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The Story So Far:


Jeremy and his diving team of gorgeous but deadly women have conquered everything that has been put in front of them. Aspatria’s Path of Progression has been completed—a conquest of all five dungeons inside the country. Even Rico Cartwright, the one-time mentor turned enemy, has been reduced to nothing more than a memory. At the height of the team’s fame and fortune, Jeremy and his family have retired to their own secluded mansion, but it quickly becomes apparent that this group wasn’t meant for a life of leisure.

Trouble is around the corner. And a threat that could spell the end of all the dungeons in the entire world is about to arise.


Chapter
One



It was the sight of those demonic eyes that told me I was close to my quarry.

I would recognize those distinguished eyes anywhere—large cat-like irises filled with green color around the opening. They finally seemed to notice me after nearly twenty minutes of scouting this wooded mountainside that it called home.

The next move it made would be very telling. It would either regard me as a predator and attack, or it would think that so far I was a harmless annoyance and continue feeding.

For right now, it seemed not to sense my dangerous intent yet—something that could prove fatal to it in the long run.

For several tense seconds, the Marshapit regarded me coolly, keeping those cat-like eyes trained on me until it decided that the rumbling in its stomach was more important than I was. When it lowered its head again to graze, I extended one leg slowly, being careful to step in a spot that wouldn’t generate any noise.

The walking stick definitely helped. I could test the ground where I was about to step, ensuring no noises would catch me by surprise.

I guess if I was being technical about it, I could have moved forward with the use of Teleport, but it took all the fun out of what I was trying to do.

Marshapit hunting wasn’t for the faint of heart. It took steel courage and brass balls to get this close, relying on one’s two feet and good instincts alone. And I wasn’t about to let my prey get away from me.

While the creature was grazing, I continued to move forward—one step at a time. I avoided a fallen branch that had lodged itself between two bushes, taking careful steps to ensure I didn’t fall. The biggest challenge I had now was getting through one of the bushes that had grown over the path. That only meant that I had to spend the extra minute folding down the branches so that they wouldn’t cause any additional noise once they brushed against me.

It was going a little too smoothly. I’d folded down about four separate branches and was about to start the fifth and final when something happened that made me wince. The fifth branch didn’t bend—it broke. And that light snapping sound caused the Marshapit to stop its grazing and raise its head.

This time, there would be no second chances. The creature’s eyes were dead set on my chest, and with a stunning beat of its massive wings, it let out a loud warning shriek.

This was the moment of truth. The shriek was so loud that just about anyone else would have beaten a hasty retreat, afraid of being skewered by the Marshapit’s massive beak or claws (or both).

For me though, this was the moment my adrenaline kicked up a notch. And as I stared that creature down, it seemed like it could read my intentions.

A split second later, it took off.

I was right there with it, running as quickly as my legs would move. I dashed along the rocky mountain path, leaping over upturned stones and splashing through a stream that was coming down the sloped side to my right. As quick as I was to catch my quarry, the Marshapit was just as fast, determined to stay one step ahead of me.

It barreled through the small clearing, squawking right before it attempted to spread its wings and take to the air. If that happened, I’d really be screwed. I needed to catch it while it was still on the ground.

Thankfully for me, the beast didn’t have the overhead clearance to take to the skies. The tree cover was still thick in this part of the forest, so even though its feet left the ground for about fifty yards, it ultimately landed just across the clearing before darting into another overgrown section.

It was the break I needed. I knew these woods like the back of my hand, and the path that it had taken—a higher route that was used by the local wildlife—would eventually send it down the mountain. That meant that I had the chance to cut it off if I moved lower.

As soon as I was across the small clearing, I raced down to the lower section, where I could keep the bushy overgrowth to my right as I ran. I was grateful for my high Agility at that moment, making me run at a speed that few other humans could match. I was twenty-two years old, and I was fairly certain that I could win a foot race against just about anyone else on the planet.

I knew I was gaining on the beast when it squawked again, this time coming from my right side instead of further in front of me. I was getting closer, but a new challenge was about to present itself.

At the spot about a hundred yards in front of me, where our two paths met, the overgrowth of the mountain forest broke away completely, revealing a small plain that contained a shallow pond. On the other side of the pond were low-lying spruce trees, which were just low enough for any creature taking flight on the one side of the pond to easily skim over, without the threat of colliding into them.

And that meant that I knew what the Marshapit’s next move was going to be. I had to beat the creature to the punch.

Using all the energy I could summon, I darted along the wood line and prepared to leap into the clearing. I needed my timing to be just right, but I knew the beast wouldn’t give me the courtesy of squawking one more time just so I could verify the timing of the jump.

I had to do it based on feel alone. No problem.

About five feet before the path opened up, I leapt into the air with the help of the walking stick. I planted the blunt wooden tip into the earth, using it to vault me into the air. I let go of the stick and extended both hands, ready to grab onto the shaggy coat of the beast when it appeared.

At first, I thought maybe I misjudged the speed of the animal. I thought I was going to sail right over the opening and land in the bushes on the other side while the Marshapit thundered past me.

I should’ve had more faith in my abilities. Right as my body crossed the upper path, I saw the green eyes and fierce beak of the Marshapit just under me. My lower leg brushed the side of the creature’s neck before my hands hit the furry coat and grabbed on for dear life.

At that moment, I felt the beast take a firm leap as it spread its wings and jumped over the pond.

It never landed, taking flight with me firmly on its back.

I took a moment to crane my head, looking beneath us to see the crystal-clear waters of the pond and the various fish swimming in the waters under the surface. Feeling the exhilaration and utter triumph of my success, I settled in, getting comfortable on its back without the fear of being dislodged.

After crossing the pond and flying over the forest of spruce below us, the Marshapit suddenly changed courses, turning to the south as it gained altitude. When that happened, I applied light pressure to the Marshapit’s fur, pulling back on it.

“Easy now, Juno,” I said, using the name that had been given to her weeks ago. “What’s the rush to go back home? Let’s enjoy the morning a little.”

Juno squawked at me in response, but she responded to my control, angling her flight to go back on a more westerly course.

From that moment on, the thrill of the “hunt” was largely gone, replaced by my desire to be airborne. Juno responded to my commands like she had many times before, flying just high enough over the mountainside to give me a picture-perfect view of the entire area.

Knowing that everything that I laid eyes on right now belonged to me was a special kind of feeling. This massive estate, most of which was covered by pristine, virgin forest that we called the reserve, stretched as far as the eye could see. It took us about thirty minutes of flying before we finally reached the end of it, marked by the ending of the mountain chain as it started to flatten around the surrounding landscape.

I pulled back on Juno’s fur again, sending us into a looping turn that put us back in the direction of the morning sun. It was this picture that I liked the most—seeing the bountiful rays of the morning light hitting my land and holding the promise for another enjoyable day to come. No morning was complete without this experience, and it was an excellent beginning to another day of solitude and vacation (as most of my days were now).

After nearly an hour of flying, we finally came to my destination. Set on the lower plain that butted right up against the mountain was our family home. Far from quaint, our house was more like a mansion, dominating the surrounding countryside with its elegance. I might have spent a little too much of my diving treasure to complete the mansion, but it was everything that I wanted it to be and more.

Made up of over fifty rooms of various sizes, the mansion was our countryside castle, a restful retreat in the wild lands in the rural part of Aspatria that wasn’t terribly far from where I grew up in Volantis. There was something here for everyone—a large kitchen where every kind of food could be found, an archery range as well as a magical one for testing spells, a grand arena for mock battles with dungeon creatures, as well as a large spa where any form of massage or water treatment could be had. There were even more amenities than that, matching the various tastes of its owners. I found that it was my little slice of heaven—a living embodiment of the success that we’d had in the dungeons.

The backyard was where I could find another pond. This one stretched along the base of the plain all the way to where the slope began for the mountain. In this pond were various islands all connected by wooden causeways, as well as a beach area that butted right up against the back of the house.

And it was here that I spotted the ultimate opportunity when I saw just who was laying on a lounge chair by the beach. I grinned as I yanked on the fur of Juno, giving her the signal to land. I felt the massive Marshapit suddenly dive on the pond below us, but she didn’t make a single noise as she did.

All the better for me. What I had planned needed a degree of stealth.

As Juno came in low over the water, she turned toward the house and extended her enormous wings, gliding over the shimmering blue reflection now just feet below us. By the time we reached the shore, Juno suddenly vaulted upward and then pulled her wings in tight, causing us to plummet back to the ground.

At this point, the sudden thundering of the noise alerted the blonde that was laying on the lounge chair, making her sit up at the sound of the sudden intrusion. I knew what she was likely to do once she was scared, and sure enough, she didn’t disappoint.

“Holy shit balls!” screamed Elise before she threw out her hands. “Ice Freeze!”

Before the spell could even hit us, I used a casual Dispel, which made it disintegrate right before our eyes. After that happened, I tumbled off Juno and lost all my composure, laughing deeply as I held my stomach.

Elise had figured out what was going on by that point. She crossed her arms and stamped her foot.

“Damnit, Jeremy! You scared the crap out of me,” she said, giving me that pouty look that she wore so well. “You almost made me pee myself.”

I was still laughing as I moved forward, putting my hands on her narrow hips. “It was too good to ignore. You just looked so peaceful that I thought Juno and I could come say hello.”

Elise gave a wary look at Juno. “I still don’t understand why you like that thing so much. It’s a wild animal, Jeremy. Plus it’s gross and totally not cute at all.”

“Oh, Juno is harmless,” I said, waving my hand. “Sure she’s a little wild, but we seem to understand each other.”

Elise gave me a deadpan look. “She ate one of Calista’s marlins two days ago. Snatched the thing up and devoured it in a single gulp.”

I knew that already, of course. Calista had been particularly put out by that development, not that I blamed her. I was still trying to civilize Juno to some degree, but she still liked to hunt like she was in the wild.

“In Juno’s defense, marlin is a tasty meal,” I said, shrugging. “And I’ve doubled her daily ratios so she doesn’t feel the need to start snacking.”

“Still, she makes me nervous,” said Elise, rubbing her harm. “Marshapits aren’t meant to be pets.”

“I think you’d feel better if you just rode her with me,” I said. “Come fly with me up to the mountain. You’ll love it.”

Elise snorted. “Hello? Do you know me? I barely like getting on Olypeppers. Why would I take a ride on their more feral cousins?”

I pulled her into my arms. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to you. If you fall off, I’ll rescue you.”

She shivered. “As much as I love the idea of you coming to my rescue, I’m going to pass on that.” Her body language shifted as she stuck her finger against my chest. “Now, I’m more than happy to ride something else.”

“Yeah? Would that turn this morning around for you?”

Elise gave me a pouty smile. “It’s the least you could do for me, don’t you think? I mean you scare the living daylights out of me, so the least you could do is give me a few orgasms to make up for it. It’s the gentlemanly thing to do.”

I snorted. “I don’t feel like much of a gentleman right now.”

“No, you’re more like my wild mountain man,” purred Elise, now raking her fingernails against my chest. “It’s so totally hot. Even the beard suits you.”

She reached up to touch my face, her hands raking through the small hairs that coated my jaw. The beard was a new addition from rural living, and I rather liked how it added to my face. It made me look older, more distinguished.

I just wished all the girls liked it.

“You’re the only one,” I said. “I’m pretty sure I saw Seraphina holding a razor when I woke up this morning. If I’d slept ten minutes longer, she probably would have gotten most of it off.”

“That’s just elves for you,” said Elise dismissively. “Too much hair makes them a little batty. I, for one, love the wild and hairy you. Plus, every time we have sex, I just like to think you’re this handsome beast that has come to pillage my village and you just take me against my will.”

Elise dug into my chest with her hands as a look of excitement appeared on her face.

“Elise, I’ve never gotten that impression from you,” I said, remembering all the recent times we had sex. “You never mentioned that before.”

“I know, but it’s all in my head,” she said, touching her temple. “Either way, it’s so totally hot. Especially when you try to breed me so I have your hairy barbarian baby.”

I raised my eyebrow. “Hairy barbarian baby?”

She stopped clawing my chest. “What? Isn’t that hot?”

I laughed and kissed her. “Whatever you say, gorgeous. If that’s what gets you going right now, I’m all for it.”

Apparently, that was all the signal she needed. Elise bit her lip as she suddenly pulled her top off her shoulders and yanked it down to her breasts. She wasn’t wearing anything else underneath, and I could tell that her nipples were already starting to harden.

“Will you show me some attention, mountain man?” she purred. “Take me into the wild? Make me atone for my sins?”

It was just Elise being Elise, but I wasn’t in the position to tell her no, especially when she was looking at me like that.

“Juno, you might want to avert your eyes,” I told the Marshapit just behind me.

Juno squawked and started to turn her massive body as I laid Elise down on her lounge chair. In no time at all, I’d shed my clothes and stood before her entirely naked. Elise had much less to lose at this point, wiggling a pair of tiny swim bottoms down her narrow hips and stepping out of them.

Sliding inside her was everything that I could ever want it to be. The best part of my life began with meeting Elise. Even though the first day we met was filled with pretty low lows and really high highs, we stuck together, forming a diving team that was one of the most legendary in the entire country.

And none of that would have been possible if we didn’t start busting each other’s chops that first day we stood in line outside of the stadium in Numeria.

“Oh Jeremy,” she whimpered, clinging to me as I pounded her body. “Fuck me so good. Oh fuck, I need you to cum in me. I’m such a good girl. I can’t get pregnant with barbarian cum, but you make me want it so bad.”

I felt her nails digging into my back as her legs tightened around my waist. Her stiff nipples were pressing into my chest, and I knew that I wouldn’t last much longer. With a mighty groan, I unloaded inside my blonde archer, filling her with all of my seed.

By the time we recovered, I could see a very content look on her face. She clung to me in that lounge chair, both of us still as naked as the day we were born. There was no sense in covering up, especially since we owned the land in all directions and weren’t expecting any visitors.

“Another perfect morning,” I said, gazing out at the water. I could see Juno drinking from the side of the water, and I was grateful that she was drinking and not trying to fish out another marlin.

“Just another day in our cozy mountain home,” said Elise with a deep sigh.

I noticed there was something different in the way that she said it though. Whereas I said it with a degree of comfort and satisfaction, I could tell Elise said it with an undertone of disinterest.

“You don’t sound so thrilled by that,” I said, poking her a little. “Are you bored?”

“A little,” she admitted. “Only so many times you can lay out by the water and work on your tan? I looked good before, but now it’s getting a lot harder to improve on perfection.”

I chuckled. “Sounds just like the Elise that I know and love. Why don’t you do something different today? Why don’t you hit the archery range?”

Elise shrugged. “No need. I’m already the best shot in Aspatria. I practice twice a week, and that’s more than enough to keep my edge. Been there, done that.”

“Okay, what about taking the horses out?” I said. “It would be a beautiful day for a ride.”

“Meh,” said Elise. “I’m not feeling the horses either. Mira has been on my case about going riding more often, but I don’t like doing things I’m not naturally terrific at.”

“You can’t tell me that you’re bored here,” I said. “There’s something to do for everyone.”

I felt like we were finally getting to the heart of the matter when Elise met my gaze. “You’re right, except . . .”

“Except?”

“I mean, there’s no entrance to the dungeons here,” she said quietly.

“Ah, so that’s what it is. You want to go diving?”

“Why not? It feels like we’ve been on an extended vacation. Don’t get me wrong, I love vacation,” she said. “But vacations need to end sometime. And I’m feeling like I spent too much time on leisure lately.”

I knew exactly what she meant. It had been over a year since we completed the Path of Progression, beating Rico at the bottom of Serpent Hollows. And in the year before that happened, we’d completed each of the other four Aspatrian dungeons, taking only a year to do what took most a lifetime.

Most of us were in our early twenties and already the ultimate victors of the Path. We’d earned some leisure time, and in the past year, we’d bought the land, built the mansion, and enjoyed nothing else but a life that was now almost permanently set on vacation mode.

But the alternative wasn’t that attractive either.

“I suppose we could resume diving again,” I said, shrugging my shoulders after several moments of thought. “It just doesn’t get me motivated like it used to. Before it used to be challenging because every dungeon was a new experience, but that would be different now. We’ve already beat Cursed Chasm. We already conquered the Forbidden Sanctum. Doing them now, with the nerf in experience, just doesn’t hold as much excitement.”

“It’s better than nothing,” said Elise, sitting upright. “And it would be a change in pace. I’m just finding it hard to reconcile the fact that we haven’t been in a dungeon in a year. It almost feels like another lifetime ago.”

“There is another option open to us,” I said, remembering a conversation I had with Mira’s father, Mathias. “It doesn’t have to be the dungeons of the Path. Aspatria isn’t the only country with dungeons. There are more in the world, but it would require us crossing the ocean to get there.”

“Might be something to think about,” said Elise almost too quickly. “It’s better than being . . . bored.”

I smirked at her. “This was your plan all along, wasn’t it?”

She gave me a who-me look. “What? N-no, I didn’t have a plan.”

I shifted my body and pulled her close to my chest. “You’re full of it. I know you, Elise. I know everything about you, and most importantly, I know when you want to lead a conversation in a certain direction.”

She didn’t say a word in response, but the flush that started on her cheeks was now getting bigger. I had her now, and I might have gotten her to confess right there had we not received another visitor.

This one was a ginger elf goddess that could definitely be in the running for the most gorgeous woman in the entire world. Especially right now, considering that Seraphina was barely wearing anything. Her little top was a real trooper, containing her massive breasts in a tight space where just about any other old fabric might have given away. Combined with her tiny shorts that stretched delectably over her perfect thighs and tight ass, Seraphina could have woken the dead with her hotness.

Right now though, she was looking at both Elise and me with interest. It didn’t matter that neither of us were wearing a stitch of clothing either, mostly because Seraphina had seen us both naked more times than anyone could count.

No, right now Seraphina had an expectant look like she was very interested to know the result of our conversation. And her first statement confirmed as much.

“So did you talk to him?” asked Seraphina, sitting on the edge of our chair and shooting a sideways glance at Elise.

My eyebrow went up. “Talk to me about what?”

“I did,” replied Elise. “I’m making progress.”

Seraphina let out a deep breath. “Thank the spirits.”

At that point, the realization hit me as I put two and two together.

“So that’s what this is all about,” I said, shooting my gaze between both of them. “Elise isn’t the only one bored. All of you are.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” said Seraphina, twirling her finger in her hair. “I love everything about our new home. I’m pretty sure we have the biggest mansion in the entire country. And I’ve enjoyed all the free time and things to do.”

“But you’re bored now and want to keep diving,” I finished for her.

She smiled nervously. “Just a little.”

“I think it’s safe to say you both have talked with the other girls already?” I asked.

I saw both heads start to nod. “Mira has volunteered to talk to her father about the best places to go already,” said Elise. “With Mathias now the permanent president of the DDU, he’s in touch with the other countries where dungeons are, so he would be the best person to tell us where to go.”

“And I’ve heard Vaeda talk about how rusty her daggers were getting,” added Seraphina. “We’re all feeling that malaise that comes from too much leisure and not enough action. And while I love this mountain man image you have going on right now, I also miss my sexy diver Jeremy too.”

“I thought you hated the beard?” I asked, confused.

Seraphina smiled politely. “It’s just that your face looks so much better when it’s clean shaven.”

“Not to mention, you’ve been eating too many of my cinnamon rolls,” said Elise, touching my stomach.

“Hey now,” I said, growling. “I’m still in the best shape of my life. I could go diving tomorrow if I needed to.”

I really meant what I said. Despite my lack of training, I knew I could kick all kinds of ass right now. I was still acknowledged as the best diver in Aspatria, and I would defend my crown no matter what the situation was.

Both women hit me with the same look. It was a look that challenged what I just said, telling me I was full of shit.

“Okay, so maybe I’ve put on a couple extra pounds,” I said, patting my stomach, where a slight pouch had developed right below my belly button. “Nothing that a little training can’t firm up again.”

“I, for one, think it looks adorably sexy,” said Seraphina, ever the diplomat. “But it would just be nice to get back into the swing of things. We’re way too young to be retired.”

The more I thought about it, the more I realized the girls were right. In the last year, the most dicey part of my day was usually spent trying to tame Juno. After that had been done, I barely spent any moment of it in danger.

In the back of my mind, I knew I was growing soft, but I hadn’t been ready to get back out there until I was sure that everyone else was on the same page.

And it seemed like now we were all finally there.

“So it looks like I need to have a talk with Mathias,” I said, making both women break out in smiles. “And I should probably start training again if that’s the case. Vaeda’s weapons aren’t the only ones going rusty.”

“I think that’s the right call,” said Elise. “After all, we’re the most badass team in Aspatria. It only figures we become the most badass team in the entire world, right?”

I had to admit when she put it that way, it did have a nice ring to it.

Vacation time was over. It was time to get back to business.


Chapter
Two



Over the next couple weeks, I threw myself back into training with an intensity not seen since our preparation for Serpent Hollows.

It was remarkable how easily it all came back to me once my feet were on the packed sand of our personal arena, with several dungeon creatures staring me down once again. My swords felt right in my hands once more, even the worn spots where my fingers had rubbed down the material on the grip. I even had a new training partner.

“Come on, Jeremy. Focus,” urged my father, Henry Pollard, as he stood off to the side while I battled five lictas from the fifth dungeon. “Pick up the pace. You’re moving too slowly.”

I knew exactly what he was getting at. My moves felt a little sluggish at first, like trying to swing my swords through a jar of molasses. It took several days of working at it to truly whip them around once more, even producing a whistle-like noise at times when I had a particularly speedy thrust.

I needed all the speed I could muster against five lictas though. The scorpion-like monsters were not only deadly but they were fast, and they liked to move in concert to wear down their prey. Ordinarily, I might have melted them with a Perilous Flames, but the point of today was relying on my martial prowess instead of MP to win the day.

And that was proving to be incredibly taxing.

“They’re coordinating their movements, Jeremy,” said Dad. “You’re going to have to change something quickly.”

I’d removed the head and the tail from one licta already, but the remaining four were now trying to box me against the wall of the arena. Every time they struck at me, I was forced to take a step back until I could practically feel the wall behind me. If I allowed myself to get pinned, I was truly done for, so it was time to try something new.

It was a move I’d mastered in the run up to Serpent Hollows, which involved a leaping jump and twist in the air to land on my feet on the other side of the monster. I hadn’t attempted it in a year, but my instincts were demanding that I give it a go.

