they were empty or to brace for confrontation.

Petunia got it.

Her liquid black eyes shone. “I see. Well, in that case, you’ve got my respect, King. You and your beast girl. I apologize for my wording. I had no idea you brought so much power with you to our meeting. Now, if you’d put your bang-bangs away, why don’t you tell us why you’re here? Maybe we can come to a peaceful accommodation.”

Gabriel sheathed his pistols but left his hands near the holsters. “We want information about the hucow island. Specifically, the dangers involved in reaching it.”

New murmurs rose from the gathering as Petunia’s mouth gawked open and closed as she processed the question. “Yeah. We know those waters well.” Gesturing with one thick arm, the webbed fingers splaying, she went on, “Three-mile swim. Currents bad enough to kill. Plus, there’s the monsters.”

"What kind of monsters?"

"Tons." Petunia leaned forward, pearls swaying. " Kusk's pets, some of them. Others are attracted to the magic there. Even with Emyra’s return, there are swarms of dickhydras down there. They swim off, heal, then come back to hunt.”

He started to ask what a dickhydra was, but Monsterlore filled the gaps.

Three miles was too far for Ravenna to carry him, which left them with a couple options: wait for her to get the spells they’d need to make the crossing or build a faster boat.

Petunia added, “Emyra’s blessings have grown strong enough to disturb the deeper creatures. It’s possible, if her grip increased, the waters would be safer. But the protections that have kept the island safe for generations will remain.”

“Sire,” Raquel said, turning to him, “if we free Yulia, that might make the difference.”

It might.

Gabriel had suspected there were reasons the pirates and Kusk’s raiders hadn’t gotten to the island sooner. This intelligence only confirmed that, even as it continued the trend of making Una both the most visible and inaccessible priestess he’d encountered yet.

“Thanks for the insights,” he said. “I’m sure we’ll be back to discuss what we can do for each other in the future.”

“Sounds like a lot of fun.” Petunia grinned, angling her head to show rows of teeth.

With the audience over, the trio made their way back through the fungal maze in relative silence. Rambug kept pace with them, grunting a farewell to rejoin his people when they reached the exit. Raquel walked beside Gabriel, her earlier intensity faded into quiet satisfaction. Dawkins slithered ahead, the magical augmentation she’d given him having faded.

"That was impressive," Gabriel said finally. "What you did back there."

Raquel's ears perked up, a pleased flush coloring her cheeks. "Was it too much? I didn't want to embarrass you in front of them."

"Embarrass me?" Gabriel laughed. "Raquel, you just stared down a shark queen in her own court. That wasn't embarrassing. That was badass."

Her tail jumped from still to helicopter wagging in a heartbeat. "Really?"

"Really."

Dawkins turned his head back, tongue flicking. "Mein king speaks truth. We were most impressed.” His head tilted side to side, the motion indicating the ‘we’ he spoke of included his headgear.

They crested the final hill as the heavy storm clouds parted enough to reveal the bright, noon sun. Below them, the settlement spread out in its organized chaos. Gabriel spotted half a dozen projects, all of which called for his attention.

"I'm going to find Gemma and Albrecht," he said as they descended. "Before I look at the Schematics, I want to see where they are and if I can help."

"Want me to come with?" Raquel asked. “All I have left is scouting for the goats.”

"Go ahead and do that." He reached over and scratched behind her ear, earning a happy shiver. "Raquel, you did a great job today. I want you to know I’m proud of you."

She gave him a wide-eyed look, desperate devotion and adoration lighting her face like a solar flare. “Sire…”

Throwing herself into his arms, she peppered his face with kisses and gentle nips. Eventually, she peeled off to make her way to the north. Mr. Dawkins followed, the giant snake as subtle as a clown car.


Interlude: High Sorceress


Ravenna’s flight to the tower had gone smoothly. The former capital city remained protected with layers of Emyra’s magic which necessitated her taking the secret entrance within the waterfall. Walking for miles, then climbing a few hundred stairs hadn’t improved her mood.

Arriving shortly after noon, she entered a familiar chamber. It was sixty feet across, with a steepled ceiling decorated by a living map of the islands. Bars split the room at the halfway point, their diamond-shaped gaps too narrow for escape yet wide enough to pass a hand (or similarly sized appendage) through. On the near side, a clawfoot basin and magical instruments crowded against the walls. On the far side, where Serafina waited, a bed and tree-shaped basin of glowing blue water marked the High Priestess's elegant captivity.

"Ravenna." Serafina rose from where she'd been reading, her toga-style robe shifting to reveal pale thighs as she glided toward the bars. "How pleasant to see you.""High Priestess." Ravenna inclined her head with proper deference. The gesture felt strange. In her memories, Serafina’s mother had been the High Priestess. The two of them had been rivals during their brief, but frequent meetings.

That competition held no candle to the bonfire that was her relationship with Yulia, yet the old instincts remained. It was difficult to see the four-eared woman as a superior.

Serafina's aquamarine eyes sparkled with knowing amusement. "Such formality from one who has shared a mate bond with my future husband. Come closer, Sister. We have much to discuss."

Ravenna approached, stopping a foot from the mesh. Up close, Serafina was impossibly small, barely five feet tall, yet her presence filled the chamber. Silvery white hair cascaded over delicate shoulders to frame her doubled ears, full lips curved in a smile that promised secrets.

"I've watched your journey through the pendants," Serafina said, her voice silk over velvet with subtle Italian warmth. "The trials, the battles, the moments of connection. You've grown tremendously."

"The circumstances demanded it."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps Gabriel brings out aspects of ourselves we didn't know existed." Serafina tilted her head, studying her. "Tell me, how do you feel about returning?"The question caught Ravenna off-guard. She'd expected strategic discussion, not emotional inquiry. "Relieved. Anxious. Uncertain how I fit, or that I do at all."

"Honest. Good." Serafina extended a graceful hand through the bars, and Ravenna found herself clasping it without thought. Warmth flowed between them, a subtle echo of Emyra's blessing. "That uncertainty is why I asked you here before you rejoined the others. I have a proposal."

"I'm listening."

"The islands need a High Sorceress." Serafina's grip tightened slightly. "Someone to master the deeper magics, to expand our arcane capabilities beyond what any single priestess could achieve. I want that someone to be you."

Ravenna's breath caught. High Sorceress. The title carried weight that even her competitive nature struggled to process. "You would grant me such authority?"

"Grant?" Serafina laughed, a surprisingly girlish sound. "No, Sister. This isn't a gift. It's a burden disguised as an honor. You would need to study constantly, master schools of magic you've never touched, push your capabilities to their absolute limits." Her smile turned sharp. "But given what I've observed of your nature, I suspect you'll thrive under such pressure."

The challenge in those words ignited something in Ravenna's chest. "What of the others? The survivors in stasis beneath the capital?"

"Useful, certainly. Craftsmen, scholars, warriors." Serafina released her hand and stepped back, gesturing at the living map above. "But none are blessed by Emyra, or have your training. When they wake, they will help rebuild. Some may tutor, certainly. But they will have limits we do not."

Ravenna followed the gesture, noting how green light now suffused perhaps a tenth of the central island. More territory than before. Progress, however slow, was progress. "And your prison? How much longer will you remain here?"

The question dimmed some of Serafina's radiance. She turned to regard the bars, one delicate finger tracing one of the diamonds. Near one corner, Ravenna spotted what she'd noticed before: a chunk of mesh that had flaked away, revealing static-filled interior swimming with Aether and black essence.

"The corruption that seals me here draws power from Kusk's reach," Serafina explained. "As Emyra's strength grows, his grip weakens. See how the Aether within the bars has thinned?" She gestured to sections where the metallic gleam seemed less oppressive. "Three or four more islands reclaimed, and I believe I'll be able to break free on my own. It's not long now."

"Gabriel will push for that."

"I know." Something soft entered Serafina's expression. "He's remarkably determined where his people are concerned. Speaking of which..." She turned back to Ravenna, her gaze sharpening with renewed interest. "Tell me about your bond with him. Not the facts. The feelings."

Ravenna's wings twitched, a betrayal of discomfort she couldn't quite suppress. "Maccari don’t form bonds the way he seems to want. We mate for life, yes. But…one could hardly call it a relationship. The intensity he inspires in the others…" She trailed off, uncertain how to articulate the confusion.

"Yet you care for him."

"I do." The admission came easier than expected. "He's strong without cruelty. Patient without weakness. When I challenged him, he rose in ways I could barely believe. He fills me with desire and longing unlike anything I’ve known." Her talons clicked against the stone floor. "But I don't know if I can become more than I am. Gemma and Raquel seem to understand intuitively. They genuinely care for one another, without competition. I do not believe that will ever be my way."

Serafina's expression softened with genuine warmth. "May I share something with you? Something I've learned from watching him through many eyes?"

Ravenna nodded.

"Gabriel doesn't want you to become something you're not. He values authenticity above performance." Serafina moved closer again, her voice dropping to an intimate register. "What he wants, what truly draws him, is the real Ravenna. Competitive. Proud. Brilliant. Even difficult."

"Even difficult?"

"Especially difficult." Serafina's smile carried heat now, that sultry undertone she wielded like a weapon. "He's a man who builds civilizations. Challenges don't frighten him. They excite him. And you are nothing if not a challenge."

Something loosened in Ravenna's chest, tension she hadn't realized she'd been carrying. "He won’t discard me, if I am unable to change?"

"That is not his way." Serafina reached through the bars again, this time brushing cool fingers along Ravenna's cheek. "Nor is it mine. When I am free and he is mine, I know that we will support you, however the shape of the relationships develops.”

Ravenna leaned slightly into the touch before catching herself. The vulnerability of the gesture felt foreign, yet not unwelcome. "And what of Yulia?"

The question hung in the air. Serafina's expression flickered with something complex before settling into amusement.

"Ah, yes." She withdrew her hand, crossing arms beneath her generous chest. "I wondered when you'd bring her up."

"It could be explosive."

"Explosive and fun to watch." Serafina's tone carried wry humor. "I must say, the thought of the two of you competing for Gabriel’s affections is nothing if not exciting.”

Ravenna frowned. "How vaguely cruel of you.”

The other woman shrugged. “Emyra is a goddess of nature and fertility. I would be a poor High Priestess if there was nothing of the predator within my heart as well.”

That earned an uncomfortable laugh. “It would seem you’ve outmaneuvered me.”

“I am who I am. My responsibility and positions dictate my future. It is with joy that I know the man I will marry is Gabriel. And it is with equal joy that I know him through your eyes as much as the others.” Serafina’s lips twitched, revealing sharp incisors. “I worried if he’d have the passion to match my own. Then he went to your tower and showed us both, didn’t he?”

With a loud swallow, Ravenna could only nod. “He can be quite vigorous.”

Silence stretched between them. Ravenna found herself studying the living map, watching clouds drift across miniature islands while her thoughts settled into something approaching peace.

"One final thing," Serafina said, breaking the quiet. "When you return to the settlement, remind Gabriel to visit me? Tell him he has three or four days. After that, his fiancée expects to see him in person.” Something vulnerable flickered across her perfect features. "I find myself missing him more than I expected. Our conversations sustain me in ways the pendants cannot replicate."

Ravenna recognized the admission for what it was: the High Priestess, lonely and trapped, reaching out through the only means available. "I'll tell him."

"Thank you, Sister." Serafina's smile returned, warm and genuine. "Now go. Your king is waiting, and I suspect others are eager to welcome you home."

Ravenna moved toward the exit, then paused. "High Priestess? The position you offered. High Sorceress."

"Yes?""I accept."

Serafina's laugh followed her through the stone corridors, rich with satisfaction. "I never doubted you would."


Chapter 53: Less Smut. More Romance.


Gabriel found Gemma in the workshop, surrounded by ceramic molds and half-finished components. She'd tied her blonde curls back with a strip of leather, and a smudge of clay decorated one freckled cheek. The sight of her in full-on logic mode, focused and intent, brought him up short. Few things were more striking and beautiful than his lover hard at work.

"Hey, darlin'." She didn't look up from the piece she was shaping. "How'd your tour with Raquel go?"

"Interesting. We visited the land sharks. I had the idea they might get us to Una's island."

"A good idea. Logical. What happened?"

"Queen Petunia tried to intimidate us. Raquel stared her down in her own court."

That got her attention. Blue eyes lifted, impressed. "Our Raquel? Stared down a shark queen?"

"You should've seen it. She didn't budge an inch. By the time she finished growling them down, every beast there was practically cowering." He moved closer, examining the array of components spread across her workbench. Handles, hinges, what looked like parts of a ventilation system. "I may have also shot Petunia's crown off her head."

Gemma snorted. "Of course you did. Learn anythin' useful?"

"Yeah. Nothing good though. There's a bunch of reasons approaching the island will be dangerous. Besides the currents, there are monsters down there. It's possible that freeing more of Emyra's power will help calm the waters, which led Raquel to once again suggest Yulia as the solution."

"A solution and a bigger problem, right? Bringin' her back will raise tensions with Ravenna, and might stir up side quests we're not ready for?"

"Yeah. The monster island." Shaking his head, he gestured toward the workbench. "Back to the opportunities at hand. What are you working on?"

"Kitchen prep." Gemma set down her current piece and wiped her hands on a rag. "Been thinkin' about where we're gonna put it. Can't just slap an addition onto the main house without considerin' load paths and foundation ties."

Gabriel's engineering instincts perked up immediately. "You're talking about structural integration."

"Exactly." She grabbed a piece of charcoal and started sketching on a flat stone. "See, if we add the kitchen off the east side, we gotta account for how the new roof ties into the existing one. Water's gonna want to pool in that valley if we don't get the pitch right. And the chimney for the cookfire needs to draw properly, which means..."

"Which means we need to consider prevailing winds and stack effect." He took the charcoal from her, adding to the sketch. "If we put the flue on the leeward side, we'll get downdrafts. Better to position it where the wind creates negative pressure at the outlet."

She grinned, that warm expression that always made him want to kiss her. "See, this is why I love workin' with you. Most folks would just say 'put the chimney wherever' and wonder why their kitchen fills with smoke."

"Amateur hour." He studied the sketch, running calculations. "Foundation's the real question. Are we extending the existing slab or creating a separate one with an expansion joint?"

"Separate, I reckon. If the ground shifts even a little, havin' them tied together could crack both." She pointed to her sketch. "I'm thinkin' we hand craft a new footer. One designed specifically for this, then use your Schematics for the walls. The connection point gets a flexible seal."

He focused, summoning his Tablet and revealing the Universal Foundation Schematic. "No need to hand craft, unless you want to. With the right resources and your know-how, I should be able to manufacture it in a few minutes."

She beamed at him. "I'd forgotten about that. Then again, can you blame me, given last night?"

"What about last night?"

"Oh, I don't know. How about me walkin' with a bit of a limp until I took a swim?"

That earned a laugh. He moved on. "What about the floor? Same material as the main house or something different for a working kitchen?"

"That's where it gets interestin'." Gemma pulled out a sample tile, the ceramic catching the light with a subtle sheen. "I want proper drainage. Tile floor with a slight pitch toward a central drain. Easier to clean, and if anythin' spills, it don't just sit there breedin' trouble."

Gabriel turned the tile over in his hands, appreciating the craftsmanship. "You've been busy."

"Always." She took the tile back, setting it with the others. "We're gonna need lots of clay, stone, and metal right?"

"Mhm. Plus all my mana for a day, most likely."

"I'll get to work pulling the resources together. If you want, maybe empty Bebop of Water Essence and I'll take him to see if we can get Earth from my island instead? Between the carts and him, by the end of the day we should have a surplus of what we need. While we're at it, you can see about getting Albrecht taken care of."

A frown creased his brow. It was a good proposal, and Gemma could handle herself, but he didn't like the idea of her taking risks without his presence. "Take Raquel and a couple of the weighted nets with you. We don't know what the mollusks have been up to since we were last there."

"Of course. Between me, Raquel, and Mr. Dawkins, what's the worst that can happen?"

The question made him groan. "Don't borrow trouble." Pressing a kiss to her forehead, he left to clear out Bebop's water essence.

***

Stopping at one of their storage warehouses, Gabriel checked on their clay reserve. His Schematics could draw directly on harvested resources rather than Essence, provided they had enough. Prior to his leaving to find Ravenna, they'd collected several wagon loads of high-quality local clay. Gemma or Raquel had added to the collection, with what looked to be at least a ton of the stuff stacked on simple wooden pallets to one side of the room.

Besides the clay, there were still thousands of pounds of salvaged metal, plumbing pipe, and every other resource they'd collected from the shipwrecks. It would be more than enough to fully outfit two robust settlements, if not more.

The trick was to avoid relying on the premade materials. Instead, if he used them just enough to trigger a Schematic, future construction would become far easier.

And more environmentally friendly.

After verifying he had what he'd need, he made his way to the aqueduct and Albrecht's subterranean dwelling.

The engineer was seated at one of their dining tables beneath a cloth awning to stay out of the drizzle. Bits of paper surrounded him, and he was using his good hand to sketch various diagrams. The soft patter of rain against the canvas mixed with the scratch of charcoal on parchment.

When he was close enough, Gabriel recognized plans for combining salvaged ship parts. "That may not be as simple as we hoped."

"Oh? How so?" Albrecht settled back, hand drifting from paper to the top of a closed romance novel. For once, the title was mercifully obscure.

Gabriel went over their recent discoveries about the ocean. "Honestly, I'm surprised I hadn't thought of it sooner. Using intelligent fish or birds to get to Una's island makes as much sense as building a boat."

"Maybe." Brow furrowing thoughtfully, Albrecht jotted some notes down on an empty sheet of parchment. "Flying there is going to be as difficult as swimming, from what I understand."

"You think the boat still makes the most sense?"

"If we can make it fast enough, yeah. Monsters are only going to be able to move at a certain velocity, even with magic. You've got your Tablet to make you rugged. I'm thinking all we need to do is build a light craft, so it skims the water and gets you close. Maybe we put a catapult on the top, to get you the last quarter mile."

Images of a certain cartoon coyote flashed through his mind, even as he realized the tortoise man had a point. Gabriel could survive a high-speed impact with only bruises. That was one of the many benefits of having a high Endurance stat, and why he was determined to get it even higher. "Actually... that might work."

Albrecht beamed. "Glad you think so. Give me a few more days though. Getting the buoyancy and thrust calculations right is a bit tricky. I should also point out we have no traditional fuel. Which means you'll need to figure out an arcane method for generating thrust."

"Which is a great time for a ding-a-ling!" Lucielle chimed in happily.

New Quest: Propellant!
Details: Devise a method for creating propulsion. This will probably require a fusion of Gemma and Ravenna's unique talents, and be quite mana-intensive.
Reward: A new speed or acceleration-related glyph and experience points.


"Oh, goody. A new quest." Gabriel resisted the urge to glare. "Well, Gemma and Ravenna are both out, so how about we work on finishing your house, Albrecht? I want that handled so we can install the remainder of the plumbing for the settlement."

"That would be much appreciated." Carefully folding the papers and putting them aside, the engineer led Gabriel to a new set of stairs leading beneath the sealed hatch above the heat sink.

"Gemma made the stairs?"

"Installed them," Albrecht corrected. "We found them in our salvage, nearly intact."

Gabriel grinned, wondering which of them had blindly grabbed an entire aluminum set of stairs in their frenzy to collect as much useful material as possible. Probably Raquel, he decided after about half a heartbeat. Either that or Dawkins.

That anaconda really was surprisingly useful.

Inside the dwelling, he found significant progress. Albrecht's needs were simple: a small bedroom, several spacious rooms with carved-out niches for books, a miniature kitchenette filled with salvaged supplies, and a bathroom. Every other space was designed to retain and funnel cold. The air itself felt noticeably cooler here, carrying the faint mineral scent of underground stone.

In theory, with the pipes connected, the tomatsu's mere presence would provide all the refrigerant they could ever need. At least for one settlement.

They'd need other solutions for expansion.

One and a half rooms still needed weatherized tile. After that, there was quite a bit of plumbing to rig. They'd be installing valves for airflow control on both sides, and a refrigerated chamber inside their main house, as well as in one of the storage buildings. With the equivalent of a walk-in cooler above ground, Albrecht could keep his privacy without having them barging in asking for frozen fish or whatever.

Gabriel summoned his Tablet, pulling up the Schematic.

Upgraded Schematic Acquired: Earthenware, Stoneware, or Fire Clay Tiles
Mana Cost: 20
Range: 20 feet
Requirements: 10 Clay Essence
Casting Time: 10 seconds
Description: Produces up to 10 ceramic pieces (Earthenware, Stoneware, or Fire Clay). These may be of any simple shape (rectangle, square, circle, cone, shaped bricks, Lincoln log style bricks, etc.) and may include a variety of common features to enhance drainage and weather conditions. Each piece may be up to 32 inches long to a side and up to 12 inches deep, although you may shape individuals or entire batches as you see fit. The cost of using this Schematic has significantly increased to reflect the augmented versatility.


Guessing they'd need a few hundred pounds of clay, Gabriel hurried up the stairs to collect one of the smaller handcarts. A few minutes, and a fun bit of maneuvering later, he was ready to begin.

He went to a target area and visualized the objective: twelve-inch squares with interlocking edges for stability and subtle channels on the underside for any moisture that might seep through. With focused intention, he summoned the power of creation. Silvery electricity boiled down his arms and feet, splitting to touch the clay as well as the floor.

Over the next few seconds, the tiles he'd selected materialized perfectly in place. Thanks to the Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King combined with Glyph of the Architect, which reduced the subsequent mana costs required, neither mana nor time were an issue.

In half an hour, he'd gotten the remainder of Albrecht's home fully tiled.

"Remarkable." Albrecht crouched to examine the work, his single hand tracing the silver veining that indicated the elemental resistance addition. "The craftsmanship is exceptional."

"Glad you like it. Now, the plumbing?"

"Mhm! Manual bits?"

"Unfortunately, yes. There are no shortcuts without the proper Schematic." Gabriel could lay subterranean pipe all he wanted, but the intricate details of adding valves and connectors required manual labor.

Thanks to a combination of Gemma's tutoring and his skills, he knew precisely what to do. "We'll need to get the components built, then I'll try using a plumbing Schematic to assemble them. Otherwise, we'll have to wait for Gemma's touch to weld the bits together."

"Happy to assist however I am able." Straightening from his study of the tiles, Albrecht tucked a novel into his shell. "Though I confess my capabilities are... limited."

Hearing the wounded pride in his friend's voice, Gabriel reached out to put a hand on the little fellow's shoulder. "You can hand me the materials I need and tell me about your most recent book. Fair trade."

"Fair trade, indeed!"

They left the cold chamber and made their way to the forge. After collecting the shutoff valves and raw metal pipe they'd need, Gabriel went to work assembling them. Runes on the kiln made temperature control easy, if not as effortless as those from Tien's place. Heat radiated from the forge in waves, the familiar smell of hot metal filling his nostrils.

As they worked, Albrecht made good on his offer. "It's a book called the Weatherington Kerfuffle. It's a period piece. Anyway, the book has just gotten quite good. You see, the Viscount believed Lady Weatherington had rejected him due to his scandalous past. But in truth, she was protecting him from her scheming cousin. Most noble, wouldn't you agree?"

"Sounds complicated." Gabriel checked the temperature on a heated bit of metal, found the color ideal, then slotted it into a valve connector. With the two in place, he applied a clamp. The goal wasn't to make a perfect connection, merely one that was good enough to trigger a Schematic. Not really thinking about the conversation, he heard himself ask, "Does she ever just tell him the truth?"

"That would resolve the tension prematurely. Romantic literature requires a certain... prolonged uncertainty. The yearning is the point. If there is fornication within the first quarter of a book, it's less romantic and more smut. Or so I'd argue."

"Huh." Gabriel considered his relationships. He found himself wondering how quickly books about his life would have gotten to the intimate bits. Temporally, his relationships with all the women in his life had gone quite quickly.

But in terms of character building...

He decided that any sex he'd had with Gemma, Ravenna, or Raquel would have taken place at least after the twenty-five percent mark. No one would ever accuse him of being smutty.

Probably.

Ding!

Notice: Advanced Construction and Engineering has given you an 11% reduction in the time and materials required to earn this Schematic.
New Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Airflow, Temperature, and Pressure Control Valve (Modular)
Mana Cost: 25
Range: 30 feet
Requirements: 4 Metal Essence
Casting Time: 1 minute
Description: You may use this Schematic to install a single control module which will enable an operator to adjust airflow, temperature, and pressure over a connected system. Be aware that this Schematic doesn’t adjust the temperature itself; it is measurement and indirect thermal regulation only.
Modular Benefit: You may add these valves to any logical secondary Schematics you choose. Want a functional firehose? This enables it.
Tablet Augmented: These devices tie into your Tablet and may be controlled remotely provided you remain anywhere on the Islands.
Limitation: While your Tablet (and Lucielle) may monitor and control these designs with a high degree of control, further innovations are required for direct management.
Note: Experiment with heating, cooling, and gas-creation glyphs to really supercharge these valves!
Schematic Discovery Experience: 500
Experience to Level 16: 13,946 of 15,000
Advanced Construction and Engineering Advancement: +7%


And just like that, Gabriel knew precisely where all his skill points were going for the next million and a half levels.

It had taken less than three hours for the breakthrough. Motivated to push through and finish as much of the work as possible, Gabriel rapidly installed the internal valves at Albrecht's place. Using the Schematic produced a sleeker, but otherwise identical, version to his design.

The valves came with three components: pressure, airflow, and temperature gauges, along with an appropriate number of levers based upon the connections. Yet again, the Fates had seen fit to save him from days of iterations: the magic of the Schematic could connect as many tubes as he wanted.

"You'll need regulation managers if you want to go beyond four," Lucielle warned at his excitement.

"That's plenty." Rubbing his hands together, he turned to Albrecht, who was busy munching on a piece of fruit. "Two days, eh? I think if we push, we can get all the connectors and the enclosures up today. Are you game?"

"I mean, it's distracting from my reading time, but I don't see why not? Us guys need to spend more time together."

"That's the spirit!"

It didn't occur to him until much later that his decisions were less motivated by a need to complete these tasks now than wanting to avoid whatever fresh hell the Reclaimer was about to visit upon him.

Connecting the infrastructure to their home and to the storage building didn't take long at all. The Schematics for laying pipe were straightforward, plus he had the mana and supplies. Building the insulated refrigeration areas also went quickly, largely due to their salvage. Thanks to the unexpected benefits of Advanced Construction and Engineering, earning the final design was far faster and easier than it had any right to be, even if the cost was so prohibitive he wouldn't be making a ton of them anytime soon.

By the time dark had fallen, Gabriel had two new Schematics. Better yet, their settlement had increased from Rank E to Rank D.

Now, to finish up and see what Gemma, Raquel, and Ravenna were up to...


Milestone 10: New Schematics and Settlement Bonuses


New Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Refrigeration Chamber

Mana Cost: 100

Range: 30 feet

Requirements: 25 Metal Essence, 5 Water Essence, 5 Fire Essence, 3 Life Essence

Casting Time: 15 Minutes

Description: Transform a sealed, small area (up to 30 cubic feet), into a refrigerated space. This design includes practical seals, thermal monitoring (via Tablet), and hookups for coolant or cooling glyphs. It does not include an ice maker.

Schematic Discovery Experience: 500

Experience to Level 16: 14,446 of 15,000

Advanced Construction and Engineering Advancement: +7% (New Total: +14%)

New Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Walk-in Cooler

Mana Cost: 500

Range: 30 feet

Requirements: 75 Metal Essence, 25 Water Essence, 10 Fire Essence, 8 Life Essence

Casting Time: 30 Minutes

Description: Create a walk-in cooler with top-tier insulation and all appropriate connections. The cooler includes Tablet-integration for content management and remote temperature monitoring. It may be up to 300 square feet and of any shape or size you desire, and includes a heavy latching lock.

Schematic Discovery Experience: 1,500

Experience to Level 17: 946 of 15,000

Advanced Construction and Engineering Advancement: +17% (New Total: +31%)

***

Ding! (But wait, there’s more!)

Settlement Rank Upgrade: D

Details: Due to the completion of Albrecht’s heat sink, the plumbing to multiple buildings, and the refrigeration chambers, your settlement has increased by 1 rank.

New Tablet Management Options: You may now use your Tablet to view the current inhabitants of any settlement you’ve created or actively helped renovate and improve. This will also allow you to note any unusual/unmarked outsiders who may be within the strict boundaries of your construction zone. Lucielle will likely be useful in monitoring these.

Further upgrades to your settlement rank will expand the zone of visibility provided, along with enabling more features.

Requirements for Rank C: Construct comfortable living quarters for at least 30 additional people. Provide at least 3 significant defensive upgrades and 2 significant offensive upgrades to the settlement.

Rank Improvement Experience: 7,000*

First Rank E-to-D Bonus Experience: 20,000

Note: Rank improvement experience applies for each settlement, but only if you contribute the majority of the work. The amount will decrease in proportion to the total number of settlements maintained. This is to keep you from causing power leveling headaches.

***

Double Ding!

Congratulations! You are now level 16… I mean 17 (+2 levels!)

Total Experience: 123,446

Experience to Level 18: 12,946 of 15,000


Chapter 54: What in the Bechdel Test?! (Ravenna POV)


Ravenna emerged from the waterfall exit in the early evening. Flitting agilely over water-slicked stone, she made her way up the incline to the statues of Emyra and Kusk. According to Lucielle's gifted memories, this was the very spot Gabriel had received his class and dual blessings.

Waiting for her feathers to fully dry, she studied the landscape. Several miles inland, the statues abutted an ancient stone wall. Arcane protections, the very ones that had prevented her from flying directly to Serafina's tower, flitted against her perceptions. The interior of the island had concentric, progressively intense wards. Although Kusk had done great damage to the capital city, and some of his monsters had infiltrated the interior, Emyra's defenses had held enough.

Serafina hadn't fallen.

If she had...

Ravenna waved the conjecture away and studied the statue of Kusk. The head of the oversized dwarf god's body was gone, smashed to bits by the feminine carving representing Emyra.

Once, both gods had worked in harmony: nature and artifice. Yet ambition had corrupted the man's heart. Ambition and lust.

"And in the end, he blamed you, didn't he?" she said to the curvaceous tree. Emyra, as an embodiment of fertility, could no more change her nature than the weather. Ravenna's own order was a reflection of nature's capacity for light and shadow, for romance as well as desire.

Kusk would blame Emyra for stirring his passions.

"If he'd had enough discipline to take a bath and find another lover, the war might have been avoided." She shook her head, vague memories of the end stirring her hatred for all Kusk had become.

"Don't forget the corrupting influence of Aether, Sister. It pushed him over the edge."

Spinning, Ravenna was shocked to find Raquel walking into view. The Aetherhound was dressed in wardrobe salvaged from the ships. Formfitting pants and a tight shirt showcased the woman's athletic build. Barefoot, she crossed to study the statues. "How did the meeting with the High Priestess go?"

"Surprisingly well. What are you doing here?"

The Beastess pointed the way she'd come. A wide forest road crossed directly from one side of the shrine to the other, bisecting the landmass. Further west from them, the road ran along a stone wall which acted as a physical demarcation between one ring of the island's protections and the next. "Gemma wants to visit her island. Sire agreed, but only if I came with her."

Flashing a toothy, fanged grin, Raquel's tail swished from side to side. "He trusts me to keep Gemma safe."

"Not like I need it," Gemma said, stepping into view. Immediately behind her Marta, the elifison, trudged forward. The massive magical beast, what Gabriel said was 'basically a wooly mammoth, but even more badass and smart', was harnessed to two sizable metal wagons. Ravenna saw empty crates and salvage equipment, including pickaxes, aboard them. The golem, Bebop, and Mr. Dawkins completed the well-organized train.

The damn cow-shaped pillowcase costume wiggled atop the anaconda's head like some sort of voluptuous mascot. Ravenna couldn't stand the thing. Why would such a fearsome creature demean himself by wearing such an obscene, silly accessory?

"Aren't you worried about the mollusks?" Ravenna asked, flexing her wings enough to determine if they were dry, satisfied that they were.

"Not too much," Gemma said, unstrapping an oversized mallet. "We can probably handle anything left on the peaks. Besides, we're just doin' a little scoutin’. Maybe collectin’ resources to get the kitchen up and goin’ faster. You know, useful things that don't require goin’ too deep."

Ravenna already knew Gemma well enough to assume the Forge Elemental had an agenda and likely wouldn't turn back until it was met. She considered the group, cataloging strengths and weaknesses. Gemma's heat manipulation and stone armor made her formidable in close combat. Raquel's Aether claws and teeth, coupled with bestial magic, gave them speed and ferocity. The animals, too, provided some benefits.

Still, they were missing a crucial component: aerial reconnaissance.

"I'll join you," she announced.

Both priestesses turned to look at her with matching expressions of surprise.

"You sure?" Gemma asked. "Ain't exactly a glamorous outing."

"I can fly; the mollusks can't. During previous engagements, Lucielle’s reconnaissance was key. I can do much better than the Guide." Ravenna smoothed her feathers with affected casualness. "Don't expect me to carry anyone for more than a few minutes, however. Evacuations won't work, but getting you into difficult places? Absolutely. Assuming the mollusks are still in the volcano, I can keep an eye on them, too. Besides, I've been meaning to visit the fakayren ruins. Everyone knows their craftsmanship is unmatched."

What she didn't say was that the prospect of spending time with the two held its own appeal. She'd spent centuries in stasis, longer still before that competing with other priestesses for recognition and advancement. The opportunity to simply exist alongside others of her kind felt almost novel.

Raquel bounced on her toes, tail wagging faster. "Pack hunt! This is going to be so much better with you along."

"I wouldn't call it a hunt, precisely," Ravenna said, though a small smile tugged at her lips.

Mr. Dawkins slithered closer. "What about a girl's night out? That's a thing Albrecht talks about all the time."

Gemma grinned at the suggestion. "I like that."

The journey to the crossing took them through the edges of swampland that Emyra had yet to reclaim. Enormous shapes, visible as shadows in the mist, stirred at their passage but did not approach. Mr. Dawkins patrolled their perimeter, sliding beneath the water like a hucow-mounted shark, dealing with smaller threats with casual ease. Since being added to Raquel's menagerie, he'd become even more deadly.

As the ground gave way to rugged, tainted scrub and rocky vegetation, Ravenna took to the air to scout ahead. They were less than a mile from their destination when she returned with word of no obvious threats. Folding her wings, she fell in with the other priestesses.

"I confess I'm curious," she said as they navigated the wagons around a particularly dense set of roots. "What was your training like? In the time before the war, that is."

Gemma's expression softened with nostalgia. "Pretty rigorous, honestly. Foundry work started early, but that was just the foundation. We had classes in nature magic, biology, prayer rituals, athletics." She chuckled. "Lots of athletics. High Priestess Maralynn believed a strong body made for a stronger connection to Emyra."

"Same for us," Raquel added, gracefully climbing over a cluster of shattered stone that might once have been part of a road. "Instructor Thornback had us running obstacle courses before dawn. Said if we couldn't outrun an elk, we had no business communing with the wild." Her ears flicked back. "He was kind of terrifying, actually. Seven feet tall, covered in scars, and he could smell fear."

"Literally?" Ravenna asked.

"Literally. He'd sniff the air and call out whoever was nervous before drills. 'Candidate Raquel, your anxiety is giving me a headache. Twenty extra laps.'" She groaned at the memory. "I spent half my first year running extra laps."

Ravenna found herself grinning. "The maccari had Instructor Velorius. Ancient as stone and twice as vicious. He ranked us publicly every week and made the bottom three duel each other for placement. Said dueling was the only path to excellence." Her smile took on a toothy, prideful edge. "I never ranked below fifth."

"Fightin’ for placement?" Gemma's eyebrows rose. "That's intense. Maralynn made us hold molten metal above our heads until we could maintain precise temperature control. Said if we couldn't keep steel from coolin’, we'd never master the forge." She flexed her fingers, a faint glow of heat emanating from her skin. "Lost count of how many times I dropped a blob of slag on my own head before I got it right. Took forever to regrow the bald patches."

"The things they put us through," Raquel sighed. "You both had the wilderness survival exams, right?"

"We did," Ravenna confirmed. "Three days alone in the mountains with nothing but our wings and our wits. I nearly froze to death the first night before I figured out how to use illusion magic to sneak into a giant bird's nest as shelter."

"First night's always the worst." Gemma nodded knowingly. "Mine was in the volcanic badlands. Had to dig a trench to avoid the thermal vents and ended up sleepin' in a hole that smelled like sulfur for three days."

"I got dropped in a swamp like that one we just passed through," Raquel said, her tail drooping slightly at the memory. "Spent the whole time terrified, jumping at shadows." She brightened. "But I passed! Top marks for evasion."

"Of course you did," Gemma said warmly, bumping her shoulder against the Aetherhound's. "You're faster than a hiccup in a hurricane."

Mr. Dawkins, who had been slithering along in companionable silence, perked up. "Mein ladies, I must interject. Survival training sounds most impressive, but did any of your instructors teach the art of disguise?" He gestured with his tail toward his soaking wet hat. "Because I have found it to be an invaluable skill."

The three priestesses exchanged glances.

"Dawkie," Raquel said gently, "you're a thirty-foot anaconda wearing a pillowcase with fake udders. I'm not sure that counts as a disguise."

"It does when the enemy is obsessed with bovine perfection!" The snake drew himself up with wounded dignity. "The calc-calc-cannons are most bedazzling, I've been told. Do you not remember how I was instrumental in the defeat of the yak-priest? Mein king himself acknowledged the tactical contributions."

"He did," Gemma confirmed, fighting a smile. "You were very brave, Dawkie."

The serpent's mood immediately lifted. "Danke, mein priestess. Mr. Dawkins lives to serve."

As they continued, the conversation drifted to lighter topics. Raquel wanted to know about priestess pranks, which led to new avenues of discussion.

"The Beast candidates were notorious," Raquel admitted. "We once replaced all the meditation cushions with air bladders. Thirty priestesses, all trying to achieve inner peace, and every time someone shifted position..."

Pfffffttttttt!

The noise she made with her lips wasn't gaseous so much as exuberant.

Gemma burst out laughing. "That's nothin'! The fakayren had a tradition of forgin' fake artifacts. One year, someone made a near perfect replica of the Sacred Tongs of Bartholomew and switched them out. One of our instructors spent a whole hour wonderin' why his heat control kept failin’."

"Did they ever find out who did it?" Ravenna asked.

"Nope." Gemma's grin was suspiciously proud. "Complete mystery."

Raquel's ears perked forward. "Wait. Gemma. Was that you?"

"I ain't confessin' to nothin'."

"It was totally you!"

"Like I said. Complete mystery." The Forge Elemental's blue eyes sparkled with mischief.

Ravenna, amused, said, "The maccari were generally more... dignified in our mischief."

Both women turned to look at her with identical expressions of disbelief.

"Generally," she repeated, feeling heat rise in her cheeks. "There was... one incident."

"Oh, this I gotta hear," Gemma said.

"Tell us, tell us!" Raquel bounced with anticipation.

Ravenna glanced around, observing the terrain. The ground was becoming rocky, and the rebuilt bridge was now visible in the distance. Gemma's mountainous, volcanic homeland dominated the horizon. The remnants of her people's cities still clung to the reaches, defiant against Kusk and the movement of time even now.

"You must understand, I was young. Barely into my second decade of training. And there was this spell I'd been practicing. Shadow Manifestation. It was supposed to create small, controlled shapes."

"Supposed to?" Gemma prompted.

"The incantation was more sensitive to emotional state than I'd anticipated. I was... frustrated. There was a competition the following week, and I'd been struggling with the finer points of energy manipulation." Her wings ruffled with remembered embarrassment. "I cast the spell in the main temple. During evening prayers."

"What happened?" Raquel's eyes were wide.

"The spell... amplified. Significantly." Ravenna cleared her throat. "Instead of a small, controlled shadow, I created a wave of black goo that covered the entire eastern wall. It took three days to clean, and the stains never fully came out of the ceiling murals."

Gemma's jaw dropped. "That was you?"

Ravenna blinked. "You heard about it?"

"Heard about it? It was legendary! The ‘Goo Incident’ was part of our cautionary tales about castin’ experimental spells indoors." Gemma was laughing now, actual tears forming at the corners of her eyes. "We all thought it was Hera! She was always braggin' about her shadow magic, and everyone assumed she'd finally bit off more than she could chew."

"Hera never corrected the assumption," Ravenna admitted. "I think she enjoyed the notoriety."

"Wait, wait." Raquel held up both hands, struggling to contain her giggles. "You're telling me the fearsome Ravenna, precise and elegant spellcaster, accidentally slimed an entire temple?"

"I was young," Ravenna said with what dignity she could muster. "And it was just one wall."

"This is the best day ever." Raquel's tail was wagging so hard her whole body shook. "I'm never going to let you forget this."

"I suspected as much." But Ravenna found she didn't mind as much as she'd expected to. Given what they'd already shared, a little embarrassment about her past didn't sting the way it might have otherwise.

The mood shifted slightly as they drew nearer to Gabriel's construction. Distant patches of glowing yellow, barely visible among the reaches, suggested the presence of at least a few lingering monsters. Emyra's magic should have either destroyed or pushed most away, but the speed with which the goddess' power worked was somewhat variable.

Gemma called a halt for water and a snack. Raquel fetched hay for Marta while the Forge Elemental unpacked wrapped fish and vegetables. As the trio settled in, Gemma turned her attention to Ravenna again.

"I've been meanin' to ask. What's the deal with you and Yulia? Every time her name comes up, you get this look."

"What look?"

"Like you've bitten into something sour and you're decidin' whether to spit it out or swallow."

"Yulia and I," the sorceress admitted after several seconds, "have a history."

"We know that much," Raquel said gently. "You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to."

"No." Ravenna shook her head. "You'll meet her, eventually. It's just good sense for Gabriel to free another priestess. Emyra will benefit from it, as will we all." Taking a bite of smoked fish, she muttered, "The alphari and the maccari had overlapping interests. Monsters. Darkness. Forbidden magic. As you know, our priestesses learned from succubi and demons. The alphari had their own similar customs. Over the decades, they developed a unique curriculum, where star students were allowed to train and compete together. Yulia and I were peers in such a program."

"Sounds like a recipe for either friendship or murder," Raquel observed.

"It began as a simple rivalry." Ravenna's wings rustled with remembered tension. "At first, it was only our specialized training. But it spread rapidly to include everything else, from academic ranking to combat assessments. For years, we traded positions."

Gemma whistled. "That's one heck of a sparrin' partner."

"The instructors loved it. Said they'd never seen two candidates push each other so hard." Ravenna's voice carried an edge. "What they didn't see was what happened outside the formal assessments."

"Oh no," Raquel said, recognizing the tone. "Pranks?"

"Pranks." Ravenna agreed. "It started small. She replaced my ink with something that made my written examinations vanish after an hour. I convinced a flock of crows to steal her homework for a week. Standard fare."

"But then it escalated. Yulia discovered I was terrified of a particular species of ice spider. Small, harmless creatures, but their legs made this clicking sound that..." She shuddered. "Regardless. She filled my dormitory with them. Hundreds of them. I didn't sleep for three days."

"That's horrible!" Raquel's ears flattened.

"I retaliated by casting an illusion that made her believe her fur had turned pink. For a snow leopard, that's... well. She spent two weeks avoiding mirrors and wondering why no one said anything." Ravenna's lips twitched. "The illusion only worked on her. Everyone else saw her perfectly normal white fur."

Gemma snorted. "Okay, that's actually pretty good."

"She didn't think so. Her next strike involved sabotaging my final project for Advanced Shadow Weaving. Three months of work, ruined the night before the presentation." Ravenna's talons clenched at the memory. "I had to improvise the entire demonstration. Barely passed."

"What did you do?" Raquel asked, clearly invested now.

"I may have... adjusted her combat assessment opponent." Ravenna's voice was carefully neutral. "She was supposed to fight a summoned construct. Standard difficulty. I modified the summoning circle, so it produced something rather more... enthusiastic."

"How enthusiastic?"

"Let's just say the assessor had to intervene." Ravenna raised a hand before either could respond. "Before you judge, she was never in real danger. I augmented it with illusions. She was simply humiliated. In front of the entire advanced class and three visiting dignitaries."

"Sweet Emyra," Gemma breathed. "No wonder you two don't get along."

"That's not even the worst of it." Ravenna's wings drooped slightly. "The rivalry consumed both of us. Every ranking, every assessment, every whispered comment became ammunition. We stopped seeing each other as fellow priestesses and started seeing only the competition. The instructors eventually had to separate us into different training cohorts just to maintain peace."

"And then?" Raquel prompted.

"And then Kusk happened." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I was due to go off island to begin an apprenticeship with a dragon, which she found out about and protested. When our instructors told her that she wasn't behaving with decorum befitting a priestess of Emyra, she went into a fury. I was convinced she'd do something to sabotage me, so when Kusk's army showed up, I was certain she'd somehow arranged it all."

"You don't really believe that," Raquel said, ears folding in shame.

"No. But the fact that the thought occurred to me says everything about what our rivalry had become." Ravenna was quiet for a moment. "I don't hate her. Not truly. But I don't know how to be around her without our history flaring up. The mere mention of her name makes me want to prove I'm better. Smarter. Stronger. More valuable."

"Maybe it'll be different this time," Gemma offered. "We're not candidates anymore. We're priestesses. Survivors. We've all lost everything and been given a second chance."

"Perhaps." Ravenna didn't sound convinced. "Or perhaps old patterns will reassert themselves, and we'll spend eternity trying to one-up each other for Gabriel's attention."

"Well," Raquel said with determined cheer, "if that happens, just remember: we're your pack now. And pack sticks together."

After that, the conversation fell into a natural silence as they finished their meal. Once they'd wrapped up, she stretched her arms and yawned. "Okay, let me see if there's anything big and bad up ahead. Give me a few minutes."

With that, she launched herself into the air. One thing she noticed immediately was Emyra's very palpable presence. The goddess' magic pulsed from the volcanic peaks, with their reclaimed Earth Node, pushing away the miasma of Kusk's lingering foulness. It stopped midway between the swamp and the span, held at bay by whatever unnatural force waited within the mist.

Remembering the nipple, she wondered if it was possible another bit of the dwarf god was there. A bit of foreskin, perhaps? Either way, she wasn't eager to investigate.

One benefit of crossing into Emyra's domain was an instant bolstering of her magic. Technically, Ravenna was both a priestess and a Sorceress. Her power, and its recovery, were tied to the goddess. The stronger Emyra became, so too did Ravenna's capabilities.

This bond was one reason she had determined Gabriel would be an ideal mate, even before coming to realize that she might actually have feelings for the man. As Emyra’s anointed royal, Gabriel was a walking battery of divine potency. Only Serafina had more of the goddess' blessings, and there were a variety of reasons for that.

A waft of clean, purified air drew her from her thoughts and set her into motion. Wings catching updrafts from the volcanic terrain, she gained altitude rapidly. Making her way over the sprawling landscape, she observed the ruined structures just on the far side of the crossing. Following the paths winding up into the peaks, where the ancient foundries stood, she mentally catalogued the damage.

It was a lot. Months, if not years of hard labor would be required to restore even the foundations of Gemma's people. Despite all the destruction, the underlying beauty of fakayren architecture remained evident. Unlike the dwarves or Ravenna's people, Gemma's had an eye for intricacy and clever elegance that was closer to elven in nature.

If the elves ever lowered themselves to being engineers, which they wouldn’t.

At their arrival, they saw a small problem: Gabriel's mechanical bridge was retracted. "No problem, give me a second," Ravenna said, flexing her wings as she flew over. After a few seconds of inspection, she found the mechanism to extend it across the gap. With both ends in place, the group resumed their progress.

Marta's weight made the bridge groan, but it held firm. They entered the ruined city as the evening crept toward dusk.

"I will remain with Marta und the carts," Mr. Dawkins announced. "Someone must guard our transport. And mein hat is not suited for climbing."

"Appreciated, Dawkie." Gemma patted his scales as she passed. "Expect us to take a few hours. I want time to get some essentials and give Bebop time to gather Essence."

The three priestesses, with the golem following, made their way into the ruins proper. Ravenna found herself captivated despite the destruction. Even fallen, the fakayren structures displayed remarkable craftsmanship. Metal fixtures that hadn't rusted despite millennia of exposure. Stone joints fitted so precisely they appeared as single pieces. Decorative elements that were as functional as they were beautiful.

"Your people were extraordinary," she said to Gemma.

"We were." The Forge Elemental's voice carried pride and grief in equal measure. "These were the residential areas. The real work happened up there." She pointed toward the peaks. "That's where the Node is."

Ravenna proved her worth during the ascent. Gabriel and Gemma had been forced to climb up broken, treacherous ledges to reach the heights on their visits. With the winged priestess there to offer brief lifts, the process went from challenging to laughable. She even managed to carry Bebop a few feet until the canny construct could get its footing.

The first place Gemma took them was to the Earth Node. It was located inside a circular chamber, where the sphere appeared as a rapidly shifting mass of muted brown. Bebop crossed to it and held both hands out, beginning the transfer process.

"Should we look for the teleportation pad?" Ravenna asked, murmuring the words to a spell that conjured vibrant purple-blue witchlight within the area.

Serafina spoke from the winged woman's amulet, "It'll have been concealed. You'll need Gabriel's Tablet to find it quickly."

Fair enough.

With the golem busy, Gemma took charge, guiding Raquel and Ravenna to promising sites for valuable resources.

Spreading out, the blonde went for specialized tools. The Beastess went looking through collapsed structures for stores of precious metals and stones. According to Gemma, there should be many caches of useful gemstones or magically reactive construction materials.

Ravenna flew in support of both and kept a lookout for any surprises.

The first hour saw them uncover many useful objects. Gemma found a set of calibration weights, and a handful of precise, magical cutting tools. Raquel discovered half a dozen potential cache sites within the ruins.

Then she found exactly what they had been hoping for.

"Gemma!" Raquel shouted from a ledge overlooking a collapsed structure. The space, once at the top of a six- or seven-floor deep subterranean storage facility, was a mess. But at the base of the furthest visible point, she'd spotted a glimmer of blue-gray metal. "I think I've found Etchsteel!"

"What? Really? Are you sure?" Gemma called from several demolished sites away.

"Pretty sure. Glimmering aquamarine metal, right?"

"SQUEEE!" The cry, so out of place, lit up the ruins. It was followed by a frantic scramble, and an excavation effort that involved a lot of hasty engineering work.

Again, Ravenna's wings became their one-stop solution. Finding a block and tackle wasn't difficult, but without her, getting it to the right position to lower and lift Raquel would have been impossible.

By the time full darkness came, they'd pulled out no fewer than two hundred ingots of pure Etchsteel.

"Gabriel is going to be so proud of us," Gemma said, wiping her sweaty brow as she helped Raquel pull the last bar onto the stable ground around the cave-in.

"Probably," Raquel agreed. "But now we need to get them to the wagons, don't we?"

That earned muffled groans, but no complaints. Each ingot weighed thirty pounds, limiting Ravenna's ability to help without exhausting or straining herself. Gemma was quick to engineer an alteration on their block and tackle system. By anchoring one end of the rope on a lower slope, beneath the worst of the breakpoints in the mountain pass, she created a pulley system that reduced hours of work into minutes.

It was deep into the night by the time they had the ingots in the wagons and were ready to collect Bebop.

Which was, of course, when the worst happened. Making their way into the chamber with the Earth Node, Ravenna spotted three shapes descending through the ruins, metal shells glowing with magma orange and the yellow of Emyra's cleansing power.

"Mollusks," she hissed, "three of them. And they've spotted us."


Chapter 55: Priestess Power


Gemma bent down to lift an oversized mallet from the ground. The thing was meant for construction, but it would double as a war hammer easily enough. Magic thrummed through the stone beneath her feet; the raw potency of her people's homeland, now freed, pouring into her.

She was in no mood to retreat.

Turning, she tilted her gaze to the oncoming threats.

The cracked shells of the mollusks were gushing with yellow smoke. Each of the trio was far smaller than the Guardian had been, giving her the confidence to exhale. "Ravenna, remember about Gabriel and the hucows with guns?"

"I do. What of it?"

"I reckon we're gonna take a play out of that book. We've got Emyra back. We've got each other. It's time to teach these monsters we're not goin’ to run away no more."

There was no debate, only eager agreement.

"I'll be our eyes." Adrenaline washing fatigue away, Ravenna returned to the air, gaining altitude until she could see the approaching creatures clearly. The mollusks were almost exactly as she remembered from Lucielle's visions, albeit on a smaller scale. Each was roughly the size of a large cart, their shells cracked, brassy metal. Pseudopods whipped around them as they moved, testing the air, the ground, everything within reach.

"Thirty seconds!" she called down. "The lead one is slightly larger. Targeting it first might disorganize the others."

"Heard!" Gemma's stone armor rippled to life, covering her arms and shoulders in layers of dark, volcanic rock. Heat radiated from her hands, visible even from Ravenna's altitude.

Nearby, Raquel's transformation was faster, more fluid. Her features sharpened, claws extending, Aether crackling around her in a wave of static. Her movements became primal, and far faster.

The first mollusk crested a pile of rubble and immediately fixated on Gemma's glowing form. It let out a wet, gurgling shriek and charged, tentacles extending to grab.

"Now, Raquel!"

She blurred, appearing at the creature's flank. Claws raked across its shell, leaving deep furrows that leaked yellow ichor. The mollusk's charge faltered, limbs whipping toward this new threat.

Gemma used the distraction, closing distance and slamming her hammer into the creature's exposed side. Metal screeched and steam burst from the point of impact. But the blow didn't land clean. The mollusk twisted at the last instant, and her momentum carried her too far forward.

A pseudopod caught her across the ribs.

The impact sent Gemma skidding across ancient flagstones, her stone armor cracking where she'd taken the hit. Pain lanced through her side. Not broken, but close. She tasted copper and volcanic dust.

"Gemma!" Raquel's voice carried over the shrieking creature.

"I'm fine!" She forced herself upright, spitting blood. The lead mollusk was already pivoting toward her prone form, sensing weakness. "Keep on it!"

"They are circling left!" Ravenna called as the two smaller creatures peeled away from the melee.

The Beastess was already moving, vaulting over the lead mollusk's thrashing tentacles to intercept the closer flanker. Her claws found purchase in a gap between shell plates, and she tore with all her enhanced strength.

Glurrrk-Pop!

Steam vented and yellow ichor flew as Raquel revealed her true ferocity.

Behind her, the final of the attacking mollusks had found a path toward Gemma's unprotected back. Still recovering from the blow to her ribs, she didn't see it coming.

Ravenna called, "Gemma, behind you!" as she cast a spell. Three conjured images of the Forge Elemental appeared on the field of battle, each moving to intercept the new threat.

The delay was what Gemma needed.

Ignoring the pain in her side, she pushed to her feet and drew her hammer back. The lead mollusk, still reeling from Raquel's assault, had left its wounded flank exposed. Gemma didn't hesitate. She struck with everything she had.

A pseudopod wrapped around the hammer, pulling her closer. She flowed with the tug, her glowing hands plunging through steaming, cracked metal.

SKEEEEE! The thing screamed like a hissing tea kettle.

"Gemma!" Raquel called again as the third mollusk swept tendrils through the illusions. Realizing none were its prey, the thing came on, lashing directly at Gemma's unprotected back.

"NEIN! NEIN!" With a cry of rage, Mr. Dawkins burst into view. Hat flapping, body uncoiling from a forty-foot leap, he grew in size as he sped toward the melee.

The anaconda, a bonded member of Raquel's menagerie, had responded to her call.

Spinning toward the new threat, the mollusk sent its appendages toward the serpent. Mr. Dawkins brushed them aside like they were little more than string. Coils winding around the monster's shell, he hissed, "You dare attack mein priestesses? Allow me to show you the error of this choice!"

CRRRRACK!

Power poured into the serpent from Raquel as she continued her fight with the second of the creatures. Utterly feral, claws and teeth ripping through armor and tissue, she growled, "Get 'em Dawkie!"

"Yes, mein lady!"

RIIIIIIIIP!

With a surge, the snake swelled in size, nearly doubling in length and girth. The mollusk cracked, body collapsing into a puddle of yellow goo beneath the beast's overwhelming assault.

Unfortunately, there were consequences to becoming an ultimate, ultra, apex predator.

RIIIIIP.

Mr. Dawkins' beloved hucow hat, not designed to accommodate his new size, tore along multiple seams. The fake udders burst, sending stuffing floating through the air like bizarre snowflakes.

"NEIN!" The snake's anguished cry was almost as loud as the twin death shrieks of both remaining mollusks. "Mein hat! Mein beautiful hat!"

Silence fell over the ruins, broken only by the hiss of dissolving flesh and the soft patter of stuffing drifting to the ground.

Gemma pulled her arms free of the lead mollusk's corpse with a wet, sucking noise. Yellow ichor coated her stone armor up to the elbows, and where it touched exposed skin, it burned like hot grease from a forge. She hissed through her teeth, scraping the worst of it against a nearby stone while her body worked to regulate the damage.

The stench was incredible. Sulfur and rotting meat and something chemical that made her eyes water. Steam rose from the three dissolving corpses, mingling with the volcanic haze that perpetually hung over the peaks. Her ribs throbbed with each breath, a sharp reminder of how close that first blow had come to ending her fight early.

Raquel extracted herself from her own kill with similar difficulty, her fur matted with gore, her breathing ragged. Wings flapping weakly, mana and stamina both depleted, Ravenna landed near her allies and took a quick look around for signs of other threats.

Seeing none, she allowed herself to sag against the nearest wall.

They'd won. All three of them were still standing.

"Mein beautiful Cowlein," Mr. Dawkins moaned, slowly shrinking as he began gathering the remnants of his beloved from the gooey, dirty ground.

"We'll make you a new one," Raquel promised as she crossed to her companion. Like the anaconda, she was settling back into her regular form. Her normally bright eyes had dimmed, telling the story of how draining the fight had been. "A better one. With reinforced seams."

"It won't be the same." The snake's eyes glistened with what might have been actual tears. "Cowlein saw the defeat of the yak-priest. She has history. Meaning."

"Then we'll repair it...er…her," Gemma said firmly, pressing a hand to her aching ribs. "Remember, Gabriel has new skills now. I bet he'll know what to do."

Mr. Dawkins brightened marginally. "Mein king is the best. Good with stuffing. Good with loving. He will return my beloved to me.”

"Of course he will," Raquel said, patting her companion.

The trio bent themselves to collecting the stuffing and other materials. After that, they used Mr. Dawkins as labor to help get their find to the wagons. While he did, they collected Bebop before heading to base camp.

Marta, left behind on the first of the island settlements, greeted them with a sleepy snort. "We're leaving now, right?"

"We are," Raquel agreed with a yawn.

After loading the wagon with the ingots and a few other odds and ends, mostly raw stone, they began their return journey.

The first hour passed in exhausted silence. Gemma rode in the back of the wagon, her stone armor long since dismissed, pressing a damp cloth to her bruised ribs while Marta's steady gait rocked her toward something approaching sleep. Raquel had curled up against Mr. Dawkins' coils, the great serpent having wrapped himself protectively around the remnants of his hat. Only Ravenna remained fully alert, perched on the wagon's edge with her wings folded, watching the landscape shift from volcanic rock to familiar marshland.

The second hour brought conversation back, starting with small observations about the terrain and gradually warming into something more comfortable. By the time they'd crossed into territory Gemma recognized, the distinctive twist of a particular mangrove, the distant cry of political gulls arguing about something undoubtedly ridiculous, the worst of her exhaustion had faded into a pleasant ache.

It was perhaps an hour from home when Raquel's voice broke the comfortable silence.

"So, Ravenna." The Aetherhound's tone was deceptively casual. "I've been meaning to ask you something."

"Oh?" Ravenna felt a flicker of wariness. Raquel wasn't exactly subtle at the best of times.

"The other night. During the storm." Raquel's tail wagged slowly, almost uncertainly. "I was wondering if you'd elaborate about the cream sharing ceremonies?"

Bursting into laughter, the Sorceress shook her head. Of all the things she'd expected, that was not among them. "I'm happy to. Although, these are sacred to the hucow. It would be best if they were not shared further. You never know what foreigners or outsiders might do with this great wisdom."

Eyes so wide they reflected the moon's entire light, Raquel bobbed a quick nod of agreement.

"Very well." Ravenna shifted on the wagon's edge, her expression taking on the gravity of a scholar about to impart ancient secrets. "There are many forms. The most famous is called the ‘Waterfall of Rippling Motion’."

"The Waterfall of..." Raquel repeated breathlessly.

"Rippling Motion, yes." Ravenna rose to her feet with fluid grace, balancing easily despite the wagon's movement. "It is performed thusly."

She began to move. Not quite dancing, but something adjacent to it. Her hips swayed in a sinuous pattern while her arms traced flowing arcs through the air, fingertips trailing to draw out hints of esoteric, and perhaps erotic, designs. The motion started at her shoulders and cascaded downward in waves, each movement flowing into the next like water over stone.

"You have to imagine Gabriel's cream..." Ravenna gestured across her chest with both hands, tracing a path from her collarbone downward in a way that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. "Running down, you see, while you dance. And the receiving partner..."

"Catches it," Gemma finished, her cheeks flushing despite herself. "With her mouth."

"Precisely." Ravenna settled back onto the wagon's edge with a satisfied smile. "The ceremony emphasizes trust, timing, and the sharing of... gifts... between bonded partners. It is one of the many forms of intimacy and bonding among hucow breeding harems.”

Raquel's tail was wagging so hard the entire wagon shook. "That's beautiful."

"It is practical," Ravenna corrected primly. "The hucow waste nothing."

The conversation that followed was, as Ravenna had promised, educational. By the time they reached the outskirts of their settlement, both Gemma and Raquel had gone through several cycles of blushing, laughing, and asking increasingly specific questions.

The settlement came into view as they crested the final ridge, smoke rising from a cooking fire that smelled of fresh fish. A shadow that could only be Gabriel came into view, the man's stance visibly tense with concern.

Gemma looked down at him and felt her heart fill. Not just for his strength, but for the trust he'd given them this day. "They say only a strong man can bear to be with a strong woman."

"And none is stronger than ours," Raquel added with a tight grin.

Moving a few feet away, Ravenna's face nearly vanished into shadow. The moonlight caught only the edges of her features, the sharp line of her jaw, the glint of her dark eyes, as she watched Gabriel's silhouette shift at their approach. He'd been pacing, she realized. Waiting. Worrying.

Something in her chest tightened at the sight.

"I want to thank you both for today," she said quietly. "I've never known a peaceful connection with others like this. Ever. It's shown me things I couldn't have understood otherwise."

“Gabriel might be the core of the harem,” Gemma drawled, “but it’ll make life a whole lot easier if we’re all workin’ together.”

Ravenna opened her mouth, fully intending to point out that she still had no desire to join the harem, only to close it.

The words wouldn't come. Not because they were untrue. She still wasn't ready, might never be ready, not with Yulia's shadow looming and years of competition burned into her bones. But standing here in the aftermath of a battle they'd won together, watching Gabriel's shoulders relax as he finally spotted them whole and alive...

Marrying Gabriel didn't feel like the right choice. Not yet.

But that didn't mean it wouldn't become the right one.

“Before we get there, I want to tell you both something. A secret.”

Raquel’s tail twitched nervously. “I wouldn’t want to hide anything from Sire.”

Holding a hand up, Ravenna quickly explained, “This isn’t the bad kind. Promise. You see, during our last trip in the Fate’s Dungeon, I took a little detour and…”

By the time she was done explaining, Raquel’s tail was wagging with delight. “Oh, Ravenna, this truly is the most fun secret ever!”


Chapter 56: Laying Some Pipe


“What is Etchsteel?” Gabriel asked the next morning, as they gathered to discuss the events of the previous day. He held up one of the ingots they’d recovered. The rectangular bar was twelve inches long, four wide, and two deep, and was fairly lightweight.

“A magically reactive metal,” Gemma explained, blue eyes dancing with delight at the telling. “It can do all sorts of things if you know what you’re doin’. The hardness is variable, and it can carry mana like electricity through a wire. Make it soft, engrave a spell, then harden it again, and you’ve got an incredibly efficient arcane medium.”

Ravenna, hands wrapped around a cup of steaming coffee-like tea, added, “You said your new quest involved defenses for the settlement? With Etchsteel and the right spells, it opens up all sorts of possibilities.”

He checked his Tablet, which had begun bobbing around excitedly for his attention.

Special Material Discovered: Etchsteel
Rarity Classification: Epic
Tablet Interface Potential: High
Duplicatable: No
Details: Essences can replicate practically any non-magical material, within reason. The keyword there is “non-magical.” Etchsteel is magical. That means no cut-and-pasting. You will always need the raw material for a Schematic including it to function.
On the plus side, Etchsteel is natively reactive with your Tablet. After completing a series of quests, you will unlock additional options involving this unique metal. These quests have been added to a separate screen to avoid clutter. Review at your leisure.


He groaned, “No more side quests. Also, this is great. Does it change any of our plans?”

“Only emphasizes that I need to get back to the library for research material,” Ravenna replied, catching Raquel’s eye. “Care to join me for a jaunt? I’d feel safer with a fierce Aetherhound at my side.”

That last sentence made Gabriel do a doubletake. The girls had mentioned encountering a ‘little trouble’ on Gemma’s island, but for Ravenna to talk so amiably about Raquel was telling.

Tail twitching, Raquel said, “Happy to. Let me tend the animals. I promised Marta some extra care after all her help yesterday. Wanna come?”

“Sure!”

The two girls, their breakfast finished, barely paused for goodbye hugs and kisses before heading out. He watched them go, frowning.

Seeing his expression, Gemma laughed. “I’m back on kitchen duty. Etchsteel will go into storage until we’re ready to work it. In the meantime, I’ll get everythin’ prepped for the construction process.”

“Mind if I join in a bit later?” He waved at the Tablet. “I need to see how these printout schematics work for the Reclaimer.”

“Of course.” Rising, she made her way around the dining table to give him a firm kiss. “Just don’t forget to schedule time to visit Serafina, too. You’ll want to do that before the weddin’.”

He returned the affection. “Of course. It’s on the list.” The eternal, ever-growing list.

After she left to warm the forges, he made his way to find Albrecht. Perhaps the tomatsu would be of use in whatever insanity came next.

***

Four Insanely Frustrating Hours Later

"Fuck this," Gabriel swore to himself for perhaps the tenth time. Unlike the traditional versions, these schematics weren't something he could automatically use. Instead, it was a sixty-page document that looked like the Temu version of Ikea instructions, laid out on the ground in front of him and held down by rocks.

The drizzle had barely let up, making the atmosphere even more oppressive. Through the window of the workshop, Gabriel could see gray skies stretching to the horizon.

Albrecht, who sat nearby, adjusted his spectacles and cleared his throat. "I think... yes. I've just about figured it out."

"Really?" In the time since he’d gotten the printings, until now, Gabriel hadn't been able to make heads or tails out of the so-called ‘schematics.’ The fact that nothing was labeled only made it worse. It was only after Lucielle had put the cat pictures back in that he’d understood what order the pages were meant to be displayed in.

The tomatsu had figured out that the steps weren't just out of order, but often required that they lay several pages together to get the whole picture.

"If I'm correct, this structure will feel like an absolute violation of Euclidean geometry, but it works. It will act like a heat pump does. Think of it this way," Albrecht said, tapping the diagram with his claw. "You know how when you blow on your hand, the air feels warm? But when you purse your lips and blow harder, it feels cold?" He waited for Gabriel to nod. "A heat pump is like that except it's moving heat from one place to another. In the summer, it takes the hot air from inside your house and pushes it outside. In the winter, it does the opposite. It finds heat outside, even when it's cold, and brings it inside. It's not making heat or cold, it's just... relocating it. This tower will pull heat away from the Reclaimer and dump it somewhere else, probably high up in the air where we don't have to worry about it."

"Will it need coolant?"

The tomatsu shook his head. "It shouldn't. It looks like it'll create a closed-loop system of some sort, as long as I can drop the temperature low enough to kickstart the process. I'll need to do this during installation. Do you think you've got the construction part covered?"

"Yeah, that shouldn’t be a problem. I can recruit Gemma if needed. Speaking of which, we should probably start on those pipe sections."

He did, in fact, end up needing Gemma’s help.

She’d been having an extremely productive day. When he went to find her, she was positively glowing with divine energy, her body wrapped in a sheath of soft orange light.

“Woah, what’s going on?” he asked.

She paused in her hammering to look at him, all serenity and joy. “It’s hard to explain, but I feel the goddess with me so much more now than ever before. It’s like my bond to you is strengthening her love.”

Then he remembered Emyra’s First Anchor. A fifty percent boost to all abilities must have been a lot greater than he’d have expected. Either that, or the effects budget for it was higher than anything else.

After explaining the source, she laughingly agreed to join him in his work on the Ecived Sellebanna.

The first attempt resulted in a pipe that curved back on itself three times before ending in what could only be described as a confused spiral. Gemma had tilted her head at it, her molten eyes reflecting the workshop's forge-light, and declared it looked like "a snake that got real confused about which way was up."

The second attempt was worse. Gabriel had concentrated so hard on following the Schematic that he'd accidentally created a pipe with tributaries branching off at impossible angles. Some pointed straight down, others looped through the air like they were trying to tie themselves in knots. When he'd tried to adjust it, the whole thing collapsed in on itself with a sound like a trombone falling down stairs.

"Sugar, I think you just invented a new musical instrument," Gemma had said, trying not to laugh.

By the fifth attempt, he’d managed something that at least resembled the diagram, though Gabriel swore one section looked like it was giving him the middle finger. The pipes twisted and corkscrewed in ways that made his eyes hurt to follow, with bulbous sections that swelled like balloons before narrowing to threads thinner than his pinky.

"I hate this," he muttered, staring at the unholy creation.

He’d long-since relocated to Gemma’s construction area. Breaks from the Reclaimer to work on the mundane kitchen project were all that had kept him sane.

"At least it's the right shape this time," she offered, giving him an amused smile. She was standing over an entire network of floor bracings designed to provide airflow and water and waste management. They’d integrated the parts with the foundation together, making sure he did enough work to keep his Tablet happy. Even in the grip of her logical mode, she had the grace not to point out how much further along she was than him.

"Can you point out which sections need extra attention?"

Albrecht went through the pages and drew little X's next to certain patterns. "These are going to be the worst of the lot. As we're building this for the first time, I'll need some of these components built prior to assembling the others."

"For the first time?"

The tomatsu eagerly explained. "I think it would be best if we assembled the structure in advance so that you get an official template for it. That way, we can climb atop the Ecived Sellebanna and you can create the device one layer at a time, ascending upward. Otherwise, I will be forced to get on a ladder to cool different aspects of the device while you are building it from below, which will vastly increase our margin for error. For obvious reasons, I have zero desire to be on a ladder." He clacked his claw for emphasis.

Gabriel sighed. "Yeah, that's a good point. Let's take a break for lunch and then get started."

Albrecht was already holding a book in his claw. It was titled ‘ImprEGGnated by my Dinosaur Professor: a true story’. From a small bag nearby, he pulled a handful of fruit and some fish jerky. "I'll be here," he declared.

Gabriel headed back toward home and spotted Ravenna and Raquel sitting outside at a small table together. The maccari was busy studying a new spellbook while Raquel sat across from her, speaking with Dawkie. When he got to the table, both women broke into excited gushes.

“I found just the spell book,” Ravenna said, revealing the title. It was ‘Arcane Automation 101.’ “I’ve already found formulas for propulsion. Give me some time to master them and I’ll work with you to perfect the Schematics.”

She’d worn a V-cut, lace-up top that she’d somehow gotten around her wings. At the words, ‘work with you’, she squeezed her arms together enough to nearly make both breasts pop free. Only a lacey pink bra kept her modest.

Wiggling with joy next to the raven-haired priestess, Raquel proudly announced, “We had zero problems, Sire. A few metal spiders, but nothing I couldn’t handle. Also!” With an exaggerated motion, she drew four oversized, all-black pillows into view. “Ravenna said we could have these to help reconstruct Dawkie’s hat.”

The anaconda, coiled nearby and topped with just a few bulging bits of fabric, sighed. “Mein lady is so thoughtful. So kind.”

Happy to help, Gabriel found one of the several recovered sewing kits and went to work recreating ‘Cowlein’ as Dawkie insisted on calling the hat. While he did, Raquel went to prepare lunch.

From the stove, she called over her shoulder, “I forgot to mention this last night, but I found the goats, Sire. They are magical, but not intelligent.”

“That’ll make me feel better if we end up using them as a protein supply,” he admitted, adding stuffing to what would soon become a perky boob.

“Oh, no need to worry about that.” The Beastess gave him a reassuring look. “We’re quite practical about harvesting meat. As for this herd, it’s quite large. I estimate three hundred head. With your permission, I’ll work to collect enough for us to have cheese and milk and manage the rest as a wild flock.”

“This is where I act very kingly and delegate those decisions to my Priestess of Beasts.”

His reply earned him a squeal of delight. “Best. Sire. Ever.”

“Even better when he’s fierce,” Ravenna murmured, giving him a suggestive wink.

The table was soon set with a modest but satisfying spread: a hearty stew thick with root vegetables and chunks of fish, and a platter of grilled mushrooms. Gemma, who came in from the warehouse, surprised them all with a jar of fresh honey.

“Found some bees a little while back, figured I’d contribute.”

Raquel beamed at the other woman. “I’ll be sure to visit them soon, if you’ll tell me where they are?”

“Of course, darlin’.”

The afternoon light, gray as it was, filtered through the clouds as steam rose from mugs of tea.

Gabriel chewed on a piece of stewed vegetable slowly before finally voicing what had been gnawing at him all day. "I'm worried this whole thing with the Reclaimer is going to be a waste of time. What if we get it working and it just doesn't do what we need? Or worse, what if it breaks down completely after all this effort?"

Ravenna dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a cloth napkin, the gesture somehow managing to be both prim and suggestive. "If it doesn't work, then we simply won't be able to rescue Yulia." She paused, then added with a sly smile, "Which, between you and me, wouldn't be the worst outcome. There’s still Una and Liana to free. Besides, there are still so many things for us to explore, both individually, and as a group.”

She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively, earning a happy sigh from Raquel, who added, “I really want to try your suggestion about putting my feet around his shaft while he’s inside your ass.”

The statement, delivered with such innocuous enthusiasm, nearly had Gabriel spit out his stew.

Gemma, potentially intending to distract from what was starting to sound like sexual collusion, reached across the table and put her hand over Gabriel's. "The Fates wouldn't give you a useless treasure. They don't work that way. Everythin’ they do has a purpose, even if it drives us crazy figurin’ it out. If they wanted you to have the Reclaimer, it's because you need it."

"She's right," Ravenna conceded, spearing a mushroom with her fork. "The Fates are many things. Cryptic, irritating, prone to making overly complicated plans. But they're not wasteful. If they went through the trouble of providing the quest, it will work." She leaned forward, her expression softening slightly. "Besides, you've already accomplished so much that seemed impossible. Remember the Librium Dessolatus? Fate's Dungeon? You have a talent for making the ridiculous work in your favor."

Raquel, distracted from thoughts of foot stuff mixed with cream sharing, leaped on the change of topic. "And you're not doing this alone, Sire! You've got Albrecht helping, and Gemma, and me too! We’ve got this!"

"Look at you both," Gabriel said, warmth spreading through his chest. "Being all supportive and reasonable."

"Oh, we can be very supportive," Ravenna purred, her taloned foot finding his under the table. "In many ways."

Over the half hour, the conversation shifted to lighter topics, punctuated by increasingly shameless flirting. Gemma, deep in her logical mode, left as soon as she had finished eating. By the time Gabriel stood to return to the project, his earlier frustration had evaporated, replaced by a renewed sense of determination and warmth that had nothing to do with the afternoon temperature.

"Thank you," he said, looking between them. "Both of you. I needed that."

"Any time," Ravenna said with a satisfied smirk. "Though I expect you to show your gratitude later."

Raquel just grinned and gave him a little wave, her tail still wagging. "Good luck with the tower!"

Albrecht had barely moved since Gabriel left, the tomatsu's eyes bulging out of his head as he slowly turned a page. Gabriel gave him a couple of minutes, then cleared his throat.

"Not yet," Albrecht protested. "I'm about to find out who the father is!"

After roughly another minute, he closed the book and looked up. "That was quite the unexpected twist."

"Doesn't the title of the book give away the answer?"

"Hmm?" Albrecht looked at the cover. "Oh, right. She had four different professors. Each one was a different dinosaur, so we didn't know which one knocked her up until the egg hatched."

Gabriel raised an eyebrow. "She laid an egg?"

"Yeah, a big one." Albrecht chuckled. "It was a whole chapter, on account of her being a human. I didn't know there were so many ways to describe something being stretched so ludicrously. I was feeling light-headed. Oh, it was twins, by the way. One was a Stegosaurus baby, and the other was a Carnotaurus baby."

"Huh." Gabriel scratched his head. "I don't think that's how it works."

"It doesn't." Albrecht put his book away. "Carnotaurus and Stegosaurus didn't exist at the same time, but I guess that's why we lean on suspension of disbelief. Still, it almost knocked me right out of the story."

"That's what almost ruined it for you? Not having two different dinosaurs in one egg?"

The tomatsu shrugged, then adjusted his spectacles. "They're man-sized dinosaurs knocking up a college woman trying to get her Doctorate in Biomimicry. Shall we begin on our cooling system?"

Grateful for the change in topic, Gabriel nodded. "Let's go."

They spent the next few hours working closely together, creating the cooling tower in three twenty-three-foot-long sections that could be slotted together at the end. Gemma paused her work of preparing roofing braces to watch as Gabriel summoned intricate pipes that weaved through each other like braided rope. The metal cost was high enough, but the mana cost had Gabriel wondering just how close to his own limits he would get.

Once the three segments were done, Gemma helped Gabriel weld individual sections together. By the time they were done, he had a headache. Fortunately, the cooling tower was no longer one of them: it shimmered with a sickly light as the final pieces were slotted together.

New Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Tortured Cooling Apparatus (Modular)
Mana Cost: 30 per 5 feet of total assigned square footage
Range: 15 feet
Requirements: 8 Metal Essence, 2 Earth Essence (per 5 feet of total assigned square footage)
Casting Time: 5 minutes
Description: Constructs a cooling apparatus with one purpose – to keep the nightmarish Reclaimer from overheating. Could this design be used elsewhere? Could it, maybe, be used in conjunction with other tools to create a truly Epic heat sink that would make every physics junkie lose their shit?
Well, yes. But not for free, duh.
Warning: There is a SMALL chance for catastrophic failure. Don’t operate around children. Or with your delicate bits.
Schematic Discovery Experience: 800
Experience to Level 18: 13,746 of 15,000
Advanced Construction and Engineering Advancement: +10% (New Total: +41%)


Albrecht came over to read the details with him. "For obvious reasons, I have zero desire to be on a ladder," he repeated, clacking his claw for emphasis. "We install this tomorrow, assuming the weather cooperates."

Gabriel looked at the sixty pages of nightmare instructions spread across the ground, then at the distant hill where the Reclaimer waited, barely visible through the drizzle. Building this thing had been hell.

His gut sank as he realized the installation was going to be even worse.


Milestone 11: New Quests


New Quest: Use Etchsteel

Details: Use etchsteel in any manual craft in tandem with Ravenna or Gemma.

Reward: Schematic upgrades that allow you to “toggle” hardness and softness in any devices made with etchsteel. Essentially, this will allow you to automate the creation of nuanced designs and is a prerequisite for automatic arcane creations.

New Quest: Enchant Etchsteel

Details: Add an enchantment pattern to etchsteel. This must be done by hand.

Reward: Schematics that use etchsteel may now include complex arcane circuitry that allows your Tablet to automate or direct many of their functions remotely.


Chapter 57: Mischievous Experimentation


Gemma and Raquel took Gabriel aside that night to discuss the upcoming wedding plans.

“We wanted to know what you think the ceremony should include,” Raquel asked, one ear folded as they settled on the living room couch. Ravenna, happy to give the trio space and equally eager to spend time alone studying, had taken an early shower before retiring to another bedroom.

Sandwiched between his lovers, Gabriel considered the question. “I want it to be more than a few words. On Earth, there are usually witnesses there, friends and family. And an exchange of vows. Sometimes there’s music and dancing.”

That earned a delighted sound from Raquel. “We’ve been practicing our Earth dance maneuvers. You will not be let down, Sire.”

“I’m sure,” he said, confident the results would be, at the very least, amusing.

Gemma, resting a hand on his thigh, leaned in to nuzzle his shoulder. “We should invite the local magical beasts. The birds, the slugs, and so on. Emyra will be present through us, and Serafina through our necklaces.”

At the mention of her name, the High Priestess spoke from between Gemma’s breasts. “And when you free me, future husband, we will have a proper ceremony in the capital city. One for us. And one for all your wives, however many choose to be with you.”

“What about the ones I choose?” he retorted playfully. “Don’t I get a say in the matter?”

“Of course you do, my darling.”

“Was she just placating me?” he asked Gemma.

“Maybe, a little,” the Elemental replied with a wry grin. “Reckon you’re likely to say no if Ravenna or Una want to marry in, too? Assumin’ they have good chemistry and get along well with the rest of us?”

“Well, no, but…”

“Then what are you arguing about?” Serafina cut in with an affectionate laugh. “Now, back to practical matters. This wedding is about forging a bond before the Fates. Emyra’s will come later. If it helps, think of them as two types: harems are a political construct. Marriage is a romantic one. Blending the two is often encouraged but not required. I suggest your ceremony remain small and simple, to not distract from the immediate needs of our people.”

Gabriel eyed Gemma’s chest where the pendant lay. “I love them both. Starting an official harem has to mean something. I’m fine holding off the major bells and whistles until we’re further along with reclaiming the Islands, but it shouldn’t mean any less.”

“I can see the fire in your eyes, future husband,” Serafina purred. “That stare. No wonder Ravenna loves it so much when you take charge. You will use it on me soon, won’t you?”

“Don’t change the topic. We’re going to need a few days to prepare. I still want to come see you, and we’re trying to make progress on the Reclaimer, the kitchen, and the boat.”

“Shall we have it in a week?” Raquel suggested. “That gives us time to make progress on practical matters and lets me work with Gemma and Ravenna on beautifying the area for the ceremony?”

At his inquisitive look, she elaborated, “We’re priestesses of nature. Adding flowers to things is kind of what we do.”

That earned her a warm grin. “Sure. It’ll give me time to work on a side project or two of my own. A week it is.”

With that discussion out of the way, Raquel rose and leaned down to kiss him. Then she padded down the hall to the room where Ravenna was still busy with her books.

Gabriel frowned, watching her go, until he felt Gemma stir against him. “We’ve decided it’s important to have a few simple nights. Just celebrating our individual relationships. I trust you don’t mind, do ya, sugar?”

He did not at all.

"I've been thinkin'.”

"That's usually dangerous."

"Hush." She shifted, swinging one leg over his lap to straddle him. The move put her face inches from his, and her fingers walked up his chest with teasing slowness. "You've been workin' yourself ragged, darlin'. Buildin', plannin', worryin'. When's the last time you had some fun?"

"This morning seemed pretty fun."

"That was nice." Her nose wrinkled. "I'm talkin' about fun."

Before he could ask what she meant, she kissed him. Not the tender reunion of their shower, but something hungrier. Her tongue swept against his, and her hips rolled against his growing hardness. Mmmmph. When she pulled back, her lips were swollen and her breathing quick.

"Catch me," she whispered, and launched herself off his lap, running towards the bedroom.

Gabriel blinked. Then instinct kicked in and he was moving, boots pounding against the floor as he chased her down the short hallway. She was fast, but he was faster. His enhanced Strength translated to speed when he pushed it. He caught her around the waist just as she reached the bed.

"Caught you."

"Did you?" Her elbow found his ribs. Not hard enough to hurt, but enough to loosen his grip. She spun in his arms and shoved his chest with both hands.

Whump!

His back hit the mattress. One second, he was standing; the next, she was straddling his chest, blonde curls wild around her face, wearing a grin that could only be described as victorious.

"Too slow, darlin'."

"I wasn't ready."

"Excuses." She pinned his wrists above his head, though they both knew he could break her grip. Heat radiated from her palms. Not enough to burn, but enough to remind him what she was capable of. "Question is, you gonna do somethin' about it?"

The challenge ignited instincts refined during his time with Ravenna. Surging upward, he used his augmented attributes and combat skills to reverse their positions. One fluid motion put her beneath him, wrists captured in his hand, her chest heaving.

"Better," she breathed.

"Thought so."

She didn't stay pinned for long. Her knee found his hip and pushed, using leverage he hadn't anticipated. They rolled across the bed in a tangle of limbs. She fought for top, he fought to keep her down, and somewhere in the struggle her t-shirt came off.

Riiiiip!

Neither of them paused to question when that had happened.

What followed was unlike anything they'd shared before. Athletic, competitive, punctuated by breathless laughter and playful taunts. Every time Gabriel pinned her, Gemma found some new angle, some shift of her hips or twist of her shoulders that put them back on even footing. Stone armor flickered at the edges of her skin. Not fully manifesting, but lending her joints unexpected rigidity.

"Cheater," he accused, trapping her face-down on the mattress.

"Resourceful." She wiggled her ass against his aching erection. "There's a difference."

He yanked her remaining clothes off with more haste than finesse. She returned the favor when she slipped free again, nails raking down his back as she stripped him. By the time they were both naked, the sheets were destroyed and Gabriel was breathing hard.

That gave him pause. His Endurance stat was substantial. He shouldn't be this winded.

Gemma noticed and laughed, a low, knowing sound. "Somethin' wrong?"

"You're not tired at all."

"Nope." She prowled toward him on hands and knees. Her expression screamed some secret that she wasn’t going to elaborate on, and any thought of demanding elaboration ended as her hand found his shaft and began slow-stroking. “Why, are you suggestin’ you’re ready to end the night early?”

He grabbed her wrist, stilling her motion. "Not a chance."

She pushed him onto his back and climbed up his body. But she didn't stop at his hips. She kept going, knees bracketing his shoulders, until she hovered directly over his face.

"I've been wantin' to try this." Her breath hitched even as she hesitated to bring her full weight down. He took command from below, forestalling any further communication as he gripped her thighs and pulled her down to his mouth.

Her soaking wet pussy slid across his face, the heat between her thighs an inviting furnace.

"Oh fuck..." Her voice cracked as his tongue found her clit and her flavor and aroma flooded his senses. It was musky and clean and sweet, and so very distinctly her.

He explored thoroughly, alternating broad strokes with focused attention on the sensitive bundle of nerves that made her thighs tremble. When he sealed his lips around her clit and sucked, she flopped forward. Bending in half, her pert breasts brushing his thighs, her stomach rippled against his cock as she heaved in deep breaths.

"Ahhh! Gabriel, yes... right there..."

Her hips moved, grinding against his face in an instinctive rhythm. He let her set the pace, using his grip to guide but not control. The position was intense: her weight pressing down, her heat surrounding him, the wet sounds of his mouth filling the room.

As her first orgasm of the night approached, she arched up again. He could imagine the view: her perky breasts pointed to the sky, her athletic body trembling as each muscle stood in stark relief as the mounting orgasm threatened to tear through her control.

"Harder," she half-begged, half-demanded.

He obliged, increasing pressure until she was gasping, keening, her whole body tensing...

"Ohhh! Ohhhhhh! YESSSSS!"

She came with a cry that probably woke every sleeping animal in half a mile. Her thighs clamped around his head as she shuddered through the climax, and he didn't let up, working her through the aftershocks until she pulled at his hair.

"Stop... nnngh... too sensitive..."

Still, he did not relent. Her earlier look, one of mysterious challenge, pushed him beyond his normal considerations. As she collapsed sideways on the bed, her curls plastered to her forehead, he remained between her thighs.

Clamping his hands against her squeezing legs, the muscles threatening to pop his head like a watermelon, he added to the oral assault.

“Sttttooooppp, Gabriel, please. Please…oh…goddess. Oh, goddess. Not…. ohhhhh!”

It wasn’t until after he’d taken three from her that he finally relented, moving onto his back next to the panting, flushed woman. Eventually, after several minutes of heavy breathing, she managed to pant, “That was so worth it.”

He gave her a smug grin.

“Oh, shut up,” she retorted, smacking his chest as she reached for him again. “It’s your turn.”

Her payback was glorious. She used her mouth, her hands, even the supernatural warmth of her palms in ways that had him gripping the sheets and swearing. As he neared the edge, she straddled him and pulled his cock into her furnace of a pussy in a single, smooth motion.

They both groaned as tight, wet heat enveloped him. "I want you inside me when you come."

That wasn’t going to be a problem.

She rode him hard, hips snapping with athletic grace, her enhanced stamina apparent in every tireless motion. Slap. Slap. Slap. Gabriel thrust up to meet her, their bodies connecting with enough force to rock the bed frame. He reached up to palm her breasts, rolling her nipples between his fingers.

"More," she gasped. "Give me more."

He sat up, wrapping his arms around her, and changed their angle. Now she bounced in his lap, his cock hitting deeper with each downstroke. Her arms wound around his neck.

"You feel so damn good," she breathed against his ear. "So deep... ahhhh... right there..."

"Mmmm," she came again, inner walls clenching.

This time, he came with her.

But that was not the end.

Half an hour became an hour. An hour became two. She came twice more, her voice growing hoarse. Far beyond any limits she’d revealed before, Gemma barely flagged. Never had Gabriel’s full capacity been so tested, not with a single one of his lovers. Either the Glyph had a hidden, secret bonus, or there was something deeply suspicious going on. He found himself digging deep, the pleasure melding with raw, stubborn discipline.

Finally, as she collapsed for the fourth time, she gave him a heavy-lidded look. “Hrm. Getting there. Might only have one or two left in me.”

Sliding a hand between her thighs, Gabriel led his fingertips lower. “If you’re going to be this stubborn about being worn out, I’d say it’s about time to try experimenting further, wouldn’t you?”

Her reply was a groan. “About damn time.”

With a firm tug, he flipped her over. Her pert, pale ass glowed in the moonlight as he straddled between her thighs. “I’ll start with fingers, then go from there.”

She nodded into a pillow, trusting him.

After a dozen cumulative orgasms, the woman’s everything was slick. He started with one finger, then two. As expected, the woman’s ass redefined the word ‘vice’ to every possible degree. Hot, clenching urgency drew him in as he got her ready.

"Ohhhhh," she moaned as he stretched her. “That’s…really nice.”

By the time he pressed the head of his cock against her back entrance, she was trembling.

"Breathe," he murmured, and pushed inside.

"Nnnggghhhh!"

Tight. Impossibly, almost painfully, tight. He paused with just the tip inside, giving her time.

"Oh goddess," Gemma breathed. "That's... a lot."

"Want me to stop?"

"Want you to move."

He pressed deeper, inch by careful inch, until fully seated. The sensation was overwhelming. Different from before, more intense and even hotter. Her muscular ass cheeks added to the sensation, their fullness against his pelvis an unexpected delight.

When he moved, they both lost coherent speech.

"Ahhhh! Ahhhhh! Ohhhhhh!" Gemma's moans became primal, wordless sounds of pleasure. “More, don’t…stop….”

He couldn't have stopped if he'd wanted to.

This time, when she came, it was different, almost feral. Her cries were deeper, body shaking far more consuming, and the clenching pushed him over yet another precipice.

"YESSSSS!" she screamed. “Goddess, yes! Gabriel, fill my ass!”

He did, adding his own sounds of pleasure to the night as she milked him for every drop, and then some.

They collapsed together, a sweaty tangle on ruined sheets. For long moments, neither could speak.

"Okay," Gemma managed, voice muffled by the pillow. "You win."

"Win what?"

"Whatever this was. I can't move."

He laughed, rolling onto his back and pulling her against his side. "Going to tell me how you lasted so long?”

“You don’t think it was Emyra’s blessing?” she managed a weak grin.

"Having my doubts."

"Well, a woman never tells all her secrets. Besides, you loved it."

He did.

They lay there as breathing slowed, the storm outside providing a gentle backdrop. Eventually, Gemma stirred enough to pull a blanket over them.

"Hey," she said softly.

"Mm?"

"Thank you. For all of this. For always makin' me feel like I'm the only woman in the world, even when I'm not." She pressed a kiss to his chest. "You're gonna be a good husband, Gabriel Burk."

The words settled into his heart like warm stones. "And you're going to be an amazing wife."

Sleep settled in, heavy and happy. But not before two familiar bodies came sneaking into the bedroom. The last thing he heard before darkness claimed him was Ravenna remarking, “If that’s how good butt-stuff is, I’m definitely going to have some.”

“Me too!” Raquel chimed in.


Chapter 58: The Moan-ument Rises


The very first thing Gabriel did the next morning was to go straight to the shower and bring his character sheet up.

New Levels Gained: 2
Unassigned Attributes: 30 (Max assignment per attribute: 12)
Unassigned Skill Points: 20


He’d been positively euphoric at the two new levels and had planned to increase both Foresight and Presence considerably. Last night had changed things. If Gemma and, presumably, the other girls, were using feminine magic to extend their stamina, it could only mean the worst.

The cold war, well…hot war…was escalating. And he had to be better prepared.

“Lucielle,” he whispered, hoping to keep his machinations private. “Would the Fates give me the same benefits as Strength if I get Presence and Intelligence to sixty-nine?”

“Yup!” she replied, not bothering to modulate her cheerful exuberance. “They love encouraging little bits of creativity.”

“Okay. But here’s the problem. I’ve already gotten my Endurance too high. What are my options to get a similar buff?”

“Uh.” She hesitated, the Tablet pulsing between thoughtful shades of blue to amused pink. “The next time they’ll give you a similar offer will be at a hundred and sixty-nine, I’m afraid.”

Damn it. So much for an easy victory. It also meant he’d basically need to get his main attributes all to sixty-nine, then stop until Endurance hit one hundred sixty-nine. That was, if he was determined to be as durable as possible. For, uh, combat and building things.

…And to not be outmaneuvered by an increasingly competitive harem of athletic priestesses.

But that wasn’t the main reason.

Nope, not one bit.

“We’re putting a full twelve in Endurance. One in Presence. Three in Intelligence.”

“And the remaining fourteen?”

“Eleven in Foresight. Three in Grace.”

Ding!

Attribute Changes Accepted.
New Attribute Totals (And Advantages)
ATTRIBUTES
Strength - 69
Grace - 62 (+3): You now move 30% faster even in rough terrain. The distance you may jump or fall and suffer no damage has been increased by 25%.
Endurance - 100 (+12): You now gain 25 hit points per level. You have an additional 5% bonus to total hit points. Your total hit points have been increased to 457. You regenerate 25% of your health every hour. You need 4 hours less sleep per night. You take 70% longer to become fatigued or exhausted from strenuous activity.
Presence - 69 (+1): 25% bonus to the attribute for all social actions related to your territory.
Foresight - 69 (+11): 25% bonus to the attribute for all strategic actions related to your territory; the time and effort it takes to innovate new designs and generate Schematics from plausible plans has been reduced by 30%; this is synergistic with Advanced Construction and Engineering up to a maximum of a 50% total reduction.
Intelligence - 69 (+3): 25% bonus to the attribute for any activity related to thoughtful applications related to your territory – yes, this can synergize with a lot of cool stuff; skills now improve an additional 5% faster.