Without so much as a spare second to lose, I put my back foot against the wall and used it to start my running jump. My feet left the ground and I extended my blades, hoping to keep my body protected while I jumped. I started to spin through the air, but I hadn’t gotten enough height in my jump, no doubt from being out of shape.

I barely grazed a deadly stinger, feeling it tear through the clothing on my back and throw my jump off its carefully-coordinated trajectory. I landed on my feet but barely, losing my balance and stumbling as I fought to regain some level of even footing.

It was a fight against time now. Already, I could feel the deadly sting of the licta’s poison creeping into my bloodstream. I knew I had a minute at most before it would kill me, but I was determined that not a single one of these bastards would be left standing before that could happen.

At that moment, I felt truly dialed in like the Jeremy of old. The next time a licta tried to take a bite out of my arm, I took its head off with one fell swoop, causing a jet of blood to erupt onto the sand at my feet. Lictas were not truly dead until both the head and tail had been removed from their body, so the cantankerous beast continued to thrash around wildly, stinging at nothing and everything as it tried to take me into death with it.

At least its wild movements caused the concert of attacks with the other three to end. Now I could make my own one-on-one style movements, greatly increasing my odds of killing the remaining beasts.

“Watch out, Jeremy,” coached Dad. “It’s coming behind you.”

I leapt out of trouble, barely avoiding a new stinger that was coming my way. In the process, I flipped backward and swiped with my swords, removing the offending stinger from another licta.

“Come on,” I growled. “Who’s next?”

My focus left the two wounded lictas for the time being as I focused on the two left that were still potent threats. They came at me from both sides, dashing forward on their slimy legs more quickly than I expected. They were trying to pin me again, but right before the one on the left could strike, I darted through its legs, using one sword to open its belly while the other cut off its rear leg.

The beast roared in pain or maybe anger as I rolled out the other side, recovering my footing and taking the head off one of the other wounded beasts to leave only three lictas left standing.

I had to jump out of the way to avoid another stinger, but I wasn’t fast enough. The poison in my blood wasn’t just painful at this point—I could feel it slowly shutting down my internal organs. The urge to vomit was becoming more frequent. Half of my remaining time was almost up.

With a mighty yell, I dashed forward to end the two wounded lictas. I charged at the one that was only left with a tail, slashing at the base of the body until it too went down. From that point forward, the last remaining unwounded licta tried to cover its bloody friend, pushing me backward and using its body like a battering ram. I fell to my ass and was nearly squashed by its rampaging feet before I could roll out of the way, taking a chunk of its thigh with me.

When I climbed back to my feet, I vomited for the first time, shooting out a mixture of pancakes and blood before I was able to balance once more. My feet were so tingly that I knew they were going to give out next if I didn’t end this within the next few seconds.

Thankfully for me, the licta seemed to think that I was down and out. Lowering its head to strike, it burst forward suddenly with its mouth wide open, ready to devour me in a single gulp. I could barely stand at that point, so moving wasn’t an option as I raised my arms and prepared to defend myself.

One sword went into the fleshy part of its upper mouth, stabbing as far as I could go. In the process, its teeth penetrated my arm, dropping more poison into my body. With my other hand, I sawed at the flesh along its side, taking a good chunk out of it. The licta could scarcely pull away now that it was as paralyzed as I was, with my sword now digging into its brain. I continued to saw my other hand with the power that I had left until I felt its massive body give way.

At that moment, I was holding its head with the tip of my sword like it was some kind of demented meat popsicle. When my legs gave out entirely, throwing me to my knees, I knew the fight was about over.

The only problem was there were two wounded lictas still on their feet. As the edges of my world went black, I pointed my swords at both of them.

“Perilous Flames!”

The last thing I saw was a massive fireball obliterating both creatures right as my back hit the sand. I was dead seconds later.
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When I opened my eyes again, I saw my father standing over me. Most parents might have been relieved to see their children alive once again, but I could see a tinge of disappointment in his gaze as he helped me to my feet.

“You resorted to magic to win that fight, Jeremy,” he said, giving me a look that every father knew how to do instinctively. It was a look that told me I needed to try harder. “What happened?”

“I took that one licta’s stinger to my back as I jumped,” I said, feeling woozy on my feet once I was standing. I guessed there was still some trace of the poison in my bloodstream even after taking my father’s Healing Light. “Once that hit me, I knew I had less than a minute to kill them all. I might have made it if there were only four lictas.”

“Ah, but there were five, weren’t there?” he said. “If you were in a situation without magic, you might have actually died. And if one of your teammates wasn’t there, you might have died permanently.”

Now it was my turn to give him a look. “That’s not likely to happen though, Dad. Even battling Rico, we only lost one of us. I have a hard time seeing a scenario where my entire team is dead, none of my spells work, and I have less than a minute to kill all the threats in front of me.”

“It never hurts to be prepared though,” he said wisely. “You never know what you’re going to face down in the dungeons. As much as I prepared for Serpent Hollows, it still bit me in the end. You could say that I never expected to be betrayed, but if I had prepared for everything, I might not have wasted twenty years of my life as a ghost. No matter how small the threat or unlikely the scenario, it pays to prepare for everything.”

I couldn’t fault his advice, and as hard as he was being on me now, I knew he was right. Completing Serpent Hollows and killing Rico was one thing, but I had to say the best thing about the final dungeon was being able to bring my father back to life. With the help of my diamond, I was able to restore him to flesh and bone, and that was one of the reasons why I was so content being outside the dungeons for the past year.

We had a lot of time to make up for. And right now, I had no better trainer when it came to preparing for a dungeon dive. Henry Pollard was a legend in his own right, and the fact that his only son was now hailed as the best diver in the country hadn’t removed a single ounce of lore.

It had only increased it, especially now that he was alive again.

I think my dad realized his words had put me back in my head, because he put his hand on my shoulder and gave me a small smile. “Either way, your speed is increasing. It’s like day and night to see you fight now compared to two weeks ago. What do you call that jump and spin move you did anyway?”

“How about a work in progress?” I said. “I still can’t get enough air time to make it work. I smashed right into that licta’s tail and that caused the entire problem with the fight.”

Dad shrugged. “Still, with enough time, I’m sure you could solve the timing problem. Or even ask the diamond to do it. The diamond might even let you take flight if you asked nicely.”

He’s not wrong, said the diamond, its words imprinting on my mind like they usually did. We have enough power now that many things are possible, even some considered unnatural.

“The whole point was to make that move work without resorting to my MP,” I said, for the sake of both of them. “I’ll get there. I just need to keep practicing.”

Dad couldn’t resist sliding right back into coaching mode. “While you’re there, why don’t you focus on taking the head and tail off in quick succession? Letting those beasts linger on the brink of death took away precious seconds that you didn’t have.”

I growled again. “I got it, Dad.”

He only laughed and touched my shoulder again. Taking a deep breath, Henry Pollard never looked more alive than he did right now, surrounded by dead dungeon creatures. Even though he didn’t kill them personally, I knew his life revolved around it just as much as mine did.

Which made it peculiar that he hadn’t rushed back into the dungeons once his life was restored.

“Why don’t we change it up a bit?” I asked him, after the stadium floor was clear of dead bodies and spent blood. “I’ll be your coach while you take on the lictas. It would be great preparation for diving Serpent Hollows. It’s the only dungeon you need to beat to complete the Path.”

He gave me the same look like he had many times before. Indeed, we’d had the same conversation at least half a dozen times since he’d been “reborn” from death.

“I get more enjoyment now from helping you train,” he said. “You’re the famous one, Jeremy. The mantle has been passed from father to son. I like just being your coach now, especially now that you’re focused on diving again. I don’t need to be inside the dungeons.”

That last statement came out with a complete loss of conviction. So much so that I couldn’t help but jump all over it.

“You’re not convincing me,” I said. “Dad, when I first started diving, everyone knew me as the son of the late Henry Pollard. They put big expectations on my shoulders, and it wasn’t until I was halfway completed with the Path that I was able to step out of that shadow. You’ve lived to dive just as much as I have. With your life back in your hands, I’m just surprised you don’t want to complete your legacy. Especially when it was stolen from you once. Plus, I know Mom would dive with you if you just asked.”

I knew that because I had asked on his behalf. My mother was part of Dad’s very first team, and they made quite the pair until it was clear she was ready to quit in order to start a family. Dad and Rico teamed up a short while later and the rest was history, but my mother’s short foray into the dungeons when she was under Rico’s spell ignited a spark inside her. And I knew she would want to keep diving if only Dad would ask.

He fell silent after I said that, going into his head much like I had earlier. I wished I knew what was bothering him. From everything I heard about his earlier years, he was just as insatiable when it came to diving as I was.

Which made it confusing to me why he didn’t want to go back now.

“Some things just have a way of changing, Jeremy,” he said finally, giving me a sad look. “I meant it when I said I wanted to be your coach. I’m having the time of my life with my son—something that I never thought I’d be able to do. I just want to enjoy this for now. Diving can wait.”

The answer didn’t satisfy me, but I tried to look at the silver lining. I found just as much enjoyment out of being with him as he did with me. My father was alive again, and if he truly wanted to be my coach, I could learn to live with that.

“I might not stop asking,” I warned him. “I can see how alive you look when faced by dungeon creatures.”

He chuckled. “Persistence is a family trait. It’s what has made our name so well-known. I wouldn’t expect anything less of you. Now come on, let’s keep practicing. This time though, no MP. I mean it.”

“No MP,” I agreed, right before I raised an eyebrow. “As long as you do this next one with me? Come on, let’s tag-team this one, Dad.”

“I suppose I can do that,” he said, pulling out his old sword, which had been resting on the arena wall just behind us. “I do like the challenge of fighting lictas.”

I grinned once I got my way. For the next hour, we battled a full score of lictas, often fighting back-to-back. I’d never gotten a chance to see his fighting style, but after he started being my coach, I could see that so much of what he did was similar to how I fought. The weight of instinct and genes had clearly shown through, making us a natural pair as we waded through licta guts until none were left standing.

At that point, I realized we had an audience. Looking over at the seating area, I could see two faces that were very similar to each other. Both of them had a mop of brown, curly hair, as well as a dark set of glasses perched on their noses. One face was decidedly masculine though, while the other was one of the loveliest sights that I’d seen anywhere.

Mira and her father Mathias had made their entrance stealthily, which was surprising considering that Mathias never went anywhere now without at least two guards, as was the benefit of his position as president. It really helped that my girlfriend’s father was the president of the DDU, especially now that I was the most famous face in the diving world. It meant having him on call whenever I needed him, and all it took was one word from Mira to bring him here.

“Excellent display,” he said, shooting to his feet and clapping once my father and I were finished fighting. “To see a father and a son battling dungeon creatures is something that warms my heart. Knowing that it is the Pollard family is something that I think we could have sold tickets for. We would have been able to fill this arena with people who would give anything to watch you two fight.”

“The last thing I need is more money,” I said, wiping the licta blood from my sword. “Even after purchasing the land and building the mansion, I have more money than I know what to do with. I should start giving it away to worthy causes.”

“The DDU could always use new donors,” said Mathias, who was quickly swatted at by Mira.

“Father, stop thinking like a president for once,” said Mira, rolling her eyes.

It was a comical thing to watch. Mostly because I noticed that gaining the presidency had changed Mathias in a way. It wasn’t a bad thing, but he was definitely more conscious of the fact that the DDU lived and breathed based on his actions, which meant that raising money was usually the first thing on his mind. He never used the position for personal gain though, which in my mind meant that he was the best kind of person that could lead the DDU.

“It was only a thought, Mira,” he said, shrugging carelessly.

By that point the two made their way down to the sands. Mira rushed into my arms and squeezed me tight. I responded by kissing her soundly, which only made her press her lower half against mine.

I didn’t mind the display of deep affection despite the fact that our fathers were right there. As far as I was concerned, Mira was mine forever, and I wanted everyone to know that she belonged to me. Mira seemed to relish that thought too, even as her eyes danced with mischief once we finally separated.

“Great display out there, Jeremy,” said Mathias, shaking my head heartily. “Your movements were swift, and you looked just like you did before you went into Serpent Hollows.”

“I’m working on it,” I said, touching my stomach where the pudge was now on the downward trend. “I’ve been out of shape, but I’m working hard to reverse that. I need to be at my best if I want to start diving again.”

Mathias raised his finger in the air quickly. “Speaking of which, that’s exactly why I’m here. Mira told me that the entire team was getting back into diving again, and that you were looking for suggestions from other countries about where to go. Well, your timing couldn’t have been any better. I have word here from the country of Sallusasta about something happening that is truly unique. Something is taking place there that hasn't happened in many centuries.”

“What would that be?” I asked, my interest piqued.

“A new dungeon has emerged,” said Mathias, his eyes twinkling with excitement. “A brand new dungeon that no one has dived into before. It happened approximately three months ago. Apparently, it was set on a remote farm, and it was found by one of the hands when he was going out to bring the cattle in. The day before, it had just been an empty field used for grazing, but that morning, he found a hole in the ground. The farmhand was the first person recorded as having stepped inside, but there wasn’t exactly a happy ending to that story.”

“What happened to him?” asked Mira.

The same thing that happens to most people who discover new dungeons, said my diamond internally. And it’s never pretty.

Even though I wasn’t diving much these days, my diamond was still an ever-present companion. Most of the time, it answered questions for me before someone else could answer them.

And it was usually right on target.

Mathias winced. “From what the first divers said, they found his mangled suspenders a mere fifty feet from the entrance. He didn’t last very long, but that’s where it gets more peculiar from there. The first real team of divers went in because they heard about the dungeon and couldn’t resist the urge to check it out before anyone else. Only one of them returned. It was one of these divers that mentioned the suspenders, but they lost their entire team in less than an hour. The sole survivor was so badly mangled that once he deposited the suspenders and told the local guild what he saw, he promptly fell into a coma.”

“Were they a veteran team?” I asked. “Or did they not have many dives under their belt?”

“From what I understand, they were a middling team,” replied Mathias. “Either way, the local guild, a sister one to the DDU, sent a few exploratory teams of divers next. All the teams were forced back after taking heavy losses. After that happened, they roped off the entrance to the dungeon for the time being, considering it too dangerous. Of course, the series name for the dungeon isn’t helping.”

“What’s the series name?” asked Dad hesitantly.

“It’s called the Champion’s League,” replied Mathias. “The dungeon has an official name, but it escapes me right now. The local guild isn’t sure what to think about this name, but the locals seem to think it’s a dungeon that’s only meant for the highest-level divers. As a result, a call has been put out to the best divers across the world to dive the dungeon in a tourney-like atmosphere. The first to the bottom wins an incredible prize, plus the fame and fortune of having been first.”

My adrenaline was starting to pump the longer that Mathias talked. An undiscovered dungeon that was considered to be only for champions? One that no one had beaten before? He was talking my language, and I could tell by the excited look in Mira’s eyes that she was just as eager to try it out as I was.

“When is the tourney?” I asked. “What’s needed for us in order to dive there?”

“It’s less than two weeks out,” explained Mathias. “Which is not bad for timing, considering that it’s across the great ocean. Sallusasta is a very old country, almost as old as Aspatria. Their diving league is called the Route of Greatness, and it consists of four dungeons of increasing strength. Apparently, the call has been put out to recent champions of their Route to come dive this new dungeon, so you can rest assured that they will be there. So too will be more champions from other countries. All of them are determined to be the best by conquering this newest one.”

“It sounds like just the kind of challenge we’ve been looking for,” said Mira excitedly. “While all of us wanted to start diving again, no one was looking forward to going back into the Sanctum or Shadow Abyss because of the experience nerf. We needed something that was truly new, and it sounds like that’s the case with this one.”

“It’s incredibly dangerous though,” said a reserved Mathias. “And you don’t know what you’d be walking into. The only info we have on this is the portion that the local guild has explored, and they didn’t get very far into the dungeon. You’d be going blind if you went, and you’d most certainly have to contend with other teams all determined to win before you do. If you want the ultimate test for your skills, this is it, but it comes with many dangers.”

He was only whetting my appetite. Unspeakable danger and unknown calamity was what we did best. And I could think of nothing more that I wanted to do than be the first to be called victor with this new dungeon.

Especially if it was considered some kind of champion’s dungeon.

“Count me in,” I said, glancing at Mira as a smile grew on her face. “We need to start packing.”

Here we go again, added my diamond.


Chapter
Three



One thing that I truly loved about my team was that everyone had the same reaction about diving in this new Champion’s League.

“Just for champions? Really?” asked Vaeda, as a slow smile grew on her face. “That sounds awesome. What are we waiting for?”

“You know I’m in already,” said Elise, flipping her hair to the side casually. “It’s about time that the world saw what the Gardenian Guardian can do.”

I raised my eyebrow. “The Gardenian Guardian?”

“Yeah, it’s something new I’m trying out,” she said, shaking her hands. “Makes me sound so much more badass than anything else.”

“No, it makes you sound like a geriatric superhero,” said Seraphina, rolling her eyes. “You need a new nickname.”

Elise pursed her lips. “I’m so not geriatric. And it’s a cool nickname!”

“I think it needs work,” said Calista, patting the back of Elise. “Guardian just doesn’t seem to project the kind of majesty you’re going for.”

“It’s just that badass nouns that also start with G for Gardenia are so hard to come by,” said Elise, her shoulders slumping.

“We’ll keep working on it,” said Calista, pursing her lips.

I liked that quality about Calista the most. Ever since joining our group, she’d taken on more of a motherly role with the girls, something that Mira had filled previously but willingly relinquished. It also helped that Calista was old enough to technically be the mother of most in the group, but despite the age gap, I felt that she fit in quite smoothly with the rest of us.

And she seemed to be just as excited about the prospect of diving, much to my surprise.

“So when do we leave?” she asked. “I don’t know much about Sallusasta, but from what I’ve heard, it takes an entire day for an Olypepper to get there by air.”

“Actually, more like two days,” added Mira. “And it requires us to switch Olypeppers in the middle of the flight. They need to rest after flying the entire day with us on their back.”

“You’re coming with us?” I asked Calista, surprised to hear it. “As our advisor/mentor or as a fellow diver?”

“All of the above,” replied Calista, causing the other girls to let out a shocked gasp. “What? You don’t think I’m going to let you go into the only dungeon in the entire world that’s never been conquered by yourselves, do you? Who’s going to watch your back?”

“But that gives us too many people,” said Vaeda, tapping her lips as her other hand played with her long, dark hair. “Six people diving on one team isn’t the meta. The dungeon scales up their attacks for six people, much more than they would do for five. It would be more dangerous to add in another person.”

“Oh, that reminds me,” said Mira, putting her finger in the air in a way that was very cute. “The rules are a little different over there. This new dungeon prefers bigger teams.”

“And we know that because why?” asked Seraphina sarcastically. “The wealth of experienced divers that have gone inside of it and completed the dungeon?”

“No, but my dad just got more information,” said Mira. “There was a Dungeon Master that met with the first diving teams and let them know. In Aspatria, the dungeons are made for teams of three to five people. This new champion’s dungeon will let you have five to nine people on a diving team. That’s considered the most optimal configuration. Don’t ask me how it figures that out, but all it means is that if Calista wants to dive with us, we’ll still be right in the sweet spot.”

I’d heard all I needed to know. I turned to face Calista. “The spot is yours if you want it. If you’re itching to get back inside the dungeons again?”

She smirked. “I’ve kinda thought about getting back out there again. I just didn’t know how I would do it. If the opportunity is there, I might as well take it. Besides, someone has to watch Elise’s ass.”

“Hey!” said Elise. “The Gardenian Giant needs no help. From anyone.”

Calista closed her eyes and shook her head. “Just no. Guardian was better. Giant is worse. You’re going in the wrong direction, sweetie.”

“Well, poop,” said Elise, stamping her foot. Her eyes brightened suddenly. “I’ll keep working on it.”

As it turned out, it was almost too easy to convince the girls. My parents were another story though, and that night at dinner, they let me know that they were both uncertain about the prospect of us entering another dangerous dungeon.

“It’s not the idea of diving again that has me so worried,” said my mother, Melanie Pollard, an accomplished diver in her own right. “It’s just that you don’t know what you’re getting yourself into. Serpent Hollows was dangerous, but you knew what to expect somewhat. This is different. This is . . . the unknown.”

“It’s not that much different from Serpent Hollows,” I said. “The only reliable intel I had about Serpent Hollows was from accounts written before I was even born. I also didn’t have the benefit of asking Rico about it beforehand, and there was no telling what he was going to throw at me down there either. This is in the same vein as that.”

“People have actually completed Serpent Hollows before though,” added my father. “No one can say that about this new dungeon.”

“Yet,” I added, as a confident smile filled my face. “And I’m determined that we’ll be the first team to do so.”

They both shared a look with each other and then rebounded back on me. That was the only troubling thing about having my father back. Now he and Mom could do the whole two-parents-on-one routine.

I was able to cut it off before it truly began though.

“Listen, I know the risks,” I said, putting up both hands. “They were the same risks that I faced on the Path and I’m still here. And it’s not like I’m under-leveled or anything. I have higher stats than anyone, even Rico.”

To prove my point, I pressed the button on my badge to display my stat sheet.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 156

Experience: 7893/12000

Possessions: Dungeon Diamond (Level 47)

Stats:

Strength: 161

Agility: 163

Magical Power: 170

Stamina: 165

Intelligence: 165

Charisma: 162

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

Besides my own team, I didn’t know anyone else in the entire country that had a similar stat sheet. A team on the cusp of greatness might be leveled in the seventies or eighties. We were almost double that.

If there was any team that could conquer this new champion’s dungeon, surely it was us.

“We just want you to be careful,” said Dad after a long look at my stat sheet. “You’ve worked very hard to get to the top. And I know you’ve enjoyed your leisure time in the past year, but I don’t want to see you constantly chasing the next high just because it’s more dangerous than the last one.”

I didn’t want to be the one to tell him that was what I did. I knew it would probably spur another round of parental advice, but there were some things that were just better kept close to the chest. Especially with this “new” version of my father that was so much more reserved than the old one.

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “Besides, I have the most talented women in the world coming with me plus my diamond, which as far as I know, no one else has. Even Calista agreed to go, so that’s one more person to watch my back. What I’m more interested in is when you’ll both be diving again?”