Seeing the ‘maximum fifty percent’ total reduction, Gabriel adjusted his plans for skills. He put nine points into Advanced Construction and Engineering, which maxed the cumulative benefits of both. In theory, this would allow him to produce arcane Schematics with Ravenna in hours or days that would have otherwise taken, well, twice as long.

More, if synergies came into play.

“I’ll put six points into Civil Engineering, but we’re going to rotate that out next level.”

“And the remaining five?” Lucielle asked.

“Combat Tactics. Since all my Glyph skills go off my highest one, it pays to keep that one capped out.”

“Got it.”

New Skill Totals (And Benefits)
Combat Tactics: 33 (+5) – 99% increased critical strike chance. Note: Just a reminder that there are like, a bajillion ways to reduce this number, so having above 100% is legitimately useful.
Combat Mobility: 26
Advanced Construction and Engineering: 20 (+9) - Development/construction time reduced: 10%. New Skill Benefit – Schematic Broadening: 20% (Max benefit when combined with your boosted Intelligence score – Nice!)
Crafts (Global): 12
Civil Engineering: 15 (+6) - Global benefit to productivity, morale, and commerce: 15% Note: Further improvements to this skill will have greatly diminishing returns.


“Gabriel, are you staying in there because you’d like some company?” Ravenna’s call came right as the Tablet pulsed energizing magic into him.

Mind open, awareness supercharged, and energy reserves replenished to overflowing, he replied without thinking. “Of course I am.”

As if Gemma hadn’t damn near soloed him like a Dark Souls sex boss the night before.

And that was how their day was delayed an extra hour, since once Ravenna joined him, Raquel just had to as well.

***

The clouds had thinned enough to let occasional sunlight through, though the ground remained muddy from days of rain. Gabriel took it as a good omen.

After the shower diversion, the whole group had decided to trek to the Ecived Sellebanna. They brought a wagon of supplies, the intact Apparatus they’d created the previous day, and Bebop. The golem was well-stocked with Earth Essence, which could be useful for a variety of applications. Along the way, they stopped briefly to chat with the grazing Citrinan horses. The animals were very curious about the Reclaimer and ended up falling in with Raquel.

When they drew near to the priestess, she erupted in a soft glow. The light spread to the horses as well, earning sounds of delighted surprise.

Gabriel was ready for it this time. He explained Emyra’s First Anchor, reasoning that it had interacted with Raquel’s abilities only when the Citrinan horses drew near.

Delighted at the upgrade, Raquel declared she would, ‘Never leave Sire’s side ever again!’ then immediately proceeded to run around with the animals, dipping in and out of the hundred-foot aura multiple times on their way to the top of the hill.

Bjorna paused as they neared the machine. Her nostrils flared, and she stamped a foot. With Raquel nearby, the stamp drove the horse’s hoof eight inches into the hard soil. It earned a soft sound of surprise, before she said, "This device is an atrocity. I thought I would hate it less up close."

"Why would you hate it less up close?" Gemma asked.

The horse snorted. "It makes the whole hill look like a giant tit from far away. I find it a bit silly."

"Well, once the tower goes up, it'll look much better... ish." Gabriel gestured at the otherworldly, utterly unholy abomination that could only have been invented by the most twisted mind ever. Hesitating, he frowned, rethinking what he’d been about to say. "And if not, maybe we'll put up a fence around it. A tall one."

Using a pair of Schematics and lumber from the wagon, Gabriel constructed a short flight of stairs along with a viewing platform over one of the arms. Once that was in place, he and Gemma worked to redeploy the working Apparatus he’d made by hand around the Reclaimer.

It was a painstaking, nerve-wracking half an hour. After, they used several precious gallons of salvaged oil as lubricant. For what? They didn’t know; the instructions were just clear: ‘Lube. Add lube. Always use lube. No, spit doesn’t work!’

With that done, Albrecht kicked off his part of the process. Water vapor condensing around his outstretched limbs, he channeled tomatsu magic into the structure. After a few seconds, the chubby-cheeked engineer exhaled a long breath. “Oh, golly. This is difficult.”

At his words, frost burst into view along the exterior tower. It rose in a column, blotting out the afternoon sun like an angry starfish god. One made of ice and steam.

The horses made thoughtful sounds, Erick asking, “Is it cold out, or is it just me?”

A female answered, “It sure feels a bit nipply out.”

A third neighed. "I bet I could cut glass right now!"

They fell into a riot of equine laughter, that made Gabriel roll his eyes.

Albrecht threw a glance toward the horses, then stage-whispered at him. "Do horse nipples get stiff in cold temperatures?"

"I honestly don't know," he replied. The horses were now playing a game of 'Run Around the Tit.' "But I bet it's covered in one of your books."

"Bah. Pages of exposition detailing horse cock, sure. But nipples? They never mention them. Honestly, a shame. Men’s romance? All about the boob. Women’s romance? The cock. I feel like there should be room for some crossover there."

Gabriel did not feel there was room for a crossover. “Never cross the streams, Albrecht. C’mon man. I don’t read that stuff and even I know that.”

By the time the tower was fully erected, the horses had worn themselves out or grown bored enough to turn their attention to munching grass nearby. The tower shifted and locked into place before settling. The nightmarish thing looked about as stable as a bit of mutated dandelion fluff. It even swayed in the breeze, and it wasn’t even that forceful a wind. Gabriel guessed it was maybe three miles an hour. Tops.

He and Gemma took a break for some water as Albrecht climbed down the platform and stood nearby.

Click! Grrr!

A side of the Reclaimer oriented on them, an aperture opening. An icon next to it depicted a cat with its butt in the air.

“Oh! I know this one,” Lucielle announced from his Tablet. “It wants direct application of oil. You have some left, right?”

Gemma shook the plastic tank. “About a third left. How much should I use?”

“Probably all of it,” Albrecht answered. “I’d assume it’s a heat distribution thing. Maybe something… you know, thermal, for deep connections?”

She crossed to the opening and applied the nozzle, tipping the can carefully. Viscous liquid caught the light, gleaming amber and gold as it vanished within the orifice.

"You knoooow," she said, her drawl stretching the words like taffy, "it ain’t true what the instructions said. About lube. Some of us are just built different, aren’t we girls?" She looked over at Ravenna and Raquel, both of which had been engaged in deep conversation for most of the setup.

The two didn’t miss a beat. “Sire gets me soooo wet I splash when I walk,” Raquel announced, totally unconcerned about a potential audience.

Ravenna went with the far more discrete, “To say this device has no concept of what a man like Gabriel can do with his mere presence is an understatement.”

“Do none of you have any concept of discretion?” Gabriel growled, not really complaining.

They, in fact, did not.

“Who is going to care, darlin’?” Gemma asked, waving. “It’s just us and the horses. And Dawkie and Albrecht. But they don’t really count, do they?”

Albrecht sputtered. “I absolutely count. So does Dawkie. We’re fully fledged masculine figures who merit authentic compassion. What if I was offended at your harem hijinks? What if I were jealous? Have you ever thought about that?”

“Are you?” Gabriel asked, fighting a smirk.

“Well, no. Not in the least. But I refuse to be seen as anything less than I am.”

Walking over, Gabriel patted the tomatsu’s shoulder reassuringly. “Albrecht, you’re the best. I really mean that. And I totally see you as a fully capable, rational male. You and Dawkie both.”

The anaconda made a happy sound, the mostly repaired hat jouncing atop his head ridiculously.

Splorch!

A thick, wet sound interrupted their discussion.

Frowning, Gabriel looked over to see oil pouring out of pores he’d never noticed before. His Tablet, guided by Lucielle, flitted over as if magnetized, blocky text appearing on the surface.

“Is that Bob Big Block Letter Font?” Ravenna asked, intrigued, as Gabriel read.

ECIVED SELLEBANNA RECLAIMER v4.2.0
Initializing core systems...
[OK.]
Loading personality matrix...
[I'M STILL A FUCKING PEACH.]
Checking for updates...
[FAILED - Oh well. I was just going to look at porn anyway.]
Scanning for Beast Seed compatibility...
[OK... ish.]
Scanning for Monster Seed compatibility…
[THAT'S A TOMORROW PROBLEM.]
Verifying structural integrity...
[MODERATE CONCERN - Those dents are still there. Rude.]
Calculating optimal operational parameters...
Cooling system partially installed


"What do you mean by partially?" Gabriel demanded. He looked up at the tower. "According to your diagram, that's where it goes!"

The machine rumbled, and he heard gears whirring inside of it. The temperature around him was growing hot again. "Albrecht! It's overheating!"

"On it." The tomatsu interlaced his fingers with his claw, then assumed a meditative position as he poured fresh cold into the machine.

A glitch slid across the Tablet interface.

[Oh, Forceful. We appreciate a nerd who knows what he wants. Be sure to buy us dinner after!]
Initiating full install protocol.


The screen flickered repeatedly as the ground rumbled beneath them. The tips of the starfish arms lifted from the ground and started spewing out copious amounts of dirt in every direction, causing the horses to flee down the hill. Gabriel backed up to get a better view of what was happening, but by then, the machine was done shooting dirt everywhere.

"What the hell—" was all he managed when the machine let out a moan.

Nnnnnnnnnnng... ohhhhhhhhhhhhhh.


The tower up above trembled and sank into the device, squeezing down and likely into what was a hollowed-out core beneath the machine. For whatever reason, the very feminine moan coming from the Ecived Sellebanna was the result of the tower squeezing past its inner workings. Everyone just stood and watched with a mixture of curiosity and horror as the sound rang across the valley.

Mmmmm... mmmmmm... ah! Ahhh!


Gemma's face had gone beet red, and she was now looking at Gabriel with open lust. Nearby, Raquel was whimpering, “Still sore from this morning but I want Sire again.” Beside her, Ravenna started to nod, then caught herself when she saw him looking. Pride wouldn’t let her admit it. Apparently, an audience was only okay for some things.

Even Gabriel had to admit the sound was turning him on a little. How on earth did a machine make a noise like this? Most of the horses had left out of embarrassment. At least, he hoped that was why.

Annghhhh... anghhhhh...


The machine vented a giant cloud of steam into the sky as the last bit of tower suddenly slammed home into the ground.

Uwwwwuuuuuuuu!


"Okay, now I know you're fucking with me." Disgruntled, Gabriel walked up to the machine and let out a loud sigh. "You had better be—"

DING!

Quest Complete: Properly install a cooling tower.
Rewards: Baseline functions of the Ecived Sellebanna Reclaimer have been restored. Aren't you glad you had all that oil? It would have taken days, otherwise.


The Ecived Sellebanna rumbled deeply, followed by its flesh peeling apart as multiple pipes, levers, and dials erupted all around him. He took a step back as the words REBOOTING flashed on the screen, followed by his Tablet being unceremoniously spat out at him. The device bounced off the ground and then shook itself off before hiding behind him like a startled puppy.

Gabriel just stared at the Reclaimer, completely lost for words. "What? No Solitaire or Freecell?" he deadpanned.

The machine blew a raspberry, then spat out a deck of cards from the Tablet gash, which smacked Albrecht in the head so hard that his glasses fell off.

Before Gabriel could check on the tomatsu, the screen flickered one last time.

COMPUTATIONAL REFRACTORY PERIOD
ESTIMATED RECOVERY: 18-24 HOURS
Details: Don't look at me like that. Some of us actually need to recover, unlike you puffed-up Tablet Wielders.


Gabriel stared at the message, then at the now-silent machine. "Did it just tell me it needs to rest? Because of the moaning? Also, how does it know if I need to recover?"

Lucielle’s light blinked. It was the equivalent of a magical eye twitch. "I'm not going to speculate on the internal processes of an eldritch starfish machine, Gabriel."

Albrecht rubbed the growing bump on his forehead, retrieving his glasses from the mud. "At least it's functional. I think."

"I think" was about as confident as any of them felt. Gabriel helped Albrecht to his feet, and they made their way back down the hill, leaving the Reclaimer to its post-installation recovery.

Behind them, the machine let out one last, satisfied sigh.


Milestone 12: Updated Character Sheet


Note: Good ole Gabriel has applied his stats for 2 new levels, so it’s time to pop out an updated version! As always, feel free to skip ahead if you’re not into the bolts and…well, you know.

Name: Gabriel Burk

Class: King of the Fae Islands (Legendary; Twin Class; Glyph-Style Progression)

Level 17 Changes

Total Experience: 124,246

Experience to Level 18: 13,746 of 15,000

Core Statistics

Glyph Slots: 8 (Increases to 10 at Level 25)

Hit Points: 457 (10 base + 425 for 17 levels + 5% bonus for reaching 100 Endurance); Regenerates 30%/hour (25% of current Endurance of 100 + 5% bonus for reaching 100 Endurance)

Mana: 598 (10 base + 289 for 17 levels, doubled by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King); Regenerates 43%/hour (50% of current Presence of 69, enhanced by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King)

***

Attributes

Strength – 69: Divine Amusement Bonus: +25% bonus for activities related to fertility, building, or defending territory.

Grace – 62 (+3): Increases movement speed and dodge chance.

Endurance – 100 (+12): Major Milestone: +5% total HP bonus, +5% bonus health regen, and sleep requirement reduced to 4 hours. Fatigue reduced by 70%. You now gain 25 hit points per level. Your total hit points have been increased to 457.

Presence – 69 (+1): Divine Amusement Bonus: +25% bonus to social/diplomatic actions related to your territory.

Foresight – 69 (+11): Divine Amusement Bonus: +25% bonus to strategic actions. 30% reduction in time and effort to innovate designs (Synergizes with Advanced Construction and Engineering up to 50% max).

Intelligence – 69 (+3): Divine Amusement Bonus: +25% bonus to thoughtful applications. Skills improve 5% faster. You now gain 17 mana per level. Your total mana has been increased to 299. Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King has doubled this to 598.

***

Active Skills

Combat Tactics – 33 (+5): Critical strike bonus increases to 99%.

Combat Mobility – 26: Dodge chance is increased to 26%, and weird movement is increased to 78%.

Advanced Construction and Engineering – 20 (+9): Maximized: 10% reduction in construction time. Schematic Broadening: 20% easier to trigger new Schematic acquisition. Progress to Next Skill Point: 41%

Civil Engineering – 15 (+6): Provides a 15% global benefit to productivity, morale, and commerce. (At diminishing returns).

Crafts (Global) – 12: Equivalent of ~2.4 years of training in all common and uncommon crafts, including monstrous variants.

Glyph Skills

All Glyph skills automatically match the highest active skill rank of 33 and require the listed glyph to be active.

Stealth (Glyph of the Scout): 10 mana for 10 min invisibility, 1 min cooldown; +5 bonus when Survival skill active.

Diplomacy (Glyph of Diplomacy): World lore and region knowledge; resistance to influence effects.

Arcane Knowledge (Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King): General knowledge of magical concepts and spells.

Monsterlore (Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering): Familiarity with monstrous biology, culture, and construction.

Swim (Epic Glyph of Leviathan’s Wake): Swim faster. This is the same effect as the standard Swim skill.

Inactive Skills

Field Medicine: 10

Survival: 21

Herbalism: 20

Siege Smith: 21

***

Current Glyph Configuration (8 slots)

Note: Swapping to a different glyph takes 8 hours. The current configuration may still be used during the wait.

Visionary Path

Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-2)

Glyph of the Golem Gatherer

Glyph of the Architect (V1)

Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King

Strategist Path

Glyph of Terraforming

Glyph of the Survivalist

Glyph of Elemental Warding

Emyra’s First Anchor (Divine)


Chapter 59: Dirty Hole Shovin’


Gabriel looked at the cloudy sky and calculated the time. It was nearing noon, which meant half the day was already behind them. He wanted to go see Serafina, which meant a two- or three-hour hike. There was also the matter of the kitchen, which he had to be involved in. Even with the bonuses to make earning Schematics faster, he couldn't simply allow Gemma to do all the work by herself.

"How much of the kitchen is done?" he asked her, as motion caught his attention.

Ravenna was walking closer to study the Reclaimer, while Raquel galloped playfully with the horses. They appeared to be playing some sort of game, maybe tag? But at some point, the participants had to run in circles shouting, "Magic! Is! Friendship!" at the top of their lungs.

"Most of the foundation," the Elemental replied. "I'd say if you can spare four or five hours and some mana, we can have it integrated."

"The new pressure valve Schematics, and the heating runes will make it a lot easier."

"They will. If only you had a waste disposal option."

Ding!

"Oh, look here!" Lucielle called, bouncing his Tablet into view.

Notice: The Fates are happy to help with the basics.
Quest: Earn a disposal system.
Details: Shovel 300 pounds of waste into a hole. Which hole? Be creative, but it must be 500 feet away from your settlement.
Reward: Schematic of Compaction and Schematic of Immolation


Gabriel's heightened, strategic mind saw more than one possibility from earning Schematics that could break down and destroy trash. Recognizing an opportunity, he'd be remiss to pass up, he addressed Gemma's breasts.

"Serafina, do you mind if I come to visit you tomorrow? After we get the kitchen up?"

Her reply was a mixture of amusement and longing. "I've seen your Tablet. We both know you don't need to sleep. Come after you finish."

"Wording aside, that's do-able." Raquel might have expectations for tonight, but he doubted she could handle much after this morning.

"A perfect negotiation. I'll wear bells. That is the human saying, yes?"

He chuckled. "Close enough."

With the rest of the day planned, and both Raquel and Ravenna busy with their own projects, Gabriel and Gemma devoted themselves to the kitchen. First, came the quest.

"Five hundred feet," he muttered, surveying their settlement. The main house, workshop, and storage buildings clustered together in what had become a genuine homestead. "That's going to put us past the tree line."

Gemma stood beside him, hands on her hips, studying the terrain with her analytical expression. "Wind direction matters. We don't want anythin' driftin' back toward the buildings when it gets hot."

"Good point." He'd been thinking about convenience; she was thinking about practical consequences. This was precisely why they worked well together.

They gathered the necessary supplies: shovels from the workshop, a wagon, and three hundred pounds of accumulated waste that had been sitting in covered containers behind the storage building. The smell when they removed the lids was enough to make Gabriel gag.

"How did I forget waste disposal?" he said, eyes watering.

"Everyone does," Lucielle chimed in helpfully. "But it's important to remember, even with magical priestesses with supernaturally efficient digestion and cleansing water, not every sin can be washed away. Rot happens!"

Gabriel and Gemma both glared at the Tablet.

"Now why'd ya have to word it like that?" Gemma drawled.

"Tee-hee. Because it was funny? Almost like saying my Sellebanna banana would sound out loud."

"But you just said it out loud?" he pointed out.

"Oh. I know. I'm just saying. You know how Albrecht found audiobooks in the salvage?"

"No. He did?"

"He sure did! He listens to them all the time now. Anyway, I was thinking about what it would be like if our lives were turned into a documentary, like ‘True Stories from the Trailer Park’. Can you imagine if I was being voiced by some sultry, super sexy narrator? She'd love saying 'my Sellebanna banana' and it would sound amazing. That's all I'm saying."

Pinching his nose, Gabriel grumbled, "Need I remind all of you that our lives are real, and making meta commentary as if they weren’t undermines the emotional weight of our existence?"

"Naw, honey," Gemma said, pulling her shirt over her mouth. "Comparin' our lives to the dreams of humanity only makes sense. I mean, this entire world is a result of humanity's dreams, ain't it? So, it just makes sense that we'd draw similarities. How does finding meaning in stories deprive our lives of meaning?"

He had to give it to her; she had a point. "You don't have to point it out," he groused, then bent his back to get to work.

The trek to the chosen location took all of five minutes. Gabriel had selected a spot downwind from the settlement, past a stand of purple-leafed trees that would provide a natural barrier. The ground here was rocky but workable.

"Diggy Diggy Hole time," he announced, extending his hand toward the earth.

The Terraforming Schematic activated, consuming one mana per six-foot cube as the ground restructured itself into a neat, deep pit. He cast it three times, creating a hole large enough to serve their needs for months.

"Now comes the fun part," Gemma said flatly.

They shoveled.

Lucielle, apparently deciding this was worth documenting, provided helpful updates from within his Tablet. "Fifty-three pounds transferred. Excellent progress!"

"Not helping," Gabriel grunted, lifting another load.

"Seventy-one pounds. You're really getting the hang of this!"

"Still not helping."

"Oh! Hey! Over here! A low spot!"

"Lucielle."

"Shitti… er, shutting up now!"

The work continued in blessed silence, broken only by the scrape of shovels and occasional gagging sounds. By the time they finished, the sun had moved noticeably across the sky, and Gabriel had developed a profound appreciation for modern Earth sanitation systems. He dumped the final shovelful into the pit with the satisfaction of a man completing an unpleasant but necessary task.

Ding!

His Tablet pulsed with golden light.

Quest Complete: Earn a disposal system.
Personal Note: The Fates would like to congratulate you on your willingness to get your hands dirty. Literally. Very, very literally. We've seen heroes slay dragons with less complaint than you displayed during this endeavor. That said, you persevered, and perseverance deserves reward.
Reward: Magical Schematics of Compaction and Immolation
Discovery Experience Gained: 150
Experience to Level 18: 13,896 of 15,000
Pro tip: The Schematic of Immolation works best when applied AFTER compaction. Unless you enjoy explosions. Which, given your track record with siege weapons, you probably do.


Gabriel examined his new acquisitions. The Compaction Schematic would reduce waste volume by roughly ninety percent, while the Immolation version would safely incinerate what remained. Together, they would transform the entire refuse management process for this and all future settlements.

All told, it was well worth the headaches.

"Of course, we get the easy version after doin' it the hard way," Gemma said, reading over his shoulder.

"The Fates have a sense of humor."

"The Fates are sadists."

He couldn't argue with that assessment.

***

Clean and refreshed after a very necessary dip in the aqueduct, they returned to the settlement to tackle the kitchen.

Gemma had already done the foundation prep work, and it showed. A rectangular outline marked where the new structure would sit, separated from the main house by a carefully measured gap. Drainage channels had been roughed in, leading toward the new waste management system they'd just established.

"I was thinkin' we start with the foundation proper," she said, walking him through her preparations. "Then walls, then the cookin' stations. Plumbing and refrigeration tie-ins come after that. Chimney last, once we can see how the airflow works."

"Makes sense." Gabriel checked his mana pool. He'd recovered most of what he'd spent on the waste pit during their cleanup break. "I should easily be able to cover the major construction."

She handed him a sketch she'd refined from their earlier planning session. "East wall has the primary chimney. West wall gets ventilation to catch the cross-breeze. Double fire pits in the center with stone surrounds."

Gabriel studied the design, appreciating how she'd integrated everything they'd discussed. The floor pitch was subtle but present, directing any spills toward a common drain. The cooking stations were positioned to minimize traffic conflicts. Even the storage areas had been placed where they'd stay coolest.

"What about incorporating waste management?"

"Wanna take a stab at it?" she asked.

He did, modeling a concealed pit with a clever step-and-latch mechanism for access. "Figure four feet deep should be plenty. We can route it to the bathroom, so it all lines up."

Advanced Engineering coupled with Crafts gave him clues on how to plumb in the water efficiently, allowing his waste and what little the girls produced to flow smoothly through the building.

When he was done, Gemma gave him an approving smile. "I'm no plumber, but all of that looks great to me. Ready to go?"

"Yup!"

Using the Universal Foundation schematic in conjunction with Bebop's Earth Essence and their clay reserves, he built a solid stone platform. Not only was it precisely pitched, but it came with integrated drainage channels, plumbing lines, and anchor points for the walls.

"Cleverly done," she observed, crouching to examine a joining. "Even better than the raw design."

"I'm getting skill synergies with my Schematics now," he said, explaining the sudden improvements. "It's like I had to get to a certain point and pick the right skills, and now the magic is almost helping me along."

"Maybe those side quests were enough for the Fates to like you even more," Lucielle suggested.

They went back to work, starting with the walls. Collecting timber she'd prepared during his time away, they moved the pile within range for his abilities. Once they had enough, about ten trees' worth, he set to work. The Weatherized Lincoln Log Wall Schematic made transforming the raw timber into finished planks almost effortless, minus the mana and casting time. Each use produced a ten-by-seven-foot section of interlocked timber. Positioning them according to Gemma's design, he left openings for the door and windows.

Soon enough, the work fell into a comfortable rhythm. Cast, position, verify, cast again.

By the time the walls were up, he'd spent a solid chunk of mana, and they had an enclosed space that smelled of fresh-cut wood.

The cooking stations required more traditional craftsmanship. Gabriel laid out the stone fire ring using his basic construction Schematics while Gemma focused on the fire pits themselves. Her expertise with temperature control made her invaluable here, since she could test heat distribution by simply placing her hands near the stonework and feeling how energy flowed.

"This one needs more draft space," she said, indicating the eastern pit. "Air's gettin' choked before it reaches the fuel."

He adjusted the configuration, adding ventilation channels at the base. When Gemma tested it again, she nodded her approval.

The chimney went up last, positioned on the leeward side as they'd planned. Gabriel used the last of Bebop's stored Earth Essence to construct a proper flue with internal baffling that would prevent downdrafts. The stack-effect calculations he'd run in his head translated through the Schematic, and when Gemma lit a test fire in the eastern pit, the smoke drew cleanly upward without a hint of backdraft.

"Perfect draw," she said, watching the smoke curl into the evening sky. "We did good work today."

Gabriel looked around their completed kitchen. It wasn't fancy, with its rough timber walls, stone floor, and open cooking areas, but it was functional. More than functional. It was a genuine improvement that would make feeding their growing settlement dramatically easier.

Ding!

Settlement Upgrade Complete: You’ve Built a Kitchen!
Tier-2 Schematic Earned: High-Quality Kitchen
Mana Cost: 500
Range: 50 feet
Requirements: 10 Earth Essence, 25 Metal Essence, 15 Water Essence, 12 Fire Essence, 50 Wood Essence
Casting Time: 1 hour
Description: This Schematic creates a kitchen that may be added to any other structure you’ve built. It includes hookups for plumbing, cooking surfaces, a sink, up to 2 separate cooking units (fireplace or stove), cabinetry, storage, and even refrigeration.
Limitations: This version does not include active magical augmentation; you’ll need to install the magical appliances yourself. The inclusion of a stove does not indicate you’ve earned a Schematic for safely cooking food in one. Keep innovating!
Discovery Experience Awarded: 1,000
Bonus: You have earned the Glyph of Cooking (Strategist)
Experience to Level 18: 14,896 of 15,000
Advanced Construction and Engineering: +15%; Current Progress: 56% toward next skill point
"Nice bonus," Gabriel said, skimming to the new glyph. “Oh, wow. This is going to be useful.”
New Glyph Acquired: Glyph of Cooking (Strategist)
Details: You may learn Schematics from cooking and preparing food. These Schematics remain active even when this glyph is disabled. Furthermore, you may use 1 Life Essence to create 1 pound of any non-magical food you’ve previously consumed. This will not trigger a Schematic but can be used to supplement your current diet.


Gemma peeked over his shoulder. “You’ll need to visit Aquilla or send Bebop to visit the Node.”

“Yup. Probably in person first. We want to be sure there’s a straight trek to the Node. Speaking of which, is there a teleportation pad near that one?”

Lucielle hummed. “Nope. Although, I’m sure you can find ways to get an extra one if you put your mind to it.”

“Fair enough.” Dismissing the Tablet, he checked the sky through the window. It was getting late, with only a few hours of daylight remaining.

Gemma followed his gaze. "You should go see her."

"You sure? There's still..."

"Finish what needs finishin', my love." She stepped closer, rising on her toes to kiss his cheek. "I've got cleanup. Raquel's off with the horses, Ravenna's nose-deep in her books. You promised Serafina you'd visit, and I know you well enough to see you've been thinkin' about it all day."

She wasn't wrong. The memory of his last visit to the tower, Serafina's lips, her whispered promises, the soul-deep connection he'd felt through Emyra's blessing. All had been hovering at the edges of his thoughts through every shovelful of waste and every wall section cast.

"I'll be back by morning."

"I know you will." Gemma's smile turned knowing, maybe even a little smug. "Give the High Priestess my regards. And try not to do anythin’ I wouldn't do."

"That's not very helpful, considering you seem pretty much open for anything."

"Exactly."

Gabriel cleaned up, changed into a fresh Hawaiian shirt and board shorts, and set out for the tower as the sun began its descent toward the horizon. The path was familiar now, winding through the forest, across the ancient causeway, and up the winding stairs carved into living rock.

As he walked, he reflected on the absurdity of his day. He'd started by shoveling waste into a hole. He'd built a kitchen from raw materials and magical will. And now he was climbing to visit an imprisoned High Priestess who'd promised to wear bells for him.

“Honestly, I love my life.”

Lucielle glowed bright, happy orange. “Now, let’s build enough protections to make sure no one comes and messes with it.”

He grumbled. “You had to say it, didn’t you?”

Still, she had a point. Every day he had to build and work with the girls was a gift. One he couldn’t squander, no matter how fast or easily development became.

One settlement was a small, but meaningful step. Eventually, he’d be helping the priestesses restore their islands. Now, that was going to be some hard work.


Chapter 60: Dirty Talk


The climb to Serafina's tower took longer than Gabriel remembered. Maybe it was exhaustion from the day's work. Or maybe it was anticipation, leaving him nervous and excited. Either way, by the time he reached the familiar chamber with its mesh-divided interior, the last light of evening had faded to ruddy red twilight beyond the tower's narrow windows.

Serafina was waiting for him, but not in the way he'd expected.

Their last encounter had ended with her on her knees and his fingers tangled in her silver-white hair. She'd been hungry, starved for contact, with a passion that felt as if it could burn through the bars separating them. He'd spent the walk half-expecting a repeat of that visit, or at least a painful round of teasing.

Instead, he found her seated at a folding table near the edge of the mesh. She'd set candle holders around her, the flames adding cheerful ambiance to the dimly lit room. A spread of fruit and slices of cheese covered her side of the table.

It was a date.

"My future husband." Serafina rose with fluid grace, her lilac robe shifting to reveal tantalizing glimpses of pale skin beneath. Even barefoot, even imprisoned, she moved like royalty receiving a guest in her palace. "You look surprised."

"I was expecting something different." He grinned, not displeased in the slightest.

"Something more physical?" Her laugh was warm silk, teasing without cruelty. "Oh, we'll get there eventually. But tonight, I thought we might try something different." She gestured to a chair on his side of the mesh. "Sit. I will feed you through the bars while we talk."

Lifting the chair, he carried it to the opposite side and settled close to the metal. Acutely aware of how close she was, he inhaled. Her natural aroma, one of flowers and growing things, filled his every sense, leaving him tingling with a desire for more.

It was Emyra's blessing, coupled with the woman's nature, he realized. Magic and physical perfection combined in a package tantalizing beyond words.

He didn't appreciate Kusk's evil. Not one bit. But for a moment he could empathize with what the corrupt god must have felt toward Emyra. There was desire. And then there was the desire inspired by a goddess.

Using a long bit of polished wood, she skewered a piece of cheese and passed it through the bars. He leaned down and took a bite.

It was delicious, sharp and tangy.

Chewing, he asked, "But what to..."

She held up a pitcher and an implement that resembled a sauce pitcher with a long, fluted nozzle. The tip exceeded the width of the bars by the barest margin, allowing him to lean forward and drink as she poured from the pitcher.

Cool, sweet water filled his mouth as he drank.

"Incredible," he said. "Where'd the cheese come from?"

"The goddess has grown much in power thanks to the efforts of you and the women you've freed. Many spells I was unable to cast are returning. Once more, I can conjure a variety of food."

That made him smile. "I'm glad to hear that."

She returned his expression. "Tonight, I'd like to share something with you."

"Oh?"

Rather than answer directly, Serafina set down her glass and raised one delicate hand. Purple light gathered at her fingertips, swirling into patterns that made the floating candles flicker. The air between them shimmered, then drifted over to the wall, where the stones vanished.

Gabriel found himself looking at Earth.

Not a memory or a painting, but an actual window showing a city street at night. Cars rolled past in streams of red and white light. People walked on sidewalks, their faces illuminated by phone screens. A neon sign advertising some kind of restaurant flickered in a shop window.

"If you wondered how I perceived you, this is how," she murmured. "The device and method were gifted to me by my mother. I perfected their use before the war. One hour per day, I am able to pierce the Veil and locate that which I seek. It's expensive, and I cannot interact, but I have been using it for some time."

He stared at the view, stunned to discover that he felt nothing. Seeing Earth again for the first time in weeks, he would have expected yearning, or at least a pang of nostalgia.

There was neither.

"I've been using it since your arrival to understand your culture better." Her lips twitched into a faintly cunning curl. "It's one thing to observe through wardrobe and audiobooks, and another to have a direct glimpse." With a gesture, she shifted the image, taking them into a movie theater. "Your people tell stories constantly. I've watched hundreds of them."

He cleared his throat. "I don't know if learning from Earth's culture is the best thing for the High Priestess of Emyra."

"And if it helps your wife connect with you on a deeper level?" At her question, the view changed again. This time, it was the interior of a boat shop.

"That's where I used to work."

"Indeed. I watched those who work there. The wealthy people who buy the equipment. Overheard them talking about you."

Gabriel swallowed, realizing how he'd left things. Stealing a boat, then being teleported to the Fae Wilds had likely left quite the consternation. "How bad was it? My disappearance?"

"It wasn't."

"What?"

"The Warden you saved? After he dealt with his opponent, he took your place, saved the ship, and gracefully unwound your life."

"He did what?" Gabriel frowned. "How is that even possible?"

She gave him a quizzical look. "Have you learned nothing about Wardens? In their duties for the Fates, they have few limits. Their job is to protect the Veil. That includes keeping authorities and other suspicious people from investigating disappearances."

"Couldn't he have left the boat to crash? It was during a storm. Wouldn't it have been easier to let it go?"

"Perhaps, but this Warden chose the alternative."

She walked him through her discoveries, explaining that the man had shapeshifted into Gabriel, taken over his work shifts for several days, then gently quit the job. "I watched him working. He closed your bank accounts and said goodbye to your local friends. Many spoke of what a good, honest man you were."

Thoughts of half-remembered faces, frequent customers and co-workers, earned a pang of fondness.

She continued, "Apparently, you had very few other ties?"

The question carried weight. "Yeah. My parents couldn't raise me, so my grandparents took over. They passed shortly after I graduated high school. Ever since, I moved around doing odd jobs. I considered enlisting in the military, but that didn't suit me."

"Why not?"

"Never been a guy who likes punching my way out of problems." He gave her a slanted grin, one sauced with irony.

Popping a tomato between her full lips, she mused, "Well, now you can shoot them, if you choose."

He chuckled. "True. And it's different here. The lines of good and evil are clear."

"Are they?" Her question was not doubt, but an invitation for elaboration.

"I mean, you have magical creatures who are nothing but predators. You even call them monsters. Plus, Kusk and anything his allies do is pretty clearly evil."

"Some would say Emyra's failure to placate the dwarf represents a failing. Or would point out that her very priestesses manage monster populations as much as magical beasts." She held out several shoots of a leafy green vegetable.

Accepting the unfamiliar vegetable, he tried one. It tasted like lime-flavored watermelon. "Women are never guilty for the desire they passively inspire in others. It's not her fault that someone else went mad and did insane shit."

"And the monsters?"

"Eh. Shades of gray. She's a goddess of nature. It's hard to hold her to the same standard as a mortal. At least, I think so."

Her responding smile was deep and approving. "You've learned new shades of gray on our islands, haven't you?"

Thinking about the monsters he'd slain without a moment of guilt, he nodded. "It helps that things are simpler here. I have people to fight for."

"And who will fight for you, in turn?"

"Yes. Very much." Thoughts of Ravenna, Raquel, and Gemma, not to mention the local animals, chief among them Dawkie, earned another smile. "Enough talking about me. What about you?"

Eyes dancing mischievously, she said, "I've seen yours. I suppose it's only fair to show you some of mine."

She raised her hand again, but this time the magic didn't activate a view through the Veil. Purple light coalesced into shapes. Figures and landscapes rendered in luminous mist. Illusions, he realized. She was illustrating her story.

"I was born to this," she said as the light formed a woman who looked remarkably like her, cradling an infant. "My mother was High Priestess before me. I was raised knowing I would inherit her position, trained from the moment I could walk in the responsibilities of our order."

The scene shifted: a young Serafina, the elven equivalent of twelve or thirteen, standing in an ornate chamber while robed figures lectured at her. Even as an illusion, her expression radiated barely contained impatience.

"I hated it." Her voice held old frustration, long since transformed to rueful acceptance. "All those rules. All those expectations. Every moment scheduled, every behavior prescribed. I was supposed to be serene and graceful and perfect, and I was none of those things."

The illusion changed to show her sneaking through moonlit gardens, climbing walls, meeting with figures who had distinctly non-priestly appearances.

"I rebelled. Constantly." A smile played on her lips. "Nothing too scandalous. I wasn't stupid. But I pushed boundaries wherever I found them. Snuck out to festivals I wasn't supposed to attend. Argued theology with high priests. Spent far too much time learning about the other islands, or your world. I was quite the scandal."

"Hard to imagine," Gabriel said dryly, gesturing at her current arrangement of strategically revealing robes.

"Oh, I've only become more shameless since deciding to marry you." She winked, then sobered. "But there was a moment when some of that changed. My mother sent me on a diplomatic mission to the lands held by druid allies. I was barely of age and assumed it was punishment."

The illusions shifted to verdant fields tended by animated tree women, dryads, and their bearded caretakers.

"It was a trade agreement. One that would help feed our growing population, and would ensure the druids and dryads had the magical resources they needed to continue reproducing. There has long been a horrible shortage of males among the magical species. The dryads were far longer-lived than their counterparts, and they rarely reproduced. Emyra was to help." She swallowed, eyes lost in memory. "It was my first chance to make a real difference."

"Sounds like a lot of weight to put on your shoulders," he observed.

"A little. Or maybe the right amount. It taught me that I didn't hate responsibility. I hated meaningless responsibility. The ceremonies and rituals and endless social positioning felt empty. But genuine work that helped people? That I could embrace."

Gabriel watched the illusions dance: Serafina growing older, traveling to different lands. Elegant elven courts. Rough frontier settlements. Meetings with creatures he couldn't identify.

"I visited hundreds of islands," she continued. "Learned their languages, their customs, their needs. My goal was to do more than my mother had. To expand our people's reach and do good for as much of the Fae as I could. But then..."

The illusion shifted briefly, revealing a moment frozen in horror: a beautiful woman holding her hands above her head, bracing against a crushing spell. Then it was gone, leaving the elven woman with a sad, troubled expression.

"His betrayal destroyed so much. Centuries of relationships. Trade on the brink of stabilizing dozens of species. Without our fertility magic, countless species neared extinction. Many still are. The Goblin King can only do so much."

At Gabriel's curious look, she shook her head. "Look up ‘The Life and Times of Thomas, the Isekai Emperor’ in Ravenna's library. It's another documentary. But that's a detail for another time."

They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of what was lost filling the space between them.

"Thank you for this," he said after a while. "Thank you for taking time to be a person with me. It means a lot."

"You have ever been a man with the potential to become more, Gabriel. I would have loved you even had we not been drawn to one another by the goddess. Spending time with you is something I will gladly do for eternity."

The heartfelt words, so deep and full of emotion, nearly caught him aback. Then he remembered: Serafina had been with him, through the amulets and Lucielle, all along. She'd had the time to observe and learn who he was.

This date had been an olive branch, a sliver of an opportunity to return the favor.

Realizing that filled his heart. She was the strongest woman he'd ever met.

"Enjoy your harem ceremony, future husband," she said, a hint of flirtatious fire returning. "For once I am free, I intend to teach all of your wives and girlfriends what real cream sharing is about."

"Say... what?"

"Hucows have nothing on my imagination. You wait and see."

He started to tell her that the whole 'cream sharing' and 'uwu hentai' of it all wasn't really his thing, then thought better of it. If the woman had a dream, why crush it?

Besides,

It might be fun.

A little.

He reached out, sliding his fingers through the gaps in the bars. She returned the gesture, her smooth, pale skin and tiny hands so delicate against his. They spoke into the night, sharing stories. Their hands never parted, not until the full red of the moon shone through the windows.

Even then, he left only reluctantly.

Outside the tower, on his way to the settlement, Gabriel paused to glance at the sky. A sliver of red moon remained. It was a Blood Moon. “Ah, why not.”

Pulling the ring out of his pocket, he held the Ring of Making Things Interesting up to the sky. It shone, with Lucielle chiming in, “Reset complete!”

Putting the risky magic item away, he made his way home. He took the time to reaffirm his devotion to the task at hand. Sooner or later, regardless of how difficult it was, he would free Serafina and their people.


Milestone 13: New Magical Schematics


Magical Schematic Acquired: Compaction V1

Mana Cost: 150

Range: 15 feet

Requirements: 5 Earth Essence

Casting Time: 10 minutes

Description: Adds a magical mark to an enclosed structure. This mark circumscribes the entire structure and may have a maximum of a 1.5-foot-diameter. Any objects that pass through the encircled area are subject to 20,000 pounds of force per inch of pressure. This pressure application is instantaneous and continuous while the material is in place. Keep in mind, there is a mana cost!

For context, 1 pound of force is the amount of force exerted by gravity on 1-pound mass at the planet’s surface. It is equal to 4.448 newtons. 15,000 would be considered on the low end of a commercial compactor on Earth.

Special: This is a permanent magical enhancement that will degrade gradually over time. Annual maintenance is recommended. Furthermore, this device maintains a reservoir of 20 mana. It costs 1 mana for 1 minute of continuous use. If you’re very trashy, expect to refill your compactor’s mana supply regularly. Note: 1 Magic Essence will function as 20 mana for the purposes of replenishing a compactor glyph, and the process may be automated via your golems and tablet.

Magical Schematic Acquired: Immolation V1

Mana Cost: 150

Range: 15 feet

Requirements: 5 Earth Essence, 15 Fire Essence

Casting Time: 1 hour

Description: Adds a magical mark to an enclosed structure. This mark circumscribes the entire structure and may have a maximum interior volume of 24 cubic feet (for example – a large refrigerator, since you just finished making those). Any objects that enter the structure are subject to 2,500 degrees (Fahrenheit, you American!). This heat application is instantaneous and continuous while the material is intact or for a limited time that may be set on your Tablet. Keep in mind, there is a mana cost!

Special: This is a permanent magical enhancement that will degrade gradually over time. Annual maintenance is recommended. Furthermore, this device maintains a reservoir of 20 mana. It costs 1 mana for 1 minute of continuous use. Note: 1 Magic Essence will function as 20 mana for the purposes of replenishing an incinerator glyph, and the process may be automated via your golems and tablet.


Chapter 61: Don’t Forget (That Ass)


The morning sun reflected off of the windows of their home as the group gathered at the communal table near Albrecht's place and the aqueduct entrance. After a short nap to recharge, Gabriel joined the team for a now-familiar repast of simple vegetables, eggs, and fruits. Thinking about his most-recent Glyph, he couldn't wait to put it to use. Did he miss Earth? Not much.

Did he miss a proper pizza? Maybe a little.

Okay, maybe a lot.

Outside, the sky was finally showing patches of blue. Ravenna, two books open in front of her at the table, bit into a slice of fruit and gestured toward the clearing sky. "The weather should prove more cooperative for scouting today, Sire. If you wish to search for additional beasts, the conditions would be favorable."

Sitting across from her, Raquel's tail wagged as she leaned forward. "Yes! The gulls stopped by yesterday to say they'd spotted some strange furry shapes moving a few miles away. It could be more friends for our pack."

"Or monsters," Gemma added warily. "Until we've got your defensive wards workin', I worry about what might come after us."

Raquel reached over to put a hand on the Elemental's arm. "We'll be careful, I promise." Settling back, she added, "I'm thinking we visit Ravenna's towers with Dawkins again. Maybe clear out a few more monsters so she'll have a safer time with all the research she has to do."

"Sounds good." Gabriel saw no reason to limit or restrict their movement, not when they'd proven their capabilities time and time again.

The Beastess bit her bottom lip, gaze veering between him and Ravenna. "Can we do it after Sire tries to use the Reclaimer again? I want to be there with him for it."

Ravenna inclined her head with elegant precision. "That presents no difficulty. I have plenty to occupy me until then."

Albrecht climbed out of his cooler and trundled over to join them. He had a bandage prominently displayed on his forehead, the wrapping forcing his glasses slightly askew.

"How's your head feeling?" Gabriel asked, reaching for a dish of scrambled eggs.

"Sore," the tomatsu replied, adjusting his glasses with a wince. "I've been struck by many things in my academic career, but never a deck of playing cards traveling at high velocity."

As he spoke, Raquel rose and moved around the table to speak with Ravenna. The two whispered, the tone of their discourse clearly no longer about the day ahead. Every few seconds, one would dissolve into giggles, setting the other off.

Gabriel exchanged a look with Gemma, who shrugged.

He asked, "What's got you two so entertained?"

Ravenna gave him a mischievous grin, her aquamarine eyes glittering with amusement. "We were simply discussing the Reclaimer."

"The sounds were very distinctive, Sire," Raquel added, her cheeks flushing pink even as her tail wagged faster. "Very enthusiastic. Ravenna was comparing it to the time when you grabbed her throat and..."

Albrecht blushed. "I'm rather uncomfortable with this topic. It's one thing to read about it in a book, another to..." He gestured impotently with his clawed hand. "You know."

"The entire settlement must have heard it," Ravenna continued smoothly, her French-inspired accent wrapping around the words with deliberate emphasis. "Those moans echoing across the valley. So passionate. So prolonged."

Mr. Dawkins, who'd been coiled a few feet away, lifted his head from his breakfast fish. "I must confess, mein king, even I was uncertain what to make of the vocalizations. Most unusual for construction work. Also, may I ask when we can finish reconstructing mein Cowlein? I miss her deeply."

At the question, Gabriel rose and walked to the snake, who had a collection of components tucked away nearby. Thanks to upgraded skills, he saw how to complete the bovine resurrection quickly. Grabbing what he needed, he returned to his seat where their morning conversation resumed.

"The description of the device says it was designed by a mad person," Lucielle offered, pulsing a cheerful pink as she bobbed into view. "Clearly, she was very sexually repressed and very insane."

"Why did you say she?" Gabriel asked, cutting his eyes from a doubled hip seam to the Guide-inhabited Tablet.

Lucielle giggled but did not elaborate.

Albrecht cleared his throat delicately. "From a purely scientific perspective, I found the entire experience deeply uncomfortable. Machinery should not produce such organic-sounding vocalizations."

"Nothing about that thing is scientific.” Drawing pale thread, taken from the tailoring supplies they’d looted on board the pleasure ship, through cloth, Gabriel bent down to use his teeth. He mumbled as he chewed through the string. "The whole thing is powered by bad decisions and worse humor."

That earned amused sounds from around the table.

Gabriel kept working as the girls cleaned up for breakfast. In short order, he had Cowlein fully assembled and ready for a test drive, much to Mr. Dawkins’ delight. Once that was done, they had a short planning session. Most of the discussion involved listing all the various quests and outstanding objectives before they split up. Ravenna and Gemma had their own projects. Raquel would accompany him to the Reclaimer, after which she and Ravenna would scout and visit the maccari tower. The Sorceress's goal was to establish a safe, focused workspace for her studies, with a mind to return to the settlement most nights to spend time with the group.

On the way to the hill, Raquel bounded ahead, the tight athletic shorts that had become her every day-wear doing all sorts of distracting things to her ass.

Lucielle bobbed into view, the Tablet a contemplative paisley. "You know, I was thinking you don't always swap your Glyphs at the best time. Why not change them at night, before you need them?"

Tearing his gaze from Raquel’s delightful form, he arched a brow. "You're talking about how I swapped my loadout the other morning instead of doing it the night before?"

"Yup!" She pulsed a bright, encouraging blue.

"Lucielle, I'm a man, not a machine. I make mistakes. Besides." He waved in Raquel's direction. "I'm surrounded by distractions."

"Oh. Good point. Plus, I guess it hasn't mattered much until now. It's... I worry about surprises and things, you know?"

"I'll keep that in mind."

At the top of the hill, he inserted his Tablet into the slippery slit and waited to get told to fuck off.

ECIVED SELLEBANNA RECLAIMER v4.2.0
Initializing core systems...
[OK.]
Loading personality matrix...
[Yep. Still there.]
Checking for updates...
[FAILED - Damn, still no porn.]
Scanning for Beast Seed compatibility...
[OK. Finally.]
Scanning for Monster Seed compatibility
[IT'S TOMORROW!]
Verifying structural integrity...
[MINIMAL CONCERN - My mom thinks I'm pretty.]
Calculating optimal operational parameters...
[Shit. Math is hard.]
Parameters sub-optimal.


"You don't say?" Gabriel muttered. The temperature was already rising as steam vented out of the top of the device. The screen flickered a few times, and then his eyes were blasted with that god-awful font as a quest appeared in front of him.

Quest: Collect Ten Hopstarter Rabbits
Details: I feel like I'm raw-dogging a Monday at a customer service job with no breakfast. Fuck. Anyways, blah blah blah, I need you to capture ten of these damned rabbits alive and load them into my processor so I can extract their Seed for a personal project which will finally restore full baseline functionality.
Rewards: The Ecived Sellebanna Reclaimer will finally be up and running.


"Baseline functionality? I thought that's what the last quest was supposed to give me!"

The screen flickered, then added a line of text. And my mom used to say she was proud of me.

"Did this thing talk to me?" he wondered out loud.

By his side, Raquel wrinkled her nose. "I know it's my imagination, but that writing actually smells bad. It's like something died in a cave. Even Ravenna wouldn't like it, I think."

"You know what? You're right." He tapped on the machine. "How do I change the font?"

The screen flickered again, and more words appeared in the Rewards section. Full functionality will come with user customization.

"Finally. Some good news." He turned to his companion. "Where can we find hopstarter Rabbits? Are they like the jackalopes from the swamp?"

She frowned. "I don't think so," she admitted. "I've never heard of any 'hopstarters' before."

"I thought you knew all the animals around here?"

"Native to the island, yes," she replied, her ears drooping. "So that would mean..."

The starfish arm to their left flexed upward, creating an archway they had to duck to get through. Instead of seeing the valley on the other side, Gabriel was surprised to see that a portal had snapped into place. He looked over at Raquel, who was sniffing the air.

"It smells like a forest in there," she said.

"Is it safe to go in?" he asked, moving toward the archway. "It's not going to snap shut on me, is it?"

His Tablet ejected from the Reclaimer and Lucielle appeared in a flash of light as the Tablet vanished. "It will not!" she declared, her glow shifting to an excited bright green. "The Ecived Sellebanna has opened a portal to what appears to be a self-contained starter zone for new portal users. Ooh, this is exciting!"

"Like a tutorial level?" He turned his head to look at the Mana Guide.

"Yes! It would seem that the Reclaimer has the ability to access places like these for the purpose of, well, reclaiming." She giggled and did a little spin. "This will allow us to collect Beast and Monster Seeds that we otherwise wouldn't have access to!"

"That's great news, actually." He patted the edge of the arch with one hand, and immediately regretted it when his palm came back sticky. "I take back most of the bad things I've said about you."

They stepped through the portal together into a bright valley lined by large trees. The landscape that greeted them beyond was breathtaking in its pristine simplicity. Towering evergreens stretched toward a sky so blue it looked painted, their dark green needles creating a canopy that filtered sunlight into golden shafts. The trees were primarily spruce and fir, their trunks thick and ancient.

The valley itself rolled out before them, carpeted with wild grasses that shifted between emerald and sage depending on how the light caught them. Wildflowers dotted the landscape: purple lupines, white yarrow, and bright yellow arnica creating splashes of color against the green. A clear stream cut through the valley floor, its water so transparent Gabriel could see smooth river stones on the bottom even from a distance.

"It's beautiful," Raquel breathed, her nose twitching as she processed the symphony of scents. "I can smell the hopstarters everywhere. They're abundant." In the distance, a medium-sized rabbit lifted its head from the tall grass and looked in Gabriel's direction before hopping away.

"Are there any dangerous predators here?" he asked.

Lucielle wiggled, her light pulsing a thoughtful purple. "It would seem that this was a habitat created exclusively for the rabbits. The predators in this area are comparable to an Earth coyote and have been included to keep populations at sustainable levels."

"What do we know about these rabbits?" Gabriel spotted movement not too far away as a couple more rabbits hopped away from him. "I'm not about to get Monty Python'd, am I?"

"Monty Python'd?" Raquel asked.

"I'll tell you all about it in a second," he replied, then looked at Lucielle. "Well?"

"I saw nothing in the notes!" she declared, bobbing emphatically. "However, you might be interested to know that there is a listing for the Caerbannog Rabbit here in the monster registry. It's being kept in its own little pocket world where it feeds on a local population of dragons."

He snorted. "That makes sense. Raquel, if you'll sniff out some rabbits, I will tell you all about a man named Arthur and his quest for the Holy Grail."

Though Raquel didn't seem to understand the humor of the movie, she was content to listen to Gabriel talk. The two of them ended up in the trees where she eventually commanded silence as the Aetherhound sniffed the air and moved in a stealthy crouch.

Raquel was a practiced predator, her body flowing into position with grace. Her tail went still, the first sign she was truly focused, and her ears rotated independently, tracking sounds Gabriel couldn't begin to hear. She moved forward with deliberate slowness, each step placement silent and precise.

Gabriel followed her lead, though he knew his stealth couldn't match hers. They approached a small clearing where he could see movement in the tall grass.

"There," Raquel whispered, her voice barely a breath. She pointed with one claw.

The rabbit was easily the size of a small dog and had to weigh at least twenty pounds. Its fur was a rich tawny brown with darker points on its ears and face, and its eyes were a bright, alert amber. The ears were nearly a foot long, constantly swiveling to catch every sound.

It sat in a small patch of clover, its nose wiggling rapidly as it nibbled on tender leaves. Every few seconds, it would freeze completely, ears forward, before resuming its meal.

"Look at how alert it is," Gabriel murmured. "Even while eating, it's constantly checking for threats."

Raquel nodded minutely, her golden eyes tracking every movement. "It's scanning for vibrations through the ground. See how its back feet are positioned? It's ready to bolt at the slightest..."

A twig snapped under Gabriel's foot.

The rabbit's head whipped toward them, ears locked forward. For a frozen moment, they stared at each other: predator, observer, and prey forming a triangle of tension. The rabbit's nose twitched once, twice, processing their scent on the breeze.

Then Raquel pounced.

She leapt forward, expertly scooping the rabbit up in her arms before it could react. "I got it!" she shouted triumphantly.

Gabriel's cheers were drowned out by the rabbit letting out a high-pitched scream and then exploding. Raquel fell to the ground, her torso a mess of blood and gore.

"Raquel!" Gabriel sprinted to her side, his heart beating frantically as he knelt to inspect the damage. She blinked up at him from the ground, the whites of her eyes standing out amongst a sea of red. "Shit, shit, what do I do?"

"I'm... fine?" Raquel tried to sit up, but Gabriel put a hand on her shoulder.

"Don't move," he said, trying to figure out the best way to stabilize her. Maybe he should run and get help.

"No, Sire, I'm fine." She scooped a mess of entrails away from her stomach, revealing unbroken skin. "This is the rabbit. Or what's left of it."

"What?" He sat back in disbelief as Raquel sat up and looked at him. Her tail started wagging, and she threw her arms around him, staining him with rabbit bits.

"Sire was worried about me!" she declared happily, her voice carrying a note of pure joy. "I really am bestgirl!"

They held each other as the adrenaline fled Gabriel's system, leaving him a bit drained. His heart was still hammering.

"What the hell happened?" he finally managed.

Raquel looked down at the scattered remains, then back at him. "I think... I think it exploded?"

In the distance, another hopstarter lifted its head from the tall grass, ears swiveling toward them. It looked so peaceful. So innocent.

So very, very explosive.


Chapter 62: Who Brought the Wrong Lube?!


The stream was shallow enough to wade in but deep enough in places to wash properly. Gabriel had stripped down to his underclothes, grateful for the cool water against his skin as he scrubbed gore from his arms. The current was gentle, carrying away pink-tinged water downstream.

Raquel had been more practical, removing her clothing and wading in wearing nothing at all. Now she sat on a smooth rock in the middle of the stream, water flowing around her calves as she worked chunks of rabbit out of her hair. Her tail was soaked and hung heavy behind her.

"This is so gross," she complained, though her tone was more amused than disgusted. "I've got bits in places bits should never be."

Gabriel couldn't help but laugh. "At least you didn't think you were dying. My heart nearly stopped."

She looked up at him, her Aether-framed irises big and soulful. "You truly thought I was hurt, Sire?"

"Raquel, you were covered in blood and entrails. What else was I supposed to think?"

Setting down the handful of grass she'd been using as a scrubbing tool, she waded over to him, water splashing around her legs. "You were ready to carry me back to the settlement, weren't you? Even though it would've meant leaving the quest unfinished."

"Of course I was." Gabriel met her gaze steadily. "You're more important than any quest."

Her tail, waterlogged as it was, managed a few happy wags. She moved closer, close enough that he could feel the warmth radiating from her body. "Sire is always so good to me," she murmured, looking up at him through her lashes. "Making me feel special. Making me feel chosen."

"You are chosen," he replied, reaching out to tuck a wet strand of hair behind her ear. "Every day I choose you."

Raquel's breathing quickened slightly, and she placed both hands on his chest. "If we weren't on a quest, I'd suggest..."

He arched a brow at her, lips quirking in amusement. "If you say 'butt stuff', I'm going to tickle you until you can't breathe."

Biting her bottom lip, she shifted her hips from side to side, indicating that had absolutely been what was on her mind. "Just, you know. You had special time with Gemma. And Serafina. I was hoping you’d want some of that with your bestgirl."

He smiled, wrapping his arms around her waist. "We'll make it happen."

"Sire?"

"Yes?"

"Can we still do the tickle thing? Only, just with my..." More flexible than any gymnast, she put her foot in the air.

He smirked. "If we do that, we know what will happen."

"Cummies?"

"Yeah. That." He refused to say the word 'cummies' out loud. It felt right coming from her mouth, but his? Nope. "We might scare the rabbits away. You get loud."

She whimpered, grinding against his rapidly hardening manhood. "You could maybe do that thing you do with Ravenna? Help me be quiet."

Inhaling, he considered the girl before shaking his head. "Nope. I don't mind cross-pollination of bed tactics, but our intimacy has always been fun and playful. There's no need to go all ‘Master and Commander’ when we can just finish this quest and go home to enjoy ourselves."

"But, Sire..."

"Nope. I've made my mind up. We're not going to push our romance into an entirely different genre just because you want me to give you an orgasm mid-quest."

Arms crossing beneath her perky breasts, she huffed. "Fine. But I want all the cummies later."

"Right. The one you're good for before a nap."

That earned a glare, followed by a secret smile that he almost missed.

Clean enough to move on, the duo dressed and resumed their hunt for the next hopstarter. Raquel didn't glow this time, but Gabriel got the distinct sense that while she remained within range, Emyra’s First Anchor was augmenting her innate abilities. When they found their prey a few minutes later, she tried a new tactic. Instead of capturing it directly, she went for an ambush approach.

Chirp-BOOM!

The rabbit had time to make one small, inquisitive sound before the worst happened. This time, after the animal detonated, Gabriel noticed a pair of purple coyotes lurking nearby, licking their lips in anticipation. When he and Raquel vacated the area, the coyotes swooped in to lap up the mess.

"They explode when startled," he finally deduced. "Why would they do that?"

"A unique warning system, perhaps." Raquel had the foot of the last rabbit in her paws and was sniffing it. "Maybe it's like the extreme version of a lizard losing its tail. The meat is still good. Any predators will stop to eat what's left, allowing others to escape."

"Hopstarter rabbits are very prolific breeders!" Lucielle noted, her light pulsing an informative blue as she bobbed alongside Gabriel's shoulder. "It says so in the notes that they have litters of up to thirty."

Gabriel shook his head. "And no mention of detonating."

"No," the Guide replied, the light dimming. "But in hindsight, it is vaguely hinted at, almost like an inside joke for the person who designed this habitat."

"How so?"

"Though perfectly harmless, these adorable creatures have quite the explosive personalities," Lucielle quoted, spinning in place with what could only be described as exasperated amusement.

"Ugh," was all he could say.

Eventually, they realized there was no good way to handle this themselves. Not easily or quickly. That meant going for help.

"Can we leave the portal?" he asked Lucielle. "This isn't a timed event, is it?"

She buzzed in a figure eight for several seconds before saying, "Nope. It'll stay open. I wouldn't leave it for more than a day or two, just to be sure. I mean, it's got to cost mana to keep open, right? But I don't see any reason you can't come and go if you want."

"I want to come," Raquel griped, reaching up to tug at one ear as she gave him a sharp look.

"Soon," he promised, taking the lead back to the portal.

They started with Mr. Dawkins. A quick conversation was all it took to enlist the confident apex predator.

"A simple distraction should suffice," Dawkie suggested once they were done describing the issue. "I shall perform my hat dance to captivate the creature, while you approach from behind with a net. Then I shall continue to captivate it whilst you transport it."

Gabriel didn't have a net on hand, but producing two with a simple Schematic and the available material was only the work of a few minutes. Newly armed, the trio made their way through the portal.

The plan sounded reasonable enough. Dawkins positioned himself while Gabriel and Raquel circled wide with a hastily crafted net between them. A plump hopstarter sat munching clover about thirty feet away, its long ears swiveling lazily in the afternoon breeze.

The performance began. Dawkins's ample-breasted hat bounced in rhythm with his undulating movements, each stuffed udder moving independently in a hypnotic pattern. The rabbit stopped eating, its amber eyes locked on the spectacle with what could only be described as confused fascination.

Gabriel and Raquel crept closer.

Twenty feet.

Fifteen.

The rabbit remained transfixed by the dancing hat.

Ten feet.

They were going to do it. They were actually going to catch one.

Then Dawkins attempted his signature spin finale. The hat whipped outward with centrifugal force, its stuffed breasts smacking together with a resonant CLAP that echoed across the clearing.

The rabbit's pupils dilated. Gabriel had enough time to think oh no before the blast sent him tumbling backward into Raquel. They landed in a heap, and when Gabriel sat up spitting grass, he found Raquel once again painted from crown to calves in rabbit viscera. Dawkins, somehow, remained completely spotless, as did Cowlein.

"Perhaps less enthusiasm on the finale, ja?" the snake suggested, tilting his hat apologetically.

***

5 Minutes Later

The next plan involved moving extremely slowly. So slow it wouldn't register as movement.

After finding yet another rabbit, Gabriel approached at glacial speed, one hand extended, while Raquel and Dawkins watched from a distance. Fifteen minutes to cover ten feet. The rabbit continued grazing, apparently unbothered by the statue-man in its peripheral vision. Gabriel's fingers were two inches from fur.

One inch.

His hand made contact with the soft pelt.

The rabbit's head snapped around and Gabriel landed on his back ten feet away, the now-familiar coating of innards covering him from scalp to boots. He stared up at the sky through the pink-tinged haze and said to the clouds, "I'm starting to think these rabbits are doing this on purpose."

Raquel volunteered for the next attempt. "Maybe if I make the right sounds, I can soothe them into complacency."

Well, she was the Priestess of Beasts. If she couldn't figure a way through this ridiculous quest, who could?

***

7 Minutes Later

Click-Click-Rattle.

Raquel approached their next target with exquisite care, making gentle clicking noises with her tongue. The rabbit's ears perked forward, interested as she drew closer.

Four feet away.

Three.

Her voice dropped to a soft coo.

"That's right, little one. Good rabbit. Sweet rabbit. Nobody's going to hurt you..."

From the branches overhead, a bird unleashed a stream of droppings that landed with a wet splat directly on the rabbit's head. The hopstarter blinked once in confusion, and the detonation caught Raquel mid-sentence. She stood motionless afterward, slathered in a mixture of bird excrement and rabbit parts, her expression one of profound defeat.

"Not soothing enough," she grumped.

Gabriel shook his head. "Goes to show, even with all our skills and magic, the universe still plays favorites."

"Tasty ones, at least," Dawkins commented around a mouth full of rabbit remains.

When no other approaches worked, Gabriel suggested recruiting Ravenna. "Illusions and darkness sound perfect for this."

Raquel was only too eager to agree. Unlike the Sorceress, the Aetherhound had precisely zero competitiveness in her heart.

Exiting the portal, they located Ravenna, who was happy to help. "I was getting bored alternating between thermal theory and Trailer Park history anyway. Some of the things in that book are ridiculous. Gabriel, do you know what a monster truck is?"

He admitted he did, then immediately regretted it.

As absurd as their adventures had become, those of Colton and his harem sounded downright silly at times.

"You'd think the authors of the biography could have taken the Looney Tunes out of the retelling," he muttered as she regaled him with one absurd fact after another.

Ravenna's first attempt did not go well.

Finding another rabbit, the Sorceress wove a spell that made Raquel vanish from view entirely. Seeing that approach reminded Gabriel of his Stealth ability, although he doubted using it would have made any difference so far.

The issue wasn't his ability to move unseen. It was what happened after that went sideways. He didn't voice his concerns about their current approach. When all else failed, why dismiss someone's idea before seeing it through?

They found another rabbit and invisible-Raquel stalked it with perfect silence. Her footfalls made no sound, her scent masked by Ravenna's magic. The only reason Gabriel knew that she had gotten close was that the rabbit hovered upward, lifted by invisible hands. For three glorious seconds, it worked. The rabbit hung suspended in mid-air, held by invisible paws, its nose twitching in confusion.

Then its tiny brain made the connection: it was floating. Rabbits don't float.

Chii-BOOM!

The blast dispelled Ravenna's illusion instantly, revealing Raquel standing with her arms still held in the lifting position, now coated in viscera.

"Well," Ravenna said, picking a fragment of rabbit from her sleeve with precise, unhurried movements, "that was educational."

"Let's try a trap box next," he suggested, inspired by thoughts of cartoons.

He fashioned it quickly: a simple setup with a conjured crate propped up by a stick, baited with fresh clover. A hopstarter investigated cautiously, hopping under the box to reach the food. Gabriel pulled the string, and the box dropped with a satisfying thunk. For one beautiful moment, they'd caught a rabbit.

Then came the high-pitched scream from inside, followed by rapid thumping as the panicked creature bounced off the wooden walls.

The box launched straight up into the air. Everyone fled from the impending blast in panic, only for the gore-filled container to come crashing down on Dawkins's head. Luckily, Cowlein softened the impact. Other than knocking the hat askew, the snake was unharmed.

Ravenna insisted on a solo attempt, declaring it required a sophisticated touch. She conjured multiple illusions: fake rabbits that hopped around a real one, creating a confusing warren. Shadow tendrils slithered across the ground like snakes, gently herding the real rabbit toward a pre-prepared cage. It was working beautifully. The rabbit, confused by its multiplying brethren, hopped directly toward containment. Two feet from success, and Ravenna allowed herself a small, satisfied smile.

"Observe," she murmured, her precise voice carrying quiet pride. "This is how a trained maccari Sorceress handles such matters."

The declaration, quiet as it was, startled every rabbit in a fifty-foot radius. The blasts came in sequence, each triggering the next.

BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM.

A cascading chain reaction washed over the entire clearing and everyone in it. When the smoke cleared, Ravenna stood drenched from wingtip to talon, one wing twitching.

"I hate them," she said with quiet, dangerous intensity.

By sunset, they'd attempted twenty-six different capture methods and had zero rabbits to show for it. Gabriel sat on a log with Raquel on one side and Ravenna on the other, all three staring at a group of hopstarters grazing peacefully in the distance.

"Tomorrow," Gabriel said firmly, "I’m going to give this one more day.”

“Sire?” Raquel asked.

“We can’t afford to delay working on other projects for random crap that may or may not help.”

“Oh, this will help,” Lucielle popped in. “Just bringing in Yulia will save weeks of work.”

She had a good point. What felt like a bolted-on side-quest might have been just that. But it was also the Fates giving him a way to take a shortcut. The only expense was utter chaos.

“I’m not ready to give up,” Ravenna said, expression all granite. “Raquel and I will stick around until this is done. One way or another. After that, we’ll get back to our plans.”

“We will?” Raquel asked, followed quickly by a, “Oh, yes. We will! We haven’t tried fire yet," Raquel pointed out.

"I did while you were washing off," Ravenna admitted. "It was spectacular. Artistic, even. But still..." She made an explosive gesture with her hands.

The coyotes nearby had stopped eating. They were so well-fed they'd started getting picky. Gabriel watched one turn its nose up at a perfectly good explosion site and waddle away, its belly dragging on the ground.

Ten rabbits. They only needed ten rabbits.

And he had absolutely no idea how to catch them.

“First,” he said, determinedly to Raquel, “we have a date.”


Chapter 63: Promises Made, Yips Kept


Ravenna went back to camp to update Gemma and resume work on her research. That gave Gabriel and Raquel time to themselves. They were mostly clean given the day’s events, and neither saw a need to delay quality time for a deep scrub. Raquel certainly didn’t care about a little blood and sweat.

Walking together down a side path, she led them through new growth. An aroma of flowers and sea salt washed across the pair as sunset painted the sky in ribbons of gold and pink. The distant crash of waves and scattered birdsong accompanied their footsteps.

After a full day of explosive rabbit failures, the peaceful walk felt like a luxury.

“Sire,” Raquel asked, moving close enough to tangle her hand in his. Her tail thudded against his side, slow but content. “Have you not considered returning to Gemma’s island to find the teleportation pad?”

He laughed. “You’re asking that now?”

“Well.” She bit her bottom lip. “It just occurred to me, and I wouldn’t ever want to put myself before the needs of the pack. If you want to, we can postpone...”

Rounding on his lover, he wound an arm around her lower back, pulling her closer. Leaning down, he silenced her with a gentle but thorough kiss. When he let up, she was panting and smiling with delight. “Raquel. Shut up. First Lucielle, now you. First and foremost, I’m a man in love with amazing women. We’re all doing the best we can, making every single minute count. That includes not losing sight of what’s important.”

“Sire,” she whimpered, nipples agates through her tattered top as she pushed against his chest. “What’s important?”

“This. Us. Love comes first. A goal of perfection can be a distant fourth. Hell, maybe further than that. We’re living, breathing people, not sprites in some game to be optimized.”

“Sprites? In a game?”

Gabriel grinned, kissing her until the look of confusion melted. “I’ll explain later. Maybe.”

They walked in comfortable silence for a while, the path winding through a grove of fruit trees that perfumed the air with sweetness. Raquel’s pointed ears swiveled constantly, tracking the sounds of birds settling in for the night and small creatures rustling in the underbrush. They passed a flock of talkative gulls languishing among the branches.

One cried, “Change on the wind, King Gabriel and Beastess Raquel. More sightings of strange creatures. Evidence of Kusk’s monsters being killed. Political unrest seems a certainty.”

“An overthrow of the status quo,” another replied.

Remembering Raquel’s earlier reports, Gabriel nearly gave in and pulled them both back home. Then he also remembered who they were and how far they’d come together. If any of Kusk’s people or giant leprechauns came out of the brush tonight, it wouldn’t end well for the bad guys.

“Thanks for the tips,” he called back, meaning it. The gulls, unlike many of the talking birds on the island, didn’t always scream about how horny they were. He’d take politics over that most days.

Over the next few minutes, as tension eased, Gabriel found himself watching his companion more than the scenery. The fading light caught the subtle bronze undertones in her skin, and her dark hair tumbled in messy waves past her shoulders. When she caught him staring, she flashed a fanged grin that was equal parts cute and playful.

“See something you like?”

“Always.”

Her tail swished faster, betraying her pleasure at the compliment. “Sire is very good at making his bestgirl feel special.”

They came to a small clearing where they discovered Mr. Dawkins and Bjorna. The pair were standing over a blanket and cushions that would give the occupants an excellent view of the ocean.

“A surprise for mein priestess und her Sire,” the anaconda announced, all puffed up and proud.

The giant horse made a gentle neighing laugh. “Enjoy, you two. We will ensure your peaceful evening.”

Gabriel was reminded of recent lessons about Raquel’s potential. With a full menagerie, she would equal the heights of a Priestess of Monsters. In this small act of loyalty and kindness from the animals, he began to see why.

It wasn’t always about combat.

It probably wasn’t about combat even half of the time.

Lowering himself onto the blanket with a groan of relief, Gabriel let the fatigue from all the travel and work finally take its toll. Raquel settled beside him, her hip against his thigh. For a while, they simply sat and watched the sun sink below the horizon, sharing in meaningful silence.

Freed of concerns about time, Gabriel felt knots he hadn’t realized were there, ease. Being with Raquel was like that: an exhalation of everything stressful and overly complicated.

“You know I love you,” she said impulsively, tail curling against his leg.

“And I love you.”

The declarations rang in the air with clarity and purpose for several seconds before she slid over to straddle his lap. “You’re the best Sire ever, did you know that?”

“How so?”

Raquel sniffed and looked away, ears flexing thoughtfully as she took his quip seriously. “Sire freed me. Chose me. Knows all the ways I was worstgirl and made me good again. You don’t try to change me. Not ever. You care for me even when I’m messy or give into my impulses.” Her hand came up to cup his cheek, static-ringed eyes finding his. “Doesn’t take Serafina’s wisdom or Ravenna’s smarts to see you for who you are. Bestsire.”

Smiling, he leaned in, kissing one side of her mouth, then the other. Her tail beat a happy rhythm against his legs. “I’ll take that title over King pretty much any day.”

The tempo sped up until her taut rear felt like it might burrow through his legs. Eyes wide with joy, she turned to nuzzle her nose against his. “Hi,” she whispered.

“Hi yourself.”

They kissed. Soft and unhurried and deep. Melting into his chest, she made small, pleased sounds. Her hands found his hair, tangled tightly as she arched closer, body warming until it rivaled even Gemma’s elemental intensity.

When they broke apart, her cheeks were flushed and her breathing had grown shallow. “Sire promised bestgirl something earlier,” she murmured, her voice taking on a hopeful lilt. “About tickles. And feet.”

Gabriel chuckled. “I did, didn’t I?”

“You did.” She lifted one leg, contorting like a pretzel. Her bare foot, a little dirty from the hike, hovered in the air between them, toes wiggling.

Still laughing, he caught her ankle with one hand, then ran his thumb across her arch. The featherlight stroke made her gasp. Her tail went rigid behind her, then resumed its motion with renewed vigor as he repeated the action. Such a simple touch, yet her whole body responded to it. Her back arched slightly, pressing her breasts into him, and her fingers found his shoulders and tightened.

“Sire,” she breathed, the single word carrying a world of longing.

He brought her foot to his lips, found a spot near the ankle that looked entirely free of dirt, and pressed a kiss there. Her reaction was immediate and utterly over the top.

“Y... yiiiip.” The soft yip sound tore from her throat, her Aetherhound nature surfacing as her hips transitioned from a circular pattern to a demanding back-and-forth motion. Bringing his other hand into the mix, he applied delicate caresses to the callouses decorating the pads of each toe.

To a bestial woman, whose feet were nearly as sensitive as any human woman’s erogenous... anything, the tickling was all it took to bring out the whimpering. “Sireeeeee,” she whined. “Ohhhh, Sire. Please. Please. I need...”

Lowering her foot, he kissed her again, harder and more insistently this time. She melted into him with a whine of urgent, desperate surrender. Her spicy, musky aroma filled the clearing as her panted breaths told him how close she’d gotten from simple digital contact.

Their clothes flew off as if by magic, his vanishing as she clawed through the fabric, destroying them. Hers when he gripped her hips and flipped her around, wrestling her to the ground to yank the tight bottoms off. She made satisfying growling sounds the entire time.

Finally, he pulled her back up against him. With her face down in the blanket, he speared into her soaking pussy even as he grabbed one of her feet and pulled her into position. Bent in ways that would have torn joints on another woman, an excited moan turned into a howl as his cock filled her and he caressed her foot simultaneously.

Was he cheating, using the secret method so quickly?

Sure.

But she’d asked for it, hadn’t she?

“Sire... Sire, yiiip, yippppp, I’m.... I’m going to have the cummies.”

His response was to lean forward, thrusting hard into her, the smack smack of his body plowing into hers not quite as loud as her enthusiastic screeches.

Like an adorable, Raquel-shaped hopstarter, she came explosively, gushing around his cock as her body went into a frenzy of gripping, kicking, flexing, wrestling, and, more than anything else, clenching. Teased all day by the view, not to mention the blender of squeezing that was her molten core, he came deep inside her, filling her even as he kept the tempo.

“S... Sssireeee,” she whined, trying to roll away as she became hypersensitive.

With a laugh, he let her adjust position, then flipped her over and pulled her into his lap. With a sound that was the most petulant-yet-pleased thing he’d ever heard, she sank fully onto him. “Not sure if I can manage four,” she panted, rising and lowering herself slowly.

“Four? I counted one.”

“One big. Three right after. Sire’s bestgirl has many. Like grapes on a vine. Pop, pop!”

The euphemism made him laugh, although he smothered it with a kiss. Winding his hands around her back, he stroked her tail with his fingertips, earning a deep moan.

For all her protesting about not being able to handle more, the tenderness sparked reserves she’d never had before. She rode him, setting the pace as he held her hips and watched the pleasure play across her features. In time, the riding became enthusiastic again, her pulsing core growing nuclear as she spasmed around him.

“Look at me,” he commanded gently, and her eyes snapped to his immediately. The connection between them deepened, physical sensation tangled with something more profound. He saw trust there, and joy, and a devotion that humbled him.

“Ohhhh, Sire. My Sire. I love you.”

“And I love you, bestgirl,” he replied, thrusting to hit the spot he knew would drive her over the edge.

She shattered with a howl that echoed across the clearing, her whole body convulsing as the orgasm ripped through her. Her walls clamped down on him in rhythmic pulses, and the sensation dragged him over the edge yet again. He buried himself deep and let go, filling her as she collapsed against his chest, still trembling with aftershocks.

They stayed tangled together as the last light faded from the sky, her head tucked under his chin and her tail wrapped loosely around his leg. Her breathing slowly steadied, punctuated by occasional happy little sounds.

“Cummies,” she murmured drowsily against his neck. “Good cummies.”

Gabriel laughed, the sound rumbling through both their bodies. “Glad you approve.”

“Bestgirl always approves of Sire.” She nuzzled closer, her ears tickling his jaw. “Worth waiting all day for.”

“Even with all the explosions?”

“Especially with all the explosions.” She yawned, her fangs glinting in the dim light. “Maybe tomorrow we try something different. Like… I don’t know. Asking the rabbits nicely?”

“At this point, I’m willing to try anything.”

Raquel hummed contentedly, already half asleep. Within minutes, her breathing had evened out entirely, her body relaxed and heavy against his. The familiar gentle yips of her snores filled the air.

Shaking his head in amusement, Gabriel rose carefully and carried her to their home.


Chapter 64: Bondage Bunnies


The next morning, Gabriel woke to Raquel perched on his chest, her nose inches from his. "I've got it," she declared. "I know how to catch them."

Her solution?

Kennels.

Using short, simple words, she detailed her intent. After wrestling her off his chest long enough to carry her to a cleansing shower and going through their morning routine, he threw himself into following her plans.

The idea was equally brilliant and simple. It involved several wooden crates with slatted sides for airflow, a secure latch on top, and a small door that could be propped open. Crafting the first, which took very little time given the tools and skills he now possessed, earned a new schematic.

Tier-2 Schematic Acquired: Simple Box Trap
Mana Cost: 10
Range: 50 feet
Requirements: 2 Earth Essence, 4 Wood Essence
Casting Time: 45 seconds
Description: Crafts a simple box trap of up to 2 cubic feet in interior space.
Discovery Experience Awarded: 50
Experience to Level 18: 14,946 of 15,000


After constructing several, the duo carried them through the portal. On the other side, Raquel fitted each with a selection of treats she'd brought from the settlement: sweet carrots, crisp lettuce, chunks of apple, and fresh clover.

"The key," Raquel explained as they placed the first kennel, "is that we don't chase them. We let them come to us. Rabbits are curious and food-motivated. We set these up, walk away, and wait."

They positioned six kennels throughout the valley, each baited and ready. Then they retreated to a small hill where they could observe through Gabriel's spyglass.

It took less than an hour for the first rabbit to investigate. It hopped cautiously toward the kennel, nose working overtime. It sniffed the entrance. Retreated. Came back. Finally, drawn by the irresistible scent of fresh food, it hopped inside.

"Now we wait for it to calm down," Raquel whispered. "Let it eat, let it relax. Then we approach very, very carefully."

They gave it fifteen minutes. The rabbit inside was happily munching, its anxiety forgotten in the face of such bounty. Gabriel and Raquel crept forward with exquisite care, barely breathing.

Gabriel reached the kennel. Slowly, so slowly, he lowered the door. It closed without a sound. His hand moved to the latch. The mechanism was well-oiled, silent.

Click.

The latch was secured.

They had a rabbit.

"Oh, thank the goddess," Gabriel breathed.

"Don't celebrate yet," Raquel cautioned. "We still have to move it."

This was where things got delicate. Gabriel lifted the kennel with the care usually reserved for handling nitroglycerine. Each step was measured, deliberate. The rabbit inside continued eating, unbothered by the gentle movement.

They made it twenty feet.

Thirty.

Fifty.

The portal was in sight.

Gabriel's foot found the one loose rock in the entire valley. His ankle turned slightly. The kennel tilted five degrees at most.

Thump.

A classic, rabbit warning thump came from inside. Just once.

"No, no, no, no." Gabriel frantically tried to level the kennel.

BOOM.

The kennel didn't explode, exactly. But the rabbit inside certainly did. Pressurized gore sprayed out through the slats like a grotesque sprinkler system, coating his arms and chest in a fine red mist.

The kennel itself survived, now empty except for a few sad chunks stuck to the interior walls.

"Well," Raquel said with forced optimism, "at least we know the kennels can handle the boom?"

Over the next several hours, they refined the technique. They captured rabbits fairly easily. The kennel system worked perfectly for that part. The transport was where things got dicey.

***

Kennel Two

A breeze sent dust directly into Gabriel's sinuses.

He sneezed.

BOOM.

Red mist.

***

Kennel Three

The shitty bird from before landed on top of the crate.

BOOM.

Red mist.

Raquel, ready for the animal's hijinks, caught the bird. It became their dinner.

***

Kennel Four

They actually made it to the portal. Raquel was celebrating quietly.

Her tail hit the side of the kennel.

BOOM.

Red mist.

***

Kennel Five

They'd learned. Moving in perfect synchronization, Gabriel carried while Raquel kept watch for any potential disturbances. No dust or birds were allowed to interfere with their progress, although both very obviously tried. They were three feet from the portal when it happened.

A butterfly landed on the kennel. The rabbit inside evidently suffered from lepidopterophobia.

BOOM.

Red mist.

"I'm going to kill something," Gabriel said with frightening calm. "I don't know what yet, but something is going to die."

***

Kennel Six

And finally, on their sixth attempt, everything went right. The rabbit was calm, the kennel was secured, and Gabriel moved with the focused intensity of a brain surgeon. No rocks, no sneezes, no birds, no butterflies, no tail-related incidents.

They stepped through the portal. The kennel remained intact. The rabbit inside continued eating, blissfully unaware that it had just become their first success.

"One down," Raquel said, setting the kennel carefully on the ground outside the Reclaimer. A slot irised open at the machine's base, flexing and churning a bit like something Gabriel refused to think about. She carefully slid the kennel inside. "Nine to go."

Gabriel looked at her, then at the portal, then back at her. "I don't even like alcohol and I want to drink all of it."

"We need nine more rabbits," she reminded him.

"I need all the drinks and nine more rabbits. In that order."

What followed was worse than any fetch quest Gabriel could have imagined. But, this time, thanks to Raquel's insights, it worked. By the time the sun was setting, they'd successfully captured ten hopstarters. The ground around the Reclaimer was littered with the remains of fourteen other kennels that hadn't made the journey intact, and both Gabriel and Raquel looked like they'd survived a particularly enthusiastic murder spree.

But they'd done it. Ten rabbits, ten kennels, zero explosions in the final count.

"Never again," Gabriel declared as he slid the final kennel into the machine. "Never, ever again."

Once the last rabbit was accepted, he slid his Tablet into the Reclaimer and watched the bootup screen load.

The Reclaimer hummed as lights appeared across the entire surface of the device. He took several steps back and held Raquel's hand as the starfish closed the portal to the hopstarter rabbits, then lifted its entire body off of the ground to reveal its underside, along with part of the cooling tower. Along the bottom of the device was a cylindrical coil with numerous chambers.

The Ecived's screen appeared in front of him, the garbled text flickering.

BAMF!

Quest Complete: Collect Ten Hopstarter Rabbits
Rewards: The Ecived Sellebanna Reclaimer officially has baseline functionality! Oh, and you can change the fonts after its transformation.
Note: This isn't even my final form.


"Transformation?" Gabriel really hoped that the machine wasn't about to become something even more hideous. Text flowed from the screen as the machine ran a diagnosis.

Hopstarter Rabbit: Seed Acquired!
Hopstarter Rabbits can now be created using stored mana!


Gabriel couldn't think of any reason he would want to replicate those rabbits. They were far too volatile and only detonated themselves.

Generating Hopstarter Rabbits.


"Hey, wait. I don't want any rabbits," he protested.

Shhh. Momma's cooking. The device hummed and an eerie green light appeared in the windows of the coil. Steam blasted from the top of the machine and Gabriel watched in shock as the rabbits manifested within the confines of the coil.

Initiating combustion start-up sequence. There was a loud thump, and the rabbits inside of the chamber promptly detonated. Large pistons emerged from beneath the coil, sending a pulse of energy through the entire device. Gabriel and Raquel watched in abject horror as the pistons sank within the coil just as another rabbit was generated, then promptly detonated.

The Ecived Sellebanna had turned the rabbits into an internal combustion engine.

The lights on the machine grew brighter as the entire device shifted and melted into itself, then slowly sank back down into the ground. The green screen faded from sight and was replaced by a softer blue tone. The clanking of the machine gave way to a steady hum as tubes erupted from the machine and vented steam directly into the ground.

Hardware update complete.
Baseline function restored.
Quest: Unlock the Ecived Sellebanna Reclaimer's full functions!
Details: With crucial energy systems restored, it's time to get this show on the road! The Ecived Sellebanna Reclaimer is self-repairing, but you're essentially running the Freemium version right now. Completing Reclaimer Quests will allow the device to unlock additional functions, and might even eliminate ads!
Rewards: Upgraded functionality, a warm feeling in your tummy, and a sense of a job well done.
Quest Experience Gained: 5,000
You’re now level 18!
Unassigned Attribute Points: 15
Unassigned Skill Points: 10
Experience to Level 19: 4,946 of 20,000
Note: This quest and these rewards were brought to you by Fruity Booty Rings. A hundred possible flavors in every box!


A note of displeasure ruined the delight of leveling up. Gabriel cleared his throat. "What about my font?"

Processing query... twist the third valve from the left.


Gabriel found what he thought was the right valve and gave it a twist. After several rotations, the font shifted subtly, and he realized that the machine displayed fonts on a spectrum from Comic Sans to Papyrus only. With a sigh, he set it all the way to Comic Sans.

"Baseline functionality restored," Lucielle read from the screen. "Beast Seed compatibility: fully operational." Her expression shifted. "Monster Seed compatibility..."

"What?"

"It says 'Requires authorized user: Yulia.'" The Mana Guide looked up at him. "The Leviathan Seed too. If you want to use this machine's full capabilities, you're going to need to bring back the one priestess guaranteed to cause problems."

Before Gabriel could respond, the screen flickered. A new notification appeared:

PROXIMITY ALERT: Large biological signatures detected.
Distance: 14 nautical miles.
Status: Circling.


"What the hell is that?"

Lucielle's glow dimmed. "I don't know. But the Reclaimer is tracking them." She paused. "Hrm. Perhaps these are the monsters guarding Una’s island? If so, it seems like the device will be even more useful than we thought. It's got an early warning system."

That was a huge relief. Otherwise, all of this effort would have been for nothing more than a silly side quest.

With no other prompts, and with both of them thoroughly exhausted from their rabbit-wrangling endeavors, Gabriel and Raquel rejoined the settlement. There was a wedding to prepare for and advancements to make, and after spending an entire day covered in exploded hopstarter, the idea of doing something productive and normal held an almost spiritual appeal.

Sleep called to him, but before he surrendered to it, an idea occurred to him. He was getting married. Maybe not tomorrow or the next day, but soon. That meant he had things to do. Determined to go on his first solo quests in a while, Gabriel rearranged his glyph loadout.

New Loadout Accepted
Visionary Path:
Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-2)
Glyph of Accuracy
Glyph of the Golem Gatherer
Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King
Strategist Path:
Glyph of the Scout
Glyph of the Survivalist
Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering
Glyph of Cooking


With the Glyphs in place and his lovers curled against him, Gabriel let exhaustion pull him under. It wasn't until much later, as dreams of exploding rabbits began to fade into deeper sleep, that it hit him: he hadn't checked the Reclaimer for precisely how to bring Yulia back.

But by then, he was already drifting off into blissful, self-satisfied sleep, the question lost to the darkness.


Interlude: Bouncing Here and There!


Buttons loved her job.

Well, she loved most things, really. She loved the way blood spurted in pretty arcs when she caught someone just right. She loved the satisfying crunch of chitin under her oversized paws. She loved how her boobies bobbed when she bounced super-fast, and she loved the squeaky noises they made when she landed on something squishy.

But scouting? Scouting was special.

The western coastline of the island had given way to dense forest about two hours into her reconnaissance mission. The vegetation here was different from the cyclops territory—greener, lusher, with flowering vines that climbed impossibly high trees and filled the air with a sweetness that made her frozen smile somehow seem more genuine.

It also had monsters.

Lots and lots of monsters.

The first group of kativa had stumbled across her path about an hour ago. Four of them, their rubbery green-black skin glistening with swamp moisture, tentacles jutting from the backs of their heads like obscene ponytails. They’d been arguing about something when Buttons had dropped from the canopy directly into their midst.

"Hi there!" Her masculine voice had boomed cheerfully as her claws extended. "Lovely day for a walk, isn’t it?"

Their reply was chittering that definitely didn’t seem polite.

They more than made up for it with screams.

Lovely, sweet screams.

The next group, a nest of corrupted spider-things with too many eyes and not enough self-preservation instincts, had been more entertaining. They’d actually tried to fight back, which Buttons appreciated. Made the whole experience more interactive.

"You’re doing great, little guys!" she’d encouraged them as she tore their legs off one by one. "Real team effort!"

By her count, she’d eliminated seventeen hostiles, three that might have been neutral, and one unfortunate bird that had startled her mid-hop. The bird she felt bad about. It had been a pretty shade of blue.

Now, deeper into the forest, Buttons paused at the base of a great tree. The bark was warm to the touch, thrumming with some kind of energy that made her synthetic fur stand on end.

"Oooh," she murmured, pressing her oversized paw against the trunk. "That’s tingly."

She climbed.

The tree was easily two hundred feet tall, with branches thick enough to support her weight without complaint. Not that she weighed much, considering she was little more than an animated corpse and a regenerating, godly-impowered fursuit, but still. A lady didn’t like to feel like she’d put on the pounds. As she ascended, the forest canopy gave way to open sky, and for the first time since leaving the cyclops village, Buttons got a proper view of the island’s interior.

Rolling hills spread before her, covered in vegetation that seemed to pulse with life. In the distance, she could make out structures—actual buildings, not the crude stone huts of the cyclops—arranged in what looked like a proper settlement. Smoke rose from a chimney. Tiny figures moved between the buildings.

"Ohhhh, what is this?" Buttons whispered, her frozen smile stretching wider.

But it wasn’t the settlement that caught her attention.

It was the thing on the hill.

About a mile from the main settlement, perched atop a rocky prominence that overlooked the surrounding territory, something moved. At first, Buttons thought it might be another monster—the shape was wrong for anything natural, all reaching limbs and pulsing mass. But the longer she watched, the more she realized it was something else entirely.

Something worse.

The creature—no, the device—resembled a monstrous starfish, if starfish were made of wet leather and bad dreams. Its surface shifted between inky black and bruised violet as it caught the afternoon light, colors that shouldn’t exist in nature sliding across its form like oil on water.

And it was moving.

Not crawling, not slithering, but thrusting. Its arms rose and fell in rhythmic waves, each motion driving deeper into the hillside with mechanical precision. The central mass churned and pulsed, expanding and contracting in ways that made Buttons’ stomach lurch despite her lack of functioning digestive system.

Steam rose from contact points where the thing’s appendages met earth. The ground around it had been scorched, scarred, claimed in some fundamental way that went beyond simple destruction.

"What," Buttons breathed, her gravelly voice barely a whisper, "the actual shitbucketfuck?"

She’d seen a lot of strange things since Leather Daddy had crafted her from corrupted magic and twisted dreams. She’d eaten cyclops eyeballs still warm from the socket. She’d watched her siblings die in colorful explosions of stuffing and regret. She’d even developed a philosophical appreciation for the sound bones made when you bent them the wrong way.

But this?

This was different.

The thing on the hill radiated wrongness in a way that made even Kusk’s corruption seem wholesome by comparison. It wasn’t evil, exactly—evil she understood, evil she could work with. This was something outside the normal categories entirely. Something that operated according to rules she couldn’t begin to comprehend.

And the people in that settlement were just... living next to it. Like it was a perfectly normal thing to have a reality-bending bowel-clenching device churning away on the neighboring hill.

"Boss needs to see this," Buttons muttered, already beginning her descent. "Boss definitely needs to see this."

She moved faster on the return journey, her enthusiasm for casual slaughter temporarily dampened by what she’d witnessed. The kativa patrol that crossed her path barely earned more than a distracted swipe—efficient kills, no playing, no encouragement.

When she finally reached their reclaimed village, it was already dark.

In the days since she’d been gone, Leather Daddy and crew had been busy. Corpses were everywhere. Piled high into walls, or staked into the ground, they made a macabre approximation of what a proper city might look like.

If the person posing them thought he was a necromancer, when in reality he was just a very polite, evil, barbarian.

Leather Daddy was seated on a fallen bit of Kusk’s statue, next to a bonfire filled with the remnants of what might have been medusas. Or just snakes attached to sexy bodies. Either way. Her brave, handsome leader was cradling Lil Skeet Skeet against his chest while staring thoughtfully at the night sky. The dickhydra had grown considerably, she noticed.

In another few days, she doubted even Daddy would be able to hold the cute little bugger, if only from a practical, leverage-and-physics-based perspective.

"Buttons!" Leather Daddy announced cheerfully as she hopped into view. "It’s been an eternity! I was growing worried. How was scouting? Find anything interesting?"

The thought of him being worried about her made the hollow space inside her stomach churn with delight. “Daddy.” She skidded to a stop near the fire, her oversized feet kicking up dust. For once, her frozen smile felt inadequate to express what she was feeling. "I found a settlement. It could be the one we’re looking for. It’s about twelve hours west, maybe fourteen if you’re being careful."