That question succeeded in getting the focus off me and onto them. And I could tell by the look that Mom gave Dad that it was more about when he would be ready to dive again, not her.

“We’re still talking about it,” he said finally, giving me a half answer that was entirely noncommittal.

“We don’t need to rush into it,” said Mom, coming to his aid in the way that a good wife usually did. “It’ll happen when we’re both ready.”

“It seems like you’ve been ready ever since what happened in Serpent Hollows,” I told her. “For all of Rico’s bad qualities, at least it seemed to reignite the love of diving in you.”

That seemed to be an understatement. Ever since that day inside Serpent Hollows, she’d been like a different person. I saw glimpses of the person she used to be—a promising young diver that had the world in front of her before she stepped back to start a family. I knew she saw it too, because once my father was alive again, she started to subtly push for them to start diving again, something that I never would have expected before that day.

And it was surprising to me that it was Dad that was the one that was dragging his feet.

“We’re still training,” he said, citing his usual excuse. “When we’re ready, we might try out Shadow Abyss. It was the last dungeon your mother completed before she retired, so we figured it would be a good starting point for us to get back into it, nerfed experience or not.”

“With how well she did in Serpent Hollows, I have no doubt that you both could handle the Sanctum, even on a return-to-form run. Why limit yourselves? Why spend so much time overtraining? It’s almost like you’re . . . scared to get back into it again.”

Part of me felt bad for bringing it up, but I felt like it had to be said. I could tell by the look on my mother’s face that she was thinking the same thing too, but she was never going to say it out loud. We both waited for my father to answer, something that I anticipated would be a vigorous denial of any reason to be truly scared.

In the end, I was surprised by his answer.

“Yeah, I am a little scared,” he said, being fully honest with me. “Who wouldn’t be in my position?”

He shifted the way he was sitting and put both elbows on the table. “I died, Jeremy. I was dead for twenty years. I thought I was done, destined to spend eternity as a ghost at the bottom of Serpent Hollows. Now, I’m blessed to say that I have a son that’s so much better of a diver than I ever was. You bringing me back was nothing short of a miracle, but I just got my life back. I’m not in a hurry to put it in jeopardy all over again.”

It was a startlingly frank admission. And it made a whole lot of sense now that it was out there. When he put it that way, who would blame him for being cautious? He knew what it was like to lose everything in one stroke.

When hearing such a simple and reasonable answer to something I’d been questioning for some time, I suddenly felt a little silly.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” I said, shaking my head. “I didn’t realize.”

He hit me with a rueful grin. “You have nothing to apologize for, son. If all I’m known for is being the father of Jeremy Pollard, I’m good with that. You’re the best thing that your mother and I could have produced, and I’m okay with living in your shadow.”

“There are worse things in life, trust us,” added Mom.

I didn’t push the subject any further than that, mostly because I accepted the answer and I was going to let them go at their own pace. I had to remember that we were the weird ones when everything was said and done. We were the team that completed all five dungeons in the Path in a year’s time.

So seeing another team pacing themselves was more the norm than it was the exception.

“Okay, go at your pace,” I said, putting up my hands as a sign of surrender. “I won’t say anything else about it, I promise.”

Our food came out and we settled into light chatter as we devoured the delicious dinner in front of us. My parents only tried one more half-hearted attempt to get us not to go to Sallusasta, but like my own realization, they seemed to understand that I’d picked the best course for me and they let it go.

That evening, I retired to my bedroom, which I shared with all the girls. Calling it a simple bedroom was a bit of a misnomer seeing as it spanned an entire floor of our mansion and was made up of multiple seating areas and more than six different beds.

Most of the beds were queens, meant for any time the girls wanted to have a little privacy from sleeping in a crowded bed. I thought it was a thoughtful idea to include when I picked the layout for the mansion, but what I didn’t count on was that none of the girls ever wanted to sleep apart from me.

Which meant that we all slept in the same bed at night, which was just slightly larger than two king-sized beds put together.

It was an absolutely mammoth bed, and most nights we all jumped into it in one big pile of limbs and hair.

Tonight looked like most nights in that when I arrived at our bed once I was sleepy, I found that Seraphina, Elise, Vaeda, and Calista were already asleep. Mira was still awake, and as usual her nose was buried in a book that was about the history of the dungeons.

Knowing Mira as well as I did, I knew exactly what she was trying to do.

“Looking for the last time a random dungeon just appeared in the world?” I asked, pulling her book down.

Mira smiled at me from behind her glasses. “Did you know that it’s been more than six hundred years since the last dungeon appeared in our world? And it wasn’t even an Aspatrian dungeon. It was a dungeon down in Cozocomo, their third dungeon. That was the last time any appeared before this one suddenly pushed up through the crust a few weeks ago.”

“How old are the Aspatrian dungeons?” I asked. “They can’t be that much older than that.”

“Chronologically speaking, Cursed Chasm is the oldest of all the Aspatrian Dungeons, appearing nearly fourteen hundred years ago,” said Mira. “It was followed by Shadow Abyss and then Serpent Hollows within a hundred years. The Sanctum appeared two hundred years later, and then finally Twilight Depths poked through another fifty years after that.”

“Twilight Depths is the first one in the path though,” I said, confused. “Why didn’t it push through first?”

“No one really knows the answer to that question, but it’s been speculated that perhaps Cursed Chasm was recognized as being too hard of a starting point, and that something easier was needed. So all the dungeons were renumbered when Twilight Depths came along. We don’t see the numbers for them. Only the Dungeon Masters do, which is what makes this new dungeon so interesting.”

“Is it a dungeon one or a dungeon five?” I asked. “I’m guessing it’s rated similar to Serpent Hollows?”

Mira shook her head. “Not at all, which is why this is so fascinating. You know how every dungeon we’ve been into has a plaque on the outside giving the details for the dive? You know, the name and number for it? So Twilight Depths has a number one since it’s the first dungeon in the Path of Progression and Serpent Hollows has a number five since it’s the last one? What makes this new dungeon so interesting is that the series is called the Champion’s League. And it’s the first dungeon in an entirely new path, similar to our Path of Progression.”

“Wait a second,” I said. “So this isn’t just one dungeon? There’s going to be more?”

“Logically, it makes sense with what we know about dungeon formation in our individual countries,” said Mira. “And my guess is that Demonic Tremors is just the first in an entirely new league.” Mira covered her mouth in surprise. “Oops, I forgot that I didn’t tell you the name yet. It’s called Demonic Tremors, the first dungeon in the Champion’s League.”

“That doesn’t sound dark or ominous or anything,” I joked. “I’d like to talk to the Dungeon Master that comes up with the names for these dungeons.”

Mira giggled. “At least it’s not called Sunshine and Daisies. Demonic Tremors sounds every bit like the first dungeon in a new Champion’s League. I’m all for it, mostly because I think we need to test ourselves.”

“We’ll get tested alright,” I said. “But enough about the dungeon for now. How are we going to get there? To Sallusasta? The thought of traveling so long over the ocean isn’t that exciting. Are we going to have to knock Elise out so that she can even make the journey?”

Mira seemed to have that part already covered. She pulled a small jar of something that looked gray and goop-like from under her desk. It was covered with a wooden lid.

“I just got this today! It’s a kind of muscle relaxant. They say it’s perfect for soothing anxiety, so we’re going to give this to Elise and see how she takes it.”

“I’m willing to try anything at this point,” I said, remembering how nervous she got. “I might try that stuff too. I’m not going to look forward to this trip.”

“It shouldn’t be too bad,” said Mira. “And there’s a little island in the middle of the ocean where we’ll land and switch Olypeppers. That way, we get on a fresh one before we get to Sallusasta. Once we hit land on the other side, we’ll come to the country of Bizahan, but it’s not very big. We’ll just have to fly over that and we’ll be in Sallusasta before we know it. They’re asking that everyone that wants to attempt Demonic Tremors check in at that royal palace there before their dive, and my father has a good contact for us when we get there.”

“Sounds like you have it all figured out then,” I said. “See, this is why I’m so grateful for you, Mira. I know you have all the details already worked out.”

She blushed a rosy-red color. “What can I say? Every group needs at least one person who can be the planner.”

“And you’re a better planner than most,” I said, pulling her to her feet. “Come on, the book can wait. Come to bed with me.”

“Are we just going to bed or are we going to bed?” she asked, raising one of those perfectly-formed eyebrows. “What did you have in mind, handsome man?”

I scooped her up with both arms, making Mira squeal as I carried her to our bed. “I’ll tell you when we get there.”

I hadn’t intended to have sex before bed, but it was the sight of my lovely Mira laying there in a shirt that was just a little too big for her that changed my mind, especially once I laid her down, causing her nipple to fall out of the shirt.

“Ah ah ah,” she said playfully, covering her nipple with one hand and wagging her finger at me. “Looking is going to cost you.”

I let out a low growl and pulled her legs up, ripping her little shorts off in one swoop. Suddenly, Mira was naked below the waist, and I could see the dark trimmings of her pubic hair.

“Are you just going to manhandle me or are you going to love me tenderly?” she asked, planting her hands on her hips.

“I haven’t decided yet,” I said. “Dealer’s choice?”

She fluttered her eyelashes at me. “Love me tender?”

I was much more gentle as I removed her shirt next. My own clothes followed quickly after, and for the next half hour, I gave Mira that tender lovemaking that she was so desperately seeking.

Before we could go to sleep, I felt her anxious fingers dancing across my chest.

“Not sleepy yet?” I asked, after already closing my eyes.

Mira shrugged. “Still excited, I guess. I’ve never left Aspatria before. I’ve often read about all these lands across the ocean, but I never knew if I’d get to experience them someday. Do you know anything about Sallusasta?”

I shook my head. “I’m not as well-read on other countries as you are.”

She sat up and looked at me. “It’s a wonderful place from what I’ve researched. It’s a smaller country, and their own diving league is smaller than ours—only four dungeons in total. We’ll be going to the capital city, where the king sits. He’s an older fellow, and he has a daughter that dives in the dungeons. He’s been trying to marry her off for years, but so far no one seems interested in her.”

“I wonder why that is,” I said. “Is she ugly or something? Maybe she doesn’t have the best personality.”

“No idea,” said Mira. “I just know it’s a bit of a scandal there. We’re likely to meet them, so it’s one thing to never bring up because it’s such a sensitive subject. The king wants grandchildren more than anything, and unfortunately, there are no suitors for the princess.”

“I’m sure with all the newcomers on the way to dive Demonic Tremors, that will have a new opportunity for the princess to find someone to marry,” I said. “I’m sure the old king is probably elated about the idea of new and powerful divers coming.”

Mira giggled. “Who do you think put out the call to have new divers come to Sallusasta? I think the king is trying to kill two birds with one stone.”

“We might just see a royal wedding before we go,” I joked. “Maybe we should bring something nice to wear.”

“Already one step ahead of you,” said Mira. “I packed our formal wear in our suitcases.”

“You’re an absolute treasure, do you know that?”

Mira sighed happily. “I never get tired of hearing you say that.”


Chapter
Four



“Is this really necessary? I look like someone smeared pond scum on my upper lip!”

I was finding it hard not to snicker after one look at Elise. We were all standing outside our makeshift Olypepper landing field, constructed from part of our land, while we waited to board our ride out of Aspatria.

And Mira had already sprung her muscle relaxant on Elise. I just never expected that the nasty ointment would need to be smeared on the upper lip, right below the nose.

Or that it left such a . . . distinguished mark.

“It’s very necessary, Elise,” said Mira. “You need to inhale the vapors from it. That’s what helps keep you relaxed.”

Elise crossed her arms in front of her breasts. “But it doesn’t make me look cute at all. And it’s a terrible look for the Aspatrian Avenger.”

“Just no,” said Seraphina, shaking her head. “Aspatrian Avenger?”

“You don’t like it, Sera-boo?” groaned Elise.

“It’s like you’re not even trying,” said Seraphina.

I felt for Elise, which was why I pulled the stunning blonde into my arms and hugged her. “Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll all try the muscle relaxant on the way over. That way, no one person will have to suffer from having it on their upper lip. We’re a family after all.”

“All of us?” said Seraphina, wiggling her nose as she stared into the jar of ointment.

To prove my point, I dipped my finger in the jar and spread it out under her nose. The look she gave me was priceless.

“Ha! Now you look like you have pond scum on your nose!” said Elise, pointing her finger.

“Elise is right,” pouted Seraphina. “This is so not cute.”

I grabbed some of my own and put it on my bare lip. It was only bare now because I shaved off the beard this morning, much to the happiness of the girls.

Well, all except Elise.

“Oh, I actually like yours,” she said, sidling up next to me. “Now it looks like a distinguished mustache. It’s sexy hot.”

I’m glad Elise appreciated it because I was starting to feel like the others. Still, I couldn’t help but think that it did the job it was supposed to do, because I felt surprisingly relaxed once we prepared to board the Olypepper.

Saying goodbye was a bittersweet affair, especially when our parents came to see us off. All the families were there, from the stuffy Carlsbergs to the regal Cultress family. I said my goodbyes to all of them before focusing on my parents last.

“Remember your training,” advised Dad. “You’ve come a long way in the last three weeks. You’re looking as sharp as you did down in Serpent Hollows.”

“I even got the pudge to go away,” I joked, stroking my stomach. The pudge wasn’t completely gone yet, but I knew a few more days of hard training would get me there. I felt battle-ready for the first time in a year, and I was ready to prove myself as the first victor of the Champion’s League.

“Please keep us posted with what happens over there,” said Mom. “Mathias tells me that the King of Sallusasta is also the head of their local diving guild. He’s in frequent contact with Mathias, and he’ll pass any messages back to us that he receives.”

“Don’t worry about anything,” I said. “We’ll be just fine. The stakes aren’t as high this time, and there’s no Rico to deal with. This is going to be a walk in the park.”

I said that more for their satisfaction than my own. I knew they would worry even more if I seemed uncertain, so I just wanted to put their minds at ease before we left. Even if the idea of diving a dungeon that had killed everyone else unsettled me only slightly.

You’re being slightly full of yourself with statements like that, said my diamond. It’s like you’re asking for trouble.

A little bit of trouble wouldn’t be so bad right now, I replied back. It’ll help break up the boredom.

The diamond didn’t say anything to that directly other than grunting. It could be awfully crotchety at times, much like an old man.

“I love you, Jeremy,” said Mom, hugging me tight. “And I know you’re going to do amazing.”

“Love you too,” I told them. “I’ll see you soon.”

With one last wave at my parents, we all took our seats on a much smaller platform than there was on Olypeppers that I’d ridden in the past. This one only had room for six seats in two rows of three. I sat next to Elise, as was the usual tradition when flying. Vaeda sat on my other side, taking my hand in hers as we gave one final wave to the parents. The other three girls sat in front of us as the beast prepared for takeoff.

At least the ointment seemed to be doing the trick. Elise had a glazed-over look in her eyes as the Olypepper took to the skies, and she barely even clung to me once we were hundreds of feet in the air. When I pointed this out to Vaeda about a half hour into our flight, the tiny dryad just shrugged.

“I’ll be honest—I’m feeling kinda high too,” said Vaeda, smiling at me. “This is good stuff. I don’t have a care in the world right now.”

Neither did I. We were all decidedly pleasant, even hours into the flight after we’d started across the great ocean. My butt got a little sore, requiring me to stand several times, but all in all, it wasn’t an unpleasant flight.

When we reached the halfway point, which was little more than a sandbar that was poking up out of the great ocean, the Olypepper came in for a rough landing that didn’t ruffle the feathers of anyone aboard.

“Now, that was just lovely,” said Elise, with that same dreamy smile on her face. “That’s the only way to fly if you ask me.”

“I’m so happy to hear that!” said an excited Mira, clapping her hands together. “Because we’re only about halfway there. So let’s put on more ointment, swap our Olypepper, and get back in the air.”

The second leg of the flight went quicker than the first. I think that was only because it had an overnight portion, during which most of us slept while we flew. When I woke up the next morning, I looked down below us to see that the great ocean had finally melted away, only to be replaced by flat farmland as far as the eye could see.

“Bizahan,” said Mira, who caught me looking. She turned around to grin at me. “We’re getting closer. Not much longer now.”

Indeed, it was only about two more hours before the flat farmland fell away, revealing a tiny kingdom that was part desert and part rolling hills. When we started to come down, I saw a beautiful city that was situated on one of the highest hills in the land—this one with a gorgeous castle in the center with tall towers that seemed to glisten in the sun’s light.

We’d made it to Sallusasta.

“Okay, so a few things to know,” said Mira, ever the tour guide. “We’re about to land in the capital city of Sallusasta. The city is called Salumbra. It’s the largest city in Sallusasta and the seat of the king, King Hermando. King Hermando is also the head of the diving guild here, but it’s not the DDU. They are simply called the DG—the Diver’s Guild.”

“Not exactly very creative people, are they?” muttered Vaeda.

“The Sallusastans are a pretty simple people,” said Mira. “They’re not known for being showy, and that’s manifested itself in many ways. Anyway, King Hermando knows we’re coming, and he’s sending his envoy to meet with us. We’ll probably be staying in dorms that belong to the DG while we’re here, which aren’t far from the royal palace. I’m told the envoy will meet us at the Olypepper field.”

“Is the DG related to the DDU?” asked Seraphina. “Or is it completely independent?”

“Fair question, and while each country’s diving guild has nominal independence, in reality, they are all rather interlinked. The upper leadership all stay in contact with each other, keeping them up to date on new developments. That’s how my father found out about this new dungeon.”

“It also means we can’t piss anyone off while we’re here,” said Vaeda, poking Elise in the side. “Because it’ll probably get back to the people at home.”

“Why’d you poke me like I was the one that was going to misbehave?” pouted Elise.

“Vaeda brings up a fair point,” I said. “Remember that while we’re here, we don’t just represent ourselves. We represent all of Aspatria. But that also means that I’m going to stand up for our homeland. We’re going to show them the very best of what we have to offer and nothing less.”

“I love when he talks like that,” said Mira, fanning her face while a dreamy smile took root. “He just sounds so . . . kingly.”

“Down girl,” joked Seraphina. “There will be time for relations later. Not when we’re about to land.”

Mira sighed dramatically and nodded. “Well, you all know the basics of it now. Let’s be on the lookout for our envoy.”

“I bet you ten gold coins that it’s a stuffy old-timer,” Vaeda told Seraphina. She then thought of something and glanced at Mira. “Do they know that we’re arriving today?”

Mira nodded. “My father gave them advanced notice.”

“Twenty gold coins then,” Vaeda told Seraphina. “I bet it’s a high-level person in their DG. Someone with a white beard or something.”

I grinned at hearing Vaeda make the bet. It was a new thing she was on, where she’d taken to betting the outcomes of certain things before they happened. I liked that it was usually with Seraphina, which to me really seemed like a show of how far their relationship had come.

“I’ll take that bet,” said Seraphina. “I bet it’ll be the king himself. Surely word of our reputation has arrived here in Sallusasta? I think he’ll be the one to greet us as his own envoy.”

Vaeda went to extend her hand so they could shake on it but paused before it was done. “Wait, if the envoy is the king, then technically it might satisfy my conditions as well. A high-level person in the DG. We could both be right.”

“Hmm, then I’ll change mine to the queen,” said Seraphina. “Deal?”

That seemed good enough for Vaeda because they shook on it seconds later.

“You two are ridiculous,” said Elise, shaking her head. “And this new betting thing you do is already getting old. Why don’t you get a new gimmick?”

“We’ll get a new gimmick the day you get a new one, Ms. Cinnamon Rolls,” said Vaeda, giving her a pointed look.

“Hey! It’s Mrs. Cinnamon Rolls to you,” said Elise. “I’m practically married. And cinnamon rolls are delicious so take that.”

“Ladies, we need to be good Aspatrians today,” said Mira, reminding them all as we came down for a landing in the closest Olypepper field. “No fighting or swearing. Smiles only!”

“Hang on tight,” said Calista. “This landing looks like it’s going to be bumpy.”

Calista was right on target, even if our Olypepper wasn’t. I don’t know if our pilot misjudged the field or something spooked the Olypepper, but the landing was more jarring than any I’d experienced. We were all thrown forward as the creature buckled upon landing. The sudden jolt meant that the girls in the front row had nothing to break their fall. By the time the beast settled, Calista was hanging to the creature’s neck while Seraphina and Mira were clinging to the side.

Even the pilot had been thrown off, hanging on the other side of the neck as he struggled to regain control.

Despite not going that far, I smashed my head against the railing that maintained the seats in front of us, making me see stars for several moments until my vision came back to me.

When it did, I was surprised that the first face I saw didn’t belong to one of my girls or the pilot, but rather to a woman with a very beautiful and very concerned face.

She looked . . . elegant. That was the only word I could think of as I took in her expensive-looking dress that was both simple and frilly at the same time. The neckline was square, which meant that I had a wonderful view of her cleavage as she bent over to attend to me. Glancing up, I could see a tiny cleft in her chin, as well as pouty lips, a thin straight nose, and pretty hazel eyes. Her hair was dark, darker than her eyes, but it was done up in an elaborate style while allowing a few loose bangs to frame her lovely face.

I didn’t know who she was or where she came from, but I didn’t dislike one second of seeing that gorgeous face.

“Can you hear me?” she asked, as that lovely face was filled with concern. “Did you hit your head?”

It was at that moment that I realized she was talking to me. I could also feel a lump just above my hairline where my head had made contact with the support bar. I reached up to rub it softly.

“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I feel like my head is still ringing.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” she said, touching my arm with concern. “I saw you land, and I’m surprised that you don’t have more injuries after that.” Her eyes suddenly became angered. “I’m going to have to talk with the pilot. That’s not how I want anyone’s first impression of my country to be.”

“Your country?” I repeated, catching that last part in particular. “Who are you?”

She smiled again, showing me the warmth of her face. “You must not have heard me the first time. I’m Britta. My father is King Hermando.”

“Oh my word, that makes you Princess Britta,” said Mira, who then rushed over to do a proper curtsy. “We’re honored to meet you!”

“Please, just Britta for now,” said the princess as she looked at my head again. “Oh sugar, you’re bleeding. Here, let me fix that.”

Britta placed her hand over the wound and muttered, “Healing Light.”

As had happened a thousand times before, the bloody scratch healed instantly, not even leaving a mark in its place.