"Excellent! That’s wonderful news." Leather Daddy set Lil Skeet Skeet aside and rose to his feet, his codpiece reflecting the embers of the fire like a monument to ultimate masculinity. "Buildings? Defenses? People?"

"All of that. But Daddy..." Buttons hesitated, something she almost never did. "There’s something else. Something on a hill near the settlement. It’s... I don’t know what it is. But it’s wrong, Daddy. Wrong in a way that makes my fur want to crawl off my body and find somewhere else to live."

His head tilted at that unnatural angle. "Oh, deary me. Darling, you sound genuinely worried. Please, tell me more. Daddy is all ears."

"It’s like a starfish, but made of nightmares. Big as a house. And it’s moving, boss. Thrusting into the ground like it’s trying to make baby hills. Purple and black and it hurts to look at." She shuddered, her synthetic body producing a sound like wind through empty pipes. "I’ve killed a lot of things. A lot of things. But that? I don’t think you can kill that. I don’t think it’s alive enough to kill."

For a long moment, Leather Daddy said nothing. His zipper mouth hung slightly open, and behind the black pits of his hood, something that might have been genuine interest stirred.

"Well," he said finally, his voice soft with something approaching wonder. "That does sound interesting. Real interesting indeed."

Lil Skeet Skeet chirped from where it lay coiled on the statue fragment, all five heads swaying in unison as they produced their favorite word.

"Skibbidi," the dickhydra sang. "Skibbidi-di-di."


Chapter 65: Surprise Squelches!


Early in the morning, before the sky had begun to lighten, Gabriel ambled away from the settlement. "Lucielle, I want to make gifts for the girls. Special ones. Is this something you, or Serafina, or the Fates can help with?"

The Guide buzzed with interest. "Special how? Magical items, or ceremonial? Or both? Performing the Harem ceremony will give each of you a blessing, so I'd count the Fates out."

Turning to watch as the first spikes of purple lightened the cloudy horizon, he inhaled deeply. "Ceremonial. Something unique for each wife, but also... linking us all together. I'm thinking of a tool for Gemma. Maybe with the Etchsteel they brought back? And maybe an anklet for Raquel. I'd even like to make a necklace or choker for Ravenna."

"And Serafina?"

He smiled. "A ring."

In his mind, the women he married would be equal. Serafina's position as High Priestess, and his role as King, would add a political element to their marriage. A ring, with ties to Earth's view of such a gesture, made sense.

"You do have the jeweler's kit, and all those nifty skills. Hrm. Let me ask the Tablet. It's possible the Fates will help with a quest."

The magical device rotated, pulsed with blue and white light, then steadied with the usual bold text.

Quest: Obtain Amathrocite
Details: Amathrocite gems store and harness mana. Items made with them bond to their wielders, enabling unique emotional and psychic connections. You will find this material within the mollusk volcano, where Kusk's cursed attack revealed a cache.
Rewards: Ceremonial Jewelry Schematics, Ceremonial Tool Schematic
Special Bonus: Go by yourself and reclaim the teleportation pad on Gemma's island. If you do this, the Fates will send a champion to rescue a lost magical beast on your behalf.


"Well, that's far more generous than I expected," Lucielle chimed giddily. "With Etchsteel and Amathrocite, you'll be able to make gifts fit for queens."

"They deserve nothing less," he replied, meaning it. "Will the quest allow me to bring Bebop? Might as well refill while I'm out there."

"Let me check."

Ding!

Query Reply: Negotiation accepted. You may bring the golem.


"Excellent."

For the next hour, he prepared. First, he let the girls know he'd be going on a solo quest the Tablet had assigned. He was careful not to allude to the true nature of the agenda, although none of the trio pried. They were all busy with their own tasks.

"Now that we've got the kitchen in place, I'm gonna start working on preparing our second golem," Gemma said over breakfast. "I know it doesn’t take anythin’ but magic to craft, but I’m thinkin’ with those Estchsteel quests you’ve got, maybe I can fashion some bones we target the effect on. If it works, I figure there's a small chance it'll give the thing a little boost when you activate it."

"And maybe complete a quest or two, right?”

“Yup, that’s the idea. Two strikes. One swing.”

“That's a great idea. Wait for me to get back to help contribute, okay?"

She gave him a devastating, freckled smile. "Of course, I wouldn't dream of taking away from our special time."

Raquel and Ravenna confirmed their plans to scout, then visit Ravenna's island again, which neatly ensured they'd all be occupied while he was gone.

After a quick meal, he collected the tools he might need to excavate the gems. Several pickaxes, of various durability and styles, joined the jeweler's kit he'd won during the Fates' quests. After that, he got Bebop. The V1 golem wasn't very intelligent, but it was strong enough to draw a small cart once he attached a rope harness to it.

Finally, he inspected his pistols and rifle. They were, as expected, pristine, and the ammunition he'd crafted for the hucow rescue mission was equally intact. Duskbringer, his saber, didn't require maintenance. The blade hung across his lower back, where he could quickdraw as needed.

The trek to Gemma's island began uneventfully and remained that way until he reached the swamp.

Shortly after dawn, perhaps eight or nine in the morning local time, the sun rose over the horizon, sending pillars and flickering tubes of illumination through dense gray-green mist. Without Mr. Dawkins to escort them, Gabriel had taken the snake's role. Bebop, moving slowly but steadily, drew the cart through the chest-deep water as he kept watch. The murk smelled of rotting vegetation and something older, fouler.

Kaaaroooooom.

The sound, ancient and ominous, drifted from one of the giant shapes that always lurked within the mist. Lifting Peace and Silence free, Gabriel felt his heart stutter as he realized what was happening.

One of the mysterious beasts was thundering directly toward him.

"Noooooo mooooore technology!" A voice like an earthquake ripped through the silence, sending waves of mist rushing away from the creature. What emerged was a cross between a twenty-foot-tall ogre and a tree. Cloaked in gray and brown moss, the thing had at least five twisted arms in addition to an equal number of root-like legs. Its antlered head was misshapen, with one huge, yellow eye and one smaller green one. A sideways, slanted mouth filled with writhing, biting things yawned wide as it closed the distance.

Monsterlore told Gabriel its name. It was a Brackfen Titan.

And it was fast.

The creature appeared thirty feet away from the wall and closed half the distance in a single step.

Ding! Ding! Ding! The Tablet rang like a gong, notifications momentarily filling the air.

Gabriel ignored them all.

BANG! BANG! BANG-BANG-BANG-BANG!

His revolvers roared as he unloaded both barrels at the creature's central mass. On the third strike, Peace caused the thing's green eye to fade. The instant it did, the rippling fog coalescing behind the Brackfen like a cloak dispersed. On the fourth, Silence caused the creature's epic voice to soften, taking with it a creeping dread Gabriel had only begun to feel.

The Glyph of Accuracy revealed its true power in the first seconds of the onslaught. Every one of his shots was not only far more accurate, but the damage increased by fifty percent and they gained the ability to land critical strikes against normally immune objects.

Fist-sized holes burst along the monster’s torso, leading up to its neck. Thick, gooey sap flooded the wounds as magic coalesced over them. Gabriel recognized a powerful regeneration effect a moment before Silence again proved its worth. His final shot sent the healing magic scattering, ruining the overwhelming creature's ability to instantly recover.

But that was all the time he had.

A living tree, the Brackfen bent down and dragged a limb through the water, striking Gabriel across the chest with a wide, slashing attack. He had no time to dodge or defend. On dry ground, the impact would have thrown him fifty feet. With the water up to his chest, the results were muffled. Still, the blow tore him from the swamp and sent him all the way to the stone barrier, some twenty feet away.

CRACK!

Ribs, back, spine. All important things. They cracked, brought near to breaking from a single blow.

Black spots flashing in his eyes, he barely heard Lucielle cry, "That swing took over a hundred of your hit points! Gabriel, you can't fight this!"

Not like he had a choice.

Kaaarroooooooom.

It roared again, striding closer. Bringing a foot up, it splayed its legs to pin and crush him against the wall. Holstering his pistols and diving out of the way in the last instant, Gabriel submerged completely within the murky water.

A leech the size of his arm bobbed into view, nightmare mouth gaping wide.

Duskbringer appeared in his hand as if by magic, the blade wedged between himself and the new threat. The leech sliced itself in half, blood gushing into the water and clouding what little visibility remained.

THUMP!

The edge of a foot came down on Gabriel's back, pushing him to the swamp floor. Weight beyond any ability to lift settled on him. His spine became popcorn. His thoughts became fluid, thin things, dissolving in the murky dark.

Vaguely, he was aware of reaching around, of slashing with one arm. Duskbringer caught something, snagged, and he sawed it free.

Kaaarrrrrrooooo!

Unable to see, overwhelmed by pain and an opponent he had no way of preparing for, Gabriel barely sensed the weight ease. Instincts, raw and desperate, called to him. His heart thudded, filled with determination for one thing: to live.

Twisting cost him skin, as the creature's bark abraded his torso, yet he managed to reorient. With better leverage, he fought against the encroaching darkness. Desperate slashes and stabs whacked at the Brackfen's limb. Gabriel's strength, magnified due to the Fates' boost, was easily enough to bend raw steel. He could have lifted half a house, if he wanted.

Yet against this thing, it was barely enough to carve through bark armor and into something vulnerable beneath.

Koooowaaarrrr!

The weight vanished, and Gabriel didn't hesitate. Shoving off the swamp floor, he burst out of the water and inhaled desperately. Oxygen flooded his starved lungs as he took stock of his enemy. Duskbringer had done grievous damage to one of the monster’s many limbs and the creature's blood had attracted a swarm of leeches.

Dozens, no hundreds, now climbed into the open wound. The Brackfen fought back, smashing and crushing the creatures with contemptuous ease. The leeches were enormous, likely magical, and strong enough to create tiny, insignificant wounds. There was no chance they'd turn the tide in this battle. Still, the distraction had been enough to allow Gabriel a precious second.

Foulbane slid into his hands and he sighted on the creature’s giant eye.

BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!

KAAAAAARRRRROOOOOOOOO!

With Tablet-enhanced speed and impossible accuracy, each of Gabriel's pellets found home. On the fourth, the creature's great eye chipped like a stone, the light within spilling out as vapor. It roared in anguish, sideways mouth splitting open as its writhing teeth stretched toward the sky.

The sight was beyond macabre.

Gabriel had no time to take it in. He'd fought enough monsters to know better than to let this one languish.

Spending the final rifle round on the creature's open mouth, he shouldered the weapon and once more took up Duskbringer. With a determined roar, he waded toward the stunned, but still very much alive, Brackfen.

CRACK!

CRACK!

THRASH!

KAAAAAAAAROOOOOO!

The cruel saber bit deep, cracking bark with every swing. Twisting, his opponent oriented away as if to flee. Gabriel found himself with two choices: let the aggressive creature escape and hope that it would learn its lesson, or press his advantage.

Both were risky.

Then he remembered what this thing was: a monster, a being of predatory instincts. Negotiation and compassion would have no effect on it.

Drawing Peace, he reloaded with all the speed he could manage. His wet fingers slid across magic pellets as he slotted one, two, three into place. The fourth fell, glowing as it vanished into the swamp. Grunting in displeasure, he snapped his wrist to rotate the chamber in place, then fired what he had at the Brackfen's retreating back.

This time, he aimed for the base of the neck, near a darker spot he hoped would be vulnerable.

CRRRRACK!

The first blast split the wood. His second, which landed directly behind the first, caused its entire head to split apart. On the third, its torso followed, crumbling away from a churning green core wrapped in writhing black vines. With a haunting, eerie screech, the creature's body crumpled, leaving the emerald thing that had been in its chest hovering above the still waters.

Lucielle called, "Gabriel! Quick, take it before it can get away."

"Take it?" he asked, woozy and lightheaded.

"Your Monstrous Engineering glyph! It lets you interact with this. Touch it! Hurry!"

Blinking away confusion, Gabriel took in the scene: the Brackfen had fallen fifty feet away, its death apparently having caused the ever-present mist to draw back. In the distance, at the edge of his vision, two more of the shadow giants lurked.

He knew how fast they were now, which made going for the reward a serious risk.

"No guts, no glory," he mumbled. Acting as much on instinct as logic, he waded forward. Hands moving to the side pockets of his backpack, he grabbed a handful of rounds for the rifle and reloaded as he approached.

Karrrroooooooom!

The howls echoed from both shapes. Still ten feet from his goal, Gabriel poured on the speed.

Thud!

THUD!

Enormous footsteps crashed into the swamp, creating waves that threatened to shove him away from his objective. Teeth gritted, Gabriel aimed and fired at a flicker of orange radiating from the closer of the two.

CRRRRRACK!

The orange flickered as the new Brackfen roared in outrage.

Gabriel lunged, fingers brushing the spinning, magical object.

DING!


Chapter 66: Money Shot


A swell of magic, vibrant and unmistakably Emyra herself, rose from all around. It surged into Gabriel’s chest, then burst outward.

“The land and I are one! The King and the land are one!” Emyra’s voice, rich and feminine, rippled through the air as aquamarine sparks flooded the space. “By my will, I reclaim that which was stolen!”

Gabriel, uncertain what was happening, spun as the mists raced away. Both titans followed, groaning and growling as they retreated.

“Great job!” Lucielle called, giggling. “Wow, that went way better than it could have.”

“I almost died,” he pointed out dourly, making his way to the wagon. Bebop, unperturbed by the combat, had kept pace. It was nearly a quarter mile ahead of where the encounter had begun.

“But you didn’t.”

“Out of morbid curiosity, what would have happened if it had drowned me, and I’d still had a lot of hit points?”

“Drowning takes a percentage of your hit points every so many seconds,” she explained. “You’re down to thirty-nine. Only half of that was from direct damage.”

“Ah.”

His Tablet floated over, a wall of text scrolling past. “Look, look,” she said, changing the font to make certain sections pulse. “You got and completed your first monster-based quests! Gabriel, if you hadn’t gone into Fate’s Dungeon, this all would have been impossible.”

“Uh huh.” Unmoved at her enthusiasm, he reloaded his firearms as he read.

Monster Quest: See a Brackfen Titan and Survive
Details: Brackfen Titans once served the goddess as monstrous protectors of her islands. Over thousands of years, their allegiance has wandered. Their monstrous natures, coupled with their overwhelming magic and durability have made them among the most dangerous of the inhabitants currently on the islands. Fighting them is nearly impossible: their howls can inspire overwhelming terror, their bark is only vulnerable to critical strikes, and they magically regenerate 15% of their hit points every second. Among other advantages.
You cannot defeat these things.
But you’re close enough to see one. Why not risk your life for a little peek?
Reward: Your Tablet will gain an auto-mapping feature that will reveal areas of interest in the swamp. These high-risk, high-reward miniature dungeons were once part of an ancient system for visiting adventurers that has long fallen into ruin.


“Oh, good, more side quests,” he said, dismissing the idea of exploring the swamps at all. Why would he? Gabriel had no aspirations to pursue further nonsense, no matter how…

And then he read the next bit and all thoughts stopped.

Holy Goddess Rootbuckets: You defeated a Brackfen Titan by yourself. Solo. This is…wow.
Just…wow.
For the record: you should have died. Good job on the guns and having the right Glyphs. Anyway.
	Eldritch Horror Rewards: You’ve defeated the local equivalent of an eldritch horror. Buckle up.

	Brackfen Titan Core: The literal spark of life once crafted by Emyra herself, this core has accumulated tremendous natural and monstrous magic over the millennia. You may use one to upgrade any of your Glyphs by 1 category (to Epic or Legendary).

	Marsh Key: Having defeated the monster, you’ve gained an upgrade to your Tablet called ‘Marsh Key’. It will allow you access to the secret dungeons within this region.

	250 Brackfen Wood Essence: Your Tablet may exceed the maximum allotment of Essence for the purposes of storing this reward. This element may be used to craft any wood structure and give it the following bonus properties: Regeneration, Extreme Damage Resistance and Extreme Magic Resistance.



Combat Experience Gained: 8,000
Experience to Level 19: 12,946 of 20,000
Reminder: You still have 15 unassigned attribute points and 10 unassigned skill points.


“Holy…” Gabriel bit off the curse, eyes wide at the sheer magnitude of the reward. But there was more. So much more.

Announcement: Your defeat of the titan has allowed the goddess to influence this land once more. The local monsters have been gently redirected to logical areas, ones where dedicated adventurers can have fun with them.
Warning: If you behave like an adventurer, expect to find monsters that will attack you.


He didn’t need anything else, yet there it was. One more quest.

Monster Quest: Explore Your First Fen Dungeon (While Injured)
Details: You’ve got access, why not use it? Enter and fully map any dungeon in this area while you remain injured.
Rewards: Staff of the Royal Engineer (Legendary); the Fates will migrate a teleportation pad near the far side of the island, where you will be able to access the Life Essence Node. It should go without saying, but there are countless strategic benefits to being able to move around your home island quickly. We hope you like big carrots, because this is one.


Gabriel shoved his hands into his hair, groaning. “Why do you do this to me? Do you get some perverse pleasure in making me risk my life for crap I don’t enjoy? I’m not a horror guy. I’m not a ‘wade through swamps’ guy.”

Lucielle giggled. “The Fates aren’t nice. But they give great rewards, don’t they?”

That they did.

“Speaking of which, what will the Staff of the Royal Engineer do?”

A swirl of color strobed across the Tablet, mimicking two eyes growing large and blinking. “Oh, I can’t tell you that. But you waaaaaant it. I promise.”

“I’m down to a tenth of my hit points,” he pointed out.

“Hence the upgraded quest. The monster variety will always be extra bad, but you got an upgrade.”

“Great.” He did not mean it. “What kind of monsters should I expect in the local dungeons?”

“Oh, you know. The basics. Animated skeletons. Maybe a zombie or two. An ooze. Maybe ancient spellcasters in service to miniature Dungeon Cores. Could be Fairy Dungeoneers, taking a break from crafting dungeons in far lands. Who knows?”

“Will they be as bad as the titan?”

“Nope. The titans were the goddess’ personal servants and guardians of these lands. You’re super unlikely to find anything worse inside a cramped old dungeon. Heck, after thousands of years, the magic animating the undead is probably weak. This quest might be a slice of cake!”

Her enthusiasm, although undeniably genuine, did not sway his opinion on the matter.

Still.

The Staff of the Royal Engineer…

“Ah, fuck it. I screwed around with that damn Reclaimer for two days. I can do this. Besides, I’m healing pretty fast now. I can wait a few hours before I go in, right?”

“Yup, sure can. Feel free to game the rules as much as you want. They like that.”

With the decision grudgingly made, Gabriel paused for a quick bite of soggy fruit and to level himself up. His current Attributes made him frown. All were sixty-nine, other than Endurance and Grace. Grace was sixty-two. “Lucielle, would you put a request in for me?”

“Sure. What?”

“I’m limited to six points in one Attribute per level. If the goal is to get everything to sixty-nine or a hundred sixty-nine, I’ll need a way to put more points in Endurance.”

“Oh. Sure. Hold on.”

Ding!

Request Response: The Fates do not make allowances like this lightly. However, you have both pleased and amused them of late. Your request to improve Endurance beyond standard limits has been approved.


With that allowance, he put six points in Grace, and nine into Endurance.

For skills, he went with what he and Ravenna had discussed. With focused thought, he disabled Civil Engineering, replacing it with Military Planning, and he immediately put ten points into it.

Military Planning (+10): This skill allows you to arrange defensive and offensive structures in a way to maximize lethality of your settlements. Provided you are able to design the structures, a settlement that incorporates this skill will receive a 10% global bonus to all military/combat related actions related to the structures. Note: This skill’s benefits have diminishing returns after 15 points have been allocated.


He’d opted to go the easy way for the level up. Knowing he planned to investigate a dungeon, he briefly considered using the Brackfen Titan Core to upgrade a combat glyph, but held off. “I’m not an adventurer. I’m a King. Kings don’t max out combat.”

“Mhm. Sure.”

Over the next hour, Gabriel escorted Bebop out of the swamp. The far side, which was in view of the fakayren island, showed no signs of hostiles. Leaving the golem in the safer position, he waded back into the swamp, checking his new auto-mapping feature along the way.

His Tablet provided him with a pixilated, old-school interface revealing bits of the terrain with highlighted entrances for a staggering number of places listed as Areas of Interest. Following barely used gamer instincts, he used topology as a clue for where the most interesting, accessible, dungeon might be.

It was nestled within a C-shaped inlet, surrounded by twisted vegetation. He cut his way through, revealing a truly ancient stone monolith with a heavy bolted door at its base. Green light strobed from his Tablet, caressing the gate as the Marsh Key activated.

A gust of putrescent air wafted out, the unspoken threat waiting within kicking off a spike of adrenaline. Pausing in waist-deep water, he fended off a few leeches as he checked his gear yet again.

All there.

Only…

On impulse, he tugged the recharged Ring of Making Things Interesting free. "Hey, Lucielle. The ring's recharged. If I use it on a guaranteed quest reward, what happens?"

The Tablet spun in a circle, followed by a kaleidoscope of strobing light effects.

Wait. Seriously. You want to double down?


Lucielle’s voice went from high-pitched to barely audible. “Woweeee, Gabriel. Look at this.”

Query: Do you wish the ring to apply to all aspects of this unexplored dungeon? If so, the rewards could be…embiggened.


The wording, both eager and filled with warning, reminded him of the facts. He was injured, alone, and about to enter an ancient crypt, presumably full of undead. Using the ring wasn’t logical.

But if the Staff of the Royal Engineer could be further upgraded, or the local rewards improved, maybe he wouldn’t need to visit these dungeons for resources again.

"Go big or go home," he muttered, slipping it onto his finger and accepting the terms.

Ding!

CHAOS UNLEASHED MODE ACTIVATED!
PREPARE FOR GLORY (and Weirdness)
Warning: Things are about to get bugnuts.


"This is either brilliant or suicidal," Lucielle observed.

With a sigh of, “Why not both?” he drew his saber with one hand, a gun in the other, and activated his Invisibility power.

Then he entered the dungeon.


Chapter 67: Too Yucky for a Sexual Euphemism (Part 1)


The space past the open door was all ancient, dark stone. Gabriel’s Tablet-augmented perceptions came in handy, as the dim light thrown by his Tablet was just enough to illuminate a ten-foot area. It was far from perfect as it left deep, foreboding shadows. The alternative was to put a weapon away, and he wasn’t going to do that.

Immediately after the entrance, he came to a stairwell. The tiles clicked under his feet, surprisingly dry as he descended. Stone sarcophagi, carved with stylized warriors and devotions to both Kusk and Emrya flanked his descent. After thirty or forty steps, he came to a wide corridor lined with deep, mysterious alcoves. Ahead, glowing algae or moss, clinging to the rough-hewn ceiling, provided enough ambient illumination to extend his vision another twenty feet.

Motion drew his attention as a skeleton emerged from an alcove, a rusty sword raised. Gabriel intercepted it with Duskbringer, slicing an awkward blow to a side, then backhanding the thing’s head off effortlessly.

A second skeleton rushed from the shadows. He stabbed into its ribcage, trying to knock it off course. His weapon, less than ideal for the fight, barely slowed the thing, and a claw grazed his cheek as he yanked the sword to the side.

The monster exploded, shrapnel flying everywhere. Bits sliced Gabriel’s cheeks and face. An ancient sliver of something nasty made it into his mouth. Spluttering, spitting, he growled, “What the hell was that?”

Lucielle replied, “Altered critical damage. To make things more interesting.”

Great.

No sooner had she spoken than the scattered bones glowed with a pulse of neon green light. Then they flowed together into two distinct shapes. The bones swelled, growing, as tissue began to appear out of thin air, wrapping around swinging jaws and lifeless eyes.

“Uh, no, thank you.” Gabriel lifted Peace, aimed, and shot each in the head.

That did it.

As the bodies collapsed, two orbs appeared above each augmented corpse. Swirling with dense magic, they flowed into his Tablet, which gave him a notification.

Monster Seeds Acquired: Marshbone Warrior, Marshbone Berserker
Reminder: Yulia is required to unleash the full capabilities of the Reclaimer.


“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, continuing his exploration. The corridor branched, and he chose the path showing faint traces of light, reasoning that traps were harder to spot in pitch blackness.

The chamber beyond had been an armory. Weapon racks lined the walls, mostly holding rust and dust. A few items remained intact: a bronze dagger, a quiver of faintly glowing arrows, and a pouch of coins.

Items Identified:
	75 Ancient Gold Coins

	12 Frost Arrows

	Ceremonial Dagger





As his reached to add the finding to his dungeon bag, something moved in the corner. A rat watched him with beady eyes. No sooner had he seen the thing than a flare of green and purple light settled into the animal.

It began to grow, swelling to the size of a wolf, then kept going. Its fur darkened to sickly green as bony protrusions burst from its spine. Gabriel shot the thing twice, mid-transformation, although each time the wounds healed almost instantly.

Switching to Duskbringer as the thing finished its transformation into a horse-sized, tusked monstrosity, he charged the thing. It responded with a lunging hiss.

Combat Mobility sang to the graceful man. Narrowly dodging the swipe, he kicked off a wall, performed a spinning cartwheel out of any Asian action movie, and drew his saber across the thing’s head. The tip of the blade skewered an eye, earning a hiss of rage.

He landed as the thing went berserk. Hissing and clawing wildly, it sliced across his chest as he retreated, drawing Silence and aiming at close range.

Three shots to the ruptured eye socket took the thing down.

Yet again, the augmented corpse provided him with a reward.

Monster Seed Acquired: Dire Plague Rat (Chaos-Touched)
Reminder: Yulia is required to unleash the full capabilities of the Reclaimer.


“Good thing you’re literally tough as nails now,” Lucielle observed. “You’ve made yourself immune to tons of things.”

“Like the plague?”

“You guessed it.”

Gabriel paused long enough to reload his weapons and scoop the loot into his Bag of Dungeoneering. “Do you mind separating from the Tablet to scout? It might help.”

“Sure. Just a reminder: I’m a magical being outside of the Tablet and can be hurt.”

“I remember. Be careful, okay?”

She pulled free of the Tablet, her fist-sized ball of light dimming to less than a flickering candle as she circled the room, then led him through the corridors.

At an alcove ringed with ancient black symbols, she darted to a curious-looking bit of stone. Excited, she pulsed with light, “Here! Over here!”

Rrrrrumble!

Stone scraped against stone as sarcophagus lids shifted throughout the area. Shapes emerged in a rush, groaning as they pulled themselves into view. Lumbering, seaweed covered monstrosities he recognized as Marsh Zombies awkwardly lurched around a corner. No sooner had they come into Lucielle’s excited light than the lesser creatures began steaming. Potent magic pulsed and four zombies abruptly smashed together, the clay of their flesh and bones merging into a single, horrific, abomination.

Beginning to regret using the ring, Gabriel groused, “Lucielle, did you really have to shout?”

"Sorry! I found something cool!"

With Duskbringer in one hand, Gabriel flung himself into action. Carving through rising skeletons and regular zombies with ease, he soon found himself faced with the chaos-enhanced blob. Six arms, tipped with wicked claws, reached for him as six legs awkwardly lumbered forward.

The thing might be intimidating as hell, but it lacked all coordination.

A lunge with his saber carved an arm off, then another. It healed rapidly, tissue relocating from torsos to regenerate the limbs.

“Unfair,” he groused, side-sheathing Silence and pulling Peace instead.

Bang!

BANG BANG!

Bang!

The shots were deafeningly loud, even as the dispelling effect once more proved its weight in gold. On the second shot, the monster’s regeneration effect faltered. The third blasted a fist-sized chunk out of its core. And the fourth, followed by liberal applications of his saber, were enough to carve the thing like a grotesque Christmas ham.

Monster Seeds Acquired: Bog Shambler Amalgam


Ignoring the reminder about Yulia beneath the notification, Gabriel followed Lucielle’s excited jumping, where he found a loose bit of rock. Within was a lever. He inspected it carefully, then used his saber to hook and pull the mechanism into place.

Rumble Rumble.

A door appeared out of the wall, revealing an opulent room.

He’d found a small treasury.

Walls filled with shelves of tarnished gold, the central piece was a pillar, upon which sat a crystal vial filled with shimmering liquid.

Item Identified: Elixir of Complete Restoration
Effect: Single-Use Full Heal.


Gabriel's hand reached for the vial before his brain caught up. A full heal, right now, would be useful.

But the quest required him to remain injured.

He took the item, pocketing it away as Lucielle pulsed against one of the shelved walls. “Try here! Push here!”

When he did, a secondary hidden chamber opened, revealing a narrow passage. Fermented rot, mixed with acid and something worse rose from within. Barely holding back from pinching his nose, Gabriel reloaded and made his way down.

At the base, he found himself in a vaulted room covered in glowing moss. The center of the room was dominated by an open sarcophagus, the lid decorated with images of a bearded dwarf.

“Mwahahahaha, now I have you, my pretty!” The announcement came from a shape that rose on the opposite end of the chamber. It was a robed figure that floated several inches off the ground, its skeletal hands weaving patterns of sickly green light.

Given the inscriptions, Gabriel had expected as much.

What he hadn't expected was for the dwarf wizard to be riding a skeletal horse that was also on fire.

“That sure is interesting!” Lucielle said.

Gabriel had no time to reply, as the crypt magus was busy hurtling a bolt of necrotic energy at Gabriel's face. He dove left, feeling the spell sizzle past his ear. The impact animated debris into a swarm of stone insects that began flying toward him.

"Oh, this is bullshit!"

Gabriel sprinted for the nearest pillar, swatting stone bugs with Duskbringer. The skeletal horse charged, flames trailing from its hooves. He waited until the last second, then dove aside, slashing at its legs.

The wizard hurled another spell, splitting into three tracking bolts. Gabriel shot two out of the air with Peace but the third made it past even his augmented reflexes. It struck him on the shoulder and burned through his soaking, tattered shirt, leaving his arm charred and numb.

He lifted his gun and fired at the charging mount. The shot shattered the horse's skull, sending the wizard tumbling.

The magus floated over the once again dead animal, a pulsing red spell extending from its nimble fingers.

Gabriel’s gifts warned him this would be a big spell. Probably a fireball. Wizards loved fireballs in enclosed spaces. He charged, leaping over debris and tumbling across the tomb. Coming up with his saber in a lunge, he carved through the diminutive wizard’s arm even as the spell went off.

WHOOM!

The blast wasn’t as bad as it could have been. It was still enough to send him flying across the room. When his vision and lungs cleared, he found no sign of any further enemies, which was good.

“Ugh, maybe this quest wasn’t a smart idea.” One of his arms was practically useless, and he must have been down a ton of hit points, particularly from face-tanking that blast.

“Upgrading it was questionable, that’s for sure,” Lucielle enthused. “But that’s our Gabriel. Brave and bold!”

“Uh huh.”

Monster Seeds Acquired: Crypt Magus, Blazing Phantom Steed


The center of the room contained precisely one item: an elaborate key. Taking it, the duo returned to their inspection of the dungeon. According to his Tablet, the only requirement was to map the unhidden areas while he remained injured.

For half an hour, that’s precisely what he did. A few skeletons and zombies rose to interrupt him, but these didn’t transform in mid-combat, making one-armed swipes with his saber plenty to turn them to dust.

By the time his arm was functional again, they’d found the heavy iron door leading to the final room.

“Ah, goddess. It’s a damn boss chamber, isn’t it?”

Lucielle buzzed up, her light illuminating script at the top: BEYOND LIES THE GUARDIAN. TURN BACK.

He reloaded his weapons and drew his rifle, fully intending to keep at range for whatever came next. The door was locked, but the key he’d found with the dwarf worked. Naturally, when he opened the door, the vault beyond was way smaller than he’d hoped. Lined with stone shelves, the centerpiece was an oversized golden chest bound in glistening gold.

Precisely like the ones he’d found in Fate’s optional quests.

Lucielle squealed with joyful anticipation, buzzing in excited circles.

Gabriel approached cautiously, scanning for traps. Nothing obvious. The lock had rusted away, leaving only a simple latch.

He lifted the lid.

The chest was empty.

"What?" Lucielle's glow flickered. "But the magical signature..."

A sound from behind made Gabriel's blood freeze. Not scraping bones or squelching flesh.

A low, rattling breath. Hungry. Patient.

He turned slowly.

The creature crouched in the doorway, blocking his only exit. Pale, leathery skin stretched over wrong angles and too-long limbs. Its eyes burned with malevolent intelligence.

A ghast.

The ring pulsed, and noxious green light engulfed the creature, mutating its form.

“Ah, hell,” he grumbled, lifting his rifle and taking aim.

Kerrrpop!

Limbs distending, clawed digits burst from the hands and a second set of arms joined the first. With a soundless roar, the ghast’s jaw unhinged to reveal three rows of teeth. Bony spines erupted along its back, dripping steaming fluid.

Ding!

Gabriel glanced over to see Lucielle zip into the Tablet as the combat details presented themselves.

Abyssal Crypt Ghast (Elite, Chaos-Enhanced)
Warning: Paralyzing Touch. Fear Aura. Extreme Speed. Venomous Spines. Four-Armed Combat.


“Oh, well, isn’t this just peaches and cream?”


Chapter 68: Still Too Yucky for a Sexual Euphemism (Part 2)


The fear aura washed over Gabriel like ice water, then broke away under the effects of the Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King.

“Raawr?” Tilting its head to the side, the intelligent undead made a sound like a confused raccoon. “No freeze?”

“No freeze,” Gabriel growled back.

“Good, sweet meat.” It smiled, all three rows of revolting, putrefying teeth. With a hiss of motion, it came at him, all four arms extended.

He’d fought fast opponents before. The Brackfen Titan, for all its size, had moved with terrifying speed. Raquel in her primal form could cross a room in the blink of an eye.

This thing was faster than both, and it had twice as many limbs to kill him with.

Twisting sideways, claws sent rays of horrible fire across Gabriel’s already wounded arm, ribs, and thighs. Spinning in a pirouette that would have made any dancer proud, he shot the thing with Foulbane in the forehead. The shot should have been a killing blow.

THUNK!

The blast rocked the undead monster’s head back, causing it to stumble a few feet. Gabriel didn’t hesitate to pour the remainder of his bullets into the thing’s head. One right after the other. When the rifle ran dry, he dropped the resilient magical weapon and cross drew both pistols.

Twelve shots followed the five.

When the revolvers clicked dry, the ghast looked like a rotten pizza, body blown to distended bits, entrails and slimy things everywhere. Yet it came on, reaching for him with claw-tipped, gangrenous fingers.

With a laughing hiss, the ghast fell back to pace around him. Gabriel followed its motions, trying to track it, but the ghast had already repositioned. It circled him with predatory patience its second set of arms reached for him from an angle that shouldn't have been possible.

“Gabriel,” Lucielle screamed a warning, “Left side! Looks like you knocked something loose.”

He had no time to take advantage of it, as the thing was closing with him.

Retreating to the doorway, Gabriel holstered his guns and drew Duskbringer. With a blur of motion, the ghast cut him off, its exaggerated limbs giving it a reach advantage that made his saber feel like a toothpick.

He feinted left, went right, and dove left. Sure enough, a dime-sized bit of pink tissue pulsed between two of the monster’s ribs. With a hiss of focus, he drove the saber into what he hoped was a vulnerable spot.

“Ouuuuuuuch,” the ghast growled, snapping a claw down around Gabriel’s wrist. Another hand flashed out, seizing his other hand. Between them, its two bonus limbs stretched for his throat.

Sharp things cut his skin as various magical effects fought against Gabriel’s incredible constitution. His wounded arm was entirely numb and his thoughts were growing foggy. A core of defiance rose in the King of the Fae Islands, hard and hot.

“Is that all you got?” he growled.

The ghast’s eyes widened, mouth flexing around a word.

Gabriel headbutted it directly in the face.

The impact hurt him almost as much as the monster, but it loosened the creature's grip enough for him to wrench his hands free.

With an awkward toss, he flung Duskbringer from one hand to the other. Nearly fumbling the hilt, he lifted the blade and slammed it into the ghast’s open mouth. The end of the blade burst from the back of the monster’s neck as Lucielle exulted, “Chaos Critical!”

BOOM!

Gabriel didn’t think he’d gone unconscious for very long. When he came to, it was to Lucielle hovering nearby, a worried shade of pink. “Oh, thank the goddess. Two hit points is too low. You almost bled out before your healing overcame it.”

“Thanks,” he slurred. It came out as ‘Shanks.’

Pulsing light rose from the ghast’s defeated corpse, flashing as it merged with his Tablet.

Monster Seed Acquired: Abyssal Crypt Ghast (Chaos-Touched)
Note: Elite-tier Chaos-Enhanced Monster Seed. Significant bonuses when processed through the Reclaimer. May retain some chaos properties. Also, you still need to free Yulia for any of this to matter.


“Oh, screw you,” Gabriel said to no one in particular. In his still-ringing ears, it sounded like, “Thew-too.”

Which was probably for the best. Cursing the Fates or the Bright Maker or whoever was behind Tablet magic was probably a bad idea.

He surveyed the vault, frowning at the empty chest. "So, where's the actual treasure? The ghast was guarding an empty box."

"Ooh, good question!" Lucielle popped free of the Tablet and proceeded to zip around the room, examining walls and floor with evident enthusiasm. "Secret compartment, maybe? The ghast had to be protecting something valuable."

Gabriel's eyes fell on the pile of ash that had been the ghast. Something glinted within the remains. He knelt, brushing aside cinders to reveal a tarnished amulet. A stylized gear surrounded by a wreath of leaves. The symbol looked familiar, though he couldn't place it immediately.

"That's a Royal Engineer's seal!" Lucielle squealed. "From before Kusk went all evil."

“Huh?”

“Kusk had high priests. Chief among them was the Royal Engineer. You know. High Priestess. Royal Engineer. Thematic, yeah?”

“Ah. I see.” Gabriel, woozy from loss of blood, reached for the amulet. The moment his fingers touched the metal, the floor beneath the empty chest began to glow.

Stone ground against stone as a hidden compartment rose from the floor, pushing the decoy chest aside. What emerged was far more impressive: a pedestal of white marble, untouched by the decay that claimed everything else in the dungeon. Resting atop it was a staff of dark wood, its surface inlaid with golden geometric patterns that pulsed with contained power.

His ring flared brilliantly, its gemstone dimming as the last of its stored chaos magic poured into the revealed treasure.

Note: Charge depleted. Wait a month and bathe it under a full blood moon to restore functionality.


Dazed, Gabriel found himself distracted by the text. “Was it a full thirty days since we left the Fate’s Dungeon? It doesn’t feel like it was that long…”

Warning: Don’t nickel and dime your rewards. If a higher power wants to fudge so you can earn cool opportunities, let it happen.


“Oh. Okay.” Whatever.

Ding!

Quest Complete: Explore Your First Fen Dungeon (While Injured)
Assessment: Wow, you’re way more suicidal than anyone thought!
Rewards:
	Staff of the Divine Engineer: This is a Divine-Tier, Chaos-Enhanced Creation Item

	Teleportation Pad Migrated: As promised, the Fates have relocated a teleportation pad to the far side of the island, near the Life Essence Node. This pad is now linked to your settlement's network.

	Bonus Reward: For completing the dungeon while injured AND defeating a chaos-enhanced elite guardian, you have earned: Schematic – Tier-2 Portable Essence Refinery. This Schematic allows construction of a mobile Essence processing station.





Gabriel reached for the staff, his fingers closing around the wood. It warmed to the touch, golden light tracing up his arm, then turning platinum as waves of magic from his Tablet struck out, meeting the artifact’s enchantment. The two colors mingled, merging, flowing together before sinking into his flesh.

The full item description filled his Tablet.

He read the first line. Then the second. By the third, his eyes had gone wide.

"Gabriel?" Lucielle's voice carried a note of concern. "You okay? You've gone really pale. Well, paler than usual after nearly dying multiple times."

He didn't respond. His eyes continued scanning the description, each new ability more ridiculous than the last. The chaos enhancement hadn't just improved the staff. It had broken it. Completely, utterly, absurdly broken it.

When he finally reached the end, Gabriel looked up at his Mana Guide with an expression caught somewhere between disbelief and religious awe.

"By the goddess."

Oh By the Way: You’ve received an additional 10,000 combat experience.
Experience to Level 20: 2,946 of 20,000


Ding!


Milestone 14: Rewards and Updated Character Sheet 


Note: You know the deal by now. Feel free to skip ahead. Wait, read what the cool stuff does first. THEN you can skip ahead.

Staff of the Divine Engineer (Divine-Tier, Chaos-Enhanced Creation Item)

– First Creation: The first Tier-1 or Tier-2 Schematic you create each day has all costs reduced to 1 (1 mana, and 1 of each type of required Essence). When you gain access to Tier-3 schematics, the first of those used each day has all costs reduced by 50%. This benefit can trigger Glyphs that reduce costs related to subsequent Schematic usage.

– Aether’s Mass: Any Schematic you cast without using Essences uses only half of the material provided. Aether will take the place of missing material, effectively allowing you to construct houses with half the lumber.

– Lightning Casting: Spend 150 mana to activate this ability for 4 hours. You need not hold the staff to maintain the benefit. While active, the casting time of all Schematics is decreased by up to 50%. This benefit stacks with other time-reduction benefits.

– Remake the Land: All costs associated with terraforming unoccupied land are reduced by 95%.

Tier-2 Schematic: Portable Essence Refinery

Mana Cost: 150

Range: 15 feet

Requirements: 10 Prismatic Essence or 150 of any other combined Essences

Casting Time: 1 Hour

Description: Once crafted, add 3 of any one Essence to the Refinery to alter their type to any related, similar type. For example: Mud can become Earth or Steel, etc. This process takes 3 minutes per conversion and the output may be directed to your Tablet or other storage medium. This conversion is 3-1, so if you have access to the output essence, it is generally more efficient to gather it directly.

Limitation: Only one Essence Refinery may be active at a time. You must be within 30 feet to add Essence to the device. The Refinery may not recreate Essences restricted to adventuring, such as the Brackfen Wood Essence you obtained earlier.

***

Other New Items

– Brackfen Titan Core (can upgrade any Glyph by 1 category to epic or legendary)

– Marsh Key (Tablet upgrade for swamp dungeon access)

– 250 Brackfen Wood Essence (Regeneration, Extreme Damage/Magic Resistance)

– Elixir of Complete Restoration (single-use full heal)

– 75 Ancient Gold Coins, 12 Frost Arrows, Ceremonial Dagger

– Monster Seeds: Marshbone Warrior, Marshbone Berserker, Dire Plague Rat (Chaos-Touched), Bog Shambler Amalgam, Crypt Magus, Blazing Phantom Steed, Abyssal Crypt Ghast (Chaos-Touched)

***

Updated Character Sheet

Name: Gabriel Burk

Class: King of the Fae Islands (Legendary; Twin Class; Glyph-Style Progression)

Level: 18

Total Experience: 148,446

Experience to Level 20: 2,946 of 20,000

Core Statistics

Glyph Slots: 8 (Increases to 10 at Level 25)

Hit Points: 550 (10 base + 513 for 19 levels + 5% bonus for reaching 100 Endurance); Regenerates 32%/hour (25% of current Endurance of 109 + 5% bonus for reaching 100 Endurance)

Mana: 666 (10 base + 323 for 19 levels, doubled by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King); Regenerates 43%/hour (50% of current Presence of 69, enhanced by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King)

Attributes

Strength – 69

Grace – 68 (+6): Increase dodge change to attacks that you can perceive by 15%. This stacks with other skills and abilities that increase your chance to dodge attacks.

Endurance – 109 (+9): You now gain 27 hit points per level. Your total hit points have been increased to 550.

Presence – 69

Foresight – 69

Intelligence – 69

***

Active Skills

Note: Combat Tactics and Combat Mobility both gained enough progress to level up during all of that fighting with the Brackfen Titan and in the dungeon

Combat Tactics – 34 (+1): Critical strike bonus increases to 102%.

Combat Mobility – 27 (+1): Dodge chance is increased to 27%, and weird movement is increased to 81%

Advanced Construction and Engineering – 20: Maximized: 10% reduction in construction time. Schematic Broadening: 20% easier to trigger new Schematic acquisition. Progress to Next Skill Point: 56%

Crafts (Global) – 12: Equivalent of ~2.4 years of training in all common and uncommon crafts, including monstrous variants.

Military Planning – 10 (NEW): Provides a 10% global bonus to all military/combat related actions related to settlement structures. (At diminishing returns after 15 points).

Glyph Skills

All Glyph skills automatically match the highest active skill rank of 34 and require the listed glyph to be active.

Stealth (Glyph of the Scout): 10 mana for 10 min invisibility, 1 min cooldown; +5 bonus when Survival skill active.

Diplomacy (Glyph of Diplomacy): World lore and region knowledge; resistance to influence effects.

Arcane Knowledge (Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King): General knowledge of magical concepts and spells.

Monsterlore (Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering): Familiarity with monstrous biology, culture, and construction.

Swim (Epic Glyph of Leviathan’s Wake): Swim faster. This is the same effect as the standard Swim skill.

Inactive Skills

Field Medicine: 10

Survival: 21

Herbalism: 20

Siege Smith: 21

Civil Engineering: 15

***

Current Glyph Configuration (8 slots)

Note: Swapping to a different glyph takes 8 hours. The current configuration may still be used during the wait.

Visionary Path

Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-2)

Glyph of Accuracy

Glyph of the Golem Gatherer

Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King

Strategist Path

Glyph of the Scout

Glyph of the Survivalist

Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering

Glyph of Cooking


Chapter 69: Nice


Gabriel emerged from the dungeon into afternoon light that felt almost offensively cheerful. His clothes were tattered, his body ached from injuries both healed and healing, and he'd come to realize that behaving like a real adventurer was a mistake.

Why had it seemed like a good idea to use that damn ring again?

The swamp, apparently sensing his exhaustion, at least had the decency to remain quiet. Well, minus a few leeches. Those were annoying, but manageable. The creatures latched on with predictable enthusiasm, and he flicked them away without breaking stride.

Staff in one hand, rifle tucked beneath his backpack, guns holstered, saber sheathed, he came to another realization. If he didn't get a fancy enchanted storage bag soon, he'd need a golem to act as a valet for his growing assortment of equipment. The weight of it all dragged at his shoulders, reminding him that even enhanced Strength had its limits when you were carrying half an armory.

With Emyra's influence renewed, the slog to where Bebop waited was uneventful. The construct stood exactly where he'd left it, clay form motionless against the backdrop of twisted trees.

"Hello to you, too," he said.

Bebop waved. "Glad you didn't die."

"Yeah. Me too."

They made it to the volcanic island in short order, with no sign of mollusks, pirates, or other distractions. The modular bridge held firm beneath their weight, and the distant peaks of Gemma's ancestral home rose against the horizon like broken teeth. Stepping onto the now-familiar cracked paving stones, Gabriel said, "Lucielle, any idea where to start looking for the pad?"

The Guide separated from his Tablet, her glow a thoughtful shade of violet. "The fakayren integrated transportation magic into their industrial infrastructure. Given their aesthetic sensibilities, it won't be hidden so much as incorporated. Look for something beautiful that also serves a practical purpose."

"So, everything they built."

"Yep!"

Gabriel surveyed the ruined city sprawling before him. Even destroyed, the architecture displayed remarkable craftsmanship. Every fallen column showed decorative elements that served structural functions. Every shattered fountain had been designed to channel both water and magical energy. Finding one specific piece of integrated engineering in this mess would be like locating a particular grain of sand on a beach.

Except he had advantages the original builders never anticipated.

Remembering that Gemma had told him the attack had come quickly, he assumed the teleportation pad wouldn't have been moved the way the maccari’s had. Using his Tablet's mapping function, he studied the layout of the reclaimed island. Tracing the topology, he applied a bit of logic and urban planning to locate a central area, one with access to multiple roads.