“All better,” said Britta, pulling back and helping me to my feet. “Anyone else have any wounds that I don’t know about? What an awful first impression.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” I said, making Britta smile. “And honestly, it could have been a lot worse. No harm, no foul.”

Britta wiped her forehead. “I’m so grateful to hear that. My father would have been seriously upset if you were injured on the way in. Sallusasta doesn’t get that many visitors, and when we get one of your profile, well, we want to make sure you get the best hospitality.”

Elise seized on that pretty quickly. “You’ve heard of us then?”

“Of course,” said Britta, nodding her head. “You’re the Dungeon Daredevils. Everyone was talking about how quickly you completed your country’s diving league. I heard it was only fourteen months.”

“Actually, it was twelve,” said Elise, hamming it up. “But who’s counting, am I right?”

Britta made an O face. “That’s incredible! I’ve met a few other foreign champions already, but none that have done so in such a short amount of time. Have you heard of the Mindaro Islanders? Their league is ten dungeons long!”

“They have a champion here?” asked Elise, the smile melting somewhat.

“Oh no, there’s no current champion of that land,” said Britta, shaking her head. “It’s rare that someone completes that one. Only happens once in a few generations.”

“Might be one for us to try,” said Elise, putting her arm around me. “I bet you we could do all ten in a year.”

“What Elise is trying to say is that she thinks we’re the absolute best in the entire world,” said Seraphina. “The word humility isn’t in her vocabulary.”

“It is in my vocabulary,” defended Elise. “Right next to hubris, which I also happen to have plenty of.”

“Case in point,” snickered Seraphina.

“Ladies,” hissed Mira, pointing at Britta. “Royalty. Play nice.”

“Oh, right,” said Elise, who suddenly put her arm around Seraphina and put on the fakest smile ever. “We all love each other so much.”

“We really do though,” said a genuine Seraphina. “We like to tease, but we really do love each other.”

“You guys are hilarious,” said Britta, giggling before she looked at me. “I don’t know how you do it. They’re all in your harem, right?”

“Well, we do have a schedule,” said Calista. “And we rotate nights. And it helps that Jeremy never leaves until we’re very satisfied.”

“I’m always satisfied,” said Elise, nodding her head a few times too many.

At one time, that would have made me very embarrassed to hear that out loud. Now though, I accepted and owned the fact that they were all in my harem. I didn’t break eye contact with Britta.

“It’s a little crazy, but we make it work,” I said. “It helps that we love each other.”

I could tell Britta was intrigued by us. I could also tell she had about a hundred different questions, but she seemed to remember at that moment why she was there in the first place.

“Well, I’d like to extend an invitation to all of you to join us at the royal palace,” she said. “My father was going to send an envoy to meet you, but when I heard it was going to be the Daredevils team, I volunteered to do it myself.”

I glanced back to see the shoulders slump on both Seraphina and Vaeda. Neither would be winning any bets right now.

“There have been several other arrivals already, but your timing is great,” continued Britta. “This weekend will be a new tourney for anyone that wants to enter this new dungeon.”

“A tourney?” asked Calista. “What’s that?”

“We do things a little differently over here than in Aspatria,” said Britta politely. “For one, no one can just enter the dungeons whenever they please. We hold large festivals, called tourneys, for days when the dungeons can be accessed. Our entry-level dungeons have tourneys thrown monthly, but the tourney for our highest-ranked dungeon is only thrown once a year. It can be inconvenient depending on your timing, but we’ve always done it that way. With this new dungeon, the last tourney was two months ago, and divers have been itching to get back into it ever since.”

I could tell by the look in her eye that she was also itching to get inside too.

“That includes you, right?” I asked. “Since you healed me, I’m going to guess you’re a caster?”

Her eyes lit up. “Very good, Jeremy. Observant. I like you. Yes, I’m a caster. Here, check out my stat sheet.”

That was when I saw another difference from Aspatria. Britta wasn’t wearing a badge as much as she was wearing a little bracelet around her wrist. It was made of some kind of metal that I had a hard time identifying, but when she stroked it with her finger, her stat sheet popped up for me to see.

Name: Britta Bellona

Class: Caster

Level: 119

Experience: 2328/6500

Stats:

Strength: 117

Agility: 119

Magical Power: 114

Stamina: 113

Intelligence: 116

Charisma: 108

Abilities:

Quick Cast

Power Share

Spells:

Healing Light

Turret Strike III

Dragon Shield II

Lightning Whip III

“What do you think?” she asked, with some hesitation in her voice, as I scanned her sheet. “Not bad, right?”

I could tell that she was very proud of her stat sheet, and she was looking for some kind of validation that I thought so too.

“Not bad at all,” I said. “What’s Lighting Whip? I’m not familiar with that one.”

Her smile grew several sizes at once. “I’ll have to show you sometime. I love that spell. There’s nothing like being able to feel the raw power in your hands like that one gives you. I used it to beat the last boss in our final dungeon, whipping the sword right out of its hand. It’s incredibly potent. I think it’s going to be the one I choose to go with me into Demonic Tremors. Alongside Healing Light, of course.”

“I’m not following,” I said as my eyes narrowed. “Why do you need to pick?”

Britta covered her mouth in shock. “You haven’t heard yet. I’m sorry, I thought you all knew already. This new dungeon—the first in the Champion’s League—has special rules that are unique to only it. One of the rules is that you can only pick two spells to go with you inside this dungeon.”

“Wait, only two spells?” said Mira. “I wonder why?”

Britta shrugged. “We’re not really sure the reason why, but it’s happened to every team that has stepped inside so far. You’re forced to choose only two.”

That caused me to pause for a moment as I considered what I would take with me. I didn’t have that many spells, but all of them filled some kind of role in my repertoire.

And it would be very hard to part with something like Perilous Flames.

Perilous Flames can take care of most threats, said my diamond. I’m not too shabby either.

I grinned, thinking that the diamond was entirely right.

I’m usually right, it added.

“Don’t worry though,” said Britta, noticing the consternation that was present on everyone’s face. “You’ll have the whole week to decide what you want to take down there. And you’ll have access to the practice fields as well. You’ll have plenty of time to acclimate yourselves.”

“We’ll figure it out,” I said. “It is an interesting nerf though. I guess that’s part of the reason they call it the Champion’s League. It needs to find new ways to test us.”

“And it’s definitely done that,” said Britta ominously. “In more ways than one.”

There was a tone of sorrow in her voice that I picked up on right away. I didn’t have a chance to ask about it as Britta gestured for us to enter a nearby carriage.

“Come on this way,” she said. “I’ll take you all to the royal palace. Don’t worry about your luggage. My people will take care of everything.”

Sure enough, a small army of attendants took care of our luggage, transporting it from the back of the Olypepper to the waiting carriage. We all piled into the carriage while Britta directed her people. It was while Britta’s back was turned to us that Vaeda noticed another interesting asset of the princess.

“Oh . . . my . . . word, Seraphina,” said Vaeda, accentuating each syllable. “Look at her butt.”

“You of all people would notice someone’s ass,” said Calista with a snort.

“No, Vaeda is right,” said Seraphina, checking out the princess. “There are butts. And then there are asses. And the princess has one amazing ass.”

I let my eyes follow their line of sight until it reached Britta’s backside.

And was Vaeda ever right. In my life, I don’t think I’d ever seen a nicer butt. It was like her dress was tailored in such a way that really accentuated her ass, even though I knew that wasn’t the case. The fabric just molded around that spectacular ass anyway, showing two juicy, round yet very tight globes that were set on a pair of almost impossible hips.

I heard Elise sigh from right next to me. “Why can’t I have a butt like that? Mine is so flat compared to hers.”

“Hey now,” I said. “You have a great butt, Elise.”

She stood up in the carriage and thrust her butt in my face. “Yeah, but it’s not round like hers. I’m more flat and tucked-in. She’s got so much more volume than mine.”

“I wonder if it’s her diet?” suggested Mira. “I wonder if they eat something here that goes straight to their butt.”

“I want to know what it is if that’s the case,” said Elise. “Maybe I can sit next to her at dinner tonight. Maybe she’ll tell me her secret?”

I had a very real vision of Elise sitting next to a shocked princess as she begged for the secrets behind getting a perfect ass. At the rate we were going, I wouldn’t be surprised if we didn’t even last one full day in Sallusasta before we were thrown out.

“Okay, I think that’s everything,” said Britta, poking her head into the carriage with a tired smile. “What were you guys talking about?”

Leave it to Elise to butcher the answer so badly that it made us all look guilty.

“Definitely not your ass,” said Elise suddenly, making me smack my face in embarrassment.

“Huh?” said Britta, clearly confused.

“She likes to joke a lot,” said Mira, attempting a recovery. “So tell us more about your city. Have you lived here your entire life?”

Britta thought nothing of the sudden change of subject (or if she did, she didn’t say anything).

“Most of my life,” said Britta. “Salumbra has always been the seat of power in Sallusasta, but it’s not our only home in the country. For most of my early years, I lived in our country palace, which is about two hours from here. It’s wonderfully peaceful, and it lets me get away from certain elements in the city that I find distasteful.”

She didn’t elaborate any further on that, but I noticed her body language changed quickly. She must have noticed it too, because she tried to put it away quickly.

“Either way, Salumbra is my home, and it’s where my parents live,” she said. “You probably noticed the royal palace on the way in?”

“It’s kinda hard to miss,” said Vaeda. “Especially with those tall towers. It’s a lovely home though.”

“It’s even larger on the inside,” said Britta. “And it’s very easy to get lost in. I’m not a big fan of all that opulence, mostly because it’s so large that it just feels empty all the time. I know that’s because we don’t have the biggest family. My mother was told that she couldn’t have any more children after me, so I don’t have any siblings. And I’m not married yet either, as my father likes to remind me at least five times a day.”

I was amused when Britta suddenly clamped a hand over her mouth. “And I can’t believe I just told you all that. I’m sorry—pretend I didn’t say that.”

“Too late now, sister,” said Elise. “It’s already out there.”

Britta’s shoulders slumped forward. “Sorry. Please don’t say anything. It’s just that it gets really old at times. You have no idea what it can be like to have a father whose only concern seems to be that you get bred like you’re some kind of mare.”

“That’s got to be hard for you,” I said. “I’m guessing as the king, he wants to make sure his line continues?”

She nodded. “Which is understandable. And I’m certainly not opposed to marrying. I’d love to marry and have my own family very much, but what he doesn’t understand is that I want to be on my own timetable.”

“And trying to tell a king that he can’t control something is like trying to fly over the sun,” I said.

Britta smiled at me. “Exactly. Either way, I’m resigned to it. I put up with it when I have to, but when I can dive with my team, it gives me the chance to put it all behind me.”

“Your diving team?” repeated Calista. “Sorry if this is forward, but aren’t you intimate with anyone on your team? Most high-level teams are bonded together with love.”

The princess shook her head. “No, it’s not like that. Don’t get me wrong—I love Kyle and Sebastian like brothers, but not in a romantic kind of way. The other members of my team are women, and well, that wouldn’t go over well with the court. Not that I’m attracted to women. I can just imagine all the tongues wagging at the mere thought of the princess being a lesbian.”

“Might not be a bad idea for when you want to shake things up,” I said with a smile.

Her lips upturned softly. “Sorry to disappoint, but I like men just a little too much to play into that game.”

Right at that moment, I decided I liked Britta. Not because her statement could be misconstrued for flirting, but because her situation was one that I was sympathetic to, and she seemed very grounded even for a princess.

Being beautiful certainly helped her cause, but what really did it was her personality.

“So don’t be surprised if my father tries to corner you when you get there,” she said to me. “The fame of the Daredevils is well-known, and I’m afraid he’s going to try to get you to marry me before you leave.”

Britta rolled her eyes, and it was obvious it was a source of embarrassment for her.

“Don’t worry, we’re more than capable of rising to a challenge,” I said, which only made her eyes sparkle.

“So I’ve heard,” she said quietly.


Chapter
Five



Our carriage kept up a steady pace as we moved deeper into the city.

“Anyway, this is the main market district of the city,” said Britta, ever the proper host. “Just about anything in the world can be bought or sold here, so if you find that you’ve forgotten something that you needed from Aspatria, you can surely find it here. There’s also a great spell shop if you’re interested in getting something new for Demonic Tremors.”

“What about a good bakery?” asked Elise. “Someone that makes fantastic cinnamon rolls? Are there any places like that?”

Britta barely needed to think about it. She snapped her fingers suddenly.

“Go find Mauricio at the corner of Seventh and Holland. He makes delicious cinnamon rolls.”

Elise looked out the carriage to see what street we were on. “Are we getting close?” she asked.

Britta laughed and told the driver to add it as another stop, which was a humorous side trip, especially once Elise was back in the carriage after grabbing a box of cinnamon rolls.

“Noph bad!” muttered Elise with a mouthful of roll. “Noph bad a’ all.”

“You should try his cupcakes,” said Britta. “When I’m having a bad day, I sneak out of the palace and get a box of cupcakes. I can’t tell you how amazing they are.”

“By any chance, do you eat a lot of his cupcakes?” said Elise as her eyes narrowed.

Britta’s head drifted back and forth as she thought about it. “Maybe a bit too many. I really like them a lot.”

“And have you noticed if those cupcakes go to your ass at all?” said Elise. “You know, hypothetically speaking.”

“Elise wants to know if they add more cushion for the pushin’,” added Seraphina, pulling her hands to her waist. “You know, do they increase the size of your ass?”

If Elise was hoping for a clear answer, she was going to be disappointed. I think Britta was just a little too polite to answer that question honestly, because she only smiled.

“Not that I’ve noticed,” she said, spreading her hands apart.

“Damnit,” muttered Elise.

The carriage continued to make its way through the city, leaving the market behind until we arrived at a large stately boulevard that was marked with lower-lying yet elegant buildings on either side. In the middle of this street, I could see several well-maintained gardens, including a large fountain that shot up water as we made our way closer to the palace. We passed several other streets along the way, with the center of each intersection marked with some kind of gilded statue of different warriors.

“Famous diving heroes from Sallusasta,” said Britta, noticing my attention on the statues. “If you were born here, you’d probably have a statue already. We tend to honor our heroes like that.”

“You make them sound like war heroes,” I said. “I’m not a hero. Just a diver.”

Britta gave me a shocked expression. “We would disagree with that sentiment. Our best divers are heroes. They’ve conquered everything the dungeons could throw at them and beat the bosses at the bottom. It gives the people something to look at. A champion to root for.”

“He’s just being modest like usual,” said Seraphina, touching my arm. “Where we’re from, he’s every bit the hero. And we have our own statue in our capital city too.”

“I have it on good authority that the first team to conquer this new dungeon will get their own statue too,” said Britta, leaning in and whispering like it was a big secret. “Especially if they are going to be considered a champion.”

“How many other champions are in the city that will be diving with us?” asked Vaeda. “Are there many teams?”

“Um, not that many,” said Britta. “I know of three Sallusastan teams that are going in, including my own. A few other champion teams, such as from Cozocomo, Bizahan, a team from both West Humanantra and East Humanantra, but we need to keep them separated because they definitely don’t get along at all. A few others will be there.”

“It sounds like this tourney is going to be crowded,” said Seraphina. “How are we going to keep from running into each other in the dungeon?”

“Oh, that won’t be any problem,” said Britta, waving her hand. “Our entries will be timed. The dungeon entrance also rotates so that each team starts out on their own. It’s not much of a problem, and we’d never dream of having a team fight another team down in the dungeons.”

She said it like it wasn’t an issue whatsoever. I realized that not every country had a recent experience with infighting like we had.

Finally, we rounded the last stately statue to reveal the royal palace in all its glory. It looked impressive from the air, but on the ground level it looked absolutely mammoth. I lost count of all the windows after reaching a hundred of them, and that seemed to just be one side of the palace. I saw at least three different wings, with towers separating them every few intervals. There were five stories from what I could see, including one grand balcony on the right wing that seemed to span at least a couple hundred feet.

We passed the gatehouse, where one look inside the carriage was all that was needed to confirm the presence of its royal occupant. From there, we started on a gravel path that led all the way to the front door.

There was a cluster of people waiting for us there, including one very regal looking woman that appeared to be middle-aged. One look at her face told me exactly who she was.

“Mother, let me introduce my new friends,” said Britta, taking a moment to say each of our names. “Daredevils, this is my mother, Queen Rena.”

“A pleasure to have you in our country,” said Rena, giving us a regal smile. “Welcome to Sallusasta.”

“And thank you for having us,” I said, with a bow of my head. “Your daughter is a lovely host.”

“She’s been telling us all about your city and your country,” added Mira.

Rena chuckled nervously. “Not everything, I hope. There are some things that are best left for private company.”

I saw Rena give Britta an anxious look, but it only lasted for a split second before her attention was back on us again. It was something that I filed away for the next time I spoke with Britta without an audience.

“In any event, you are here just in time,” said Rena. “With your arrival, all the foreign diving teams are now here. My husband and I would be delighted if you could join us for dinner tonight.”

“I’d be very happy if you could too,” added Britta, which made me smile at the way she seemed determined to stand apart from her parents.

“Of course, it would be our pleasure,” I said, mostly looking at Britta while a rosy blush filled her face.

“Fantastic,” replied Rena. “Let us get you situated into rooms. I’ll have the servants get your luggage put where it needs to go. Other than that, I’ll send someone to get you once dinner is ready. If you need anything, just let our servants know.”

With that, Rena clapped only once, but it seemed to be a signal to the palace staff that her orders were ready to be carried out. A small army of them sprung into action as Rena, followed by Britta, went back into the palace. Britta waved at me just before disappearing inside.

“If you’ll just follow me,” said one servant, a man with a vibrant mustache. “I’ll take you to your rooms.”

At that point, Mira leaned into me. “I thought we were going to stay in the dorms?” she whispered.

“I guess we’ve been upgraded,” I said. “Perks of knowing the owners of the place, I suppose.”

Mira giggled. “Nothing wrong with a little royal living. I was afraid staying in the dorms again would make us miss our mansion anyway.”

The palace was incredibly stately, with the kind of elaborate furniture, trappings, and high ceilings that you would expect from such a place. There was a small army of servants too, and we passed no less than ten of them as we were led to a secondary wing. The servant stopped in front of a wide set of double doors and threw them open with a dramatic flair.

“Your suite, ladies and gentleman,” he said, bowing stiffly. “My name is Ebeneezer, and I will be your main concierge while you’re staying in the palace. If you should need anything, please don’t hesitate to get my attention.”

We thanked him, but then something amusing happened. I wasn’t sure how customs worked in Sallusasta, but Ebeneezer clearly expected to be given something for his time and effort of leading us to our rooms. He extended his hand and closed his eyes expectantly.

It was Elise who was standing close to him. And she hit me with a confused look.

“A tip,” I whispered to her. “Give him a tip.”

Elise nodded confidently as she realized what was happening. She took a deep breath and put her hand on his shoulder.

“Never go into the dungeons without checking your weapons or testing your new spells,” she said. “It’s a great way to get killed in the first fifty feet.”

Elise then clicked her tongue as she dragged a finger across her throat in the universal sign of death.

Ebeneezer looked bewildered, as did the rest of us. Since Elise was the last one to come into the room, She closed the doors in his face without getting a response.

“Elise, Jeremy meant an actual tip like in coins,” said Seraphina as she giggled. “Not advice.”

Elise looked embarrassed. “Oh, oops. You should have specified!”

She threw open the door suddenly only to find Ebeneezer already making his way quickly down the hall.

“Hey, Ebeneezer!” she said. “I have another tip for you.”

Instead of turning around, the servant simply walked away faster.

“I think you scared the crap out of him,” said Vaeda, who was having a hard time containing her laughter.

Elise grunted. “In my defense, it was still a good tip.”

“The good news is that I think we’ll have excellent service since Elise scared the man to death,” I said before turning around to appraise our new home for the time being. “Look at this room though. Wow.”

“It’s stunning,” muttered Calista as she took in the chandelier that was over our heads.

Indeed, everything in the room was lovely. The elegance that we’d seen so far was carried over into the room. We were in some kind of sitting room now, with furniture that looked very stiff but also oddly comfortable at the same time. I tested a chair that was closest to us, finding that the suede material yielded easily once my weight was against it.

“That’s really nice,” I said, pushing back into it. “Almost makes me feel like I'm home.”

“Are you insinuating that our mansion at home is as nice as a royal palace?” asked Seraphina.

I shrugged. “If the shoe fits.”

She grinned at me. “Yeah, it’s definitely nice. And it reminds me of home.”

We found that there were as many as ten different bedrooms in our suite, joined together by several common spaces and bathrooms. It was definitely meant to house a diving team by the looks of things, especially with all the decorations that lined the walls.

“Jeremy, come look at this!” said Mira, pointing up at an ancient-looking spear resting on a metal display. “It says that this spear was once wielded by Eldrick the Bold, one of the first dungeon divers in Sallusasta. This spear is over a thousand years old!”

“Wow,” said Elise, who joined us as we looked at it. “Can you imagine being in the dungeon with only this rinky-dink spear?”

“In those days, spells were much harder to come by,” said Mira. “Many of the divers had to fight with their weapons alone. Can you believe that?”

“It’s harder than it seems,” I said, remembering my recent training with my father. “I’m glad we’ll have spells we can access for Demonic Tremors, even if we can only take two each.”

We continued to settle into the suite for the time being, unpacking our things. Several of the rooms came with king-sized beds, and I decided to move two of them together so that it would best mimic our usual sleeping positions.

“Ah, now that’s just like home,” said Elise, laying down on the bed once it was all together. “Do you think we have time for sex? Because I don’t know about all of you, but seeing all this elegance has my juices flowing.”

“Ahem.”

Elise shot up quickly as soon as we all saw Ebeneezer. The man looked terrified at seeing Elise, and her latest comment didn’t help her poor first impression either.

“The princess and the royal mother approach,” said Ebeneezer.

Before I could ask anything else, I saw Britta approaching with a woman that definitely didn’t look like Queen Rena. In fact, this woman looked old enough to be Britta’s grandmother. She was sitting in some kind of wheelchair that was being pushed by another servant. And despite the look on Britta’s face, the royal mother looked like she didn’t want to be there.

“Daredevil team, I’d like you to meet the royal mother,” said Britta, her welcome smile making her face glow with warmth. “Also known as my grandma. This is Queen Maeve.”