"There," he said, pointing with the carved wood of his new artifact before leading the way through the broken streets.

The journey took them past crumbling workshops where tools lay scattered, their metal surfaces still gleaming despite the centuries. The fakayren had built things to last. Salt air mixed with the ever-present sulfur, and seabirds called from the distant cliffs.

They arrived at a spacious courtyard flanked by four wide thoroughfares. Turning, Gabriel studied the nearby buildings. One had several domed roofs, its architecture suggesting importance beyond mere residential function. Walking around the structure revealed a wide, open space with a magnificent mural carved into the walls. The scene depicted elemental artisans at work, their stone forms frozen in perpetual creation.

Ding!

Teleportation Network Expanded: The fakayren teleportation pad is now active.


"Lucielle, have Serafina wait to tell Gemma about this until I'm done, okay? I want this all to be a surprise."

"Sure," the Guide replied happily. "Can I say how nifty this is? Two teleportation pads in one day, plus the staff. That's huge."

"It is," he agreed, considering the pulse of power beneath his palm. Kusk’s own Divine item, combined with his Glyphs, would make settlement creation and expansion far easier. By any account, he should have been exuberant.

With the weight of all that would come next pressing on his thoughts, he worried the discovery was another important brick in a very tall wall. The responsibility of rebuilding an entire civilization hadn't gotten lighter. If anything, each victory added new expectations.

Since he was already contemplating his resources, he went ahead and spent the mana to activate Lightning Casting. When he triggered the staff, platinum and gold light wove through his arm, lifting the hairs on the back of his neck.

Notice: For the next four hours, the casting time of all Schematics is decreased by up to 50%.


Allowing himself a small smile, Gabriel led Bebop through the city toward the upper reaches. The streets grew steeper as they climbed, worn smooth by countless elemental feet. Where the cracked road no longer connected to the industrial complex, he paused to assess the damage.

Lifting his staff, he focused his imagination and triggered Universal Foundation.

Platinum light burned from the carved wood, striking broken stone and dirt, rearranging them into a smooth ramp. The construction stretched for hundreds of feet, consuming a reduced amount of the mass required. Thanks to the staff’s heightened efficiency, the process took only a few minutes.

Better yet, it only cost him a single point of mana.

Notice: First Creation has been used for the day.


"Lucielle, how much would that have cost without First Creation?"

"Probably a hundred and fifty. It's a long road, plus you've added supports."

With an awed chuckle, he led Bebop up the newly formed path to the churning Earth Node. He left the wagon and construct there with a command to refill on Earth Essence, then began the trek to the volcano.

Shuffling gear, he tucked the carved wood across his back and drew the rifle. The last of the mollusks was likely dead, but he'd never been one for careless risks. His hit points were still recovering, and another surprise encounter could prove fatal.

The slopes up the mountain were covered in obsidian shards and dull metal slag. He climbed carefully, adding a mental note to work on more terraforming Schematics. The artifact would make such projects trivial. After a few minutes, he located a worn path carved into the rock face. The trail had been used by the monsters, their bulk smoothing the terrain as they'd ascended and descended over countless trips. His climb went much smoother once he found it.

Heat intensified as he ascended, but his Endurance allowed him to shrug it off. Where ordinary men would have collapsed from heat stroke, Gabriel felt merely uncomfortable. Sweat evaporated almost instantly from his skin, leaving salt crystals in its wake. His lungs processed the sulfurous air without complaint, though the smell reminded him unpleasantly of rotten eggs.

Near the summit, Gabriel discovered something unexpected: ancient tunnels, clearly artificial, leading directly into the volcanic interior. They varied in size and shape, from narrow maintenance corridors to passages wide enough for wagons. The craftsmanship was unmistakably elemental, with graceful yet geometric designs carved into every visible surface. Crystalline conduits ran along the walls, their surfaces clouded but still showing traces of the energy that had once flowed through them.

"Industrial access," Lucielle explained. "The fakayren didn't build on the volcano. They worked with it. These tunnels would have allowed craftsmen to access geothermal energy directly. Heat exchangers, pressure vents, magma channels for specialty forging, and so on. Their whole civilization was integrated with the mountain's natural processes."

He continued climbing until he reached the very lip of the crater. Volcanic heat washed over him in waves, carrying the acrid tang of molten rock. Bracing his footing on the crumbling edge, he peered down. The heart of the mountain was distant, a dim orange glow illuminating only hints of the interior. Steam rose in lazy spirals, obscuring the view.

"Lucielle, where is Amathrocite likely to be?"

"I'd start along these walls," she suggested.

"Of course you would."

Fortunately, there was plenty of material to work with.

Swapping the rifle for the staff, he focused his magical reserves, conjuring a spiral stair pattern. Wanting to conserve energy, he spaced the steps as far apart as he felt safe. The formation took shape quickly, stone rearranging itself at his command. Then he began the slow descent, one careful footfall at a time.

He didn't rush. Instead, with every few steps, he'd pause to look around and assess from new angles. Access and ventilation tubes lined the interior, many leading in every direction. Some of the larger passages angled downward at steep grades. He suspected several might lead directly beneath the seabed.

When the time came to deal with any aquatic remnants of Kusk's evil, the volcanic tunnel network might prove to be the very gateway they hadn't known they needed.

An hour passed, then another. The pace of his regeneration slightly exceeded his expenditure, which meant he was still nearly full when a glint of gleaming angular material drew his attention.

It was a cluster of obsidian crystals illuminated with an inner purple glow, nestled beside a ventilation tube wide enough to double as a subway tunnel. "Amathrocite?"

"Sure is," Lucielle confirmed, her glow brightening with excitement.

The discovery sent a surge of anticipation through him. He sped up, clawing steps out of the living rock with casual ease. The construction was fast and the energy drain low. There were no signs or sounds of any monsters, so he saw no need to exercise caution.

Which was precisely how the mollusk pseudopod caught him unaware.

The appendage smashed into his back as he neared the crystals. He barely had time to scream a curse before he was tumbling into absolute darkness.

"Can I go back to building things with beautiful women now?" His frustrated cry rang out, echoing off unseen walls, and was met with the wet, tormented sounds of the monster descending after its meal.


Chapter 70: Down the Glory Hole


The chute was steep, hot, and coated in slime.

Gabriel tumbled through near-total darkness, staff clutched in one hand as he bounced off curved stone walls. The heat built and built, then abruptly eased, suggesting he'd begun sliding away from the volcanic core. Disoriented, he clawed and kicked for purchase, trying to think of a Schematic that would solve the problem at hand.

Schematics weren't the best solution for immediate, fast-paced problems. Nor did he have any Glyphs that could get him out of the situation.

After far too long, he emerged from the chute like a cork from a bottle, arcing through the air before crashing into something that clanged beneath him.

Rolling to his feet, staff raised, Gabriel took in his surroundings.

The passage had deposited him in a cavern. To describe it as stadium-sized barely did it justice. Natural volcanic rock formed the distant walls and ceiling, but the floor and most of the visible space was dominated by metal. Sheets of it. Ingots of it. Massive slabs of refined ore stacked in arrangements that suggested deliberate organization rather than natural accumulation.

"We've found a vault," he whispered, voice echoing like thunder as he spun to take it all in. Gleaming sheets of refined material in dozens of shapes and sizes surrounded him on every side. Steel, aluminum, and copper sat in abundance. Bright silver suggested titanium or a unique alloy in a smaller stack off to one side, while another held pure gold.

Any dragon anywhere would be salivating.

For Gabriel, with a civilization to rebuild...

Wiping his mouth, he spotted what he'd been missing. Although much of the warehouse was intact, perfectly preserved by dry heat and protective enchantments, there were extensive signs of damage. No, more than damage.

Habitation.

Scattered throughout the chamber were shells. Broken, discarded mollusk shells, ranging from wagon-sized to specimens that dwarfed anything Gabriel had seen before. The remnants clustered near what looked like feeding areas: pools of mineral-rich water, accumulations of corroded ore, even nesting hollows carved into the floor.

"They were breeding here," Lucielle observed. "This must have been their lair. The metal... they probably consumed it for shell growth. And the heat would have been perfect for incubation."

A second glance around confirmed her statements. Although a vast quantity of raw materials remained, the mollusks had a preference for the rarer, more precious varieties. Gold dust hinted at stacks of consumed material. Elsewhere, caches of refined goods were simply gone.

Assessing how much the creatures had consumed would take time, but a first glance suggested it might have been as much as half the vault’s contents.

The shock and awe lasted all of thirty seconds. Right up to the squelching, metal-on-metal sound of something massive headed down the very passage that had deposited him here. Heartrate speeding up, Gabriel looked around, weighing strategy against what he knew of the opponents.

Logic dictated this would be the last, and likely heartiest, of the monsters. Then again, Emyra was growing in strength: the thing had to be suffering. He could hide and try to wait the creature out or go for a frontal approach.

His shifting foot slid across an enormous, half-eaten sheet of steel. Four inches thick, the total weight had to be in the dozens of tons.

Hand frozen in mid-reach for his rifle, Gabriel tightened his grip on his staff. Why fight when the monster had given the King of the Fae Islands precisely what he needed?

Scrrrape. Splorch. Sccrrrrapppe. Splorch.

The thing was coming fast. He had a few minutes, at best.

Turning to face the passage, Gabriel hefted the staff as his Tablet appeared, glowing with power. Authority and magic pouring from the King, he directed his will into the room.

And remade the world.

Metal flowed into liquid light, forming simple shapes: a slab extending from above the opening, then two more around the sides. The bottom, he made with a tapered, upward angle. If the mollusk could leave the passage, it would find its movement hampered by the narrowness of the box Gabriel crafted.

Mana poured from the man in waves, creating eddies and vapor that became fog, the mist swirling in epic patterns. He adjusted his construction, thickening the material in one spot and thinning it in another. Drawing inspiration from the box trap Schematic, he used the individual components to install a hinged lid at the end of the new enclosure.

When the mollusk finally came into view, it was even larger than he'd feared.

Its shell alone was the size of a small house, armored with incorporated alloy that gleamed like burnished bronze. Steam vented from cracks in its carapace where internal heat escaped. A dozen pseudopods, each thicker than Gabriel's torso, extended from beneath the shell's lip, their surfaces covered in yellow-streaming wounds.

Lucielle whistled. "That's not a mollusk, that's the queen."

SQUIIIIIIRCH!

The shriek was deafening, reverberating through the cavern hard enough to rattle loose ore. Gabriel's ears rang as the creature oriented on him. Actual eyestalks, unlike the smaller variants, fixed him with malevolent intelligence.

It came for him.

Gabriel responded with a gesture.

SLAM!

A thick steel sheet hammered into place behind the creature, shoving it forward into an opening too narrow for its bulk. Pseudopods lashed out, strong enough to send shockwaves through the barrier. But Gabriel's designs held.

With another effort of will and the last of his mana, he pushed metal against a trigger pin. Three new slabs folded into place, reinforcing the aperture leading toward Gabriel.

For all its intelligence, the monster didn't once consider retreat. Making wet, angry sounds, it threw itself at the cage, each impact enough to convey a grim truth: against this goliath, even tons of steel would not be enough.

He drew Foulbane and took aim. One minute later, Sniping kicked in, granting a 50% heightened critical chance and a two-hundred-and-fifty percent critical damage improvement. Aiming for an eye, he fired.

Hit.

Another eye.

Hit.

The monster roared, screaming in rage and pain. Thrashing mindlessly against the enclosure, it squeezed tentacles free to reach for him.

Bang!

He struck a gap in the armor, the critical strike blowing through pounds of tissue. The follow-up shot hit the same place, as did the ones that followed. When he ran out, he reloaded and kept going.

The last of the mollusks died not with an epic, desperate combat, but trapped in a box, outsmarted by the rightful ruler of the Fae Islands.

Congratulations! You have defeated a Mollusk Matriarch (Boss-tier, Volcanic Variant).
Simplified Combat Experience: You've just earned a ton of experience points. Not only were you creative, but you also fully freed an island. Let's keep this simple, shall we?
New Level: 20
Unspent Attribute Points: 30
Unspent Skill Points: 20
Level 20 Bonus Reward: Access to Tier-3 Schematics (see details)
Experience to Level 21: 5,000 of 30,000


"Wow. Talk about power leveling," he observed, skipping the details for now. He addressed Lucielle. "We have confirmation this island is clean. Pop out and map this for me, wouldn't you? I don't feel like climbing all the way to the top to find those crystals again."

"Sure thing!" Popping free of the Tablet, the Mana Guide zoomed off. His Tablet blinked, revealing an area map that expanded as she explored. By the time his mana and health were a little better, the flying spirit had done an excellent job of mapping out multiple ways to the surface. There was even a relatively simple, if winding, tunnel that would dump them right next to the crystals he'd been about to harvest.

"We're about two miles off the coast, under the water," she explained when she reappeared. "I found all sorts of conveyor enchantments. If Ravenna can get them working, I bet Gemma can automate a ton of stuff down here."

More good news, although it also added to their list of outstanding objectives.

Recovered enough to function, Gabriel considered trying to lug material back to base, then decided against it. Wagons existed, plus they could teleport to and from the island now. Sure, there'd be a matter of travel, but with the local threats dealt with, the time required was about as minimized as he could make it.

At the Amathrocite cluster, he pulled out his picks and chisels. Harvesting several dozen shards of the fist-sized crystal was delicate work but passed quickly.

Ding!

Quest: Obtain Amathrocite — Complete!
Rewards: Ceremonial Jewelry Schematics, Ceremonial Tool Schematic
Special Bonus: The lost alicorn named Silverstrider has been guided to the island. He will arrive at your settlement sometime in the next 2-3 weeks, depending on cosmic traffic. Don’t ask.


With everything he wanted obtained, Gabriel collected Bebop, who had gathered fifteen Earth Essence while waiting. It would have to do for now. The two made their way to the teleportation pad, where Gabriel spent the mana to activate the portal feature. It bubbled into the air, rippling and welcoming.

They stepped through.


Milestone 15: Tier-3 Schematics


Level 20 Class Benefit: Due to your extensive use of Schematics and exciting climb through the levels, you may now learn far more complex and comprehensive versions. Tier-3 Schematics incorporate not one complex device, but a multitude. Your current settlement is your first Tier-3 Schematic.

This allows you to dynamically craft, or recreate, anything found in your settlement that you’ve had a hand in creating. Furthermore, due to your unique combination of skills and glyphs, it’s possible to create non-magical variations that fit the overall theme/capabilities used to create your first settlement.

Tier-3 Crafting Schematic: Settlement

Mana Cost: 30,000 (cumulative, may be stored over time)

Range: 5,000 feet

Requirements: 5,000 Wood Essence, 6,500 Earth Essence, 500 Fire Essence, 100 Life Essence, 300 Water Essence

Casting Time: Up to 1 Week (cumulative, need not be continuous)

Description: Use this Schematic to create a settlement that roughly matches your current one. You may swap out 1 building type of equal cost for another, customizing them as you wish as long as the overall material fits within the allotted requirements.

Limitations: This Tier-3 Schematic cannot create complex structures or machines you have yet to craft. It will not generate landscape features that don’t exist – you can’t conjure an aqueduct anywhere you go, for example.

And let’s not forget those gift schematics you worked so hard to get for your harem:

Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Ceremonial Jewelry

Mana Cost: 50

Range: 5 feet

Requirements: 5 Earth Essence, 3 Life Essence

Casting Time: 1 hour

Description: Create elegant ceremonial jewelry. Requires non-Essence materials to complete (e.g., an emerald ring requires both the essence and an actual emerald).

Tier-2 Crafting Schematic Acquired: Ceremonial Tool

Mana Cost: 50

Range: 5 feet

Requirements: 5 Earth Essence, 5 Wood Essence

Casting Time: 1 hour

Description: Create a ceremonial tool. Requires non-Essence materials to complete (e.g., a diamond-embossed hammer requires both the essence and the diamond).


Chapter 71: A Deep and Satisfying Probe


Morning light spilled through the windows as Gabriel finished his tea, the sweet warmth pushing away the last vestiges of sleep. He'd pushed hard the day before, between the mollusk matriarch and the Amathrocite harvesting. Though his Tablet and a shower had fully healed him, phantom tension remained to remind him of his mortality.

Raquel came wandering in, wearing a tattered t-shirt that exposed a generous amount of flirty underboob and short-shorts. Tail wagging, she announced, "The goat pen is finished! Gemma helped me get the remaining posts last night, before you got home."

"Already?" Gabriel set down his mug, genuinely impressed. "Didn't you just tell me about the goats a day or two ago?"

"Mhm." She bobbed an infectious nod. "They aren't smart, so working with them is simple. With the forges and all the building supplies, getting it all together was easy peasy cake squeezy!"

"Cake squeezy?" he repeated. "It's lemon squeezy, it rhymes. Easy peasy lemon squeezy."

She gave him a bashful look. "Sorry, Sire. I spent time with Albrecht every day to learn more about your world. It's…"

"Oh, stop that." Standing long enough to pull her into his lap, he kissed her mouth. She melted into his chest, cuddling against him.

Gemma made her way into the room a short while later. She was dressed far more practically, in a work shirt and sturdy jeans. "Mornin'. There's tea?"

"Sure is." Gabriel, still holding onto Raquel, pointed.

She padded across the room, hips swaying in a way that he recognized. It meant her emotional side was ready to surface. She'd want a play night again soon, which reminded him that he had thirty attribute points to assign.

Scooting her rump onto the new kitchen countertop, Gemma sipped the tea. "We have other good news. Ravenna says she's making progress."

"That I am." As if summoned, the raven-winged priestess appeared out of the secondary bedroom. Purple-black hair falling in waves over pale shoulders, she was wearing an all-black shirt with bright blue cat eyes across the chest. How she'd gotten it to work with her wings, he still didn’t know and didn’t want to ask. She'd topped it off with a pair of skin-tight pleather pants that laced up the sides, flashes of scales and flawless alabaster skin appearing as she moved to accept her own cup of tea.

Taking a position next to Gemma, one arm lightly on the other priestess's thighs, she said, "I'm close to propulsion and threat detection. We won't need to visit the Ecived for these. Assuming Gemma is willing to spend some time with me, I think we can finalize both designs."

"Of course." Gemma smirked into her tea. "As long as I get him first during the next group rotation."

Gabriel opened his mouth to ask about that, only for Lucielle to chime in. "And if you ask nicely, we might get some quests to tie the new enchantments into your Tablet."

"No more side quests," he snapped, all other thoughts gone. "We have people to free, remember?"

"True."

"Does the Reclaimer count as a side quest?" Ravenna asked, a little too casually.

He shook his head. "No. I still need to find out what we need to do to free Yulia, which means it's not a side quest. The random crap it has us do? Those are the side quests."

"And since we need them to get Yulia, we have to do them?" Raquel asked.

"Exactly. I want us to get to the point where we can free her quickly if we need to. In the meantime, I have news." He proceeded to tell them about his solo adventures, skimming over just how dangerous each had been and focusing on the rewards.

Gemma positively exploded with delight at being able to visit her island freely again. When he told her about the cache, her joy only expanded. "Ravenna, after we develop the symbols for Gabriel, we have to try to get my people's enchantments working again. That automation and our golems will make so much possible."

"Of course," the Sorceress replied.

"Speaking of the golem, I'm ready for you."

Gabriel resisted the urge to rub his forehead. He nuzzled Raquel as he explained the quest reward that had an alicorn coming to the islands. "The description made it sound like the beast wanted to be here, or was trapped somewhere, or something. I figure he might be a good fit for your menagerie."

"If he's willing, an alicorn is exactly what we need to reach Una," Raquel said, tail flashing so fast she was vibrating in his lap.

"Well, there we go."

Sipping her tea, Gemma waited for a quiet moment to ask, "And the wedding? Are we still on schedule for five or six days from now?"

He held a hand up. "Probably, but we may need to bend a little. I’ve got a special project I want to do by hand that might take me a few extra days. Should just take another couple and we’ll be fine.”

She frowned. "Don't know that either of us would want to wait."

Clearing his throat, he gave her a meaningful look. "This delay is for… special reasons. I need you to trust me. It’s something I want to do right. I just… can’t tell you what it is.”

Gemma's expression softened, a knowing smile tugging at the corner of her lips. "You're makin' us gifts."

"I'm not confirming or denying anything." Gabriel's attempt at mystery was somewhat undermined by his grin. "Just give me time."

Raquel's tail resumed its wagging, thumping against the bench. "I'm sure we'll use the time wisely. Lots to do before winter."

That left Gabriel with a laundry list of tasks to complete. He'd forgotten to change his Glyph loadout the night before, so conjuring a new golem wouldn't work. Not for eight hours. "I'm going to check on the Reclaimer again. After that, it's golem time."

"Does Sire want company?" Raquel asked, already half-rising.

"Not this time. No sense in all of us staring at cryptic menus." He summoned his Tablet, preparing to adjust his loadout. "If I figure out anything useful, I'll let you know."

Walking to the hilltop gave Gabriel time to revert his Glyph selections to the previous version.

New Loadout Accepted
Reminder: Glyphs require 8 hours to activate
Visionary Path:
Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-3)
Glyph of the Golem Gatherer
Glyph of the Architect (V1)
Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King
Strategist Path:
Glyph of Terraforming
Glyph of the Survivalist
Glyph of Elemental Warding
Emyra’s First Anchor (Divine)


He also went ahead and assigned one point to Grace and a whopping twenty-nine to Endurance.

Grace Divine Amusement Bonus Activated: You now receive a 25% bonus when performing actions related to defending, expanding, or improving your settlements.


With his Endurance at a hundred and thirty-eight, he received a special notification.

Notice: You're almost 7 times more durable than a peak human. At this point, you only require 1 hour of sleep every night. You probably remember WAY back at the beginning how we said the minimum was 4 hours? Well, the Fates have observed the, well, 'warm war' between you and the priestesses and have removed this limitation. Enjoy. You're not immune to physical fatigue, but it's a close thing. Assume that you can literally run three marathons, back-to-back, without being exhausted. Also, you can take literal bullets to the head and laugh. Should you still be worried about magic and supernatural threats? Absolutely. There's a reason the new Tablets scale so high.
Also, as for your real motive to augment Endurance, well. Let's just say this: we're going to be really impressed if your harem can wear you out anymore. Good job, buckaroo!


"Lucielle," he murmured, "is the Reclaimer influencing the Tablet? Why is it wording things like that?"

"Hrm. It's possible. Either that or whichever acolyte they have manning the response spells is quirky. You know that's how it works, right? The Tablets plug into a real person."

"What, they do? It's not just… arcane AI?"

"Pfffft. Silly. No. AI is an evil thing humanity dreamed up to take capitalism to its terminal limit and reduce the value of all human labor to zero. The Fates use people. And, you know, spells and magic and stuff."

He eyed the floating Tablet with its fluttering paisley colors and shook his head. Some days, it just didn't pay to debate the quirky sprite.

For skills, he added five points to Military Planning. That maxed it out as far as he was concerned. Eight went to Combat Tactics, taking it to forty-two. The remaining seven points went to Crafts (Global), bringing it to nineteen. Those felt like safe choices; plus, boosting Combat Tactics effectively gave his Glyph-based skills a massive boost. An entire truckload of Monsterlore slammed into his head, briefly spiking a headache.

It cleared by the time he'd reached the hilltop. Faced with the device, with all its valves, levers, starfish limbs, and random floating screens, he felt oddly energized and optimistic. Morning air carried a crisp clarity, and Gabriel had the distinct sense that the device had been waiting for him.

Lucielle piped up, "Ready for this?"

"For whatever, yeah." He studied a floating screen, which currently displayed rainbow letters he could have sworn he dreamed about at some point. "Any ideas?"

"Not really," Lucielle replied, sounding nearly as frustrated as he was. "I was able to detect many of the core functions of the device, but we're officially in new territory. I tried to interface deeper, but got nauseous from it."

"Well, in for a penny, in for a—huh." Rainbow letters had split apart, shimmering at the top like something from an ancient Geocities website. "Quest Utility Enabling Ecived Functionality," he read aloud. Down at the bottom of the screen was a loading bar showing zero percent.

Instructions floated in one word at a time from random directions, assembling themselves like a jigsaw puzzle designed by someone who'd never seen one before. It finally hit him what he was looking at.

"This is like a badly designed PowerPoint." He shook his head in frustration. "If I ever meet the person who made this, I'm either going to buy her a beer or run screaming."

"I'd recommend screaming."

He couldn't argue that.

Ding!

Ooooooh. You waited that long? Nice! We like an operator with patience.
This Quest Utility program was designed for restoring and refining the functionality of your Ecived device. Please check the instruction manual included with your purchase if you have any questions.
Would you like to start with local scan? Yes/No


No other options appeared on the screen, so Gabriel made his decision. "Yes," he replied, but nothing happened.

"Oh. There's a cursor." Lucielle pointed toward the corner of the screen. Gabriel tried to touch it, but the screen itself was just a mental projection.

"How do I move the mouse?" After a series of mental exercises, he remembered that he'd changed the font by turning a dial. A few valve turns and lever pushes later, he found the valve responsible for moving the cursor left and right. Up and down control was on the other side of the screen, and he turned both valves to maneuver the cursor into position. It just sat there, and he realized he needed to actually click it somehow.

A big lever with a red handle turned out to be what he needed. He gave it a yank, and it elicited a tiny moan while moving, but the Yes changed color and another hourglass appeared.

A low hum began to build beneath Gabriel's feet, vibrating through the bedrock and up through his boots. Barely audible at first, more felt than heard, it grew steadily until it resonated in his chest like a bass note from some cosmic instrument. The Ecived Sellebanna trembled, its starfish arms twitching and flexing as if waking from a long sleep.

Light bloomed at the device's center, a brilliant white-blue that made Gabriel squint and turn his head. It intensified, pulsing in rhythm with the hum, then burst outward in a perfect circular wave. Expanding across the hilltop, the ring of light washed over him in a sensation like warm static electricity that made every hair on his body stand on end. It raced down the slope, illuminating grass and stone in its passage, spreading across the valley floor like ripples on a pond.

At the settlement, the wave painted buildings in ethereal blue before continuing outward toward the forest. Gabriel watched it expand to the edges of their cleared territory and beyond, pushing into Kusk's corrupted lands where it flickered and stuttered against the taint before finally dissipating at some invisible boundary.

For a moment, everything was still. Then the wave reversed.

Light rushed back toward the Reclaimer from all directions, converging on the hilltop in streams of luminescence. The device writhed as energy poured back into it, its metallic arms undulating in ways that defied their apparent rigidity. Its central body pulsed and contracted like a breathing lung, and Gabriel could have sworn he heard the thing sigh—a deep, satisfied exhalation that made his skin crawl.


Milestone 16: Very Abbreviated, Updated Character Sheet


Note: We’re obligated to keep Gabriel up to date wherever it makes sense, so here’s a super compressed version.

Level: 20

Hit Points: 725

Mana: 700

Attributes

Strength – 69

Grace – 69: (+1) Divine Amusement Bonus: +25% bonus for settlement defense/expansion/improvement.

Endurance – 138: (+29) Major Milestone: Sleep reduced to 1 hour/night. Can run 3 marathons back-to-back. Bullet-resistant. Gain 34 hit points per level, total health is now 725

Presence – 69

Foresight – 69

Intelligence – 69

***

Active Skills

Combat Tactics – 42 (+8): Critical strike bonus increases to 126%.

Combat Mobility – 27: Dodge chance is 26%, weird movement is increased 78%

Advanced Construction and Engineering – 20: 10% reduction in construction time. Earn Schematics 20% faster.

Crafts (Global) – 19 (+7): Equivalent of ~3.8 years training in all common/uncommon crafts.

Military Planning – 15 (+5): 10% global bonus to all military/combat related actions

Glyph Skills

Automatically match the highest active skill rank of 42

Stealth (Glyph of the Scout)

Diplomacy (Glyph of Diplomacy)

Arcane Knowledge (Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King)

Monsterlore (Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering)

Swim (Epic Glyph of Leviathan’s Wake)

Inactive Skills

Field Medicine: 10

Survival: 21

Herbalism: 20

Siege Smith: 21

Civil Engineering: 15

***

Current Glyph Loadout (8 slots)

Visionary Path

Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-3)

Glyph of the Golem Gatherer

Glyph of the Architect (V1)

Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King

Strategist Path

Glyph of Terraforming

Glyph of the Survivalist

Glyph of Elemental Warding

Emyra’s First Anchor (Divine)


Chapter 72: Mounting Excitement


The light retreated into the Tablet slot with a final flash, and the humming ceased.

The Ecived Sellebana settled back into stillness, though Gabriel noticed its surface now had a faint shimmer it hadn't possessed before, as if charged with residual energy. Whatever the scan had been, it had changed something fundamental about the device.

"Well," Lucielle said from his shoulder, her voice slightly shaky. "That was unsettling."

"Could’ve been worse." He shrugged as a man’s smiling face appeared on the screen. Generic. Corporate. The kind of grin that suggested someone in an office somewhere had been very proud of themselves for adding a "friendly" touch.

Scan complete!
The mana in this locale is currently insufficient to unlock full device functionality. It would be like putting old gasoline in a racecar. It might start, but you're going to have problems. Please see the manual for more details or contact your dealer.


"I don't have the manual!" Gabriel shouted at the screen. The smiling face didn't seem to care.

Processing local data...
Processing complete!


A rainbow series of letters spelling QUEEF appeared at the top of the screen as it populated new text from below like the opening crawl of a Star Wars movie. Gabriel read the words quietly to himself as the pieces fell into place.

"Huh. The mana here is actually sufficient for the device, but it’s polluted," he said, scrolling through the explanation.

Lucielle, within his Tablet, bobbed the equivalent of a nod. "Invasive species have pushed old ones out, and the environment is out of whack. But we’ve already seen plenty of that."

"So, this thing optimizes mana flow by giving us local quests." The text crawled into the distance and multiple quests appeared like line items. He had to click on each one to see the underlying issues. "Holy crap. This is a serious metric ass-ton of side quests."

"I’m recording everything onto your Tablet as you open them," Lucielle said. "The information isn’t translating like it usually does. I’m also marking locations on your map since it’s only providing coordinates."

His Tablet provided listed:

Reclaimer Environmental Quests
	Invasive Thornvine Removal (x3): Clear aggressive vegetation choking native plants. Location: South hills.

	Mudslide Blockage: Clear debris preventing water flow. Location: Northeast tributary, 3 miles.

	Stone Field Drainage: Relocate rock formations to redirect water flow. Diagram provided.

	River Diversion: Redirect corrupted waterway to clean channel. Location: Quarter-mile section.

	Corrupted Predator Elimination: Hunt kusk-bear disrupting local ecosystem. Location: Western mountains.

	Roaming Monsters (x7): Various corrupted creatures. Locations marked on map.

	Noxious Weed Removal: Eliminate toxic plant growth. Location: Hill south of settlement.

	Additional Tasks (x14): See detailed list.

	Reclamation Progress: 2%





Gabriel scrolled past the first page of environmental quests. Then the second. Then the third. "I bet we could get some help from the others. The Elifisons, the horses. Let’s figure out who can do what." He pointed at the Roaming Monsters entry. "Though I don’t think anyone’s eager to hunt down seven of these."

Ding!

Notice: Yulia would be excellent at dealing with roaming monsters!


Gabriel glared at his Tablet, then the device. “You know what? Fine. How do I even free Yulia? What does all this crap have to do with her?”

The smiling man’s face reappeared, grin plastered painfully wide. Bold, pink letters appeared across his chin in two rows.

Just like a butt.

You may summon Yulia whenever you wish! Just finish all the QUEEFS!


“Oh. Great. Thanks.” Shaking his head, Gabriel waved in the general vicinity of everywhere other than the hill. “Let’s go. I’ve got almost eight hours to kill. Let’s be somewhat productive, I guess.”

Wandering away from the device, he spent a few minutes working with Lucielle to produce a physical copy of the quest list. Written out, it looked just like meaningless busy work. But such was life. Busy work was a thing, even if it was less interesting than crafting new housing for the soon-to-be-freed refugees. Starting from the top, he went looking for Bjorna.

They found the citrinan horses grazing near the paddocks, their conversation audible from a distance. Bjorna was in the middle of what sounded like a lengthy complaint about grass quality when he approached.

"Morning," he called out. "Got a minute? I could use some help."

The horses turned toward him, ears pricked forward with interest. Bjorna trotted over first, the others following her lead. "What kind of help, Sire?" she asked.

"I'm sure you're wondering about that wave of light earlier. The Reclaimer gave me a bunch of environmental quests," Gabriel explained, holding up the parchment even though the horses couldn't read it. "Turns out the mana in this area is polluted, and we need to clean things up before the device will work properly. Some of these tasks seem perfect for your herd."

"We didn't see a wave of light," she replied. "But we would like to help."

One of the stallions, a particularly muscular specimen named Erick, snorted with interest. "What sort of tasks?"

"Well, there's a patch of invasive thornvines about two miles south that's choking out native plants. They need to be cleared, and the roots dug up." Gabriel glanced at Bjorna’s feet. “I couldn’t help but notice how durable your hooves are.”

“She’s got them breedin’ hooves as they say,” one of the male horses murmured.

“Breedin’ hooves is magic, they say,” Erick shot back. Both horses snickered at the joke.

Bjorna's tail swished as she pointedly ignored the jokesters. "Stomping invasive weeds does sound more entertaining than just standing around making crude jokes," she admitted. "How large is the patch?"

He checked the note. “Uh. An acre, I think? The math it gave involves t-shirt cannons. Also, it says the vines are tough but not dangerous. Just aggressive growers."

"We can handle that," Erick declared abruptly. "Our dancing and prancing will make quick work of King Gabriel’s plight!”

His lip quirked. “Yeah. So, about that. There are actually three separate patches in different locations. If you're willing to split up, you could knock them all out in a day or two."

The horses huddled together for a quick conference, complete with whinnying and tail swishing that Gabriel interpreted as enthusiastic agreement. When they broke apart, Bjorna spoke for the group.

"We'll take care of your weed problem, Sire. It'll be good to put our thews to work."

"Thank you." He made a note on the parchment and headed toward the aqueduct.

The elifisons were bathing when he found them, their enormous forms surprisingly graceful as they used their trunks to shower themselves. The elephant-bison hybrids had been underutilized since arriving at the settlement. That was about to change.

"Granite!" Gabriel called, waving to get the elifison's attention.

The creature turned, his trunk curling upward in what Gabriel had learned was a greeting. "King Gabriel," Granite rumbled, his voice deep enough to vibrate in Gabriel's chest. "What brings you to our bath time?"

"I've got some work that needs doing, and I think you and your herd are perfectly suited for it." He scanned the parchment. "There's a mudslide blocking a tributary about three miles northeast. It's preventing proper water flow and creating stagnant pools that are breeding disease."

The wooly mammoth-looking magical beast’s ears flapped thoughtfully. "We could clear that. How much material needs moving?"

He was ready for this one. “About fifty cubic yards of mud and debris, plus some fallen trees that need clearing out.”

"Consider it done," Granite said without hesitation. "My herd enjoys a good excavation project. Anything else?"

"Actually, yes. There's also a field of rock formations that need to be cleared for better drainage patterns. The stones aren't huge, but there are a lot of them, and they need to be moved to specific locations to redirect water flow properly."

"That sounds like a puzzle," Marta commented, moving closer with interest. "I like puzzles."

"Then you'll love this," Gabriel assured her. "The Reclaimer provided a diagram showing exactly where each type of stone should go. It's like... geological Tetris."

The elifisons exchanged looks that might have been the equivalent of excited grins. "We'll start on the mudslide today and move to the stone field tomorrow," Granite declared. "This beats hauling carts any day."

Gabriel thanked them and moved on, finding Albrecht in his usual spot near the settlement's edge, nose-deep in a book. The tomatsu looked up as Gabriel approached, adjusting his spectacles with that long-suffering expression he'd perfected.

"Let me guess," Albrecht said dryly. "The Reclaimer has generated a list of tedious tasks, and you're recruiting volunteers."

"You know me too well." He held up the parchment. "Though I think you’ll actually like this one. There's a river that needs diverting to prevent it from flowing through a corrupted area. The quest says the current path is picking up taint and spreading it downstream."

Albrecht closed his book, his attention fully engaged now. "A river diversion? That's civil engineering. What's the scope?"

"We need to redirect about a quarter mile of the flow into a natural channel that's currently dry. The problem is, we can't just dig a trench and hope the water follows. We need to temporarily dam the current path while we prepare the new one."

The tomatsu's eyes lit up behind his spectacles. "And you need someone who can freeze water to create temporary barriers."

"Exactly." Gabriel handed him the detailed notes. "Think you can handle it?"

Albrecht was already studying the diagrams, his claw tracing the proposed route. "This is quite elegant, actually. See here? If I freeze this section first, the water will naturally begin seeking the new channel, and we can reinforce the flow with strategically placed ice dams that we melt in sequence..." He looked up, his expression animated. "Yes, I can do this. When do we start?"

"Whenever you're ready. The horses and elifisons are already taking other quests, so we've got good momentum."

"Give me an hour to gather supplies and review these calculations." Albrecht was already walking away, book forgotten, completely absorbed in the engineering challenge.

Gabriel smiled and turned to find Raquel approaching, her tail wagging as she caught his scent. She’d clearly been waiting for him to finish.

"Sire!" she called, bounding over with her usual enthusiasm. "Lucielle told me about some new quests. Is there anything I can help with?"

Gabriel consulted his list, though he'd already mentally earmarked one particular task for her. "There's a mutated bear in the mountains to the west. According to the Reclaimer, it's one of Kusk's creations. Corrupted and aggressive. It’s been veering in and out of the border between our territory and the area Kusk still owns. Apparently, it’s badass enough to have driven all the normal predators out of the area, which has caused the prey animal populations to explode. The whole ecosystem is out of balance."

Raquel's expression shifted from playful to serious in an instant, the Beastess side of her emerging. "A Kusk-bear," she said, her voice taking on that clinical tone she used when discussing corrupted creatures. "What's the mutation?"

"The notes say it's about twice the size of a normal bear, with crystalline growths along its spine and claws that can cut through stone. It's been attacking anything that enters its territory, including some of the uncorrupted animals that are just trying to hunt."

Her ears flattened slightly against her head, and her claws extended reflexively. "That's a serious threat. It needs to be put down before it spreads further corruption or kills something that can't regenerate the local population." She looked up at Gabriel, her golden eyes intense. "You're going to need backup for this one."

"Was hoping you’d come with me," Gabriel said. "This is exactly the kind of thing a Priestess of Beasts would handle, and honestly, I’d feel better having you there. You know these creatures better than anyone."

Her tail started wagging again, though her expression remained focused. "When do we leave?"

"Tomorrow morning, early. As soon as my Glyphs rotate back to combat. We'll need to hike into the mountains, track it to its den, and deal with it before it can cause more damage. Bring anything else you think we'll need."

Raquel nodded firmly. "I'll be ready." She paused, her nose wrinkling as she processed something. "A corrupted bear... it's going to be dangerous, Sire. These mutations make them stronger and more aggressive than normal. We'll need to be smart about this."

"Exactly why I want you there," Gabriel said, placing a hand on her shoulder. "Your instincts and knowledge are going to be what keeps us alive up there."

She looked up at him, and some of the seriousness melted into warmth. "I won't let anything happen to you," she promised. Then she grinned, showing those sharp canines. "Besides, after all those exploding rabbits, I could use a proper hunt. One where the target doesn't detonate when you touch it."

He chuckled. "That does sound like a nice change of pace. Let's hope this bear fights normally."

"Oh, it will," Raquel assured him, her grin turning slightly feral. "And we'll fight back harder."


Chapter 73: Love. It’s All for Love.


Timing was the challenge. As soon as his crafting loadout activated, he’d need to make the new golem with Gemma. Once that was complete, he had to swap back to combat for the hunt. A tricky, if engaging problem.

For starters, he recalled a quest involving his current golem that he might be able to complete now that the Life Node had a teleportation pad nearby.

His Tablet appeared with a list of outstanding, or partially complete quests. It was so long he doubted he’d ever get to them all. Lucielle helped him find the one he was thinking of.

Dynamic Quest Assigned: Offloadin’ Crafter
Details: Use the essences from 3 separate Nodes to craft 1 significant upgrade to any settlement.
Reward: Upgrade to the Golem Gatherer Glyph.


Bebop stood near the center of the camp, as happy as a teakettle. Gabriel approached and asked, “Lucielle, what’s his current haul?”

The Tablet spun into view.

Golem - Bebop (Versatile; V1) Status: Fully Functional
Activity: Idle
Essence Gathered: 15 Earth Essence (Out of a Maximum Capacity of 50)


“Perfect. Well, Mr. Bebop, looks like we’re going for a couple of errands. Let’s start with you jumping down the aqueduct to get two Water Essence for us.”

“Certainly, Sire.” The golem ambled up the hill, then dove into the water smoothly. It would need a bit of time before returning, so Gabriel made his way to Emyra’s shrine.

Located next to the statue of the Fates, the shrine was of a feminine tree with stretched limbs covered in vibrant emerald leaves. Coming to stand before it, he lowered his voice. “I have this idea, goddess. One maybe you can help with. I’m thinking that not all ‘significant’ upgrades have to do with housing or defenses. If I collect the Essences I need, I’m hoping you’ll help me with a beautification project in your name.”

The only reply was a slight shifting of the winds, which carried a curious, citrus scent through the area.

As he turned to leave, Gemma wandered by the open area. She had a quirky expression, and her walk had grown even more relaxed. Seeing him, she arched a brow. “What are you up to? Ready to work on the golem?”

“For a bit. Just until Bebop comes back. I have an idea that we need Life Essence for.”

“An idea? You gonna tell me any details?”

“Nope.”

She smirked. “Well, just don’t be upset when you find out we’ve got secret plans, too, darlin’.”

“Hey. Wait. That’s not fair.”

“Sure is. Now, c’mon. Let’s make a golem.”

They wandered to her craft area, where the bones for a new golem were laid out. Inspired by his quests and the Etchsteel they’d found, she’d assembled it in a vaguely humanoid shape. “Reckon I can teach you to add a basic durability enchantment while we’re at it.” Passing him a chisel and hammer, she pointed to a diagram waiting on a table nearby.

Rubbing his hands together, excited to do the work he actually enjoyed for once in forever, Gabriel applied himself to the project. Gemma, fully in her emotional state, let him work for a while, guiding his hands and providing gentle critique.

Etchsteel was reactive to mana flow, hardening and softening based on how he wielded it against the steel. It required techniques he’d never tried, not with the Tablet simplifying everything for him. The manual process was a bit like trying to weave with numb hands, only he was holding an electrified wire.

Incredibly fun but also challenging. When he came to his first stopping point, she drew him close for a fierce, demanding kiss.

“Hurry, love. Ain’t got much time before Bebop returns,” she whispered against his mouth, her lips swollen from the passion they’d shared.

“What, you want me to go back to work after that?”

She smirked, eyes dancing. “Sure do.”

He did, but only reluctantly.

Eventually, the etchings came together. Mana drained from him into the runes he’d carved, adding modest durability to the components. Bebop, along with Ravenna, arrived shortly after.

The maccari woman’s violet eyes slid from him to Gemma. “You haven’t told him, have you?”

“Nope, not a peep.” Gemma sounded downright chipper about it.

With a pleased curve of her full mouth, Ravenna met his eyes. “Later. You and I have not had time in far too long.”

She had a point. Since returning from her island, they’d barely had a chance for intimacy. He knew why: compressed timetables, dates with Gemma and Raquel, and enough quests and side quests to choke a boar.

Still, she deserved some time even if they were only “dating,” whatever that meant.

“We’ll have fun,” he replied, now assuming the girls were planning to give him and Ravenna space for such a date.

“That we will,” she said, cryptic as… well, a Sorceress.

They made their way to the teleportation pad, where he paid the extra mana to open a full portal. Magic washed over them as reality hiccupped, depositing them beneath the ground.

The change from his last visit was staggering.

Where once there had been bare stone walls dotted with nascent vegetation, now a veritable underground paradise flourished. Glowing flowers carpeted the walls in cascading waterfalls of soft blue and purple light. Pulsing vines, thick as Gabriel’s thigh, wove intricate patterns across the ceiling.

And there were animals. Lots and lots of them.

Friendly jackalopes with crystalline horns. Birds with shimmering wings. A thousand types of insects and rodents. The cavern was packed. At his and Bebop’s emergence, the creatures drew away, although none reacted with hostility or outright fear. Curious eyes and twitching noses regarded him with a deep, primordial knowing.

“Oi! Gabriel, that you? Gotta be. Emyra’s glow is bright in ya now.”

Aquilla Bobokin descended from somewhere in the vine-covered heights, her stubby wings working overtime to slow her drop. The foglin landed with a soft thump, her pinched features splitting into a wide grin.

“Blimey, look at ya. Still alive and kickin’. Told Emyra you had more stones than sense, and here’s the proof.”

“Good to see you too, Aquilla.” Gabriel returned her smile. “The place looks incredible.”

“Ain’t it though?” She gestured expansively at the transformed cavern. “Node’s been pumpin’ out like nobody’s business. Every day, somethin’ new pops up. Got a family of shimmer-foxes moved in last week. Real sweethearts, once you get past the whole ‘temporarily blinding you with light’ thing.”

Bebop whistled softly. “The ambient magic is extreme.”

“Ain’t that the truth, magic man.” Aquilla poked the golem’s chest plate experimentally. “Is this a gatherer golem?”

“Sure is,” Gabriel said. “Now that we have easy access, he might be popping in and out from time to time, if that’s not a problem?”

She gave him a wide, grandmotherly grin. “Of course not. I could use the entertainment.” She pointed toward a passage wreathed in gold and green light. “Right through there, Mr. Golem. Take what you need. Emyra’s glory means it regeneratin’ faster than you can harvest.”

The golem proved intelligent enough to avoid stomping on any of the new inhabitants. Watching it tip-toe among them was vaguely amusing.

“You should know, I’ve felt disturbances on the perimeter.” Aquilla pointed toward the far side of the island, almost directly opposite the main settlement. “Big magic. Not Kusk, nor Emyra. But potent and predatory.”

Gabriel thought about the variety of threats coming for them and shook his head. “We’ll handle it when we have to.” Even as he said the words, a nagging instinct added the line, ‘But wouldn’t Yulia make it easier?’

Between the Reclaimer and the Fates, he’d had enough of being pushed to summon the girl. Besides, they had quests to complete before he could do it, even if he wanted to.

While they waited for the golem to gather the essence, the foglin gave him a tour of the interior. Once, long ago, the caves had offered home and hearth to all manner of druid, dryad, and worshipper of Emyra. With Kusk’s taint ebbing, she hoped Gabriel would see their people return.

“I’m makin’ ready for them,” she said, taking him to a series of chambers with arcane implements stacked against the walls. Most were gnarled staves made of local vine. A few were wands, or other implements. “When you bring me new folk to train in the way of the goddess, I’ll be ready.”

Gabriel shook his head, awed at the little woman’s accomplishments.

She cracked a grin. “A lot of these were leftovers. I just had to polish the knobs and bits, ya know.”

“Aquilla?”

“Yes?”

“Would you please not talk about polishing knobs?”

She cackled merrily. “Ya don’t work for a fertility goddess for a few thousand years and not get a wee bit colorful, my boy.” Floating over, she patted his arm with her tiny hand. “I suspect all of Emyra’s devotees have a little of the old goat in their pants, if ya know what I’m saying.”

He did, in fact, know what she was saying.

Eventually, Bebop returned. He’d collected eight Life Essence rather than the two Gabriel expected.

“Faster here, with all this,” the golem explained, waving at the lush cavern.