“Honored to meet you, Queen Maeve,” said Calista, who was closest to the pair. She bowed deeply, but it was the royal mother’s response that made all of us pause.

Maeve grunted. “Why are we doing this again?” she said loudly to Britta. “Who are these people?”

I’ll admit—I laughed out loud. I was expecting some cantankerous response after seeing the look on her face, and Maeve didn’t disappoint.

“Grandma,” scolded Britta. “Be nice. They’re a very well-known diving team from Aspatria.”

“Bah,” scoffed Maeve, waving her brittle hand. “No one from your generation knows anything about real diving anymore. It’s all magic this and spell that!”

“I suppose that means you fought with a spear like that one over there,” said Elise, crossing her arms before nodding her head toward the ancient weapon. “The age seems about right.”

“Elise!” shrieked Mira as she started to blush. “We’re so sorry. Usually she’s not so blunt.”

Maeve didn’t seem fazed at all. She took one look at Elise and seemed determined to stare her down.

“So you like to joke, eh?” responded Maeve as quick as a whistle. “Why don’t I use that spear on your blonde ass to show you some manners? I’ll turn you into a fire stick poker before you even know it.”

Not one to avoid a challenge, Elise took a step closer to the old woman. “I’d like to see you try. My blonde ass is amazing by the way, and I don’t need magic to stick a boot up yours.”

I felt the situation spiraling out of control. I saw panic on the face of Britta while the blood drained from her face. Suddenly, the very real threat of being thrown out before we even reached the tourney seemed almost a guarantee.

Then something happened that I didn’t expect.

Maeve started to laugh.

She laughed so hard that it made her cough, but then she kept laughing some more, reaching her wrinkled hand out to Elise.

“I like you, dear,” she said. “You have some pluck about you.”

Elise nodded. “I have a certain reputation to uphold. Back home, I’m known as the Archer Ace, and I don’t take shit from anyone.”

Maeve chuckled. “Yes, I like her. She’s got grit and plenty of spine. Both of which you’ll need in this new dungeon. Too many have fallen already, but I think you’ve got what it takes. The jury is still out on the rest of you pussies.”

“Grandma, language!” chastised Britta.

Maeve waved her hand again. “Britta, I’m too old to censor myself anymore. You know this.”

Catching onto what was happening, I decided to be bold. I stepped up and took Maeve’s hand.

“Hello, Maeve, I’m Jeremy,” I said. “And I like your cantankerous, wrinkled ass.”

Maeve snorted and pulled me closer. “Here’s another one with pluck to him. Do you have a girlfriend, young man? My granddaughter could use someone with an actual pair of balls. The only ones that line the halls of this palace anymore are spineless wimps that talk too formally, like they don’t have a pair.”

I gave an amused look to Britta, who had definitely caught onto the game.

“Very smooth,” whispered Britta, once the other girls were introducing themselves.

“When in Sallusasta, act as the Sallusastans do,” I said.

“We’re not all like her,” said Britta, wiping her forehead. “She’s just so blunt sometimes. Most of the servants are petrified of her, and my father only brings her out in public when he has to. I still adore her, but I just wish she had better bedside manner, especially with new people.”

“I think she’s great,” I said. “I like people who speak their minds. It’s endearing.”

“Well of all the people that have met her in recent years, I think your introduction has been the most memorable,” said Britta with a twinkle in her eye. “No one has directly mentioned her old, wrinkled ass. Or threatened to put a boot up it.”

I grinned as I watched the rest of the girls introduce themselves. All of them followed my lead, except for poor Mira, who was still too polite to be anything less than exemplary.

“P-pleased to meet you, I suppose,” said Mira, struggling for a decent insult. “You j-jerk,” she added as an afterthought.

“I need to work a little on you,” said Maeve, patting Mira’s hand. “You’re too polite. Spend a few afternoons with me, and I’ll sharpen you up a little.”

Mira looked like she’d rather face Serpent Hollows again than spend a few afternoons with Maeve. She nodded politely and stepped away from the older lady quickly.

“Now that you’re all here, let’s eat,” said Maeve, thumbing her finger back where she came. “You won’t believe how starved I am. My son never feeds me.”

“Grandma, you ate less than two hours ago,” added Britta, shaking her head.

Maeve rolled her eyes. “Starving, I tell you. I look like a plague victim.”

I couldn’t help but smile at that, mostly because if her midsection was any indication, Maeve was taken care of very well.

“Good news for her is that the banquet will start in just an hour,” said Britta. “Though I wanted to be sure you all had something to wear. If anyone needs some clothes, I can definitely make sure that there are some available.”

“I think we can manage,” said Calista. “We packed for a wide variety of occasions. I know just what I’m going to wear.”

“At least she does,” snorted Maeve. “And with a body like that, I don’t blame her. I was beautiful once too. And I had a great ass!”

Britta turned very red in the face, especially when Elise added something else to it.

“Looks like it runs in the family,” whispered the blonde.

“Okay, that’s enough embarrassment for one afternoon,” said Britta, putting her hand against her face. “See you all in an hour? I hope you’re hungry.”

We waved goodbye to Britta, and then spent the next hour getting ready for our royal feast. Clothing wasn’t my strong suit, especially considering the fact that I’d never dined with royalty before. I relied on the girls for their help, and I was moderately sure by the time our hour was up that I looked like I belonged here in my formal dinner robes.

“Who says we have to go to dinner?” asked Vaeda, letting out a whistle once she saw me ready. “When we have dessert right here waiting for us already?”

I took the gorgeous dryad into my arms and kissed her. “You look great too. All of you do. Everyone that sees me tonight is going to think I’m the luckiest guy in Aspatria for being with all of you.”

“That’s not too far off from the truth,” said Seraphina, looking gorgeous in a maroon-colored dress that seemed to match her hair. “I’d say we fit in quite nicely.”

“That’s the understatement of the century,” said Elise, planting her hand on her hip. She was wearing a white dress that was cut very low down the front. She looked like sex personified, and I was just as eager as Vaeda to get back for “dessert.”

But the fun could wait for now. Not only was I hungry, but I was eager to meet King Hermando, especially since he was the head of the local DG. If he was anything like Mathias, I was sure any conversation with him would be a treat.

Oh, how very wrong I was.


Chapter
Six



“So you’re Jeremy Pollard then, are you? Have you considered taking a wife yet? My daughter is single and looking.”

In hindsight, I wasn’t surprised by the first real greeting from King Hermando. Britta’s evaluation of her father turned out to be right on the money. And he was definitely relentless in his quest to find his daughter a husband.

“That’s nice and everything, but I’m in committed relationships with my harem,” I said, gesturing to the other five women next to me. “We’re not married yet, but we are in practice.”

“Five already?” replied Hermando, stroking his thick beard as he studied the girls in tandem. “Yes, five is a good start. Nothing wrong with adding one more though, is there?”

I glanced out of the corner of my eye to see Britta with a neutral expression, shaking her head. I knew how embarrassing this was for her, especially whenever her grandmother jumped in next.

“Herman, she’s not some mare that needs to be bred and sold,” she said, chastising her son. “Give it a rest for once, will you?”

“She’s the royal princess, mother,” replied the king. “She needs to have a husband. She needs to have children.”

Maeve snorted. “She’s still a young thing. Only in her twenties. Let her have fun and run around with however many gentlemen callers she wants. It’s just like how I spent my twenties, and it was a blast!”

I watched as both Hermando and Britta planted their hands against their faces. I was amused by the display, mostly as I wondered how someone as straight-laced as Hermando could come from someone like Maeve. I got my answer a short while later.

“You’re just like your father was,” Maeve told Hermando. “All this worrying is going to put you into an early grave just like it did for him. Don’t worry about Britta. She’s a lovely girl with a bright future.”

“Thank you, Grandma,” said Britta, giving the older woman a genuine smile.

“And if that doesn’t work out, there’s always hooking,” added Maeve, making her son turn red in the face.

It was definitely not the picture of family tranquility. As I listened to Hermando rail on about the sanctity and purity of the royal princess, I noticed Rena drinking heavily as she listened to the back-and-forth between mother and son, only offering a cursory defense when the conversation swung her way.

“All I’m saying is that Jeremy is a very powerful diver,” said Hermando, pointing at me. “He’d make a fine husband.”

“With all due respect, King Hermando, I’m not in the business of just collecting wives,” I told him firmly. “Before I had my harem, they were just my team. We fit so well because we learned to survive and conquer together. I don’t have any interest in marrying or adding anyone else to my group that doesn’t belong there. It would only cheapen what we already have.”

There was a silence in the room as I said that, disturbed only by the clanging of silverware at nearby tables. Even Maeve seemed to be rendered speechless, which I thought to be astonishing. I could tell that Hermando was used to getting his way, but I could also tell that Britta appreciated that someone else was willing to stand up to him.

“You’ll keep her in mind though, won’t you?” he asked. “If you decide to expand? She would make a great wife. And she has good genes.”

“Father,” grumbled Britta. “Enough with this already.”

Hermando put his hands up, but I could tell that we’d probably have this discussion again. At least it helped us address the elephant in the room. Now I felt like we could truly talk about something that wasn’t the apparent breeding rights to his daughter.

“So tell me, Jeremy, what made you decide to cross the ocean to be with us here in Sallusasta?” asked Hermando, after making sure I was handed a big shank of meat. “Was it just the thrill of diving or something else?”

“I think we were looking to put an end to our monotony,” I said frankly. I saw no reason to tell him something that wasn’t true. “We’d already conquered all the Aspatrian dungeons and had a brief retirement. But we wanted something more.”

“You’ll get something more with this new dungeon,” he said, giving me a stern look. “It’s not for the faint of heart. You know what’s happened to the teams that have been in there before you, right?”

I nodded. “Only a few have made it out alive, without even leaving the first floor.”

“The dungeon is part of a series called the Champion’s League,” he said. “And it really means that. It’s going to test you in ways you’ve never been tested before. Is that worth the glory you’re seeking? Is it worth dying over?”

I smirked at him. “You’re starting to sound like my parents.”

“The fact of the matter is that no parent sends their child into the dungeon without serious reservations,” said Hermando. “And for good reason. My own family has already dealt with loss.”

I raised my eyebrow. I didn’t know that.

“You have?”

Hermando nodded. “My niece. Britta’s cousin. She was in the first tourney, and she didn’t make it back alive. She was a great diver too, and her life was snuffed away in seconds. Sometimes I wonder if that’s all worth it. Sometimes I wonder if it’s worth me allowing my only daughter the right to go into the dungeons at all.”

I could see Britta opening her mouth to argue that point, but before she could speak, I had to say something.

“I think every diving team knows their limits,” I said. “And they shouldn’t push themselves, especially if they’re about to bite off more than they can chew.”

“But how will you know that before it’s too late?” he asked.

He brought up a great point. Maybe it was the fact that it was so ingrained in our culture that we entered the dungeons, but the fact that most parents allowed their children that opportunity upon turning twenty was madness in a way.

It was especially maddening for someone like Hermando, considering what he had to lose should something happen to Britta.

“I guess there’s no way you can know for sure,” I said finally. “It’s a risk we all take. For some of us, though, it’s a risk that makes our lives worth living.”

“I was never much of a diver, Jeremy,” he admitted. “Of course, when you lose three older brothers to the dungeons, that can hardly be surprising. I wasn’t meant to be king, but when I found myself on the throne, I knew I wanted to live a longer life than they did. And for me, that meant staying far away from them. As irony would have it, my position as king puts me at the head of the DG, but I don’t mind that. What I do mind though is my daughter coming back alive. Which is why I would ask of you that when this next tourney comes, you do everything in your power to make sure Britta comes back alive.”

“Father, I don’t need—” said Britta, before being interrupted by the king.

“You’re my only daughter, Britta,” said Hermando quietly. “And I don’t want any more of our family’s blood being shed down there. Of all the divers I’ve met so far, he seems the most capable. I’m just asking that you look out for her and her team while inside the dungeon.”

“With all due respect, your daughter isn’t a slouch,” I said, smiling at Britta. “She’s ranked at level 119. She’s more than capable of looking out for herself.”

The look that Hermando gave me was hollowing.

“I’ve heard of the terrors that have come out of that dungeon,” he said ominously. “This is no ordinary dungeon, and I beg you not to take this lightly. It makes me sick to my stomach to even think about calling another tourney for this, but here we are. I just need your help, and I won’t ask you to consider marriage again. Just help me look out for her please?”

I had so many questions, but now wasn’t the time for them. I could tell that even Britta was silenced by the plea, and the question about her cousin made me want to discuss it with her later.

Still, I could see in his eyes a very real need to keep his only daughter safe, or at least as safe as could be. And given that I liked Britta so far, I found my answer to be easy.

“I’ll do what I can to make sure she comes out of there alive,” I promised him.

“Good man!” said Maeve suddenly, listening to our conversation. She elbowed her son’s side. “It’s good to see that not all men are total pussies these days.”
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“So my family is a little nuts, if you haven’t figured that out yet.”

I grinned as Britta pulled me aside later on that evening. Most of the eating was already over, and the king had sent in a dancing troupe that was now putting on quite the show on the stage in front of the table. The music was definitely catchy, but it was the head nod from Britta that had us standing just outside the door a short while later.

“Memorable is the word I would choose,” I said. “Definitely memorable.”

“They mean well,” said Britta, clearly conflicted over her family’s first impression. “And usually my grandma isn’t so animated. I think she does it partly because she knows it riles up my father.”

“They’re just fine,” I said. “Who doesn’t know a grandmother that says everything she’s thinking, even when it’s not kosher? Or a father who’s biggest worry is making sure he gets grandchildren? Believe me, they’re more normal than you think.”

“I just didn’t like how they were interrogating you,” said Britta quietly, shifting her head to the side. It gave me a glorious view of her exposed neck. “You just got here, and you’ve already had like three marriage proposals.”

“It’s been a fun day,” I said, making Britta giggle. “And like I said, memorable.”

“I know why he worries though,” said Britta. “My cousin was a very experienced diver, and she was almost as highly leveled as I am. I think if she was higher than me, he would probably forbid me from diving, but thankfully I’ve managed to convince him that I can handle it. It’s just that her death was very sudden. And very . . . strange.”

There was something there that Britta wasn’t telling me. I could read it on her face as plain as day.

“What was strange about it?” I said. “The circumstances of her death?”

Britta pursed her lips for a moment as she studied my face. It was almost like she was trying to decide how much to tell me. I didn’t know if that made me feel better about the situation, or worse.

Finally, she relented, though she pulled me even further away until we came to a corner where we couldn’t be overheard by a passing servant.

“Something isn’t right about what happened,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “I don’t know why my cousin died. And I don’t know what killed her.”

I raised my eyebrow. “You don’t think it came from a dungeon creature?”

Britta shook her head. “In my heart, no. Rosalyn was a great diver. She was quick on her feet, and she had very potent spells. She was one of the first on her team to die, but no one knows what happened to her.”

“Her team didn’t see what happened?”

“They got separated,” said Britta. “It happened so quickly, but there was enough time for the damage to be done. They heard her screams, but they never found her body. The two casters were targeted first, so once they were dead, there was no one left to revive the others inside the dungeon. Two more divers didn’t make it out from there, which meant the bodies had to be abandoned. The last person to come out never saw what hit them either.”

My eyes narrowed. “Do you have reason to suspect that this surviving person could be behind it?”

Britta shook her head again. “No, I don’t. Not at all.”

“Why not?” I pressed. “Rock-solid alibi or family member? Which one is it?”

“Neither,” she answered. “This remaining person was completely shut out from their ability to use spells. It affected them too, because their MP was reduced to zero.”

Now that was certainly news. And it was the first time I was hearing of such a thing.

“Why haven’t you told me that part yet?” I asked. “That’s a pretty big thing to leave out.”

Britta’s cheeks flushed red. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t personal. My father is trying to keep a hush on it because of what it could mean. He thought it might panic all the newcomers that wanted to dive.”

“For good reason,” I said. “That’s hardly the kind of news to keep under wraps.”

She grabbed my hand with both of hers. “Please don’t say anything. We don’t even know the entire circumstances yet. And we’re afraid of what could happen if the word gets out. Everyone just might decide to go home.”

“And they would be well within their rights to do that,” I said. “Especially if something in this new dungeon was causing divers to be shut off from their ability to use MP. Has this happened to everyone that has come back out of Demonic Tremors?”

“Just two people,” said Britta. “Out of four people that have come back out in total. The other two could still use their magic, but it gets weirder from there.”

I resisted the urge to groan. I wasn’t liking what I was hearing at all, and we weren’t even at the end yet.

“The two that were shut off have black spots in their memories,” said Britta quietly. “Both of their stories match up, describing that they were diving one second and then they were separated from their teams. When they were reunited again, their MP had been reduced to zero. They have no memory in-between. Neither of them knew each other, and this happened separately so there’s no chance they could have cooked this up between them.”

“And they’re reputable people?” I asked. “Can their word be trusted?”

“Both of them were very accomplished divers in their own right,” said Britta. “One was in the DG for two decades. The other has a great reputation. Neither of them can use their MP to perform spells anymore, and we can’t figure out why.”

“Your father has good instincts in trying to contain this,” I said. “If this got out, it could cause a panic. But he’s also foolish for thinking that this can stay bottled up for so long. Word will get out, Britta. It always does.”

“That’s the thing though,” she said. “We don’t know if it’s the dungeon itself or . . .”

“Or if it’s someone doing something inside the dungeon,” I finished. “Has anyone diving inside been the type that would cause trouble?”

I was wondering if they had their own Rico type on their hands. Someone who was looking to prevent their rivals from stealing their thunder. I could definitely see a scenario where someone could justify the use of force against their fellow divers, especially if it meant feeding their own ego.

Britta shrugged. “The usual sort, I guess. These are all high-level divers, so you have plenty of them that are in love with themselves. But there are some good people in the mix too. Even if this was the act of some bad person, how would they be able to shut someone off from their MP permanently? What spell would be powerful enough to make that happen?”

She brought up a great point. I knew of no spells that continued to work long-term. It was a simple shedding of MP and then the spell was over in a matter of seconds. For something to be powerful enough to block off MP permanently, it had to be something wicked. Or dark.

Or both.

“What about the two people that came out that were fine?” I asked. “Anything there?”

“Not really,” said Britta. “Neither of them saw anything out of the ordinary despite their teams getting torn to shreds. They won’t be going in anytime soon. I don’t know though. Something about this whole thing doesn’t sit right with me. I really think someone is causing this. I don’t think it’s the dungeon itself.”

“I don’t know of any spells that would be that potent,” I said. “At least nothing I’ve had access to.”

“It could be dark magic,” said Britta cautiously. “There are spells that are forbidden. That no one is supposed to have access to. It could be one of those.”

I was familiar with some of those spells already. One was used prominently by Rico and his harem, Soul Devastation, which prevented anyone killed with it from being healed back to life. If this was more magic in the guise of Soul Devastation, whoever was running this could be one hell of a threat.

“How many other people know about this besides us?” I asked her. “In total?”

“Besides the two survivors, my parents, and some upper level DG people?” asked Britta, ticking them off with her fingers. “No one else. We’ve even been intentionally vague with the survivor’s families, as despicable as that sounds. You wouldn’t believe how paranoid my father is about this.”

“With how he treated the prospect of you finding a husband, yes, I can believe it,” I said. “People have a right to know this though, Britta. You can’t keep this under wraps. I’m going to tell my team no matter what. I won’t have the people I care about going in blind.”

Britta nodded. “I don’t blame you for that. And even though I know my father is going to hate it, I’m going to make sure all the teams that gather for the purifying ceremony know what’s going on.”

My eyebrow shot up. “Purifying ceremony?”

“Oh, right, you’re not from here,” said Britta. “Before we have our tourneys, all the diving teams go to a sacred lake to take a spiritual dip in the waters. It’s kinda like a good luck thing, bestowing good fortune on the divers. You won’t want to miss it, and you’ll have a chance to meet the other diving teams there.”

“Or for us to potentially sniff out who’s behind this,” I said. “Okay, we’ll be there. This dive just got a lot more interesting.”

She gave me a sad smile. “I’m sorry to spring all this on you. I’d understand if you don’t want to dive anymore. Or if you just want to leave. Things aren’t very happy in Sallusasta right now, and much of it has been made worse by the appearance of this new dungeon.”

Part of me was surprised by the fact that I wanted to stay. Not just because I wanted to dive, but the prospect of somebody messing with other diving teams filled me with anger. It reminded me too much of Rico, and the last thing I wanted to see was someone else taking up his mantle with the same misguided ideals.

“I’m surprised you still want to dive after all this though,” I said. “With your cousin and your father’s worries, no one would blame you for staying out.”

Britta pursed her lips. “Staying out of the dungeon is the easy thing,” she said quietly. “My gut feeling tells me something isn’t right and someone is behind all of this. Dungeons shouldn’t be this deadly, not even champion’s dungeons. And more than anything, I’d like to find the person that killed my cousin.”

“You have the heart and soul of a true diver,” I said, feeling like I knew her more in that moment than I had in any other. “I think I can see why your father wants grandchildren so much. Who wouldn’t want more of your genes running around?”

I didn’t expect Britta to turn bright red but she did. She seemed to stammer in front of me, lowering her eyes and kicking her feet out. When she finally met my eyes again, I could tell she was still enamored with the compliment.

“I wasn’t sure what to make of you when I heard you were coming,” she said finally. “I know my fair share of champions, from our own league and others. Many of them are arrogant. Quite a few of them are insufferable and think the world owes them everything. So far, you’re not like any of them.”

“Because I’m thick enough to still want to dive this Demonic Tremors despite the fact that it’s permanently cutting off magic from divers?” I joked.

Britta smirked. “Maybe it’s because you care enough that it’s happening to innocent divers and you want to put a stop to it? Not many people in your shoes would give a shit.”

My smile dropped. “I have too much experience with people with big egos, no morals, and an inclination to violence. I’d really like to not have to go down that road again.”

“You’re talking about your old mentor that went bad?” she said. “His name was Rico?”

“He was more like my father than my mentor,” I said. “Before he turned on me and tried to kill me.”

“What did you do to him?” she whispered.

I gulped hard. “I killed him for what he did.”

I saw a spark of something in Britta’s eyes. Something that I couldn’t identify.

“Then I almost feel bad for anyone who gets in your way. Almost,” said Britta, rubbing her shoulder with her hand.

I felt like I needed to diffuse the tension. Things were getting a little too serious for my liking right now, and I really enjoyed seeing Britta with a smile on her face.

“As long as it’s not your grandma,” I said with a smirk. “Because if anyone could kick my ass, I bet it would be her.”

Britta laughed so hard that she snorted. “No one gets in grandma’s way. Not even my dad. She’s just about the only person who can make him stand down, which is why I like her so much. Potty mouth and everything.”

“She’s strong and feisty,” I said. “It looks like it runs in the family.”

“So what runs in your family?” she asked, touching my chest with her finger. “Besides boyish good looks and bravery?”

“I guess you’ll just have to find out.”

“I’m looking forward to that,” she said. “And I’m glad that you came here. I’m happy that you’re staying too.”

“Someone has to get to the bottom of what’s going on here,” I said. “I figure between the two of us, we have a pretty good shot.”

Britta smiled as she looked at the ground. She didn’t say anything, but when she glanced into my eyes again, I finally figured out what I was seeing in her eyes.

And it was definitely attraction.

I already knew I was attracted to her. I didn’t love the omission of what happened to those divers in the dungeon, but I knew why they were holding that close to the chest. I felt like I could see the tenuous position she held, constantly walking a tightrope between doing what she felt was right and meeting her family’s expectations.

But she did it all quite well. And that wasn’t even talking about how beautiful she was.

Tonight she looked especially ravishing. For the banquet, she’d put on a black dress that came down to her knees. It was a modest dress in that it didn’t show any cleavage, but it was the hint of curves underneath that had my attention more than anything. Her hair was still styled up like it was early, with that frame of bangs that just made her face look even more gorgeous than it already was.

“Well, we should probably be getting back to dinner,” said Britta suddenly, as if she was just as lost in her thoughts as I was. “We don’t need to make any rumors after all. And I have no doubt that my father has noticed our absence already.”

We barely opened the door back into the main banquet hall, but already I could feel Hermando’s eyes on me. And he even waved.

“I think the damage is done,” I said, nodding my head in his direction while staying next to Britta. “He’s already noticed.”

She groaned. “Why can’t he be like other fathers and pretend like I don’t even have a sex life let alone want to dictate how it goes?”

I chuckled. “He means well, I think. Don’t be so hard on him.”

I could feel her eyes on me again. When I turned my head, Britta offered me a thin smile.

“Don’t be a stranger, okay? It’s always nice to have someone around the palace that’s my age and fun to talk to. Let me know if you need anything.”

I was handed another glass of wine by an attentive waiter before Britta slipped back into the banquet. In the process, I couldn’t help but watch as she walked away. Like this afternoon, I was enamored with watching that perfect ass bounce from side to side as she walked.

Our trip to Sallusasta just got a whole lot more interesting.


Chapter
Seven



“You know, you really ought to just fuck her already. She’s clearly into you.”

I nearly choked on my honeyed wine, giving Vaeda a startled glance as soon as I recovered.

“She’s just being a good host,” I said defensively. “There’s nothing going on there.”

Vaeda laughed so hard she snorted. She was even joined by Calista, who was standing right next to us. It had been a couple days since the banquet, and now we were standing in the Sallusastan countryside about an hour from the capital city. In front of us was a large lake that was sparkling in the morning sun, and we were surrounded by nearly a hundred people from all across the world.

“I think Vaeda has a point,” said Calista, covering her mouth while she laughed. “Anyone with eyes can see that the princess is clearly interested in you, Jeremy. She seems to find any excuse to come talk to you.”

“She wants to see what all the fuss is about,” said Vaeda, running her hand up and down the length of my chest. “And who could blame her? You’re everything a woman could want and more.”

I wrapped my arm around Vaeda’s lower back and pulled her close. “I’m glad you like me. I’m more interested in keeping the attention of the girls I already have.”

Vaeda’s eyes danced with mischief before she gave me a lingering kiss that sent blood flowing south. When she pulled away, she kept her eyes closed as she whispered against my lips.

“Then you’ll admit that I’m right?” she said breathily. “Britta wants you?”

Okay, it was starting to get a little obvious now. Ever since that night at the banquet, she had been finding just about any reason to come see me. The next morning, we were all invited to breakfast, sharing the meal with Britta and her grandma. Britta introduced us to her own personal practice grounds after that, where we could train in preparation for our dive. Every time I stopped to get some water or take a break, she did the same, asking me about my spells or my form or anything that she could think about.

I recognized the signs of a smitten woman when I saw one, but just because Britta might have a crush on me, it didn’t mean that I had free reign to cross that line.

“She’s a foreign princess with many entanglements already,” I told Vaeda. “It doesn’t matter if she likes me. It’s not just a fling that I can have anyway.”

Vaeda shrugged her shoulders. “It could be our little secret? What the king doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

I rolled my eyes at her. I didn’t expect anything less from my sexpot dryad, but as appealing as it was for me to get my hands on Britta’s succulent ass, I was quite satisfied with what I had already. And I didn’t need any more problems in my life.

At least I could count on Calista to see it with a level head too.

“Secrets never stay secret,” said the mountain nymph. “It would get out eventually, and then we’d be lucky to even get out of Sallusasta without having a forced wedding. Jeremy is right to keep her at arm’s length. Things could get complicated very quickly when it comes to a royal princess.”

“That and the fact that I’m more than happy with what I have,” I said. “Five women is plenty.”

I realized just how lucky I was that I could be with five of the most gorgeous women I’d ever seen. Even more so when I recognized that they were willing to be with me in one big harem relationship. Though the girls liked to have fun and rib each other, there was harmony in our harem, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Besides, I had just enough energy to service all five of them. Adding a sixth might complicate that.

“Plus there’s also the fact that Britta already has a team,” added Calista. “A very good and competent team. They’re going to be great competition once we’re down there.”

I couldn’t have agreed more. So far, I liked meeting Britta’s team, finding them to be capable and friendly divers. They had plenty of talent, and I was confident that between both teams, we could figure out what was truly going on in Demonic Tremors.

“And they’re going to help watch our backs,” I added. “We’re going to need the extra help. I wonder what most of these people here would think if they knew what happened to those two divers?”

I glanced around at the talented diving teams that had gathered for the purifying ceremony. If they only knew what we knew, how many would stay? Half? I had to guess there were nearly fifteen teams here.

How many of them would risk being reduced to zero MP?

I was grateful at least that my team hadn’t been scared away. I didn’t keep the secret from them, sharing it with all the girls once we were back in our rooms after the banquet. And though there was some hesitation at first, one moment proved pivotal in our decision to stay.

“So what is likely causing this?” asked Seraphina quietly. “Is it the dungeon that’s doing this? Or someone inside the dungeon?”

“Nobody truly knows yet,” I answered. “The people that came out had their memories wiped clean of their time in the dungeon. This doesn’t appear to be some kind of act or feint on their behalf, but I’m going to guess some kind of bad actor inside. Which begs the question—how did they get in there in the first place if they’re not part of the dungeon?”

“We know it’s possible,” said Mira, who’d been standing a short distance away and was clearly listening to the conversation. “Our experience with Slayer told us that people can come and go outside the official entrances to the dungeons. It can be done with the right spells.”

“I’m inclined to agree with Mira,” I said. “The ability that was used was Portal Door, and it fits the kind of dark magic that would be in place for anyone that wanted to reduce a diver’s MP to zero. I hate to say it, but this could be another Rico situation.”

At that moment, I paused to watch their reactions. I wouldn’t have blamed anyone that wanted to go home. We were still a relatively young team, and the idea of losing our magic was a frightening one, especially given our reputation.

But it wasn’t hard to see that our team was made of champions. And an additional threat only added more fuel to their burning fires within.

“Then I think we have a duty to figure out who’s behind this and stop them,” said Seraphina, crossing her arms defiantly. “We’re kind of like protectors of the dungeons in a way. We stopped Slayer and Rico, so why not this new piece of shit too?”

“Well said,” said Vaeda, nodding her head in agreement. “The Daredevils don’t back down for anything. Why would we start now?”

A chorus of agreements went up from there, and the matter was settled. When I told Britta the following morning that my team was still in, I could tell she was grateful to have someone else there to watch her back.

Between our two teams, we should be able to figure out who was behind this and stop them.

It still didn’t sit right with me that the other teams didn’t know, but that morning Britta told me not to worry about it.

She had a plan.

I didn’t know what it was, but as I stood there taking in the glistening lake and the peaceful surroundings, I wondered just what she had up her sleeve.

“Either way, I can’t wait to get this over with,” said Calista, rubbing her arm as she stared at the water. “I want to dive again, and now that we’re so close to doing so, I don’t want to wait.”

I moved toward her and pulled her against my chest. She came willingly, letting her body melt against mine.

“How are you doing so far?” I said, gesturing to the many people around us. “I know you don’t like crowds and you prefer your solitude.”

“I’m adjusting,” she said weakly, giving me a thin smile. “I miss our home. It seems like no matter where you go on the palace grounds, there’s always a servant nearby. It’s great when you need a drink, but not so great for privacy.”

That was one thing I liked about Calista the most—she was a very private and simple person. There was no place in the world that made her happier than a quiet slice of nature. Her kind could be very reclusive, and that counted doubly when you considered that she’d been marked as an outcast after what Rico did to her.

“We’ll take some time to be alone soon,” I promised her. “Just the two of us.”

“Think we can have the lake?” she asked, jerking her head toward it. “I’d love to meditate in front of it. It looks very peaceful.”

“I have the ear of the king now,” I joked. “So it shouldn’t be a problem. And if he doesn’t let me, I’m sure the princess would be sympathetic.”

Calista gave me a deadpan look. “I think she’d be willing to give you more than just her ear.”

I looked a short distance away, where I could see Britta mingling with the crowd. She moved through the various teams of divers with grace, but I already knew her enough to tell that the issue with Demonic Tremors was still bothering her. I guessed that her team had probably figured it out too, if she hadn’t shared it with them herself.

“At least the purifying ceremony will be starting soon,” I said. “And that’s one way I can get you into that lake.”

Calista grinned. “I like how you think.”

A short while later, Britta caught up to all of us. I saw her wave for my attention again as she made her way over to the group. She was wearing something that resembled a baggy nightgown, but even though it was kind of frumpy, I still thought she looked great in it.

“You know there’s no need to be standoffish,” she teased, bumping her hip into mine. “I’m sure there are lots of teams here that would love to meet you guys. You are kinda famous after all.”

“I thought everyone here was more or less famous?” I asked. “Aren’t most of these people here champions?”

“For the most part, but we’ve all heard of the Daredevils,” she said, really emphasizing our name. “Come on, let me make some introductions.”

The next thirty minutes were mostly a blur of names and faces. I met more people than I could reasonably expect to remember, though there were several notable teams that stood out for one reason or another. The first was the team from Cozocomo, which were notable in the fact that not a single member of the team was under the age of sixty.

“What is this?” Elise whispered to me. “The grandma league? The blue-haired bash? The ancient arena? The old and the gassy?”

“I get it,” I said, cutting her off. “They’re a little on the older side.”

“Jeremy, my parents are a little on the older side,” she said. “These people left the prime of their lives before any of us were even born.”

I couldn’t pay any more attention to Elise, mostly because the leader of the team, a gray-haired man with glasses and a cane, came hobbling over to me.

“You must be the lad that everyone is talking about,” he said. “Jeremy, is it?”

“Right you are,” I said. “And you?”

“Garrick Walter Humdyna,” he said. “But you can call me Garrick. And we’re really looking forward to diving into the Champion’s League.”

Garrick started coughing, having to pause to cover his mouth. I just couldn’t get over how frail he looked, and it made me question how this team was seriously going to dive in such an environment.

“I bet I know what you’re thinking,” he said, once he recovered from his cough.

“Go for it,” I said.

“You’re probably wondering how a bunch of strapping young fellas like ourselves are going to fare inside the dungeon?” he said, his wrinkles multiplying when he smiled.

“The thought crossed my mind,” I admitted. “You’re not exactly the picture of youth, you know.”

Garrick waved his hand. “If I had a gold coin for every time I heard that, I’d have a whole treasure chest. My team might be very seasoned, but we still pack a punch. Case in point.”

Before he even finished the sentence, he whipped his cane up and grabbed it with his free hand. Yanking it apart, I saw a small rapier appear on the other side. He flourished the weapon several times before sticking it back inside the rest of the cane gracefully.

“I still got it,” he boasted proudly. “And even though my grandkids are now diving, I’m determined to never give up.”

I decided that I liked him right then and there. Especially after meeting his team, who all seemed to combine the same level of disarming charm and unexpected flare as Garrick.

“They might not look like it, but they’re absolutely legendary,” said Britta as we walked away. “Garrick has been a champion longer than most have been alive. His team will do well down in the dungeons.”

I had no doubt about that, but I suspected that the next team I met was going to struggle. For one, it was tinier than the rest, only composed of three middle-aged people, who I found out were all siblings.

“Yup, this is my sister, Helena, and my brother, Barry,” said the oldest brother, who was wearing a distinctive hat with a rich, royal blue pattern on the band around it. “And you can call me Uly. It’s short for Ulysses, which I’ve always hated.”

“I’m guessing Barry is short for something as well?” I asked. “Your names seem to follow a pattern here.”

Uly snapped his fingers. “Nothing escapes you, does it? His name is Barachiel, but we only use that when we want to piss him off.”

“I know how that goes on our team,” I said, elbowing Seraphina, who was standing next to me. “When we want to get on her bad side, we call her Sera-boo.”

“I’m actually okay with that nickname now,” said Seraphina, causing me to raise my eyebrow. “What? It grew on me.”

“I don’t think my brother would ever be so graceful about it,” said Uly, shaking his head.

“So are you still waiting for more of your team?” I asked. “There’s only three of you?”

Uly’s face turned sad. “Yes, well, we used to have more of us, but as the years have gone by, our other siblings have slowly retired. Polly was the last one to quit two summers ago. She was an archer like Barry. Now the three of us are down to one caster, one archer, and one warrior. I’m the caster I might add. If we lose one more, I’m afraid we probably won’t be able to dive at all.”

“It seems like a rather dangerous dungeon to be diving with only three members,” said Seraphina. “Are you sure the risk is worth it?”

“I’ll never back away from a challenge,” said Uly proudly. Though his face was the picture of confidence, his voice betrayed a little of his nervousness. I couldn’t blame him, and part of me wondered if he knew what was happening in Demonic Tremors whether or not he would just go home.

“What do you think so far?” asked Britta, after introducing me to several others.

“They’re nice people, but I can’t help but think of how many of them might go home if they knew what we know,” I told her, giving her a pointed look.

I watched as Britta assumed a guilty expression. “I know. It’s eating me up inside too.”

“You need to tell them, Britta,” I said. “I can even help you do that. You can’t let these divers go in blind.”

Her shoulders slumped forward. “I’m going to. I just think I might cause irreparable damage to my relationship with my father when I do.”

“Relationships can be fixed,” I said. “But a guilty conscience will last forever. You gotta tell them. And I’ll help you if you want me to.”

She started to chew on her bottom lip. “Like I told you this morning, I have a plan. You’ll just have to wait and see, but I know what I’m going to do.”

I really hoped so, because if she wasn’t going to do it, then I was. I didn’t need to play nice with King Hermando, especially when lives were at stake.

Britta changed the topic right after, and I met several more teams until we came upon one person that Britta saw and went out of her way to greet.

“Harry!” she shrieked, grabbing my hand and dashing across the field. “What are you doing here?” she asked a bewildered-looking man in his late twenties. Though she looked happy to see him, she also looked a bit scared too.

“I wanted to be part of the ceremony,” said Harry sadly, nodding his head like he was some kind of nervous wreck. “No matter what happens. Or happened. It’s what the team would have wanted after all. Even if they couldn’t be here.”

It only took me a few seconds to put together who he was.

“You’re one of the divers that’s already been inside Demonic Tremors,” I said. I glanced over at Britta’s face only to confirm the awful truth. “Harry was on your cousin’s team?”

Britta nodded quickly and worked to shield Harry from view. She went to great lengths to make sure her father, who was standing not that far away, couldn’t see him.

“You know my dad will be upset that you’re here,” said Britta. “This was really risky, Harry.”

Harry gave me an apprehensive look before glancing back at Britta. “Still, it was the right thing to do.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “Jeremy knows. He knows the whole story.”

Based on the look on Harry’s face, I could tell how momentous he thought that was. He gave me a long look. “Britta must think you’re pretty important then to know the whole story.”

“You really don’t remember anything about your dive?” I asked. “Nothing at all?”

Harry shook his head painfully. “I’ve gone over it so many times before. I remember being on the first floor of the dungeon. I remember treading through the grass with my team. I remember . . . darkness, followed by waking up with half my body inside the dungeon and the rest outside, and no memory of how I got there. And then I tried to use a spell and it just wouldn’t come.”

“It’s never happened to you before?” I asked. “Not prone to blackouts or anything?”

“Not before that day,” said Harry quietly. “I don’t know what to make of it. I still blame myself a lot.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Harry,” consoled Britta, touching the man’s shoulder.

“My entire team is dead,” snapped Harry suddenly. “It’s entirely my fault.”

“What do you remember right before the blackout?” I asked. “Anything that seemed out of the ordinary? Even for a dungeon? A flash of light? A muttered whisper? Anything?”

Harry shook his head. “I just remember the pain. A muted kind of pain that came on suddenly and was gone a split second later. That’s it. That’s all I remember.”

I opened my mouth to ask something else, but then I felt someone behind me. I turned to see myself face-to-face with King Hermando. And he was looking at Harry like he was a pest that needed to be swatted.

“What are you doing here, Harry?” said Hermando nervously. “You know you ought to be resting.”

Harry swallowed nervously and nodded his head. “I know, your majesty. I’m sorry. I just wanted to wish Britta good luck.”

“You shouldn’t have come,” interrupted Hermando. “There are too many people here.”

“The people deserve to know what happened,” said Britta softly.

He jerked a finger at me and hushed his daughter. “Britta, be quiet. You’re not supposed to say anything.”

“She’s right,” I told Hermando. “The people have a right to know what happened. What really happened in the dungeon.”

I knew the king heard me but he didn’t respond. Before I knew what was happening, he was trying to pull Britta and Harry to the side. He said a few terse words to them, and then the next thing I knew, Harry was being escorted away while Britta stormed back to me.

“Asshole,” she spat, glaring at her father as he attended to his guests once Harry was gone. “We’ve known Harry forever. He was on my cousin’s team for almost ten years. To be treated like that after they’re all dead is a fucking disgrace.”

Britta blew a strand of hair out of her face. She shook her head, and when I saw her eyes again, they were full of tears.

“It’s so wrong,” she said. “It doesn’t make any sense. And my father is willing to put the reputation of his entire kingdom over doing what’s right by the diving community.”

“Something doesn’t seem right about Harry’s story though,” I said.

“What do you mean?” asked Britta. “I trust what he said. He doesn’t have a reason to lie.”

“Not that,” I said, shaking my head. “I mean the last thing he said. He felt pain. Momentary pain and then darkness. It just doesn’t feel right. I’ve never seen a dungeon manifest anything like that. It only attacks us through monsters. Spells on the other hand, could do something like that.”

“It reinforces your view that he was attacked by someone and not the dungeon?” she asked.

“I’d bet on it,” I said. “It’s a strange case, but there’s a bad actor here somewhere.”

“It would explain how two people came out still able to use their MP,” said Britta. “And not having a period of darkness in their memories. We’ve questioned these two people endlessly, but we still haven’t gotten anything out of them. Whatever happened to them, it was powerful.”

“I still need to figure out who or what it is,” I said. “But you’re not the only one upset by your father’s actions. It needs to be addressed before we go into the dungeons, Britta.”

I saw a determined look appear on her face. “Don’t worry. After how he just treated Harry, I know exactly how I’m going to do it,” she said.


Chapter
Eight



I didn’t doubt Britta when she said she had a plan. I wish she would have shared it with me, but the chaotic nature of the day meant that someone was pulling her away before we got a chance to talk anymore.

I saw my girls were mingling with the crowd of divers and for the briefest of moments, I was left alone.

It wasn’t bound to last, especially when I noticed an older woman standing next to me. I glanced over at her to see she was wearing a gray dress that seemed to entirely match the color of her hair. She had a hawk-like nose and very thin lips, and she was clutching her glass of wine like it might escape her if she let one finger loose.

“There’s something about purifying ceremonies that I just find so dreadfully boring,” she said, sighing before taking another sip of wine.

“I wouldn’t know,” I said. “This is my first one.”

She arched an eyebrow at me. From this angle, she appeared to be slightly older than my mother.

“First and only?” she asked. “You don’t have a face that I recognize. And I know most of the divers in the Sallusastan circuit.”

“First dive in Sallusasta,” I said, offering my hand. “Not sure if it will be the last though. I’m Jeremy Pollard.”

I could tell that my reputation preceded me. Her eyes went wide with acknowledgment.

“The Jeremy Pollard?” she asked. “From Aspatria?”

“Sometimes it’s weird for me that people know my name before I’ve even met them,” I said, giving her a genuine smile.

“I’m told you get used to it in time,” she said. “At least, that was what my late husband used to say. I’m Amelia Vann.”

“Are you here to dive as well, Amelia?” I asked.

She gave me a thin smile and shook her head. “Oh no, I don’t do that anymore. Diving has passed me by. Instead, I’m here for my son.” She then craned her head as if she was looking for him. “When I see him again, I’ll introduce you both. He’s around here somewhere.”

“Is he a younger diver?” I asked. “You don’t seem like you could have a son that old?”

Amelia let out a sharp laugh and glanced at me from the corner of my eye. “Aren’t I a little old for you to be flirting?”

“That’s not what I meant,” I said, feeling some embarrassment flush up into my cheeks. “Sorry, that didn’t come out right.”

“It’s quite alright,” she said. “It’s been too long since I’ve had a man pay me a compliment. When you get to be my age, it seems to happen a lot less frequently.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “I know my mother would understand. She was in a similar position to yours for a very long time.”

Her lip upturned into another smile. “Until you brought your own father back from the dead? I heard that part of the story. Very remarkable, and worthy of being called a legend in your own right. My Rupert would have loved to meet you. His entire life was devoted to diving and understanding the dungeons.”