Pleased with the windfall, Gabriel said his goodbyes and took them back to the settlement. With evening rapidly approaching, he led Bebop to Emyra’s temple. A quick look around revealed the girls weren’t in sight, which made his plan even better.

Leading Bebop to the tree, he cleared his throat. “Lucielle, any help you or Serafina can give would be appreciated.”

The Tablet pulsed encouraging green.

“Emyra, I want a way to give back to the women I love. And to you. As a sign of gratitude.” Inhaling, he thought about his Schematics, wishing he had one that explicitly allowed what he wanted. The closest thing was the fish habitat, which wasn’t where he was going. “I’m going to try something creative and hope you’ll work with me to make it happen.”

There was no reply.

“Okay. Well. Here goes.”

Closing his eyes, he did his best to envision what he wanted. A tribute to the women he’d come to love, and to this place for giving him a proper life. Images from Lord of the Rings and other, Earth-inspired fantasy, spun through his imagination as a swell of warmth poured through his chest.

Gratitude. Peace. Love. Determination.

Gemma.

Raquel.

Serafina.

Ravenna.

Only when all of it filled him to the point of bursting did he trigger his abilities, drawing on the materials around, as well as the Essences stored in Bebop.

A breeze stirred, swirling to wrap around his body like a gentle hand. Bird song, quiet until now, exploded from all around, as the distant sounds of horses and elifison reached his ears. Gentle lips pressed against the shell of his ear, as a melodious voice sighed. “And this is why you are my chosen one, Gabriel. Why you are the King of these Islands. You put your heart first. In any time, in all times, that is a rare trait. Rarer in one with gifts such as yours.”

Light shone through his eyelids, painfully sharp even when he lifted his hands to cover them. Mana roared from him, tearing free in a torrent as he fumbled around, reaching for the staff he’d kept tucked between his backpack and back.

“Oh, you clever man,” Emyra laughed.

First Creation triggered, and the volume of mana in the air doubled, then redoubled. Kusk’s divine power, imbued in the staff prior to his fall, funneled through Gabriel and his Tablet, purified and adapted to a task of fundamental creation.

KAAAARRRRRACCCK!

THWOOOOM! KARRRRRRRAAAACK!

The ground buckled, rippling like an earthquake. Deep, resonant cracks followed a bellowing howl of wind as whipping gusts shoved Gabriel backwards. He would have fallen if not for Bebop. Still, he could not open his eyes or lower his hands, as the glow had only brightened.

In his hand, the staff warmed to blistering heat.

Then, abruptly…

Nothing.

Emyra’s ghostly whisper slid through the deafening silence. “Never doubt that I am with you. That I am listening. The land and I are one. And the King is one with the land.”

The pressure eased, along with the sensation of the goddess’ direct attention. Carefully, Gabriel opened his eyes.

And beheld a wonder beyond anything he could have anticipated.

Before him, Emyra’s shrine had exploded in size, the carved tree now filling the horizon. Before it, where he’d been standing before the gust had shoved him backwards, was an arch of braided vines, verdant with flowers of every type, shade, and color.

Behind it all, trailing away from the main settlement, in the direction of the forest they’d harvested so often for lumber, was an entire second settlement.

“Did she seriously create Lothlorien out of nothing?” he said, beholding vast trees of every description, shape and size. Silver, and green, and brown, and orange, the impossibly tall foliage dominated the horizon. And woven among the branches, wrapped around the trunks, were the most elegant, gracefully beautiful structures he’d ever seen.

This wasn’t crude, ‘Lincoln log, block-by-block’ construction. It was the work of ancient masters, of woodworkers and druids, spending decades toiling at the height of their craft.

Jaw working, he shook his head in disbelief. “How? This… this isn’t possible?”

Ding!

The Tablet swung into view.

Technically: This is sort-of within your new Tier-3 Schematic’s purview. If you squint really hard, and assume a literal goddess of nature gave you a smidge of help. Okay, a lot of help. Behold, one of the great cities, once lost to Kusk, now reborn from an act of selfless love.
No, you can’t have this Schematic for free.


He laughed at the playful, curved font, too joyful for the light snark to bother him.

Ding!

Dynamic Quest Complete: Offloadin’ Crafter
Reward: Upgrade to the Golem Gatherer Glyph!


Ding!

Glyph Upgrade: Golem Gatherer has been upgraded. Any golems you produce from now on are automatically upgraded from V1 to V2. This grants the following benefits:
	Essence Storage Doubled: 100 Essence per golem.

	All Base Attributes Increased: V2 golems have a 30% increase to baseline attributes, are more intelligent, and travel faster.



Note: Don’t worry about Bebop. He’ll get the V2 upgrade for free when he collects a bit more Essence.
Experience Awarded: 5,000
Experience to Level 21: 10,000 of 30,000



Chapter 74: An Act of Creation and Submission


"Gabriel!"

He turned to find Gemma rushing in, her blue eyes wide with wonder. Raquel bounded along behind her, tail wagging so hard her whole body wiggled cutely.

"Did you do this?" Gemma asked, coming to a halt ten feet away, her boots on the edge of the new carpet of flowers. Her hands trembled as she took everything in, emotions raw on her face.

"He did," Lucielle chimed in proudly. "Asked for a little help from Emyra but it wasn't going to be anything like this. Then he grabbed his staff. That changed everything."

Gabriel's class was a fusion of nature and structure. Emyra and Kusk, prior to the split, had built something truly incredible. "I'd like to say it was my idea from the start, but I just reached for it when I realized I was about to run out of mana."

The guide chimed a laugh as Serafina spoke through her. "You have good instincts, my King."

Wings flapping, Ravenna floated into view. Her face was paler than normal, her mouth wide enough to show the sharp tips of her teeth. "What divine working is this?" Even as she landed, the horses and elifison came wandering over. To his amusement, an entire herd of oversized, colorful goats joined the mix.

A fluffy pink ram with sideways irises bleated approvingly and nuzzled a blue female next to him. Behind them, dozens of smaller, randomly colored animals flooded the area.

Raquel yipped. "How did you all get free?"

"Earthquake, remember?" Bjorna asked.

"Oh. Yeah. True."

Gabriel waited for Albrecht and Dawkins to join, which the duo did once Raquel howled their names, then went through what happened.

"I was kind of thinking of making a wedding arch, like on Earth," he admitted. "But my mind may have wandered a little."

"It's beautiful," Ravenna said in awed tones. "You've restored a piece of what once was with a single spell."

Gemma and Raquel echoed her sentiment, both women visibly on the verge of tears. "Darlin', we've got plenty of housing now, I'd say."

At best count, there were now several dozen new houses for them to use. While none had plumbing or the other 'modern' features of the base settlement, that didn't matter. They'd be able to shelter dozens, if not hundreds, of people when the time came.

"Plumbin' all that is gonna be fun," Gemma sniffed, rubbing at her eyes as she read his thoughts.

"We'll figure it out," he replied with a laugh. "That's what Ravenna is for."

That made the Sorceress flush. "Short range teleportation is... well, theoretically possible. But the mana to power continuous access to water would be extreme."

"Even if we create mana gatherers to attach to each house?"

With an undignified bird sound, the maccari woman crossed the lush grasses to kiss him fiercely. "You creative man. Goddess, yes. That's precisely how we'll do it."

Crouched on all fours, Raquel leaned to sniff the flowers. "Sire, Emyra’s blessing here is unlike anything. Ever. Even in the old times. This is amazing."

"I'm glad."

Ding!

Notice: Glyph loadout updated.


On that note, Gabriel drew Gemma to the side. "Let's go make Rock Steady, shall we?"

She took his hand, her palm warm and heartbeat fast as they made their way to the waiting golem, where he activated his Glyph.

The process was similar to creating Bebop, but different in subtle ways. Once again, he selected a 'Versatile' golem type, reasoning they'd want specialists later. For now, they needed their helpers to be capable of gathering any type of essence.

His magic reached out, wrapping around Gemma in threads of glowing light. She gasped, her body flashing red as her unique heritage contributed to the construct's template. Tendrils of platinum and red rushed from them both, flooding into the waiting form. Material appeared out of the air, gray and brown and green, surrounding the Etchsteel limbs as it expanded. Artificial ligaments, tendons, and muscles grew around the V2 golem at lightning speed.

With a gust of inhalation, it drew a first breath and sat up, two cherry red eyes blazing within an angular, almost elf-like face.

Ding!

Congratulations! You've built your second gatherer golem.
Details: Golem - Rock Steady (Versatile; V2)
Status: Fully Functional
Intelligence: Moderate (upgraded from Low)
Defense: Capable (upgraded from Marginal)
Durability: Extreme (Upgraded from Standard due to Etchsteel augmentation)
Maximum Essence Storage: 100


Ding!

Quest Complete: Use Etchsteel
Reward: When working with Etchsteel, your Schematics will dynamically adapt based on your intention and need. This will allow you to eventually automate the creation of arcane outputs.


Ding!

Quest Complete: Enchant Etchsteel
Reward: Schematics with Etchsteel may now include complex arcane circuitry. Your Tablet (and therefore Lucielle) may automate or direct many of their functions remotely.
Experience Awarded: 1,500
Experience to Level 21: 11,500 of 30,000


"Rock Steady reporting for duty, Sire." The golem's voice was deeper than Bebop's, with a similar British accent but more gravel in its tone. "Where would you like me to begin?"

"Earth Node," Gabriel decided. "Lucielle, send Bebop back to the Life Node and adjust authorizations for me."

"Will do," the Guide confirmed.

As Rock Steady left, Gabriel pulled his Tablet up to revert his glyph selection from building to combat.

Loadout Accepted Pending 8-Hour Cooldown
Visionary Path:
Glyph of the Craftsman Tier-3
Glyph of Accuracy
Emyra’s First Anchor (Divine)
Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King
Strategist Path:
Glyph of the Scout
Glyph of the Survivalist
Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering
Glyph of Cooking


That gave him another large window before he and Raquel could go after the bear. With his mana depleted, there wasn't much else he could do.

"Whew. Darlin'. That was drainin'. Anyway, I need to go with Raquel and Ravenna. See you in a bit." With a wave and without a word of explanation, Gemma turned and walked away, weary but resolute.

Their sudden departure left him standing alone with an unexpected chunk of free time.

Uncertain what to do with himself, he wandered the settlement. Albrecht was back to working on boat designs. Gabriel paused to tell the little guy about the potential for an alicorn to solve their Una problem and to apologize for having to postpone the damming operation for another day.

"Well, I'll just keep working anyway, if it's all the same. Once you get propulsion figured out, we'll want a way to navigate the ocean. Right?"

He had a point.

Gabriel thanked him and turned to leave.

"Um. One second. If I may." Pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose, Albrecht flushed a bright cherry red. "I just want to say... thank you for your trust. I know how hard it can be for some men to be comfortable leaving their women behind with other men. You've never said a word, or made a threat, or anything. It's a nice change from my experiences on Earth."

Doing his best not to give the engineer a bug-eyed look, Gabriel swallowed a laugh. "You're very welcome, Albrecht. I trust you. So do the ladies. And hey, when we free the citizens, maybe we'll find a nice partner for you among them. Who knows?"

"You really think so? Even like..." Albrecht waved his clawed limb at his body.

"Everyone has unique tastes. You should know that, having read all those romance novels. Don't any of them feature turtles?"

"Well. Ah. One."

"There you go."

With that awkward pep talk out of the way, Gabriel made his escape. Instead of finding more work, he did the one thing he never allowed himself: took a break. After a luxurious, warm shower, he laid down for twenty minutes.

Naps worked differently now. Twenty minutes felt like six hours had previously.

When he woke, it was with the sun filtering through the window and the sound of footsteps at the doorway.

"Gabriel."

Gemma stepped into the room, stealing his breath as she reached for his hand. "Come with me."

"Where?" he asked, too busy gawking to process what was happening.

She was wearing an outfit that could only be described as a dress if one squinted. Very hard. Sheer fabric in deep crimson clung to her athletic frame, leaving very little to the imagination and setting off the golden undertones in her skin. Her blonde ringlets cascaded over bare shoulders.

Without a word of explanation, she drew him from the bed and out the door, leading him to Emyra's shrine and the wonderful world beyond. The other two girls met them there.

Raquel, moving beside Ravenna, was dressed in a bright pink crop top with an oval cutout. The result was a trifecta of underboob, sideboob, and cleavage. Naturally, she finished the look with a pair of skin tight shorts.

Then he saw Ravenna.

The maccari priestess had chosen black lace that absorbed the light around her. Her garment was a masterwork of revealing concealment, showing glimpses of pale skin through intricate patterns while technically covering the essentials. At her throat she wore a thin leather collar with a metal hoop at the front.

Attached to it was a short length of leather, more ceremonial than anything else.

Gabriel saw the implications immediately. Ravenna's earlier promises hadn't been for one-on-one time; it had been a request for him to claim her like he had in her tower.

And she wanted him to do it with the others present.


Chapter 75: You’re Really Going to Want This on Audio. Seriously.


They led him through the sacred garden, past Emyra's arbor with its canopy of glowing flowers, to a section of soft moss that seemed to have grown specifically for this purpose. The new settlement he'd accidentally created rose around them, elegant tree-homes climbing toward the stars. Moonlight filtered through crystalline leaves overhead, casting prismatic patterns across the clearing. Knowing the goddess, this sanctuary had been grown just for them.

"We talked about this," Gemma said, her Southern drawl thick with desire as she turned to face him. The crimson fabric clung to her curves, barely concealing anything. Heat radiated from her skin in subtle waves, her elemental nature responding to her arousal. "All three of us. About what we wanted. About how to make tonight special."

"And about competition," Ravenna added, her accent sharp with anticipation. The leather lead dangled from her collar, swaying between her heavy breasts with each measured breath. "Which of us can make our king give out first."

"Give out, eh?"

The three shared another knowing look, a current of unspoken anticipation passing between them.

"I see." Pointedly not telling them that he'd jacked his Endurance through the roof, Gabriel's gaze dropped to that collar. To the metal hoop at her throat. To the leash she'd deliberately left accessible.

She noticed him looking and smiled, all sharp edges and darker promises. "You remember the tower, I'm sure."

He remembered. The way she'd pushed and prodded until he'd taken full control. Doing so had awakened something in him. A realization. With a woman like Ravenna, who needed a firm hand, being that way could be fun, in short bursts.

"Girls first," Gemma said, that knowing smirk playing at her lips. "We discussed this part too."

Before Gabriel could ask what that meant, Raquel's tail was already wrapping around his thigh, pulling him one step, then another, onto the mosses. The soft ground cushioned his feet, cool and yielding. "Sire, you've been so patient with all of us. So careful. So considerate." Her glowing eyes met his, pupils blown wide. "Tonight, we don't want careful."

"Tonight," Gemma finished, stepping close enough that he could feel the heat radiating from her skin, "we want you to take what's yours."

His hand found the leather lead at Ravenna's throat. The macarri priestess inhaled sharply, a soft hhhh escaping her parted lips. Her violet eyes widened with something between anticipation and genuine vulnerability.

"On your knees," he said quietly.

The other two women went still, watching.

Ravenna sank down with fluid grace, her wings folding tight against her back. The leather creaked softly as the lead went taut. She looked up at him through dark lashes, lips parted, breathing quick and shallow. "Yes, Sire."

"Hands behind your back."

She obeyed instantly, the motion pressing her breasts forward against the intricate lace. Fingers working as he spoke, he casually shed his shirt, letting it fall to the moss. Gabriel wrapped the leather lead around his fist once, twice, maintaining just enough tension to remind her who held it.

"How much do you want them to see tonight?"

"Everything." Her voice had dropped to something raw. "I want to share with them, like they share you with me."

The admission, as fragile and sharp as glass, eased any concerns he might have had. It couldn't have been clearer: she wanted this, as did the others.

Tugging on the lead, he pulled her forward sharply. She gasped, exhaling, lips parted an inch from his still-clothed erection. "Why don't you show them everything you've learned so far?"

"Y... yes, Sire. Thank you, Sire."

With her arms bound behind her, the Sorceress was forced to use her teeth to undo his belt, the metal clinking as she freed him. There was no teasing or delay, only raw, desperate hunger. His cock vanished into her mouth as she swallowed him hungrily, her technique a mixture of precision and abandon. Every swirl of her tongue, every bob of her head, demonstrated exactly how closely she'd been paying attention.

She moaned loudly around him, "Mmmmhmmm," hips shifting as she shoved him against the back of her throat.

Gabriel kept the lead taut, using it to control the pace. When she tried to speed up, he pulled back. When she slowed too much, he tugged her forward. And with every clear command, her arousal grew. Within minutes, the scent of her arousal hung thick in the air, and her hard nipples were impossible to miss as they brushed his thighs.

"Good girl," he murmured, and watched as she exploded at the praise.

"Ohhhhhhhnnnnn," she moaned around his length, the flat of her tongue bathing the underside, wrapping around his shaft lovingly as her hips rocked back and forth in shuddering climax. Her wings fluttered involuntarily, feathers rustling against the night air.

From somewhere to his left, Raquel's voice cut through the charged air. "Oh. My." A pause. "I didn't realize... I mean. That's a lot." She sounded anxious. Not unhappy, precisely, but it was clear this style of intimacy wasn't the playful Aetherhound's cup of tea.

He glanced over to find the Beastess watching with wide eyes, her tail frozen mid-wag.

Gemma, by contrast, had settled onto the moss with her legs crossed, one finger tapping thoughtfully against her lips. Her blue eyes tracked every movement with analytical interest. "Well now," she drawled. "Can't say I'm one for leashes. But damn, if you don't look extra hot slammin' your dick down the back of her throat."

Ravenna made a muffled sound that might have been delight or maybe a retort. Hard to tell around her moaning climax.

Well, that, and the dick in her mouth.

The trio had more than established that both Gemma and Raquel enjoyed watching. Neither girl was possessive; if anything, they enjoyed seeing the other women in their little harem with him. Never had he seen Gemma so flushed, her freckles burning against her cheeks, eyes wide to catch every moment.

"Stand up," he commanded, releasing enough slack for Ravenna to pull back. A tendril of spit connected her swollen lips and his cock, her face glistening as she rose, her hands still clasped behind her back.

He circled behind her, one hand still holding the lead while the other traced down her spine. She arched into his touch like a cat seeking affection, a soft ahhh escaping her lips.

"You wanted to be claimed," he said against her ear. "In front of them. You wanted them to see you submit."

"Yes, Sire. Please. Claim me like... like your personal fucktoy." The words were barely a whisper.

"Why?"

Her breath caught. For a moment, he thought she might not answer. Then: "Because you are the King. The blessed of the goddess. I can be this with no one else. Only you. You are the only man who deserves to claim all of me."

The honesty in her voice did something to his chest. He pressed a kiss to the curve of her neck, gentle despite the leather still wrapped around his hand.

"Then let them see."

What followed was a thorough demonstration of exactly how Ravenna liked to be handled.

Gabriel bent her over a convenient tree root, the bark rough against her palms as the lace of her dress was pushed aside to expose her completely. Moonlight painted silver streaks across her pale skin, highlighting the contrast of her dark wings folded tight against her back. She came twice on his fingers alone, crying out with sharp, precise moans, before he finally gave her what she'd been begging for, taking her from behind with the leash pulled taut.

Her textured pussy welcomed him home. Hot and fluttery with her racing heartbeat, she squeezed savagely, the ridged interior adding inhuman sensation. With a raw, delighted cry, she pushed off the tree, bottom wiggling and rolling to meet his thrusts.

Smack! SMACK! SMACK!

"Ungggggghhhhh, fuuuuuuuuck me harder! Please, please! Gabriel, use me!" Unfiltered, undignified, and unleashed, her eyes rolled back as he gave her exactly what she begged for.

When she came, he took them to the next level, hooking his hands around her hips and almost brutally yanking her back and forth on his cock. Using her pussy, pushing her beyond anything they'd done in private, he claimed her body until her clenching pushed him over the edge.

"He's... he's spending inside me," Ravenna announced between panting screams, her precise accent fracturing under the pleasure. "I can feel it, oh goddess, yes. I've missed it so much. Ahhhh!"

When he finally let her collapse onto the moss, she was little more than a trembling mess. Her wings lay splayed out beside her, feathers disheveled. Her wide smile was one of utter satisfaction as she stammered, "Th... thank you, Sire. I needed that."

"Damn," Gemma breathed, her own breath short. "That was somethin' else."

Raquel was still staring, her tail now wagging so hard her entire body vibrated. "I didn't know she could make those noises. Last time..."

Ravenna managed to lift her head enough to glare at the Beastess, but the effect was somewhat undermined by her thoroughly disheveled state. "Give me a bit, and I'll help make sure you make those noises."

"Yip!" Raquel flushed, ears flickering as if uncertain whether to be aroused or flee.

The charged moment broke as Gemma rose from her position, crimson fabric swirling around her thighs as she approached. Heat preceded her, the air warming with each step. "My turn."

She practically lunged, kissing him hard, tongue pressing between his teeth while her hands explored his muscular chest. She tasted like fire and honey, her Elemental nature manifesting in the subtle warmth that radiated from her skin.

"I want somethin' specific," she murmured against his lips.

"Name it."

Her smile turned wicked. "You finish inside me. Then we share."

It took him a moment to understand what she meant. When he did, his still-hard cock twitched.

"You, Raquel, and Ravenna?"

"Mhm." Her eyes glittered with anticipation. "All these stories about cream sharin' gave me ideas of my own. You'll see."

Raquel made a small squeak of excitement, tail accelerating to a blur. Even Ravenna, still recovering on the moss, managed to look intrigued, propping herself up on one elbow.

"That's dirty," Gabriel said with a smile.

"Yep." Gemma's grin widened. "You complainin'?"

He answered by pulling her down onto the moss and positioning himself between her thighs. The sheer fabric of her dress was no barrier at all. He slid inside her with one smooth thrust, and she arched beneath him with a cry of pleasure.

"Ohhhhh, yes, darlin'. That's it."

His fiery fakayren, not content to be taken, met his thrusts, her inner walls creating subtle temperature variations that made every stroke unique. Cool at the entrance, searing heat deeper within, the contrast drove him wild.

"Harder," she demanded, nails raking down his back. "Make it good, darlin'. Want plenty to share."

He obliged, driving into her with increasing force while her cries echoed through the sacred garden. Raquel had positioned herself nearby, watching with hungry eyes, her tail creating soft swishing sounds against the moss. Ravenna had recovered enough to crawl closer, her interest clearly piqued by what was to come.

The Forge Elemental knew how to work him. Muscular stomach flexing, thighs squeezing, she milked his cock as her moans grew to fill the air.

Smack! Smack! Smack!

"Yes, yes, yes, faster. He's throbbin'," Gemma announced, tossing her head from one side to the other, her bright eyes meeting his, then those of the others. "Soon now. I'll have it..."

Gabriel put his hand over her mouth and gave it to her.

Pappappappappap!

Speeding up until the individual impacts became one loud sound, he took her until she came. Only then did he relent and give her what she craved.

"Mmmmphhh!" she cried against his palm, then he released her. "Ohhhhh, by the goddess. Got 'em," she announced breathlessly as her entire body tightened like a bow beneath him. "Gabriel, please, please... give me all of it. Every drop."

He did.

Buried deep, his release flooded her as he spasmed. Legs locked around his hips, pelvis tilted upward at an angle, she squeezed around him, fertility priestess muscles working with deliberate force to milk every single drop free.

Once she felt him finish, she pushed on his chest. He slid free, and she positioned her legs on the ground, keeping her pelvis elevated.

Raquel, tail wagging furiously, paused long enough to search his face.

Panting, a little out of breath, he laughed. "You all know my rules. It's what you want. Web, not hub and spoke."

The reiteration was all it took to set their Aetherhound free.

She dove, lunging between Gemma's thighs. Messy, eager sounds rose, accompanied by bestial yips. "Sire. Tastes. So. Good. With. Gemma!" Each word punctuated by another hungry lap of her tongue.

"Mmmmm, that's it, darlin'," Gemma groaned, fingers threading through Raquel's hair. "Get all of it."

Ravenna, who'd somehow managed to recharge enough to crawl over, slid beside Raquel. On her knees, the macarri woman's pale ass was a startling contrast to Raquel's firm, tan slopes.

"Me too," the Sorceress demanded, a little sharply. Even in this, her competitive edge emerged.

Raquel's response was a happy nod and a muffled "Yip!" before turning to plant her lips against Ravenna's mouth. It was their first kiss, and the first time Ravenna had been involved with the other two in that way. Her violet eyes widened, then narrowed, expression softening as their mutual sharing of Gabriel's release and Gemma's flavors washed over them.

"Mmmm," Ravenna murmured into the kiss, her competitive tension melting into something warmer.

But Raquel was not done.

Breaking the kiss, she gleefully pointed out, "There's more!"

Sliding from between Gemma's thighs, she pounced over Ravenna's rump and shoved her head between the raven-winged woman's thighs.

In retrospect, she probably should have asked more explicitly.

The result was a shocked, "Wha... what..." from Ravenna, followed by a cry of, "Ohhhhhhhh."

Raquel ate pussy like she was starved for every drop of Gabriel's cum. From his angle, he watched her long tongue shoving deep inside Ravenna's core, the young woman’s tail wagging with every enthusiastic lap. The results on the Sorceress were dramatic and loud. Ravenna barely managed to remember the other woman in their trio.

But Gemma was ready for that.

She grabbed Ravenna's hair and firmly pressed the maccari’s face down between her thighs.

"Mmmmphhh!" The macarri's muffled protest dissolved into eager compliance.

Gabriel let them continue like that for several minutes, enjoying the view from where he'd settled against a nearby tree. Moonlight painted silver highlights across their intertwined bodies as the sounds of pleasure filled the sacred garden.

The dynamic between the trio was fascinating to watch, particularly as Gemma revealed she was comfortable taking the lead from Ravenna, and Raquel revealed that she simply didn't give a damn as long as she got all of Sire's release out of Ravenna’s body.

When he felt they'd enjoyed themselves enough, he moved behind Raquel, positioning his cock at her entrance.

Abruptly, all action froze.

Raquel lifted her head, making eye contact with Gemma, who told Ravenna, "It's time."

Although both Ravenna and Gemma had been panting from the interaction, at the elemental's words, both women altered position, moving to frame Raquel's sides.

"Raquel has a special request," Gemma said on the whimpering, tail-twitching Aetherhound's behalf.

"Oh?"

Raquel’s ears flattened, her lean back flexing as she twisted to look over her shoulder at him. "I... yes. I do."

"What's this?" Gabriel asked, though he had a suspicion.

Ravenna licked her lips and smirked. "Our little wolf has been curious about something. Something she knows Gemma has recently learned to love." Her eyes flicked meaningfully toward Raquel's rear. "She asked us to help her ease into it."

"Little nervous," Raquel admitted with audible reluctance, hips arching forward. "Want Sire. Want to feel all that good fullness. But..." Her tail curled uncertainly.

"We're gonna help." Gemma took one ass cheek as Ravenna took the other. "She asked us to help her be brave and not move away. Okay, now."

Gabriel adjusted his cock northward, against the bud of the priestess' ass. It flexed nervously against the tip. The Aetherhound was lean and fit, her body lacking the curves that had made his and Gemma's first time relatively easy.

This, he knew, was going to be quite the challenge.

Reaching down, he replaced his member with a finger. "Are you sure?"

"Very, Sire," Raquel told him, shuddering and wiggling. "Just, need help."

"Just breathe," Gemma murmured, giving him a nod. "Okay. Now, just a little."

Ravenna slid around Raquel's torso, kissing the other woman without prompting as Gabriel worked his fingertip against the flexing ridge of her ass.

"Ohhhh," she moaned into Ravenna's mouth, her whole body trembling.

"That's it," Gemma encouraged, as Gabriel worked his finger in and out in slow, gentle plunges. "You're doin' so good. Such a good girl."

The praise made Raquel whimper, "Yip," pushing back slightly against the intrusion. Gabriel took that as a sign to add a second finger, scissoring them gently to stretch the tight muscle.

"Oh," Raquel breathed, breaking from Ravenna's kiss. Her eyes were wide, pupils blown with a mixture of nervousness and growing pleasure. "That's... that's different. Good different."

Feeling that she was ready, Gabriel waited for another nod from Gemma, then withdrew his fingers and replaced them with the tip of his cock. Legs spreading, rump arching, Raquel broke the kiss with Ravenna to position her head on the other woman's lap. Ravenna grabbed Raquel's shoulders, bracing her.

He pressed inward.

Slowly.

Firmly.

Slowly.

It was like trying to ease himself into impossibly tight heat. Teeth gritted, resisting the urge to drive forward, he eased into it, letting her body adjust around him.

"Breathe," Ravenna reminded her, stroking Raquel's hair. "You're doing great."

"Ahhhhhhohhhhhh!" Raquel cried as the head popped past the ring. He froze, giving her time to adjust, feeling her body clench and release around him in waves.

"Don't stop," she panted after a moment. "More. Slowly. Please."

He fed her another inch, then another, watching her reactions carefully. Her claws had extended, digging into the moss beneath them. Her tail was wrapped around his thigh now, not pulling him forward but not pushing him away either. Just holding on.

"Halfway," Gemma reported, watching where their bodies joined. "You're takin' him so well, darlin'."

"Feels so full," Raquel gasped, voice cracking. "So incredibly full. It's... oh goddess, Sire... it's..."

He pushed deeper, and her words dissolved into incoherent moaning. When he finally bottomed out, his hips flush against her ass, she let out a long, shuddering breath.

"You've got it all," Ravenna told her, genuine warmth breaking through her usual precision. "He's all the way in."

That earned a whine of pure joy. "Yip! Sire. All of Sire."

"How does it feel?" Ravenna asked, genuine curiosity beneath her sultry tone.

"Like nothing I've ever..." Raquel trailed off, experimentally clenching around him. The sensation made Gabriel groan, which made her clench again, starting a feedback loop of pleasure. "Move. Please move. Oh, goddess. Gemma, you didn't say it would feel this good. Sire, please. More."

He pulled back slowly, then pressed forward again. The drag of her impossibly tight ass around his cock was exquisite, and based on the sounds Raquel was making, she was discovering the same thing.

"Faster," she demanded after a few gentle strokes. "I can take it. I want to take it."

Gabriel increased his pace incrementally, watching for any sign of discomfort. What he found instead was a beast priestess rapidly losing her mind to pleasure. Her moans had become constant, punctuated by yips and growls that spoke to her primal nature.

"Harder," she begged, pushing back to meet his thrusts. "Please, Sire, harder!"

He obliged, gripping her hips and driving into her with more force. Gemma had slipped away, moving beside Ravenna, both women watching with evident pleasure on their faces as the sounds of flesh meeting flesh filled the clearing.

"Yip! Yip! Yes! Yes! Ohhh! Yiiiipeeeee, yes! Sire!"

Raquel came with a scream that echoed through the garden, convulsing as her ass clenched rhythmically around Gabriel's cock. The pressure was too much. He followed her over the edge, burying himself deep and filling her with his release.

"Ahhhhhhh!" Her howl of pleasure dissolved into panting whimpers as she trembled through aftershock after aftershock.

Raquel collapsed forward onto Gemma, trembling as Gabriel slowly withdrew. When he finally slipped free, she let out a whimper of loss, her tail going limp against his leg.

"That," she managed between gasping breaths, "was the most incredible thing I've ever felt." She twisted to look at him, her expression dazed but radiantly happy. "Can we do that again? Soon? Like, right now soon?"

Gemma laughed from beneath her, the sound warm and full. "Give the man a minute, darlin'. He just came three times."

Remembering the competition, Gabriel started to reply, only for Ravenna to cut in. "Priestesses don't tire easily, but perhaps our king needs a brief recovery."

His reply was to shift to one side, allowing the sorceress to see what she'd missed.

"Wait, what... how. Basic biology," she stammered, violet eyes wide at the sight of his still rock-hard cock.

The winged woman growled, the fires of joyous rivalry reigniting. "Round two, girls. Now."

"Happy to, sugar," Gemma said, passing the still-shuddering Aetherhound over to Ravenna and sliding into place between his feet. Her mouth closed on his cock, and they began round two of the night.

Hours later, with the moon arcing toward dawn and the sacred garden bearing witness to their thoroughly satisfied exhaustion, Gabriel was confident of two facts.

First, the girls were somehow cheating. None of them had ever had this much stamina.

And second?

If the Fates were letting him power level his Endurance, it wasn't to overcome monsters. It was just in case the harem ever expanded beyond these three.


Chapter 76: Musk. Not Always Sexy.


The two hours of sleep the girls let him have would have been the deepest, most satisfying of his life, except he dreamed.

They were extremely erotic scenes involving a churning starfish that moaned, or large crowds of unmated hucows dressed as cheerleaders. Sometimes both at once.

Getting Raquel out of bed for their mission was more than difficult. The poor girl moaned and twitched, and murmured, “Please, Sire. Put it back in.” Followed by, “Oh, goddess, too good. Too much…Sleep now.”

Eventually she realized it was daytime and was willing to roll out of bed.

Leaving Gemma and Ravenna to recover at their pace, they left the settlement packed with supplies and ready for a fight. Mr. Dawkins had insisted on joining them. "Mein king," the serpent had said when Gabriel suggested he stay behind, "a true apex predator does not abandon his pack during a hunt. Mr. Dawkins und Cowlein shall accompany you, und that is final."

Gabriel hadn't argued. Truth be told, having the anaconda's keen senses and raw power as backup could be useful.

It was a couple of hours until they reached the base of the mountain, followed by another hour's climb to get to the icy, upper trails. Snow had begun to accumulate already at this altitude. Water vapor formed in front of all three of them as they took a break to catch their breath, eat a snack, and drink some water. Emyra’s First Anchor, which augmented Raquel’s Beastess abilities, came in useful here, as Mr. Dawkins remained functional, despite his scales turning a light shade of blue from the frost.

Thanks to his advancement, Gabriel was able to keep pace with Raquel, even while jogging over entirely unfamiliar terrain. Mr. Dawkins, glowing with magic, used a method of coiling, springing, and sliding across the snow to keep up.

It wasn’t, as he pointed out, dignified. But it worked.

Now that they were in the right area to hunt the bear, they needed to find evidence of its passage. It was almost two hours before they came across a grisly kill site, scattered with what looked to be numerous deer carcasses.

Raquel’s ears flattened as she examined the scene. After checking several remains, she shook her head. "Definitely one of Kusk’s tainted works.” She gestured to the mess. “It's been killing for fun."

"You can tell all that from this?"

She nodded, then gestured to her nose with a claw. "This scene stinks of fear. Marks on the bodies indicate that the bear is dragging living prey here and then breaking its legs so it can't escape. Most of what's here isn't even eaten, just mangled. As much as I distrust the starfish thing, it was right to send us here. We can't let this thing continue living."

"Und we shall not," Mr. Dawkins added, his forked tongue tasting the air as he surveyed the carnage. "This creature has forfeited its right to exist. Mr. Dawkins finds its behavior most distasteful."

Gabriel tapped the hilt of Duskbringer. Once more, the Reclaimer was providing more than silly side quests. Perhaps its inventory of bounties and hunts served a greater purpose than he’d suspected. "If you can track it, I'll take it down."

Raquel sniffed around, her tail drooping more than once as she tried to distinguish the most recent trail from others. They wandered away from the site and up the mountain, where the path became treacherous as solid ground gave way to ice and snow. The bear had left oversized tracks behind that were easy enough to follow, but it was clear the thing was ambling to and fro with no sense of logic.

More than once, Lucielle was able to spot where the tracks continued later uphill, allowing them to skip entire segments. The glowing orb pulsed with helpful blue light as she darted ahead, her voice carrying back to them with updates.

By the time they caught up to the bear, they ended up surprising each other. It had taken shelter beneath some rocks for a nap, and when Raquel, Gabriel, and Mr. Dawkins dropped down from above, the creature jerked its head up so hard that it shattered one of the crystals protruding from its skull. Predator and prey stared at each other for half a second before the bear lunged forward and swept at them with claws.

Gabriel managed to deflect the attack with his saber, but was driven backward across the ground. Raquel dodged out of the way as teeth snapped shut where she had been standing. Mr. Dawkins slithered rapidly to flank the creature, his body low against the frozen stone. Lucielle flew straight up in the air, her golden light flickering with alarm as she called out warnings about the bear's movements.

"This thing is huge," Gabriel declared, staring at the beast. Crystalline shards grew out of the bear at odd angles, and its moss-covered fur had turned most of it green. One eye was missing, replaced by a gemstone that glowed a hateful crimson as it stared at those who had trespassed on its territory. There was very little intelligence in that gaze, and the bear let out a roar and stood on its hind legs.

Raquel and Gabriel moved downslope to better terrain as the bear crashed down from above, sending rocks and broken trees falling behind them. Gabriel placed himself at her back, better able to deflect some of the debris before it could impact the smaller woman. Mr. Dawkins circled wide, looking for an opening to strike.

They ended up in a snow-filled clearing. Raquel moved back, putting trees between herself and the bear as it slammed down from above and shattered stones beneath it.

Gabriel circled left, saber held in a guard position as the bear's crimson eye tracked his movement. The beast was massive, far larger than anything natural had a right to be, easily twelve feet at the shoulder when it dropped to all fours. The crystalline growths along its spine caught the pale mountain light like shattered stained glass. Every breath it took sent plumes of vapor into the cold air, each exhalation accompanied by a wet, rattling growl.

"Raquel, stay back!" Gabriel shouted as the bear charged. The ground shook with each footfall, snow and loose stone scattering in its wake.

He sidestepped the initial lunge, bringing Duskbringer around in a vicious arc that caught the bear's flank. The enchanted blade bit deep, parting corrupted flesh and sending a spray of black ichor across the snow. The bear bellowed in rage more than pain and twisted with impossible speed for something its size.

Gabriel barely got his sword up in time. The impact of claw against steel sent shockwaves up his arms and drove him backward, his boots carving furrows in the frozen ground. The bear pressed its advantage, swiping again and again, each blow forcing Gabriel to give ground.

“Get away from Sire!” Raquel snarled, Aether-tipped claws flashing as she came from behind, lashing at its flank. It roared and spun toward the new threat, giving Gabriel a precious second to recover.

The bear lunged toward the new target, but Gabriel was faster. He darted in low, driving Duskbringer into the creature's hindquarters with all his strength. The blade sank deep, scraping against bone, and the bear's rear leg buckled momentarily.

It recovered too quickly. A paw swung backward, catching Gabriel across the chest before he could retreat. The blow lifted him off his feet and sent him tumbling across the clearing, his toughened skin soaking much of the impact but not all. He tasted copper and felt something shift wrongly in his chest.

Raquel went for the monster again, teeth and claws in a flurry, slicing huge chunks out of the prehistoric monster’s hide. The bear’s next roar shook the ground, echoing for miles in all directions.

Shaking his head, Gabriel glimpsed the far side of the mountain, where Kusk’s hold clearly remained. Twisted trees he hadn’t noticed earlier loomed, several shaking to suggest the presence of more monsters.

Emyra’s protection would keep them away. Only great beasts like this bear would willingly cross the line.

Pulling himself to his feet earned the bear’s renewed ire. Batting Raquel across the side, it sent her flying into a snowbank as it rounded on Gabriel and charged yet again.

He raised Duskbringer to parry, but the monster was learning. Instead of swiping, it lowered its head and barreled into him like a battering ram, the remaining crystals along its skull raking across his guard and sending his sword spinning away.

He hit a tree hard enough to crack the trunk. Stars exploded across his vision, and when he tried to stand, his legs refused to cooperate. The bear loomed over him, jaws opening wide enough to engulf his entire head.

"MEIN KING!"

Mr. Dawkins struck like a blue-scaled lightning bolt, his massive body slamming into the bear's flank with enough force to stagger it sideways. The serpent's coils wrapped around one of the bear's legs, constricting with crushing force as his fangs sank into corrupted flesh.

Raquel, once more on her feet, was racing toward them. Aether shone brightly in her eyes and around her claws as she closed the distance.

The bear shook its head, disoriented by the accumulated damage. Black blood poured from the wounds Gabriel had inflicted, steaming where it hit the snow. Mr. Dawkins released his grip and slithered rapidly away as the creature thrashed, narrowly avoiding a retaliatory swipe that would have crushed his skull.

For a moment, the creature seemed to consider finishing what it had started. Its remaining eye fixed on Gabriel with pure, mindless hatred.

Then something shifted in its posture. Some animal calculation of risk versus reward. It let out one final, defiant roar and turned, crashing through the underbrush and up the mountainside with a speed that belied its injuries. Within seconds, it had vanished into the trees, leaving only bloody tracks and shattered crystals in its wake.

Raquel was at Gabriel's side in an instant, her hands running over his chest and checking for serious damage. "Are you okay? That last hit looked brutal."

"I'm fine," Gabriel said. It was mostly the truth. All the points in Endurance and combat experience had forged him into something far more durable than he’d ever been on Earth.

Without a word, the group gave chase.

Crossing rolling, snowy hills, they vanished into the foliage where things became confused. Kusk’s magic struck them, dimming their perceptions and softening the edges of their magic. Gabriel was beyond being vulnerable to the mad god’s distractions, but Raquel was not. She faltered, ears flickering as they tried to make sense of the prints of not one, but several dozen animals.

She whimpered, confusion plain on her face.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

"That!" She pointed at a pair of bloody footprints in the dense, crunchy ice. Gabriel couldn't figure out what the primary problem was until he realized that they simply stopped and failed to continue the rest of the way across the terrain.

"What the hell?" he wondered.

"I don't think it flew," Lucielle replied, exiting his Tablet to hover over to a tree some thirty feet away. She pulsed brighter, indicating the recently gouged bark. "I think it's leaping from tree to tree to lose us."

Raquel let out a soft, frustrated sound, her eyes fixed on the tree. "I can't track it by smell," she added. "Monster scent is all over the place. Literally." She gestured to a nearby crystal that had been broken off and discarded. It was covered in a dark fluid.

"Is that blood?" Gabriel asked.

"That's the best-case scenario," Lucielle replied, her light dimming slightly with concern. "And I don't think this is the best case."

Gabriel pictured the monstrous bear leaping from tree to tree, scattering crystals and piss in every direction. "Yeah, I see the issue," he said, then put his good hand on Raquel's shoulder. "Just do your best."

"Mr. Dawkins shall assist," the serpent offered, his tongue tasting the air. "Perhaps between the three of us, we can triangulate the creature's path."

Raquel sniffled once, then pulled herself together and took the lead.


Chapter 77: The Land and the King


The descent was slow and frustrating.

Every few hundred yards, Raquel would stop to sniff the air, or examine a broken branch, only to let out a low growl of frustration. The bear's erratic path through the treetops had scattered its scent across an impossibly wide area, and the crystalline fragments it left behind carried their own corrupted odor that fouled her senses.

"Kusk's taint is everywhere," she snarled, tail lashing behind her. "Every tree, every rock. It's like the butthead sneezed all over this mountain."

"Can you get anything useful?" Gabriel asked.

"Bits and pieces." Her ears flattened, but her jaw was set with determination rather than defeat. "The freshest trail goes that way." She pointed downslope. "But I can't promise it's right. This thing knows how to cover its tracks."

"Then we follow what we've got." Gabriel adjusted his grip on his saber. "You're doing great."

She shot him a look that suggested she disagreed but said nothing. They continued down the mountain, Mr. Dawkins gliding alongside them. Thanks to her magic, the anaconda had elongated, half-transformed into his 'ultra-apex' form.

Lucielle flitted ahead, her glowing form darting between trees as she searched for visual signs of passage. "I think I've found something!" she called back. "There's a game trail here with fresh blood!"

Following her lead, they descended a steep switchback that opened onto a rocky shelf overlooking a narrow ravine. The trail continued downward, marked by occasional splatters of black ichor and the distinctive gouges of claws against stone.

"It's heading for lower ground," Gabriel observed. "Maybe looking for somewhere to hide and lick its wounds."

"Und perhaps somewhere defensible," Mr. Dawkins added. "This vile creature is truly cunning."

For another forty minutes, the tracking continued with Lucielle doing most of the work. She spotted disturbed snow patches, identified claw marks on bark, and twice noticed where the bear had paused to rub against boulders, presumably trying to dislodge damaged crystals. Raquel contributed where she could, confirming directions when the scent briefly became clear.

They found the bear at the bottom of a rocky cul-de-sac — a natural bowl carved into the mountainside by ancient glacial activity. High walls of stone rose on three sides with only the narrow entrance they'd descended through offering any escape.

The creature had cornered itself. Or perhaps, Gabriel thought grimly, it had chosen where to make its stand.

It stood in the center of the bowl, facing them with that single crimson eye burning like an ember in the fading afternoon light. The wounds Gabriel had inflicted were gone. Not scarred over, not partially healed, but completely absent, as if they'd never existed. Even the shattered eye crystal had begun to regrow, a small red bud pushing through the ruined socket.

"Did that thing regenerate?" Gabriel stared at the creature, then back toward the boulder field they'd descended.

Raquel's claws extended, Aether crackling around them. "Then we hit it harder this time."

The bear roared and took a threatening step forward.

"Dawkins, find cover and wait for an opening," Gabriel said, drawing Foulbane from its sling on his back. "Raquel, stay mobile. I'll soften it up."

Sniffing the air, eyes locked on the rifle's muzzle, the bear charged.

BANG!

Gabriel's first shot caught it square in the forehead, the enchanted round punching through corrupted flesh and spraying black ichor across the snow. Even with a bullet in its brain, the monster barely flinched.

BANG!

His second shot took it in the cheek, staggering it momentarily, but the wound was already sealing as it continued forward.

He rolled aside as those massive claws swept through the space he'd occupied, coming up with Foulbane already tracking for another shot. Three more rounds in rapid succession. Two to the body, one to the face that shattered another of those crystalline growths.

The bear screamed and reared up on its hind legs, preparing to bring its full weight down on Gabriel. He scrambled backward, but the creature was too close, too fast...

CRASH!

Something hit the bear from the side with enough force to send it tumbling across the rocky bowl. Gabriel blinked, trying to process what he was seeing.

It didn't make sense.

The thing looked like a cartoonish squirrel.

Six feet tall, made of long, silky fur and with cartoonish anatomy, the creature had an oversized head with gleaming button eyes. To all intents and purposes, it looked like a sports mascot, not anything organic.

Dark red embers glowed within the soulless depths of the thing's gaze as it stomped a floppy foot onto the stunned bear's stomach. Extending stubby, claw-tipped hands, it spoke.

"Squeak. Squeakum."

"Squeak."

The sound was wrong. Too high-pitched, too artificial, like someone had recorded an actual squirrel and played it through speakers stuffed with cotton.

The bear tried to rise. The squirrel didn't let it.

What happened next made even less sense. Raquel's claws had done devastating damage earlier, but they'd barely slowed the corrupted bear down. The squirrel blurred, its strength unfathomable as it tore through rotten tissue like wet cardboard. Black ichor painted the snow in arterial sprays. The bear's roars turned to whimpers, then to wet gurgles, then to nothing at all.

Thirty seconds. Maybe less. The creature that had nearly killed Gabriel twice lay in pieces across the rocky bowl.

Half-shocked, Gabriel reloaded Foulbane, tucked it behind his back, and drew Peace and Silence as the messy melee ended.

Spattered with gore, the squirrel turned toward them, head tilting one way, then the other. "Squeakum. Squee."

"Yeah, how about fuck that." Gabriel gave it both barrels.

Peace and Silence did good work, knocking fist-sized holes in the creature. Through the openings, he glimpsed the interior. Inside the suit was a mummified person, enough of the torso visible to reveal a pair of oversized nipple piercings.

Magic fizzled and popped as the stuffing regenerated and the hole began to close. To make things worse, the creature took only a single step back, its expression one of curiosity, not fear.