“That’s what I have Mira for,” I said, finding that the brunette had made her way close enough that I could grab her. “We always joke that she’s our diving encyclopedia. Not much gets past her.”

Amelia’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “Every team needs at least one. I wish my son was the one on his team, but he’s more of the brawn and the strength than the brains.”

“Every team needs one of those too,” said Mira politely.

“Yes, but some teams could benefit from a lot more intelligence.”

Both Mira and I turned to see a man standing behind us. It was obvious to me that this was Amelia’s missing son by the resemblance. He had dark hair and a pair of eyes that were as gray as his mother’s dress. I found that they were full of tenacity, especially when they locked on mine.

He didn’t wait for an introduction. Instead, he came strolling up to me with his hand outstretched.

“Someone who needs no introduction,” he said, his voice as sure as his mother’s. “Jeremy Pollard has made it to Sallusasta. I’ve wondered when this day might happen.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” I said. “I was just talking with your mother.”

I didn’t mean anything by the words, but the man seemed to recoil from me as if I’d just paid him a grave insult. I could see his upper lip tremble in response.

“Tobias Lincoln Vann,” he said, punctuating each syllable as if it was something that I ought to have known already. “I’m sure you’ve heard of me?”

I could tell it was important to him that I did, but I didn’t have the slightest clue who he was. Thankfully, Mira had heard of him, being as connected to the diving world as she was.

“I know you,” she said, getting excited. “You’re one of the youngest divers to complete the Sallusastan league of dungeons. The Route of Greatness! I remember hearing about you from my father, who is the head of our guild in Aspatria. You’re very talented.”

I thought that Mira’s appeal to his ego might bring him down off his high horse, but if anything, it served to make Tobias even more haughty. Especially when he didn’t even look at her when he gave his response.

“That’s right,” he said, never breaking eye contact with me. “More than one superstar here, eh Pollard?”

“There are a lot of talented people here,” I said, not wanting to feed the beast. “And each of these teams have a great shot at being the first to conquer Demonic Tremors.”

Tobias looked at me like I was crazy. “Yeah, like the geriatric guild over there? Or what about that team of diving ogres? Have you ever seen ogres in a dungeon, Pollard? They’re fucking terrible. They’re not like the rest of us. I have the heart of a champion inside me, just like you do. The rest of these people couldn’t even carry my shin guards.”

“Now Tobias, you know what your father would say about humility,” said Amelia, putting her hand on her son’s shoulder.

“My father was a good diver in his own right,” Tobias told me, shrugging out of his mother’s grasp. “He even had his own nickname. The Conjurer—that’s what he was called when he dived. He’s been dead now for years, but he taught me many things about magic before he died. Things that most people wouldn’t hope to understand.”

“Like forbidden magic?” I asked, acting on a hunch. “Teach you anything that you shouldn’t know? Things that are dangerous to other teams or to anyone else?”

I was a little surprised that it came out of my mouth, but now that I suspected that someone was attacking divers inside Demonic Tremors, I felt like I was looking for one diver in particular. And this one seemed to fit the mold of a diver with a chip on his shoulder.

Tobias didn’t answer that right away. His eyes narrowed and he pulled back slightly. “Potent magic,” he said finally. “Not that you don’t have some things up your sleeve that no one knows about.”

“I don’t need to break the rules to win,” I said. “That’s the cowardly way out.”

I chose my words carefully, hoping to provoke him. I didn’t like the look of the man at all, and any arrogant son of an old diver nicknamed the Conjurer might just hold the key to some dark magic.

Dark magic that could reduce a diver’s MP to zero.

It was only a hunch at this point, but I knew my gut feeling was rarely wrong when something didn’t feel right.

Tobias wasn’t going to let himself be caught that easily. He smiled at me and reached his hand into his pocket.

“You know there are some that say that having a dungeon gem is cheating,” he said, pulling out a glowing green stone from his front pocket. “I say that having a dungeon emerald is just evening the score.”

I heard Mira gasp as her eyes fell on the emerald. Even my own diamond seemed impressed.

Well, I haven’t seen one of those in quite a long time, it told me. This man would be a formidable foe.

Tobias tossed it in the air and caught it in his open palm. “You have one too, right? A diamond?”

“That’s right,” I said. “I didn’t realize that anyone else had them right now.”

“Family heirloom,” he said, tossing it lightly again. “Passed down from father to son for five generations. And now it’s all mine.”

That is one powerful emerald, said my diamond. But it doesn’t feel right to me. It feels tainted in a way, like its own will has been subjected to an outside force.

What does that mean, I asked. Does that mean there’s been dark magic applied to it?

I can’t tell. Something is blocking me from inspecting it any further. Something that I can’t read.

It was a dangerous day when there was something my diamond couldn’t penetrate. And all it did was serve to raise my suspicions about Tobias.

“They say that emeralds are supposed to represent purity of spirit,” said Tobias, holding his up to the sun. “I’m inclined to agree. The dungeons have recognized my family as being one of the premier diving families, and it chose to reward us with the rarest of all diving gems.”

“Actually, a diamond is technically the rarest,” said Mira, bringing a smile to my face. “There are more known emeralds pulled out of the dungeon than diamonds.”

For the first time, Tobias broke eye contact with me to glare at Mira. “I think you need to do more research.”

“I think she’s right on the money,” I said, defending her. “She’s never wrong.”

Tobias’ eyes flickered back to me. I saw the upper corner of his mouth twitch.

“Anyway, I’m glad there’s at least one real team here at this tourney,” said Tobias as he pocketed his emerald again. “The last tourney, I didn’t see one team worthy of earning the title of champion.”

My interest perked up. “You were at the last tourney?” I asked.

“Call it advanced research,” said Tobias smugly. “I wanted to know what I was up against. Information I received from watching the first divers is going to help me once we actually get inside the dungeon.”

“Especially if you’ve already been in there before,” I said.

There was a look of confusion on his face for a moment, but I deemed that to be something he faked for my benefit. His lip twitched again.

“No hard feelings when my team wins, right? After all, we’re professionals, aren’t we, Pollard?”

“Professionals,” I repeated with a thin smile. “Most of us anyway.”

The comment was directed at him, but Tobias smirked as he glanced over at Garrick’s team. “Right you are. See you down there, Pollard. I’ll be watching you very closely.”

Without so much as another word, the haughty Tobias Vann walked away, his chin raised high like he owned the world.

Beside us, Amelia let out a deep breath.

“My son is extremely competent in what he does,” she said, shifting her weight onto one foot. “But he has his father’s arrogance. I hope you don’t think he means anything by what he says.”

“I’m sure it’s just playful competition,” I lied, not speaking my true thoughts.

Amelia smiled thinly. “I hope so. One never knows with that boy. He’s always wanted to be in the spotlight. It’s just never sunk in that the spotlight can be shared.”

With that, she shook her head and offered her hand. “Pleased to meet you both. Good luck in your dive.”

With those words, the mother walked away to join her son.

“I don’t know about you,” whispered Mira into my side once she was gone. “But I think we just found our best suspect.”

“Everything about that guy just screams asshole,” I said, shaking my head. “Arrogant, unethical, and using a powerful tool that could be weaponized against other divers.”

“Not to mention, did you catch the part about him being there at the first tourney?” said Mira. “He’s back to attack more teams.”

“I’m going to be watching him very closely,” I said. “Because right now, he’s the one that fits all the criteria. I just wish I knew more about that emerald. My diamond couldn’t even get a good look into it.”

“Why’s that?” asked Mira.

I told her what it said to me about being shrouded by some kind of magic, and when I was done speaking, Mira shivered.

“He’s clearly unlocked it,” she said. “I wonder what kind of secrets it would tell us if we could get our hands on it.”

“If we did, I’m sure we’d put a quick end to this mystery regarding the dungeon,” I said, seeing Britta make her way toward us. She had a weird look on her face as she got closer, and once she was next to us, I could see her gesture toward Tobias.

“I see you’ve met Tobias Lincoln Vann,” she said, emphasizing the middle name before rolling her eyes. “How was he?”

“Judging by the look on your face, you already know the answer to that,” I said, chuckling.

Britta growled under her breath. “I dislike him very much. In fairness though, most divers do. Such a petulant little ass. One of the few that thinks his shit doesn’t stink.”

“His mother seems nice enough,” said Mira. “I wonder what went wrong with him.”

“He’s a classic example of what happens when you give an asshole a little power,” said Britta. “By power, I mean that he’s actually a good diver. He has a reputation of being very competent inside the dungeon, but after completing the Route, it all went to his head. You should see the way he talks to my father even. If not for his fame, he might have been exiled a long time ago.”

“He has a dungeon gem,” I said. “An emerald. A powerful one too.”

“I know,” said Britta. “He talks about it every chance he gets. He wears it like my father wears his crown. It’s part of the reason why he’s untouchable.”

“No one is untouchable,” I growled. “Especially if they’re hurting other divers.”

Britta pulled me close. “You think he’s the one doing it? Cutting off divers from their MP?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest,” I said. “And I’m going to get to the bottom of it one way or another.”

“I’ll do whatever I can to help you,” promised Britta, giving me a small smile.

Between our two teams, I knew we would be more than a match for Tobias, but I was still unsure of the power his emerald was really capable of. I knew what my diamond was capable of, and that frightened me a little, especially when the subject of dark magic was thrown around.

“Come on, the purifying ceremony is about to start,” said Britta. “You brought something to change into right?”

We had, and my entire team changed into something more suitable for getting wet. I could tell that we were the odd ones out, mostly because the thin coverings the rest of the divers were wearing was removable, revealing various swimsuits underneath.

When it came time for Britta to remove hers, I realized I was holding my breath as I watched. She grabbed the hem and pulled it up slowly, as if she was teasing the reveal for a waiting audience. I sucked in air hard when she pulled it over her glorious ass, revealing those two round globes for my viewing pleasure.

“Holy shit balls,” swore Elise right next to me, her eyes glued to the same sight. “Have you ever seen anything so perfect?”

“That girl has one fine ass,” added Vaeda, letting out a low whistle. “I don’t even want to call it an ass. That’s a badonkadonk.”

I snorted. “What the hell is that?”

“You’ve never heard of a badonkadonk before?” asked Vaeda. “Well, now you have. It’s a great ass like the one I’m looking at.”

“What I wouldn’t give to have a ba-honky-tonk,” whispered Elise.

Vaeda laughed. “It’s a badonkadonk,” she corrected. “But close enough.”

As soon as Britta raised the covering over her modest breasts, she turned and her eyes met. It wasn’t a natural move, almost as if she knew exactly where I was standing. She smiled at me shyly before turning again, giving me a perfect view of her amazing butt.

“Oh, that’s smooth,” said Vaeda, elbowing me. “She’s trying to be flirty and subtle at the same time. It’s a great move, and she just pulled it off well.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

Vaeda rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. You saw what she just did. The whole taking-my-clothes-off-slowly routine. And then she immediately turns to look at you. She wanted to see if you were watching.”

I shrugged. “If that’s the case, I definitely was.”

“Who wouldn’t?” whimpered Elise. “Her body makes me look as flat as a teenage boy.”

I started to laugh. I wasn’t about to humor that terrible line of thinking, so I bent low and scooped up Elise until I was holding her in my arms. I saw the pout melt away, only to be replaced by a nervous smile.

“Stop that,” I growled at her playfully. “You’re so perfectly sexy that I can’t even control myself around you.”

Elise’s eyes sparkled with happiness. I saw her bite her lip coyly. “Oh yeah? What else do you like about me, lover? Go on, tell me everything.”

I swatted her ass, which was kind of hard to do with how I was holding her. Elise yelped and I set her down.

Vaeda bent at the hips and presented her ass to me. “Me next?”

Not wanting to miss that opportunity, I delivered a healthy smack to her firm globes.

“I like this game,” said Vaeda, grinning afterward. “How deep do you think that lake is?”

“Why do you ask?” I said.

“I’m just wondering if there’s time for us to get it on underneath,” she said, touching my chest.

As it turned out, the lake wasn’t that deep. Maybe two or three feet, enough that the water was up to most people’s waists. I saw a look of disappointment on Vaeda’s face as every team stepped inside and ritually washed themselves, letting the pure waters of the lake bless their next attempt in the dungeon.

“Why don’t we have cool traditions like this back in Aspatria?” asked Calista, who was standing close to me once we exited the water. “I love the idea of a purifying ritual. We should tell Mathias that when we get back. Start a new trend or something.”

“There’s nothing stopping us from doing it every time we dive moving forward,” I replied. “Even if it doesn’t catch on, it could be our little team ritual before we dive.”

“I love the idea of it,” said Calista, taking my hand and squeezing. “And oddly enough, I feel ready to take it on. I’m good to go.”

I knew what she meant. I was ready to go too, but I felt like mine was more so the case after meeting Tobias. Now that I had a suspect, I wanted to get to the bottom of this.

Once everyone was dressed again, it was time for the royal family to address the crowd. We listened to King Hermando say several words to us about the endeavor we were about to undertake and how we were all recognized as champions by the Sallusastans already. It was a good speech, if not a little sterile, and to me it only seemed to underline the fact that he was holding back information from most of the teams.

When he turned it over to Britta to speak, I could see that she appeared nervous. And it wasn’t hard to figure out why either. She started off with the same pleasantries as her father, but it only got interesting when she broke from the script about ten minutes into it.

“There’s one thing that all the divers need to know before you go into Demonic Tremors,” said Britta, her voice so hollow that I could hear it crack in the middle. “You all need to know about what happened to some of the divers from the first tourney. They were . . . injured.”

I glanced over at her father to see him practically foaming at the mouth. Britta was committed now though, and when someone in the crowd asked about the injury, she told them everything.

“Something or someone inside the dungeon cut half of the survivors off from their MP,” said Britta tenuously. “A cut that has been permanent so far.”

As soon as she said it was permanent, a gasp erupted from the crowd. There were looks of confusion and fear in the face of every diver around me. On the stage, I could see Britta give a fearful glance at her father, who was now charging toward the stage as those in front tried to yell out as many questions as they could.

In the end, the damage was done. When King Hermando went front and center on the podium, he was hammered with so many questions that he too couldn’t resist the urge to tell the truth.

With the floodgates now open, I watched as what was a fairly typical purifying ceremony came to an abrupt end.

I wasn’t going to relish going back to the royal palace tonight.


Chapter
Nine



That evening, I could still hear echoes of King Hermando’s shouting even from the other side of the palace.

It didn’t lessen one bit even as the sun went down and night arrived. In fact, it only grew worse.

“That guy isn’t going to be able to talk tomorrow,” said Calista, who was standing with me near the door as we listened. “I’ll be surprised if he has any voice whatsoever.”

“It was the right thing to do though,” I said, feeling the need to defend Britta. “They couldn’t allow everyone to go into Demonic Tremors without knowing the truth.”

Calista rubbed her arm. “Did you see how many teams ended up leaving? It felt like half of them just got up and left after Britta’s speech.”

I couldn’t say I blamed them. They had a right to be scared. Though I knew some would decide the risk was worth it, many of the teams that left today wouldn’t be back, which would only fuel the king’s anger even more.

Even though I knew why the king was upset, I didn’t think that Britta deserved this level of vitriol, especially when I felt that she did the right thing. That’s why when the yelling finally stopped, I threw open my door and left our suite.

“Jeremy!” hissed Calista, poking her head outside the door. “Where are you going?”

“To see Britta,” I said simply. “Make sure she’s alright.”

I felt Calista grab my arm in an effort to stop me. “What if you run into the king though? He’s still going to be pissed.”

I shrugged. “So what? I agree with Britta, and I’ll tell him that to his face if I have to. She’s been nothing but kind and welcoming to us, and I’m not going to abandon her when she probably really needs a friend right now.”

I could tell that Calista was a little confused about my choice, but she didn’t go back to the room. Instead, she came with me.

Together, we made our way down the quiet halls of the palace, which seemed especially deserted tonight. I didn’t see a single servant, no doubt because they didn’t want to suffer the king’s wrath either. At least I knew where Britta’s rooms could be found, having visited her before with Mira. When we arrived there, the door was firmly shut.

I rapped on the wood with my knuckles and waited for a response.

I heard a garbled one on the other side.

“Who is it?”

“Jeremy and Calista,” I replied. “Can we come in?”

I heard the door unlatch and it was thrown open slowly. On the other side, I could see a very haggard-looking Britta. She had tears in her eyes, and I could tell some of her make-up had been running from crying. For the first time since I met her, her hair wasn’t even up. She was still wearing the tunic-like covering from earlier, but it was clear that Britta had seen better days.

“You two probably shouldn’t be here,” said Britta, looking at the floor. “If my father sees you⁠—”

“I’ll deal with him if I need to,” I interrupted. “I’m more interested in making sure you’re okay.”

“You look frightful,” said Calista, putting her arms around Britta.

Britta let out a long sigh. “I’ve been told my father’s voice echoes across the palace. That was the case tonight, wasn’t it?”

I nodded. “He has a pretty legendary temper it seems.”

She started to chew on her lip. “I’ve been on the receiving end of it too many times. It’s okay though. I can deal with it.”

“We figured it’s easier to deal with things when you have friends though,” said Calista.

Britta smiled. “I’m grateful for you, seriously. And though I may find myself cut out of my father’s will, I’m still happy with my decision. Even if the number of teams planning to make the dive has more than halved.”

I winced. “You have a rough count already?”

Britta closed her eyes and nodded. “Oh, yeah. You have to register for the tourney with the DG, and since my father gets all the numbers, he’s also heard the number of cancellations. Apparently, there are only six teams left.”

Ouch. That had to hurt. I estimated there were at least twelve to fifteen teams at the purifying ceremony today, which meant that hearing the truth was just as potent as the king feared.

“I even heard some of the servants talking earlier,” said Britta. “Apparently, you can’t even book an Olypepper out of the city right now. It’s backed up three days because of the mass exodus.” She shook her head. “I’m probably the worst princess this country has ever had.”

“Or the best one,” I said. “You did the right thing, Britta. And I’m sure your father will see that someday. He can be mad now, but it won’t last forever.”

“Well, I’m going to feel his wrath for the days to come,” she said. “I doubt he’ll talk to me before we dive.” Britta suddenly turned gray as she grabbed Calista’s arm. “Wait a minute. Are you guys coming here to cancel your dive?”

“No, we’re not,” answered Calista, sparing a glance at me. “We’re committed.”

Britta let out a sigh of relief. “I’d understand if you wanted to cancel—believe me, I would. I just don’t want to see any other teams drop out. I know it might sound selfish, but I feel like there’s a real chance I might have ruined my relationship with my father forever.”

“There are very few things that can’t be mended with time,” said Calista softly. “I know that better than anyone. I’d accepted that I was going to be a permanent outcast until Jeremy came into my life. Somehow, we’ve managed to get things turned around.”

I smiled when Calista met my eyes again. Her story was so much more complicated than that, but I thought the sentiment was exactly what Britta needed to hear right now.

“He’ll understand why you did it with enough time,” said Calista. “And if that doesn’t work, there’s always option number two.”

“What’s that?” sniffled Britta.

Calista grinned. “I’ve yet to meet the father who could stay mad at his little girl. Sometimes, you just have to fight a little dirty.”

Britta giggled. “I’m so glad you two stopped by. I didn’t want to see a single person after he left, but I’m so happy that you two came.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said, reaching over to grab Britta’s hand. She squeezed it tight and didn’t let go. “Is there anything we can do for you in the meantime?”

Britta gave me a hopeful look. “Find a few more teams that wouldn’t mind diving despite the risks? Maybe?”

“I’ll tell you what—if I see anyone, I’ll let you know,” I said, before my mind drifted to another topic. “Let me ask you something. Is Tobias Vann still registered to dive?”

Britta nodded. “He’s one of the six teams. I doubt he’s going anywhere.”

“No, he won’t turn and run,” I said. “All the more reason to think he’s probably behind this.”

“Good, then we’ll have less people to worry about when he makes his move,” said Calista.

“Yeah, hopefully,” said Britta, less sure than Calista. “At least I heard from Harry after the ceremony. He thanked me for what I said. I know that it meant a lot to him, and he knew what was at stake with my father.”

“It probably feels good for him to have someone on his side again,” I said.

“It was worth it,” said Britta confidently. “Even if it does cost me a kingdom someday.”

That statement earned a few laughs, and Calista and I stayed with her for about an hour before we made our way back to the room. By the time we left, Britta seemed like she was in better spirits, at least as far as her father was concerned.

“What do you think?” Calista asked me on the walk back. “Think Sallusasta will still have a royal princess in the morning?”

“I don’t think things are that bad here,” I said. “But I’m going to be glad to put royal squabbles behind us. I just came here to dive. I don’t want to be caught up with Hermando anymore.”

Calista giggled. “I know what you mean. I wanted to see a part of the world I’d never been to before, as well as get back into diving. Family squabbles are for the birds.”

I took her hand with mine. “Consider it behind us then. Come on. You think the girls are still awake?”

Calista shrugged. “Why do you ask? Have something in mind?”

I grinned at her. “I guess you’ll just have to find out.”

When we got back to the room, most of the girls were already asleep. Mira, Vaeda, and Seraphina were stretched out on the bed in various poses. Elise was still up, and it was what she was doing that immediately caught our attention.

“Hi-yah!” grunted Elise, using the ancient spear inside the room that had once belonged to a famous diver. She pulled it back and twirled it with her hand before making another thrust. At that point, she saw us and promptly lost all her focus as she turned red in the face.

“Uh, hey guys,” she said, planting the butt of the spear against the floor. “What’s up?”

“Getting a little practice in?” I teased, gesturing to the spear. “Even on a rinky-dink weapon?”

“Busted,” snickered Calista.

Elise was blushing furiously as she set the spear back where it belonged. “I was just uh . . . you know, testing it. To see how it felt in my hands.”

“Is my archer trying to change into a warrior?” I asked.

Elise shook her head furiously. “No, I’ll always be an archer, but I just wanted to see if I looked as badass with a spear as I did with a bow.”

“You looked incredibly badass until you noticed we were watching you,” said Calista.

“So you two don’t care if I continue to play with my spear?” asked Elise quietly.

Calista turned toward me and started to stroke my arm. “As long as you don’t care if I start playing with his spear.”

Elise brightened considerably. “Oh, nice pun! I love it. And yes, be my guest.”