Then it moved.

Gabriel had fought fast opponents before. The chasmfiend, the mollusks, even that damned beavear. This was different. The squirrel covered twenty feet before he could drop the pistols and draw another weapon.

Only Raquel's desperate tackle saved him from being eviscerated.

They hit the ground together as those claws whistled overhead, close enough for Gabriel to feel the breeze. Rolling to the side, he drew Foulbane and aimed, careful to avoid Raquel as he squeezed the trigger. The bullet went entirely through the thing's back, lengthwise.

Still, it did not slow.

Raquel, fully animalistic, growled and hissed, snapping and biting. Aether static filled the air as she went berserk, tearing through stuffing and fur.

"It's not organic!" Lucielle's voice came from his left, her light flaring with alarm. "The stuffing is packed with divine corruption! I think... I think Kusk somehow made this thing."

Well, crap.

Gabriel had no time to process the implications of Kusk gaining this much ground on them, not with Raquel in danger. His Glyph of Accuracy proved its worth, as he unloaded the rest of Foulbane's rounds into the fray, then drew Duskbringer.

"SQUEAK."

The sound was louder now, angrier. With a rolling motion, the squirrel leveraged Raquel toward the sky. It backhanded her with enough force to send her flying. The agile Aetherhound twisted mid-fall, claws and fangs flashing, eyes blazing as she snarled and launched herself back at the thing.

Gabriel charged as the squirrel came to its feet, his enchanted saber humming as he sliced at the cartoonish nightmare's midback. Seeing her Sire's plan, Raquel met his charge, going high while his blade went low.

Duskbringer bit deep, carving through the thing's thigh, damn near taking it down. But that rapid healing was so strong that not even an amputated leg would affect it. Stuffing, slightly whiter than the dark yellow that had been there before, reappeared as the fabric drew itself shut.

"Squeak motherfucker," the squirrel said in its high-pitched voice, turning fully to Gabriel. With a wide, sweeping motion of a stubby arm, it impaled its own hand on Duskbringer. Then, with another motion, drew its claws across his unprotected flesh.

At first, there was no pain. Only blood. Lots of blood.

Gabriel staggered, three-inch furrows covering his torso from neck to stomach. Only his Tablet-augmented attributes kept the thing's single swipe from killing him.

Even then, it was close. So, so close.

"Sire!" Raquel screamed, latching herself onto the thing's back. Her hind legs raked as she bit and clawed, tearing through stuffing and tossing it aside.

Through a haze of anguish, Gabriel saw her plan. As the mass inside regenerated, a tiny portion of the magic filling the air dimmed, suggesting the fur suit could not heal indefinitely.

The squirrel was not about to let her continue, however. "Squeaking bitch," it said, reaching back to grab her hair. Peeling her free, ignoring the horrific wounds she continued to cause, it lifted its muscular leg, bent the knee, and...

"Unhand mine lady!"

Mr. Dawkins erupted from nowhere like a blue-scaled missile. The serpent's coils wrapped around the squirrel mid-flight, his powerful body constricting with enough force to crack stone. For one glorious second, it looked like the anaconda might actually stop the thing.

It did not. All the snake managed was to give Raquel enough time to latch one arm around the limb gripping her and another around the squirrel's head.

"Squeak off." The monster's leg shot out, hitting her in the chest.

"Yip!" Blood exploded as tanned flesh and scant clothes parted effortlessly. Her wail of pain filled the air, anguished and high.

Gabriel's heart tore as he struggled to pull himself to his feet, fumbling to find where he'd lost Duskbringer during the melee. A logical portion of his brain noted how kicking Raquel had cost the monster dearly: half its face was missing, revealing the leathery, deteriorated head beneath. Its arm was also ruined, half the material gone and the bone inside cracked in multiple places.

"Unhand. Mine. Lady," Dawkins demanded, coils winding around the squirrel and squeezing. Eyes glowing with beast magic, he sank his fangs into the corpse's lifted arm, right at the elbow joint.

Raquel, maimed, dropped to the ground with a whimper.

A film of red covered Gabriel's eyes. Hate unlike anything he'd ever known boiled through his chest. Without thinking, he slapped his hand onto the ground, atop a rock. His other hand went over his shoulder, to the staff. Growling, "You. Don't. Hurt. My. Fiancée," he worked without thought, pouring magic into the ground.

Snap! CRACK!

Jagged slabs of rock jerked from the ground, spearing into the squirrel's legs and sides. The Schematic was as simple as he could make it, and the effects were telling. One, two, three, four. Spears of stone leaped from the ground, pinning the monster in place.

"Squeak. Pathetic." It slapped its intact limb down, shattering rock like pottery. "Leather Daddy worried he'd need to send the rest of us. Squeak. If this is the best you can do, I'll finish all of you before the day is done."

But Gabriel was far from finished.

He wasn't using one Schematic at a time. No, in his fury, gripped by instincts that transcended being limited by his class and Tablet, he took the powers he'd been granted.

Took them and made them his.

"My. Fiancée." The words thundered, reverberating in an echo that sent a rush of yellow smoke pouring from the revealed bones of the animated undead. Jagged, barbed stone came from all directions, skewering the squirrel, lifting it off the ground.

For the first time, it showed worry. Struggling, thrashing, the thing's impossible strength remained enough to break the stone. It landed with a thud, stuffing flying everywhere.

CRUNCH!

The ground beneath the thing vanished as a slab of solid stone flipped into place, rotating to slam the creature into the terraformed hole Gabriel had created. Blood pouring down his bare chest, Gabriel brought his hands together with a thunderous echo.

Yellow fumes boiled away from the ground. Chutes of emerald lanced from the once-corrupt soil, rapidly growing into trees, the branches reaching desperately, triumphantly for the sky.

The King of the Fae Islands took command of the ground that was rightfully his and made it obey him.

THWOOM!

The ground closed, churned once, then vomited a gout of churned bone and cloth.

Gabriel, all his mana spent, his body drained of health and every inch of vitality, staggered. Willing his limbs to move, he caught a glimpse of Mr. Dawkins. The snake was missing a fang, and jagged furrows covered his scales. At some point, the flailing squirrel had clawed the beast a few times.

Those casual swipes alone were horrific.

Crossing to Raquel, Gabriel drew his bestgirl into his arms. "Baby, baby, tell me you're okay."

She blinked at him, eyes focusing reluctantly. Then she gave him a bloody smile. "We got it?"

"We did."

With a wet cough, she put her hand against her chest. It... looked bad.

Gabriel didn't need skills to know the truth.

With one kick, the squirrel had done what no other monster could have.

"I can't... I won't..." he stammered, then froze as he remembered. Sweeping a hand down, he pulled the healing potion from the swamp dungeon from his bag. Popping the top with his teeth, he shoved it between Raquel's lips.

She coughed as the fluid touched her flesh. "Sire... my Sire, it's okay. This, all of this. It was my fault. You. You redeemed me. You loved me. I can join the goddess now."

"Shut up and drink," he growled, tipping the bottle higher.

Liquid poured through her parted lips as another cough wracked her ravaged body. The magic took hold then. Platinum and gold, the tempting healing item, a trick by the Fates themselves, proved to be the only thing that could save Raquel's life.

Waves of healing energy shot through the woman's body, pulling her torn flesh together. Out of the corner of his eyes, Gabriel saw a shadow of that same light pulse through Mr. Dawkins. The anaconda's fang popped back out and his scales regrew.

Compared to what happened to Raquel, the beast's recovery was slow.

In seconds, she was completely restored. Other than the blood coating her skin, there was no clue of what had happened to her.

"Raquel," Gabriel rasped as she blinked her eyes in confusion at his face.

"What happened?"

"Smart inventory management," he replied with a weak, relieved laugh.

"More than that, mein king," Mr. Dawkins said, slithering closer. "You... somehow repelled Kusk's magic. By yourself. With your will. How is that possible?"

He didn't know.

His Tablet didn't appear, nor did Lucielle provide any answers.

"We need to get back to camp," he said, barely able to stand. Had he ever felt so utterly exhausted?

No, he decided. Never.

Raquel slid her shoulder under his. Together, they walked out of the thirty-foot bubble of Emyra's pure magic and toward the mountains.

After several long minutes, Serafina’s thready, cracked voice came from Ravenna’s amulet. “Gabriel, Raquel, I’m so glad you survived.”

Head bobbing weakly, Gabriel replied, “Back there. I shouldn’t have been able to reclaim Kusk’s territory like that by myself. What happened?”

“The goddess and I did what we could to help, but it’s drained us both greatly. We won’t be able to assist again like that for a while.”

"You know what this means," Raquel murmured.

He knew, but he asked anyway. "What?"

"We need Yulia. I can't fight monsters like this by myself. Whatever that stupid Reclaimer wants us to do, we need to do it. Fast."

As much as he hated to admit it, Gabriel knew she was right.

The Monster Priestess, the one person he'd been reluctant to awaken, had to return immediately. Even if they had to delay the wedding to make it happen.

"Fine, Fates," he mumbled to the air. "You win. Drama time it is."


Epilogue: Deep, Dank Waters


The ocean at night was a different beast entirely.

Leather Daddy stood at the edge of the rocky promontory that marked the northern boundary of the cyclops village. His village now, he reminded himself. Moonlight transformed the water into a shifting field of silver and shadow, beautiful and treacherous in equal measure.

Behind him, the soft thump of padded feet announced Buttons before she spoke. The rabbit fursuit bounded up the rocks with her usual manic energy, though something in her posture suggested the news wasn't good.

"Daddy!" She skidded to a halt beside him, her button eyes conveying distress despite being literally sewn in place. "It's Mr. Muffins. He's... he didn't make it."

Leather Daddy turned slowly, his zipper mouth pulling into a frown. "Oh no. Oh, buddy. What happened?"

"I watched from the tree line like you said." Buttons wrung her paws together, cotton stuffing bulging at the seams. "He found them. Fought real good, too. Tore up the dog girl something fierce. Nearly killed her with one kick." She paused, ears twitching at the memory. "But then..."

"Then?"

"The pretender king was there. With the dog girl and that big snake. They fought Mr. Muffins together." Buttons shuddered, an impressive feat for something without actual muscles. "The snake wrapped around him, tried to crush him. The dog girl ripped out chunks of his stuffing. But Muffins kept healing, kept fighting. He was winning, Daddy. He really was."

Her voice dropped to something approaching awe.

"Then that... man. That damned false king. He used some power I don't understand." She gestured helplessly with her paws. "The ground itself turned against Muffins. Stone spears shot up and pinned him. And when he broke free, the earth just... swallowed him whole. Churned him up like a meat grinder. Spit out nothing but bone and cloth."

Her breath came out in a raspy sniff of displeasure.

Leather Daddy considered this for a long moment. Mr. Muffins had been one of his best. Fast, brutal, nearly impossible to put down. The regeneration alone should have guaranteed victory against anything short of an army. If the pretender king had managed to destroy him with terraforming magic...

Bad things, almost certainly.

Still, if their opponent was reliant on a single starfish and one man, opportunities existed. Weaknesses to exploit. And if one kick from Muffins had nearly killed the dog girl, their enemies weren't invincible either.

"Thank you for telling me, Buttons." He patted her head gently. "Mr. Muffins was a good nut. His sacrifice won't be forgotten."

"Are we gonna get revenge?" The hope in her baritone voice was unmistakable.

"Oh, eventually. But first, we need to learn more." He gestured toward the ocean. "Which is why I've got a special mission for someone else."

Lil Skeet Skeet rolled forward on his bulbous underbelly, practically vibrating with excitement. The dickhydra was now the size of a horse, its many heads weaving together, their slanted mouths flexing open and shut.

Extending a hand, Leather Daddy stroked one of his pet's necks. "You ready to go to work for Daddy, buddy?"

The creature's heads swayed in unison, producing a sound that bordered on actual words.

"Skibbi-see," they chorused. "Skibbi-find. Skibbi-HUNT."

Leather Daddy's zipper mouth stretched into a wide grin. "Now, now. We've talked about this. Scout first, then maybe hunt. But politely. Mr. Muffins started being rude and clumsy; we won't make the same mistake."

Skeet Skeet's response was to roll toward the ocean eagerly. His heads strained toward the waves, mouths opening and closing, some leaking fluid in their eagerness to hunt.

"Ah." Understanding dawned. "You want to go swimming, is that it? Take the scenic route around and come from an unprotected side?"

"SKIBBIDI," he affirmed.

The proposition warranted careful consideration. Other than Mr. Muffins, all but one of his land-based scouts had returned, each bearing fragments of intelligence about the island's geography and inhabitants. The wolf had mapped three possible approach routes through the eastern territories. The cat had identified several resource caches in the interior forests. The fox and raccoon had discovered a network of ancient roads, most in disrepair but potentially useful for rapid movement.

Mr. Muffins had been sent to test their combat readiness. That test had yielded valuable data, even if the cost was higher than expected. Now Leather Daddy knew the pretender and his group were a true threat, even beyond the local monsters.

His mind shifted to the tactical implications.

The best way to defeat an enemy was to attack where they least expected it. Which reminded him that they had yet to explore the ocean.

"All right, buddy." He locked eyes with his beloved pet. "Here's what we're gonna do. You take a nice long swim around the whole island. Clockwise, I think. Start heading west, then south, then loop back around. I want to know everything. Coastline features, underwater threats, and especially anything interesting near that settlement Buttons found."

Skeet Skeet's heads bobbed eagerly, drool beginning to drip from several mouths.

"But here's the important part." Leather Daddy's voice took on a tone of gentle sternness. "Mr. Muffins went in alone and got surrounded. You're smarter than that. If you see any of the pretender's people near the water, alone and unprotected with their guard lowered... well. I'm not saying you have to do anything about it. But if the opportunity presents itself..."

He trailed off, letting the implication hang.

"Skibbi-bite?" one head asked hopefully.

"Skibbi-drag?" another suggested.

"Skibbi-drown?" a third added with obvious enthusiasm.

"All valid options," Leather Daddy agreed pleasantly. "Use your judgment. You're a smart boy. Well, boys. Collective boys. You know what I mean. Just don't get done like poor Mr. Muffins."

He walked with his pet down the rocky slope to where the waves lapped at ancient stone. The water here was cold and dark, carrying the salt-and-decay smell of Kusk's corruption.

Skeet Skeet rolled into the water.

BLURRRRRBLE!

The moment saltwater touched his flesh, Lil Skeet Skeet expanded. Not gradually, not subtly, but in a surge of growth that had Leather Daddy scrambling backward to avoid being pulled in with him. The creature's body lengthened and thickened, its heads multiplying all the way up to eight.

Within seconds, the dickhydra's main body rivaled a small whale in length, its girth sufficient to capsize a fishing boat. Eight massive heads rose from the water on muscular stalks, each one now the size of a horse's skull, teeth gleaming in the moonlight.

"Oh my," Leather Daddy breathed, genuine wonder coloring his voice. "Look at you, buddy. You've really been holding out on me, haven't you?"

The creature's response was a chorus of sounds that shook the air.

"SKIBBIDI-DI-DI-DI," he sang as he began to move, his massive body cutting through the waves like a nightmare made flesh. "SKIBBIDI COMING."

Buttons hopped up beside Leather Daddy, watching the dickhydra disappear into the darkness. "You think he'll find anything good?"

"I think he'll find plenty." Leather Daddy watched his pet vanish beneath the waves, its wake leaving a trail of disturbed water that glowed faintly with bioluminescent residue. "And if the pretender's people are smart, they'll stay far away from the shore."

"And if they're not smart?"

His zipper mouth stretched into a genuine smile. "Then Lil Skeet Skeet gets a snack. Either way, we learn something useful."

From somewhere in the deep, a sound rose. Not quite a roar, not quite a song, but a haunting note between the two. The dickhydra announced his presence to whatever lived beneath the waves.

Things fled.

Leather Daddy could feel it through a connection he didn't fully understand. Sea creatures scattered before his pet's approach; predators became prey as something larger and hungrier entered their domain. The ocean's hierarchy was being rewritten in real time, and his little Skeet Skeet was doing the writing.

"Good boy," he murmured, though there was no way the creature could hear him now. "Good boys. Make Daddy proud. And remember Mr. Muffins."

He turned away from the water, Buttons falling into step beside him as they began the climb back to the village.

The End of King of the Fae Islands, Book 2.
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Final Milestone: Final Character Sheet


Name: Gabriel Burk

Age: 27

Class: King of the Fae Islands (Legendary; Twin Class; Glyph-Style Progression)

Level: 20

Current Experience: 177,000

Experience to Level 21: 11,500 of 30,000

Core Statistics

Glyph Slots: 8 (Increases to 10 at level 25)

Hit Points: 725 (10 base + 680 for 20 levels + 5% bonus for reaching 100 Endurance); Regenerates 39%/hour (25% of current Endurance of 138 + 5% bonus for reaching 100 Endurance)

Mana: 700 (10 base + 340 for 20 levels, doubled by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King); Regenerates 43%/hour (50% of current Presence of 69, enhanced by Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King)

Attributes

Strength - 69: Superhuman strength providing 6-9 points base melee damage bonus. Maximum lift/carry amounts increased by 69%. Divine Amusement provides 25% bonus Strength for activities related to fertility, building, or defending territory so long as this stat remains at 69.

Grace - 69: Superhuman agility allowing 30% faster movement in rough terrain. 25% increased safe jumping/falling distance. 15% chance to dodge perceivable attacks when able to maneuver freely. Divine Amusement provides 25% bonus Grace for settlement defense, expansion, or improvement so long as this stat remains at 69.

Endurance - 138: Nearly godlike stamina granting 10 initial hit points and 1/4 Endurance rounded down (34) per level. Provides 80% reduction in physical fatigue. Provides 34.5% base health regeneration per hour (25% of Endurance). Due to reaching nearly godlike levels of Endurance, an additional 5% bonus is added to your maximum hit points, and an additional 5%/hour is added to your regeneration. The nearly godlike stamina allows you to sleep only 1 hour per night and be well rested.

Presence - 69: Superhuman leadership presence that influences others to notice and listen. Enhances willing followers and aids in diplomatic actions by 25%. Provides 34.5% mana regeneration per hour (50% of current Presence). Divine Amusement provides 25% bonus Presence to social and diplomatic actions related to your territory so long as this stat remains at 69.

Foresight - 69: Superhuman thinking that aids non-combat skills and long-term planning. 30% reduction in time needed to earn schematics (synergizes with the bonus from Advanced Construction and Engineering). Divine Amusement provides 25% bonus Foresight for strategic actions so long as this stat remains at 69.

Intelligence - 69: Superhuman intelligence granting 10 initial mana and 1/4 Intelligence rounded down (17) per level. Enhances skill acquisition by +5% for all organic skill growth. Divine Amusement provides 25% bonus Intelligence for any thoughtful applications so long as this stat remains at 69.

***

Active Skills

Combat Tactics – 42: Critical strike bonus increases to 126%.

Combat Mobility – 27: Dodge chance is 26%, weird movement is increased 78%

Advanced Construction and Engineering – 20: 10% reduction in construction time. Earn schematics 20% faster.

Crafts (Global) – 19: Equivalent of ~3.8 years training in all common/uncommon crafts.

Military Planning – 15: 10% global bonus to all military/combat related actions

Glyph Skills

All Glyph skills automatically match the highest active skill rank of 42 and require the listed glyph to be active.

Stealth (Glyph of the Scout): 10 mana for 10 min invisibility, 1 min cooldown; +5 bonus when Survival skill active.

Diplomacy (Glyph of Diplomacy): World lore and region knowledge; resistance to influence effects.

Arcane Knowledge (Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King): General knowledge of magical concepts and spells.

Monsterlore (Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering): Familiarity with monstrous biology, culture, and construction.

Swim (Epic Glyph of Leviathan’s Wake): Swim faster. This is the same effect as the standard Swim skill.

Inactive Skills

Field Medicine: 10

Survival: 21

Herbalism: 20

Siege Smith: 21

Civil Engineering: 15

***

Current Glyph Configuration (8 slots)

Note: Swapping to a different glyph takes 8 hours. The current configuration may still be used during the wait.

Visionary Path

Glyph of the Craftsman (Tier-3)

Glyph of Accuracy

Legendary Glyph of the Warlock King

Emyra’s First Anchor (Divine)

Strategist Path

Glyph of the Scout

Glyph of the Survivalist

Legendary Glyph of Monstrous Engineering

Glyph of Cooking
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Appendix 1: Gemma's Guide to Waking Up After A Really Long Nap (Book 1 Summary)


So there I was, frozen in volcanic glass for several thousand years, when this gorgeous man named Gabriel shows up and unfreezes me. My civilization ended because a dwarf god got sexually frustrated and went evil. Now we're rebuilding everything while fighting corrupted monsters, and I'm in a harem with my boyfriend and a dog-girl who can orgasm from foot massages.

Still with me? Good. Let's get into it.

Days 1-10: The Courtship Speed-Run

Gabriel saved me. I immediately wanted to "do the sex." He wanted to take things slow and BUILD THINGS FIRST. The man literally wanted to finish constructing a fence before sleeping with me.

When we finally got together, it was worth the wait. Multiple positions. Elemental fire may have been involved. We definitely set personal records.

Then we rescued Raquel (Beast Priestess, adorable, traumatized by Kusk) using the stupidest plan ever conceived: a battering ram, a snake in a cow costume, and me wearing fake breasts while mooing. It worked perfectly. The crab cultists were so obsessed with their imaginary cow goddess that they chased a snake wearing pillows.

Raquel joined our relationship almost immediately, and after extensive communication about everyone's needs and boundaries, we've found it actually works beautifully - Gabriel insists on making sure no one feels neglected, and somehow sharing him amplifies rather than diminishes what we have.

Weeks 2-4: Building An Actual Civilization (And Defenses)

We then threw ourselves into construction. Storage buildings, proper housing, salvaging those shipwrecks. We found Albrecht (a turtle-man who reads romance novels and creates supernatural cold) and Mr. Dawkins (a thirty-foot anaconda who wears a hucow pillow on his head, and has a German accent).

But the real work was preparing for winter and the threats we knew were coming. Gabriel discovered he could use his Tablet powers to create siege weapons, and suddenly we were building an arsenal:

	Multiple ballistae that could punch through ship hulls

	Steel nets designed to trap house-sized monsters

	Armor made from salvaged aluminum and cloth

	A bridge system for crossing dangerous terrain




The man went from "let's build a fence" to "let's build a mobile army" in about three weeks.

We also freed other Nodes. The Water Node (underwater tentacle monster). The Life Node (guarded by a raider obsessed with recordings of what Gabriel calls ‘anime cow-girls’). He and Raquel nearly died several times. They fought twelve-foot corrupted crocodiles and suicidal jackalopes with oversized butts.

Through it all, we learned that Emyra's purifying magic was spreading, but so was Kusk's corruption. It was a race against time.

The Mollusk Battle: Or How We Almost Died

My home island was still corrupted, guarded by what Gabriel called "house-sized metal monsters." We spent weeks preparing, then made our move with horses we'd rescued from a pirate ship (long story involving hippo-centaurs and drowning).

The plan was solid: ambush with multiple ballistae, use nets to restrain, overwhelm with firepower.

The reality was chaos.

TWO mollusks appeared instead of one. The second was a spellcaster. Our ballista jammed mid-fight. Gabriel nearly got crushed. I dislocated my shoulder. Raquel took a rock to the hip.

But here's what matters: Mr. Dawkins threw himself in front of a magical attack meant for Raquel. Nearly died doing it. That ridiculous snake, who wears a cow hat and makes bad puns, saved her life without hesitation.

We won. Barely. Gabriel and I stood over the mollusk's corpse, covered in ichor and exhausted, and realized we'd actually done it. We'd reclaimed my people's island and freed the Earth Node.

Cost? Nearly our lives. Benefit? Access to my ancestors' forges and tools. Worth it? Absolutely.

Also discovered: the islands are FULL of corrupted monsters underground. We can't fully reclaim my home for weeks. But we got what we needed.

Gabriel's Departure: The Part Where I Try Not To Worry

The High Priestess Serafina needed Gabriel to rescue Ravenna next - a maccari (raven-harpy) priestess who specializes in dark magic and apparently has a competitive streak with everyone.

Before he left, Serafina... let's just say she gave him a proper send-off through the bars of her prison. She was very thorough. He was very appreciative. I'm trying not to think about how she now knows exactly what he tastes like.

Then Gabriel teleported to another island full of unknown dangers, armed with just his sword and bow, to rescue a priestess who - according to Serafina - will either be "sweet as honey or mean as a wasp" toward him.

So now Raquel and I are here, building vertical farms and trying not to obsess over whether our boyfriend is alive or dead on some gods-forsaken plateau full of monsters.

We're coping by planning extensively detailed revenge for when he gets back safe. The kind involving that ridiculous heart-shaped bed and at least six hours.

Current Status

Our Settlement Has:

	Multiple secure buildings with actual plumbing and heat management

	Two massive furnaces for metalworking and ceramics

	A barn with magical horses and woolly mammoth-elephants

	A tortoise-powered refrigeration system

	A snake who insists on wearing a cow hat

	An arsenal that could probably take on a small army

	Three people in various stages of worried/horny about their boyfriend




We Still Need To:

	Finish the vertical farm (so we don't starve in winter)

	Build more golems for resource gathering

	Hope Gabriel survives whatever he's facing

	Prepare for the spring invasion (pirates, raiders, giant leprechauns - yes, really)

	Figure out the relationship dynamics when Ravenna arrives

	Make sure Gabriel has enough stamina for four women




Final Thoughts

My civilization fell because a god couldn't handle rejection. We're rebuilding it because one man couldn't stand by and watch someone drown in a storm.

I've fought tentacle monsters, tricked crab cultists, nearly died fighting metal mollusks, and I'm learning to share my boyfriend with women I genuinely love. The sex is incredible. The companionship is real. The future is terrifying.

But here's what matters: Gabriel makes sure everyone feels valued before anything physical happens. He risked his life dozens of times to save strangers. He's building something bigger than himself while staying humble about it.

Also, his endurance is becoming superhuman, which is good because he's going to NEED it.

This is my life now. And honestly? I wouldn't change a damn thing.

GemmaPriestess of the Forge

Professional Blacksmith

Full-Time Lover of the Most Patient (and Endangered) Man in Any World

P.S. - If Gabriel dies before we get to show him what we've been planning I'm going to resurrect him just so I can kill him myself.

P.P.S. - Raquel and I spent last night talking with Serafina about positions that would "make him forget his own name." The list is now seventeen pages long.

P.P.P.S. - The horses keep saying "friendship is magic" and it's both adorable and slightly concerning.


Appendix 2: All Known Schematics (Simplified)


New to Book 2

Tier-2 Hungry Fishing Pole (Crude) - 21 mana, 2 Wood + 3 Metal + 3 Magic Essence, 1 minute casting: Conjures crude fishing pole with magical sigil that increases Survival/hunting skill by 50%. Creates illusory bait to attract fish. Lasts 25 throws.

Tier-2 Communal Great Hall (Weatherized) - 500 mana, 150 Wood + 15 Clay + 100 Stone + 40 Metal Essence, 45 minutes casting: Creates large settlement centerpiece with main gathering space (50+ capacity), three auxiliary rooms, storage areas, reinforced construction, and communal furniture. Optimized by Gabriel's class bonuses.

Tier-2 Magic Pellet (All Calibers) - 10 mana, 1 Magic Essence per pellet (optional), 10 seconds casting: Creates up to 5 magic pellets of desired caliber. Function like Earth bullets, casings dissolve after use. 2-year shelf life.

Tier-2 Lever Action Rifle - 250 mana, 5 Metal + 5 Wood Essence, 1 hour casting: Creates an exceptional-quality lever action rifle.

Tier-2 Six-Shooter (Short Range) - 125 mana, 5 Metal + 1 Wood Essence, 15 minutes casting: Creates an exceptional-quality revolver.

Tier-2 Ambrosia Storage - 150 mana, 5 Earth + 5 Life + 5 Magic Essence, 10 minutes casting: Creates a container capable of holding 1 gallon of Ambrosia with no leakage/spoilage for up to 120 days.

Tier–2 Arcane Brewery - 500 mana, 25 Earth + 20 Magic + 20 Wood + 5 Fire + 5 Life + 25 Water Essence, 1 hour casting: Creates one piece of apparatus needed to create consumable magical goods (such as Ambrosial Cider).

Tier-2 Aquarium of Oceans - 500 mana, 20 Metal + 500 Water + 75 Magic + 23 Clay + 15 Wood + 125 Life Essence, 12 hours crafting: Adds an Aquarium of Oceans to a settlement. This is the optimal, idealized, Tablet-controlled, magically maintained habitat for up to 55 tons of aquatic life.

Tier-2 Airflow, Temperature, and Pressure Control Valve (Modular) - 25 mana, 4 Metal Essence, 1 minute casting: Install a control module for airflow, temperature, and pressure adjustment over a connected system.

Tier-2 Refrigeration Chamber - 100 mana, 25 Metal + 5 Water + 5 Fire + 3 Life Essence, 15 minutes casting: Transform a sealed small area (up to 30 cubic feet) into refrigerated space with seals, thermal monitoring, and coolant hookups.

Tier-2 Walk-in Cooler - 500 mana, 75 Metal + 25 Water + 10 Fire + 8 Life Essence, 30 minutes casting: Create a walk-in cooler (up to 300 sq ft) with top-tier insulation, Tablet integration, and heavy latching lock.

Tier-2 Tortured Cooling Apparatus (Modular) - 30 mana per 5 sq ft, 8 Metal + 2 Earth Essence per 5 sq ft, 5 minutes casting: Modular cooling apparatus designed for the Reclaimer but adaptable to other heat-intensive applications.

Tier-2 High-Quality Kitchen - 500 mana, 10 Earth + 25 Metal + 15 Water + 12 Fire + 50 Wood Essence, 1 hour casting: Creates kitchen addition with plumbing hookups, cooking surfaces, sink, up to 2 cooking units, cabinetry, storage, and refrigeration prep. Does not include magical appliances.

Tier-2 Simple Box Trap - 10 mana, 2 Earth + 4 Wood Essence, 45 seconds casting: Crafts a simple box trap with up to 2 cubic feet interior space.

Tier-2 Portable Essence Refinery - 150 mana, 10 Prismatic Essence (or 150 of any other combined Essences), 1 hour casting: Add 3 of any one Essence to the Refinery to alter their type to any related, similar type (e.g., Mud can become Earth or Steel). 3 minutes per conversion. Only one Refinery may be active at a time; must be within 30 feet to add Essence.

Tier-2 Ceremonial Jewelry - 50 mana, 5 Earth + 3 Life Essence, 1 hour casting: Create elegant ceremonial jewelry. Requires non-Essence materials to complete (e.g., an emerald ring requires both the essence and an actual emerald).

Tier-2 Ceremonial Tool - 50 mana, 5 Earth + 5 Wood Essence, 1 hour casting: Create a ceremonial tool. Requires non-Essence materials to complete (e.g., a diamond-embossed hammer requires both the essence and the diamond).

Global Schematic

Tier-2 Universal Foundation (Global) - Variable mana/essence/casting time: Create any foundational structure imaginable using wood, stone, metal, or glass. Must be structurally sound. Variables depend on objectives.

Magical Schematics

Compaction V1 - 150 mana, 5 Earth Essence, 10 minutes casting: Magical mark adding 15,000 lbf compaction pressure to enclosed structure (max 1.5-foot diameter). Permanent enhancement requiring annual maintenance. 20 mana reservoir, 1 mana per minute of use.

Immolation V1 (Incinerator) - 150 mana, 5 Earth + 15 Fire Essence, 1 hour casting: Magical mark adding 1,900°F heat to enclosed structure (max 24 cubic feet interior). Permanent enhancement requiring annual maintenance. 20 mana reservoir, 1 mana per minute of use.

Tier-3 Schematic

Settlement (Tier-3) - 30,000 mana (need not be spent at once), 5,000 Wood + 6,500 Earth + 500 Fire + 100 Life + 300 Water Essence, up to 1 week casting (need not be continuous): Creates a settlement matching your current one within 5,000-foot range. May swap buildings of equal cost for others. Cannot create complex structures/machines not yet crafted or landscape features that don't exist.

Older Schematics

Basic Structures & Shelter

Basic Lean-To Shelter - 2 mana, 5 Wood Essence, 5 seconds casting: Creates a sturdy one-person shelter with wind and rain protection.

Simple, Reinforced Log Platform - 15 mana, 4 Wood + 2 Plant Essence, 2 minutes casting: Creates an 8x8 wooden platform with safety rails.

Timber and Stone Barn (Weatherized) - 200 mana, 100 Wood + 120 Clay Essence, 30 minutes casting: Large weatherized barn with loft and stalls for 4 huge + 8 standard animals.

Basic Tools & Equipment

Basic Smokeless Fire - 1 mana, 1 Fire + 1 Wood Essence, 3 seconds casting: Creates a small, mostly smokeless cooking/warming fire.

Chip Mundane Stone - 1 mana, 1 Stone Essence, 2 seconds casting: Breaks non-magical rocks into shaped chunks for tools.

Crude Wooden Water Collection System - 1 mana, 1 Wood Essence, 3 seconds casting: Simple gutter system for rainwater collection.

Vine Bag - 1 mana, 1 Wood Essence, 3 seconds casting: Crude but functional 30-40 pound capacity carrying bag.

Vine Ladder/Wooden Vine Ladder - 1 mana, 2 Wood Essence, 5 seconds casting: Combined formula for vine and wooden ladder construction.

Ceramics & Clay Work

Earthenware, Stoneware, or Fire Clay - 1 mana, 1 Clay Essence, 5 seconds casting: Produces up to 10 ceramic pieces (12x12x3 inches each).

Earthenware, Stoneware, or Fire Clay Tiles - 20 mana, 10 Clay Essence, 2 minutes casting: Up to 10 ceramic pieces (32 inches long, 12 inches deep) with drainage features.

Simple Furnace - 25 mana, 15 Clay + 5 Stone + 3 Metal Essence, 3 minutes casting: Basic metalwork furnace (max 1800°F).

Large Furnace - 40 mana, 25 Clay + 12 Metal + 8 Stone Essence, 5 minutes casting: Advanced furnace (max 2100°F) with insulation and temperature monitoring.

Weapons & Armor

Extremely Crude Axe - 1 mana, 1 Stone + 2 Wood Essence, 5 seconds casting: Basic cutting weapon (1-2 damage, 1% crit, 3 HP).

Expert Stone Spear - 5 mana, 2 Stone + 3 Wood Essence, 10 seconds casting: Quality stone spear (4-7 damage, 7% crit, 5 sturdiness, 12 HP).

Assorted Simple Weapons - 15 mana, 5 Metal + 2 Wood Essence, 1 minute casting: Any simple one/two-handed weapon without moving parts.

Heavy Compound Metal Bow - 30 mana, 7 Metal + 1 Wood Essence, 2 minutes casting: Requires 50 Strength. 600-yard range, 15-35 damage, 250% crit multiplier.

Heavy Metal Arrow - 3 mana, 3 Metal Essence, 15 seconds casting: Creates 10 heavy metal arrows for compound bow.

Articulated Combat Armor (Light) - 60 mana, 25 Metal + 8 Cloth + 3 Wood Essence, 5 minutes casting: Overlapping aluminum plates with 25% damage reduction, 5% speed penalty.

Advanced Tools & Construction

Basic Hand Tools - 1-3 mana, 1-3 Metal/Stone Essence, 5 seconds casting: Various construction tools like shovels, picks, saws.

Crude Metal Nails - 1 mana, 1 Metal Essence, 5 seconds casting: Basic fasteners in short and long variants.

Crude Anvil - 3 mana, 4 Metal Essence, 15 seconds casting: Basic metalworking surface.

Heavy Metal Hammer - 2 mana, 2 Metal + 1 Wood Essence, 10 seconds casting: Construction-grade heavy-duty hammer.

Metal Prybar - 2 mana, 2 Metal Essence, 10 seconds casting: Heavy-duty leverage tool.

Siege Equipment

Anti-Ship Ballistae (Metal; Medium) - 50 mana, 25 Metal + 8 Wood Essence, 5 minutes casting: Ballista with 25lb bolt capacity, 400-yard range, wheeled base with dial controls.

Multi-Shot Ballista (Quad Rail) - 85 mana, 45 Metal + 20 Wood Essence, 10 minutes casting: Four independent rails, gravity-fed magazine, 24-28 shots/minute, 40-60 damage per shot.

Net-Throwing Trebuchet - 50 mana, 25 Metal + 8 Wood Essence, 5 minutes casting: Trebuchet for throwing nets, 100-yard range, wheeled with dial controls.

Bodkin-Style Ballista Bolt (Metal; Heavy) - 5 mana, 5 Metal + 2 Wood Essence, 30 seconds casting: 45-65 damage, penetrates armored/enchanted wood.

Broadhead Ballista Bolt (Metal; Heavy) - 5 mana, 5 Metal + 2 Wood Essence, 30 seconds casting: 35-45 damage to soft targets, half to solid.

Weighted Steel Net (Linkable) - 12 mana, 15 Metal Essence, 1 minute casting: 10x10 ft reinforced steel mesh with 15 weights and hooks.

Wheeled Battering Ram - 25 mana, 10 Wood + 5 Metal Essence, 3 minutes casting: Mobile siege weapon for breaking fortified positions.

Transportation & Logistics

Elifison Harness (Reinforced) - 5 mana, 3 Wood + 2 Steel Essence, 1 minute casting: Metal-reinforced harness for cart/saddlebag attachment.

Ship's Winch and Tackle - 15 mana, 10 Metal + 8 Wood Essence, 3 minutes casting: 3-ton lift capacity with 8:1 mechanical advantage, 100 ft steel cable.

Optimized Heavy-Load Cart - 35 mana, 15 Wood + 12 Metal Essence, 5 minutes casting: 15 metric ton capacity with modular connectors and improved steering.

Portable Bridge Span (Modular) - 45 mana, 20 Metal + 8 Wood Essence, 5 minutes casting: 20 ft bridge with anti-slip decking, 2-ton capacity, 10-minute assembly.

Expandable Bridge Connector - 15 mana, 8 Metal + 2 Wood Essence, 2 minutes casting: Links multiple bridge spans (up to 60 ft total), reduces capacity 15% per connector.

Textiles & Miscellaneous

Custom Headband - 1 mana, 1 Cloth + 1 Wood Essence, 5 seconds casting: Simple headwear with up to 2 attachments.

Poorly Crafted Acolyte Robe - 4 mana, 3 Cloth Essence, 30 seconds casting: Basic hooded garment for concealment.

Stuffed Lifelike Pillow (Full-Size) - 12 mana, 7 Cloth + 2 Plant Essence, 1 minute casting: Weighted pillow approximating organic forms for training/theatrical use.

Infrastructure & Plumbing

Basic Aboveground Water Siphon (Metal) - 5 mana per 30 ft, 9 Metal + 3 Wood + 5 Stone Essence, 2 minutes casting: 30 ft metal tubing with shut-off valves and supports.

Buried Plumbing - 5 mana per 15 ft, 5 Metal + 5 Water + 5 Stone Essence, 3 minutes casting: Underground plumbing with up to 3 splits and flow control valves.

Household Plumbing (2 stories) - 150 mana, 25 Metal + 25 Water + 5 Wood Essence, 15 minutes casting: Complete plumbing for up to 3,500 sq ft with pressure/temperature control glyphs.

Fortification & Defense

Basic Wooden Fence - 30 mana per section, 10 Wood Essence, 2 minutes casting: 10x10 ft fence (including 3.5 ft burial depth).

Weatherized, Unfinished Lincoln Log Wall - 40 mana per section, 13 Wood + 3 Clay + 2 Plant Essence, 3 minutes casting: 10x7 ft weatherized wall section.

Instant Fortification Wall - 35 mana per section, 15 Earth + 5 Stone Essence, 1 minute casting: 10x8 ft defensive wall with firing positions and anchor points.

Terraforming Schematics

Diggy Diggy Hole - 1 mana per 6x6x6 ft cube, 3 Stone/Dirt/Clay Essence, 10 seconds casting: Excavates a perfect 6-ft cube in any direction.

Reinforced Diggy Hole - 8 mana per 6x6x6 ft cube, 3 Stone/Dirt/Clay + 3 Wood + 1 Water Essence, 30 seconds casting: Timber-reinforced tunnel, weather/erosion resistant.

Earthen Foundation, With Drainage - 25 mana per 15x15 ft area, 10 Earth Essence, 2 minutes casting: Graded foundation with ideal drainage.

Harvest Clay (Superior) - 5 mana per 5x5x3 ft section, 1 Clay Essence, 30 seconds casting: Extracts, purifies, and shapes clay with 50% crafting bonus.

Foundations

Foundation, Agricultural Building (Large) - 40 mana per 50x60 ft area, 30 Earth Essence, 5 minutes casting: Graded/drained foundation with utility trenches and ventilation provisions.

Magical Schematics

Flow Control V1 - 40 mana, 10 Water Essence, 10 minutes casting: Magical mark adding/subtracting up to 65 PSI pressure, controlled via Tablet.

Temperature Control V1 - 40 mana, 10 Fire Essence, 10 minutes casting: Magical mark adding/subtracting up to 50° heat to plumbing contents.

Mana Harvester - 50 mana, Ravenna's Blessing + 20 Magic Essence, 10 minutes casting: Altar converting 1 Essence to 5 mana, 50 Essence daily limit.


The Shadow-Glazed Avian Fillet


A Culinary Treatise by Ravenna, Priestess of Emyra

Among the maccari, we understand that dominance is not merely asserted through strength—it is demonstrated through precision, patience, and the subtle manipulation of heat. Any beast can kill prey. It takes a woman of intellect to transform it into art.

This recipe is designed for those who share my philosophy. Follow it exactly, and you will produce a dish worthy of a king. Deviate, and you will produce something a slattern like Yulia might deign to eat. The choice, as always, is yours.

What You Will Need

Essential Equipment

A heavy-bottomed pan—cast iron or stainless steel. Those flimsy “non-stick” vessels Gabriel brought from Earth will not achieve the proper sear. We require a surface that holds heat with the same stubborn intensity I bring to competition. You will also need a sharp knife (I use a blade Gemma forged specifically for kitchen work, though any quality chef’s knife will suffice) and an instant-read thermometer. Yes, a thermometer. Precision is not optional.

The Components

Two Avian Fillets: In your realm, these are called duck breasts. Seek cuts of 6–8 ounces each, with the skin and fat layer intact. The fat is not waste—it is fuel. Without it, you are merely cooking meat. With it, you are rendering liquid gold.

The Shadow Base: One cup of fresh blackberries. I selected these specifically because their deep purple hue matches my wings—an aesthetic consideration Yulia, with her monochromatic fur, could never appreciate. They also provide a tartness that balances the richness of the meat.

Essence of Patient Acidity: One-quarter cup of balsamic vinegar. Do not substitute with common wine vinegar; the complexity is essential.

Crushed Mountain Honey: Two tablespoons. Gemma recently located a hive near the eastern cliffs; the bees there produce honey with remarkable floral depth. Any quality honey will serve, though wildflower varieties work best.

Fresh Aromatic Thyme: Three sprigs. The leaves will be stripped during cooking; the stems discarded.

One Small Shallot: Minced finely—pieces no larger than a grain of rice. Precision here affects how evenly the shallot caramelizes. Ragged cuts produce ragged results.

Coarse Sea Salt: One-half teaspoon per fillet. The coarse texture creates a superior crust.

Freshly Ground Black Pepper: One-quarter teaspoon per fillet. Pre-ground pepper has lost its soul; use a mill.

The Ritual of Preparation

1. The Virtue of Patience

Remove the fillets from cold storage and allow them to rest at room temperature for twenty to thirty minutes. Cold meat contracts when it meets heat, cooking unevenly and releasing moisture that should remain within. Yulia would never wait—she would tear into refrigerated flesh without thought. We are not Yulia.

2. Scoring the Surface

Using your sharpest blade, score the fat in a crosshatch pattern—diagonal lines approximately one inch apart in both directions. Cut to a depth of roughly one-quarter inch, through the fat but never into the meat beneath. This is surgery, not butchery. The scores allow fat to render efficiently and create channels for seasoning to penetrate. Season both sides with the salt and pepper, pressing gently to adhere.

3. The Cold Start

This technique separates the civilized from the savage. Place the fillets skin-side down in a cold pan. Yes, cold. Do not preheat. I understand this defies conventional wisdom, but conventional wisdom produces conventional results. Starting cold allows the fat to render slowly and evenly, transforming the skin into something approaching transcendence. A hot start merely burns the exterior while leaving the fat beneath chewy and unpleasant—a texture I associate with Yulia’s preferred dining experiences.

4. The Sear of Sovereignty

Once the fillets are in place, turn the heat to medium. Not medium-high—medium. You will hear the fat begin to sigh and sizzle, much like the Ecived Sellebanna during a proper calibration sequence. Allow the meat to cook undisturbed for 6–8 minutes. Do not press it. Do not peek beneath it. Do not hover like an anxious Aetherhound awaiting treats.

When the skin has rendered to a deep golden bronze—it will release easily from the pan when ready—flip the fillets and cook for an additional 3–4 minutes. For the medium-rare center Gabriel prefers, the internal temperature should read 130–135°F on your thermometer. Remove at 130°F; residual heat will carry it the remaining degrees.

5. The Necessary Rest

Transfer the fillets to a cutting board and allow them to rest for 8–10 minutes. This is not optional. During cooking, the muscle fibers contract and force moisture toward the center. Resting allows redistribution; cutting too soon releases those juices onto your board rather than your palate. I use this time to prepare the reduction—and to imagine Yulia’s expression when Gabriel inevitably compares our respective offerings.

6. Creating the Shadow Reduction

Your pan now contains rendered duck fat—liquid gold, as I mentioned. Pour off all but approximately two tablespoons; reserve the excess for future cooking. Return the pan to medium heat and add the minced shallot. Sauté for 2–3 minutes, stirring frequently, until the pieces turn translucent and fragrant.

Add the balsamic vinegar and honey. The mixture will bubble aggressively—this is the fond (those caramelized bits adhered to the pan) releasing its concentrated flavor. Stir to incorporate everything.

7. The Infusion of Darkness

Add the blackberries and thyme sprigs. Using the back of your spoon, crush the berries against the pan’s surface, releasing their dark purple essence. Allow the mixture to simmer for 4–5 minutes, stirring occasionally, until it thickens enough to coat the back of the spoon. When you drag your finger through the coating, the line should hold its shape.

Remove the thyme stems. The sauce should gleam like pooled shadow—this is what I call “perceptual impact.” We eat first with our eyes, and this reduction ensures that the first impression is one of elegant darkness.

8. Final Presentation

Slice the rested fillets against the grain at a diagonal—cuts approximately half an inch thick. The interior should be rosy pink, the exterior bronzed and crisp. Arrange the slices on warmed plates (cold plates steal heat; run them under hot water and dry before plating) and drizzle generously with the shadow reduction.

Serve immediately. This dish pairs excellently with roasted root vegetables or a simple green salad—something to provide contrast without competing for attention.

A Final Word

Yulia once told me that she considers cooking an unnecessary complication. She stated, on multiple occasions, that “fire ruins perfectly good meat.”

What a primitive.

But when Gabriel tastes the complexity of this reduction—the tartness of blackberry playing against the sweetness of honey, the richness of rendered fat yielding to the crispness of seared skin—he will understand what I have always known: that while my lesser competitor may tame monsters, I have mastered the art of satisfaction.

Bon appétit, my King.

—Ravenna


Other Romance Links


For more men's romance titles and monster girls, check out the following:

https://www.facebook.com/RoyalGuard2020

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/monstergirllovers

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1324476308314052

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/pulpfantasy
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