I was kind of surprised that Calista wanted to go in that direction, but I wasn’t about to complain. Definitely not when she pressed herself against my chest and kissed me longingly.

“You don’t care if we do it in front of Elise, right?” she asked me.

“I’d do it with you in front of the entire royal court,” I said, making Calista laugh.

She reached her hands lower and started to undo my pants. “I feel like we haven’t been really intimate since we left Aspatria. And I was looking at you today in that lake and I just felt so totally horny.”

“I know how that goes,” muttered Elise just behind us.

Calista and I both laughed softly.

“So that means I want you inside me,” she said. “I want to cum with you so bad.”

I loved the look she was giving me right now. I could see the arousal in her eyes, and it was turning me on more than I ever thought possible.

Before I knew what I was doing, I spun Calista around and pulled her tight against me. One hand went to her tits, encased as sweetly as they were in her thin dress. The other hand started on her thigh and slid up under the hem of her dress, not stopping until it glided over the cotton material of her panties.

“Oh yes,” whimpered Calista as I groped her. “Touch me. Touch me, Jeremy.”

I slipped two fingers under her panties until they felt the hair of her mons. Sliding them lower still, I brushed the nymph’s clit until I felt slickness against the pad of my finger. I heard Calista moan when I dipped inside.

“Fuck yes,” she moaned, dragging out her words as she shuddered against me. “Deeper, Jeremy, deeper.”

I slid my fingers inside her body, not stopping until I reached the first knuckle. With my other hand, I pulled her tits out of her dress, unencumbered by any bra. I kneaded them with my hands and gently pinched each nipple as I felt Calista start to rock her hips against mine.

“Keep going,” she whispered. “Don’t ever stop touching my body.”

I was painfully hard after a few moments of touching my gorgeous nymph. I was also very aware that we had Elise’s full attention, even after she pretended to pick up the spear again. The athletic blonde was barely making any movements as she watched me manhandle Calista.

I loved having an audience, especially when it was one of my girls. I was determined that Elise was going to enjoy the experience just as much as Calista did.

For now though, I had to get these pants all the way off. I ripped them down my hips so that my bare cock could poke into the fabric of Calista’s dress. Taking my other hand off her tits, I pulled the thin fabric downward so that I could slide it along her soft ass cheeks. Calista was pushing hard against me now, and when she craned her neck to kiss me, I latched onto her lips with a heavy amount of passion.

I heard a moan across the room. Elise had moved toward one of the chairs and sat down, finally abandoning her spear. I could see her biting her lip as her eyes bounced off my cock and landed on Calista’s tits. Her hand was inside her shirt, and I could only imagine that she was pinching her own nipples.

I smiled at Elise before I abruptly pivoted, tossing Calista on the bed face first. In doing so, the nymph’s gorgeous ass was pressed into an upward position, and I could see the small pucker of her rosebud right above her glistening hole.

She was shivering in anticipation, but when my hands went around my cock, I felt that it was too dry just to put it inside her. Thankfully, someone else noticed my problem.

“Here,” said Elise, who had suddenly appeared by my side. “Let me help with that, baby.”

Elise fell to her knees before me and engulfed my cock with her mouth. I hissed when I felt her lips slide over the head and work their way down my shaft. Elise’s tongue coated the underside of my cock, not stopping until I was covered with her saliva. Smacking her lips on the way out, Elise pushed back up to her feet and gave me a sexy look.

“That should do it,” she whispered breathily before returning to her seat.

I glanced down at my glistening cock thanks to Elise. I noticed that Calista was watching me with a smirk on her face, and she muttered a silent thank-you to Elise for the assistance.

Putting my hand on Calista’s firm backside, I stepped forward until the tip of my shaft lodged itself in Calista’s wet pussy.

“Mmm,” moaned Calista. “I swear you got bigger since the last time we had sex.”

“I think he gets bigger every time,” added Elise, now rubbing herself on her chair. “The story of the ever-expanding cock.”

I paused for a moment, letting Calista get accustomed to my size. When she started pushing back against me, I knew it was time to slide even deeper.

“Fuck her, baby,” whimpered Elise, rubbing even more furiously now that I was almost fully encased in Calista. “I love watching you fuck her.”

Calista moaned loudly again and smashed her hips against mine until every part of me was in her. This time, I pulled almost the entire way out and surged forward again. Calista leaned up, mimicking the position we were in before I pushed her on the bed. I held her body against me as my head went in the space between her neck and her shoulder.

“Who do I belong to?” whimpered Calista, running her fingers through the hair on the back of my head. She turned her lips toward me as her breathing turned ragged. “Whose girl am I?”

“You’re mine,” I growled, giving her a particularly deep thrust that made her moan again.

“Have I always belonged to you?” asked Calista, pushing back.

“Every second of your life,” I replied.

She turned her head to look at me. “Tell me again. Say it one more time.”

“You belong to me,” I said. “You’re mine, Calista. Now and always. You’ll always be mine. I own every part of your body and soul.”

“Fuck, that’s so hot,” whimpered Elise to our side. She was now bottomless, and I could see her glistening pussy as she rubbed her clit. “Tell her again.”

“All of you are mine,” I said, picking up the pace of my thrusting. “And I’m going to mark you every day for the rest of our lives. Every day I’m going to show you that you belong to me for eternity. Mine now and for always.”

“And cum inside of us,” added Elise, her voice now sounding as desperate as Calista’s.

Calista nodded her head quickly. “Always cumming so deep inside our bodies. Where your cum belongs.”

“Making us pregnant,” cried Elise.

I was gritting my teeth now as I thrust inside Calista, loving every moment of being with my girls. My lower half felt drenched from Calista’s pussy, but I couldn’t have cared less. All that mattered was cumming, and there was nothing I wanted more than to deposit a thick load in my gorgeous nymph.

“His balls look so fucking heavy,” said Elise, talking to Calista as I pounded her from behind. “Fuck, he’s going to put so many spermies in you, Cally.”

Calista was barely able to form sentences by this point. She was holding onto my arm, moaning uncontrollably. Elise finally moved to the bed right beside us, where she spread her legs to let me see the wet and messy display of her drenched pussy.

“Cum inside her, Jeremy,” said Elise, now on the final stretch. “Impregnate her. Knock her up like you’ve knocked me up. I want to see every woman here with a big, pregnant belly. I want all of us to be so full of cum for you that we all get pregnant. Lots and lots of swimming spermies in my hot, fertile pussy. Oh fuck!”

Elise threw her head back as she started to cum, gripping the sheets of the bed. In front of me, Calista let out a cry so loud that I was afraid she was going to wake the other girls. She squirted on my cock right before going limp in my arms, losing some of her strength as her breathing became even more jagged.

When I finally came, I held her down as I pumped spurt after spurt of fertile cum into her body as Elise watched lovingly. When I pulled out of Calista’s worn-out body, a small river flowed out of her, dripping onto the floor.

My shaft was coated entirely with my cum, and there was still even some dripping out of the tip.

“It looks like you need my help again,” said Elise, falling to her knees once more. She sucked my cock back into her mouth and cleaned off every ounce of semen on it, swallowing it all while keeping her eyes trained on me.

By the time she was done, I felt incredible, like I could conquer any dungeon in the world.

By the look on her face, Elise was feeling the same way. Especially when she pushed back on my shoulders and straddled me.

“My turn,” she crowed happily as my cock slid into her silken folds.

I loved my life.


Chapter
Ten



Over the next few days, all we did was train.

From the beginning of the morning to late at night, we were on the royal practice grounds preparing for what was to come in Demonic Tremors. We even got a chance to face some real monsters too, with King Hermando arranging for us to fight some creatures from their own diving league.

That couldn’t have been more welcome. The main monster that he procured, a double-headed goat monster with a thick torso and powerful arms, proved to be quite the adversary. It was no licta, but after fighting those day and night, I felt myself getting right back into shape once more.

By the day of the tourney, that small pouch on my stomach was fully gone. I was back, and I was ready to face anything that Demonic Tremors might throw at me. As I put my armor on my body and sharpened my swords, I felt better than ever.

“Mm mm mm,” said Vaeda, stepping up behind me and gripping my chest with both hands. “You look incredible right now, babe. Rugged and handsome and brave and mmm!”

Vaeda shuddered, which caused Seraphina to laugh as she twirled her quarterstaff.

“Didn’t you get enough last night?” teased Seraphina. “Are you horny again already?”

“I’m always horny when he looks like this,” said Vaeda truthfully. “How can a girl not be?”

“I second that,” said Mira, raising her finger in the air like the adorably cute minx she was. “You know, they do say that a man always appears more attractive when wearing some kind of uniform. Statistics don’t lie.”

“Statistics,” muttered Elise, rolling her eyes. “Leave it to Mira to roll out statistics on a day like today.”

Mira frowned. “Statistics are even more important on diving days. Do you know that your odds of survival are statistically lower the further you get⁠—”

“No, no, no!” said Elise, waving her hands. “Too much brainpower right now. You’re going to make my head explode.”

Calista laughed softly. “We wouldn’t want that, would we?”

Once we were ready, the entire team caught a carriage ride to Demonic Tremors, which had popped out of the ground a short distance away from the capital. We had the carriage to ourselves, because there wasn’t much room left over after six divers in full gear had slipped inside.

“Everyone is comfortable with the spells they’ve chosen for the dungeon?” I asked, doing one last check on my team.

Seraphina was the first to nod as she pressed her badge. “You bet. It sucks that we can’t bring all of them, but if I had to boil it down to just two spells, I’m comfortable with Stun and Healing Light.”

Name: Seraphina Cultress

Class: Mastermind

Level: 146

Experience: 8883/11000

Stats:

Strength: 147

Agility: 144

Magical Power: 149

Stamina: 147

Intelligence: 142

Charisma: 140

Abilities:

Grace of the Elves

Turbo Boost

Strategist

Spells:

Swirling Flames

Stun III

Healing Light

Stonewall II

Invisibility II

Star Fire

I scanned her stat sheet quickly, knowing the dungeon would remove access to the other spells once we were inside. I nodded my head, approving of her choices.

“We need to keep an extra Healing Light around, but you’re even more deadly when it comes to Stun,” I said. “Who’s next? Vaeda?”

Vaeda pressed the button on her own sheet.

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 142

Experience: 10010/11000

Stats:

Strength: 140

Agility: 145

Magical Power: 145

Stamina: 139

Intelligence: 138

Charisma: 140

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Infiltrator

Dryad Magic

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance III

Demonic Wraith II

Black Wind II

“I wouldn’t be very effective with my daggers if I couldn’t use Callback,” said the impish dryad. “And Shadow Lance has always served me well.”

“I forgot that you got the upgrade on it last summer,” I said, grinning. “Good choices. Who’s next?”

The other girls went down their stat sheets as well. Elise was going to keep her Ice Freeze and Force Torpedo. Calista was going to be our secondary healer, keeping Healing Light and her signature move, Aqua Pulse.

As for me, I was going to keep Perilous Flames and Teleport, finding them the most widely used in my arsenal.

It was only Mira who had some trouble deciding what to pick. Mostly, the question was how do you boil a caster down to just two spells?

“I’ve thought a lot about this,” said Mira, biting her lip nervously. “Three of us have access to Healing Light thanks to Seraphina and Calista, as well as Jeremy’s Spell Forge. My Protective Bubble provides extra protection, so I’m comfortable not keeping Healing Light as one of my two.”

“I think that’s a strategic move,” I said. “You of all people need both spots available, and I think it wouldn’t be smart to leave one of them on Healing Light.”

Mira smiled anxiously. “It makes me feel naked without having it honestly.”

“That’s okay, we’ve all seen you naked before,” said Elise, waving her hand.

“But I’m going to keep Spell Lock with me, alongside Minimize. Now that I have the full upgrades for Minimize, I think it’s the next best option.”

“And with someone inside the dungeon attacking other divers, I think Spell Lock is a solid choice too,” added Calista.

“Good, it’s all settled,” I said. “Remember, nothing changes about the way we fight together. Attackers in the front and support in the back. Calista and Vaeda will be our hybrid fighters, moving where they’re needed the most. We’ve got this, team. Nothing is going to stand in our way.”

“Especially not Tobias Lincoln Vann,” said Vaeda sarcastically. “That fucker’s going down.”

I grinned as I heard that. There were few things I loved more than seeing my entire team motivated and ready for a fight. And now that we had Tobias Vann in our sights, I was going to do everything in my power to stop him from attacking the rest of the teams.

Even if I had to take him down myself.

By the time we neared the tourney, I started to hear noise in the distance. It was the noise of celebration and revelry, and it wasn’t hard to see why that was once we arrived on the tourney grounds.

“Britta wasn’t kidding when she called it a tourney,” muttered Mira. “This is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”

Our heads snapped to the right as we heard the neighing of horses. Suddenly, I saw two horses charge at each other, both of them carrying an armored knight in the middle of jousting. The two gilded warriors collided in the middle, with the one on the far side managing to unseat the one closest to us.

Seraphina winced. “That looks like it had to hurt.”

“I never understood the appeal of jousting,” said Vaeda. “Who does that anymore?”

I chuckled. “Apparently, the Sallusastans still love it. And look around us. Lots of things here look pretty medieval right now.”

Medieval was a great word to describe what I saw. Not only were there frequent rounds of jousting, but I also saw several clown-like jesters working a short distance away, one of which was doing a juggling act. Just in front of us, I saw a ring that was lined with spectators as two other knights, without the horses, were going at each other with melee weapons in the center. Everywhere I looked, I could see banners belonging to different Sallusastan families, ranging from simple to incredibly ornate.

“I feel like I’ve just stepped back in time,” said Mira, taking it all in.

“I feel like I could make some money here,” said Elise, blowing a raspberry. She grabbed my arm and fluttered her eyelashes. “Can I make some money in the archery event? I’m sure I could put all these rubes to shame.”

“I’m sure you could too, but we have a job to do first.”

Elise nodded suddenly. “Oh, right.”

As shocking as the medieval sight was in front of us, I couldn’t deny that it had its own charm too. The longer we stayed, the more it pulled me in, and I don’t think I was the only one.

“Jeremy!” shouted Elise about thirty minutes after we arrived. “You have to try these cinnamon rolls!”

Before I could even get a word out, my blonde archer stuffed a juicy roll in my mouth with her fingers. I gave her a long glare, but as I chewed, I found the sugary goodness melting in my mouth.

“Amazing, right?” she said. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I think these are even better than mine.”

“That is good,” I said, swallowing and immediately taking another bite. “That’s incredible actually.”

I saw her heart go into her eyes. “You’ll still love me even if I don’t make the best cinnamon rolls in the world, right?”

I gave her a long, sugary kiss.

“I’m not with you because of your cinnamon rolls,” I said. “It’s just a nice added perk.”

Elise let out a sigh of relief that was adorably cute. We munched down on the remaining cinnamon rolls until Calista and Mira approached us once more.

“Look who’s here,” said Calista, nodding her head. “Tobias and his team just arrived.”

I glanced in the direction she pointed only to see the smug face of Tobias. The arrogant diver certainly looked the part today, wearing an expensive set of armor that covered his vital areas. A cape that breezed behind him as he walked was attached to his shoulders. I noticed that he didn’t have much of a team either, only having two other members with him.

“Having a team of three means he’s either extremely confident,” I said. “Or extremely stupid.”

“Probably a mix of both,” said Mira.

I met Tobias’ eyes as he closed the distance between our two teams. His upper lip twitched as it usually did once we were close.

“This is the rest of my team,” he said, jerking his head backward. “Meet Nate and Bruno.”

Unlike their leader, Nate and Bruno weren’t the picture of confidence. Nate struggled to even meet my eyes, keeping his sight firmly trained on the ground. Bruno looked like a weaselly sort of man, and he was missing a tooth on the bottom row of his mouth.

“I just thought you’d want to be introduced to the team that’s going to be winning today,” said Tobias smugly.

“It surprises me that someone would be that stupid to only bring a team of three into this dungeon,” I said, finding my patience very short. “Do you want to die in there?”

Tobias’ eyes flashed with anger for a moment before he got himself back under control. He pulled the emerald out and tossed it in the air.

“I’ve got this,” he said. “As long as I do, I’ll be unstoppable.”

I could read between the lines of that statement. I knew precisely what he was going to expect the emerald to do.

Tobias pocketed the gem and looked around. “At least now most of the shitty teams have deserted. Cowards, all of them.”

I looked around to see that at least part of his assessments were correct. I could only see three other teams besides our two. Garrick and his older team was there, as well as Uly and his siblings. With Britta bringing up the rear, there were only five teams set to dive today.

“At least these other teams won’t get in our way, right Pollard?” said Tobias. “It won’t be hard to outstrip the geezers, but I wish the princess would have just stayed home. She doesn’t belong here either.”

“Funny, because I’ve seen what Britta can do,” I said. “She’s a formidable diver.”

Tobias snorted. “I think you were watching that formidable fat ass of hers. Not that I wouldn’t mind a roll in the hay, but that’s the only thing she brings to the table.”

I was moving before I knew what happened. In the next moment, I’d withdrawn one of my swords and had it pressed against Tobias’ throat. Everyone around us froze, and both of Tobias’ teammates looked like they were about to shit themselves.

“You can say whatever you want in private,” I growled. “But if I hear you say one more thing about Britta, or any of my girls, I’ll take your head right off your shoulders.”

I finally broke the cool exterior of Tobias. The man stepped back suddenly as he fished his emerald out of his pocket with one hand, while his other hand brought a wicked double-bladed axe up to block my sword.

“Now you’ve done it, Pollard,” he spat. “I thought you might be different from the others, but you’re more like them than you are like me.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” I said.

His eyes flashed with hate as he stepped back. “I’m done here. When we win, it’s going to make all of this even sweeter.”

He breezed by me, his cape flapping behind him. Nate and Bruno trailed after him like scolded puppies. I found that my glare didn’t disappear until he was on the other side of the tourney.

“Have we ever met a bigger asshole than him?” asked Seraphina once he was gone. “I’m pretty sure he takes the cake for biggest dickhead.”

“Even Cal wasn’t that bad in the beginning,” said Mira. “And Rico could at least be civil.”

“Yeah, that guy is probably in love with the smell of his own farts,” added Elise.

Our altercation was still drawing attention. I felt eyes on me as a worried Britta soon appeared at my side.

“Please tell me I’m just imagining things and you didn’t just have your sword at the throat of Tobias Vann,” she said, touching my arm.

“Definitely not imagining things,” I said, putting my sword away finally. “I was getting tired of listening to him run his mouth.”

Britta groaned. “I’m sure my father is having a conniption somewhere. First the ogres drop out this morning, and now you’re already about to cut Tobias to pieces. Not that it wouldn’t be incredibly satisfying to watch it.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is arousing,” said Elise suddenly, a big grin spreading out on her face.

I glared at Elise, but I noticed that Britta blushed a deep red. She didn’t try to deny it either, which I found very interesting.

“Either way, I’m a nervous wreck about today,” said Britta. “My father still hasn’t said a word to me, and when he finds out what we have planned, he’ll probably never speak to me again.”

“Not if we stop this threat once and for all,” I said. “He’ll forgive you when we bring Tobias and his emerald to heel.”

Britta nodded slowly. “I really hope so. Did you read what I sent you last night by the way?”

I nodded. Right after dinner last night, Britta had sent over a messenger with a book, which had several pages marked. It contained several gems about the Vann family, spanning back several generations. Several of the passages mentioned the emerald, including a few about his eccentric father.

“I knew his father had quite the diving reputation, but he didn’t seem to suffer from the same arrogance that Tobias does,” I said.

“Maybe not, but the old Conjurer was still very talented in his time,” said Britta. “And if he mastered that emerald and got it to produce dark magic, Tobias is the kind of person who would be most tempted to use it. It’s the best lead we have right now.”

“We just need to catch him in the act,” I said. “And that means making sure he doesn’t strike against the other teams. Have you talked with them already?”

Britta smiled. “I’ve spoken with both Garrick and Uly. We’ve all agreed on the same strategy.”

I was relieved to hear that. Until we could confirm that Tobias was the one behind this, our best plan was to stick together. I knew we ran the risk of the dungeon increasing its difficulty from so many divers in one place, but we had safety in numbers.

I wasn’t about to risk each team piecemeal.

“Harry told me there’s a small citadel not far from the entrance,” said Britta. “It’s on a cliff that overlooks the rest of the dungeon. We’ll meet there. Garrick and Uly will do the same. Once we’re all assembled, we’ll continue into the dungeon and see if we can catch up to Tobias. With our greater numbers, it should allow us to gain on him quickly.”

“I like it,” I said. “And I think it’s our best chance. If we’re wrong about this, and Tobias is truly innocent, our increased numbers will make it easier for us to adapt to a new strategy. But for now, this is it.”

Britta took a deep breath, appearing totally nervous. “My stomach is a mess right now. I don’t know how you all manage to look so confident.”

“The nerves go away after so many dives,” said Vaeda, pulling her daggers out. “Now we’re just ready to kick some ass.”

In the distance, I heard the sounds of several trumpets. Britta whipped her head around to look at them before turning back to us.

“That’s the signal,” she said. “It’s time to go.”

Almost everything at the tourney stopped as soon as the trumpets blasted. The jousting came to a close, and the jesters put their balls away. Everyone was moving toward a raised platform in the distance, which was roped off from everything else.

Before Britta left, she grabbed my arm.

“Listen, I just want to say one thing,” she said quietly, for only me to hear. “I know sometimes plans don’t work out the way we intend. If something happens in there and we can’t link up for any reason, I just want to tell you how happy I am that you came to Sallusasta. I’m really glad I met you, Jeremy.”

She opened her mouth to say something else, but she closed it when the trumpets blasted again. “I really need to go over there,” she said. “But just know that no matter what happens, I really like you.”

Britta didn’t wait for my response. She turned heel quickly and started to jog toward the platform. I watched her ass bounce back and forth for several seconds before I said the words on my mind.

“I really like you too, Britta,” I said quietly.

She might have been a tortured princess in a delicate position, but I found that I liked Britta so much more than I expected to. In any other scenario, I could even see her being on our team. I could even see her being in my bed.

As it was, we were just going to keep this tension-filled friendship, but that was okay with me for now. I think Britta needed a friend more than anything.

Together, my entire team made our way to the platform with the others. I gave a head nod to Uly and his siblings before rubbing shoulders with Garrick.

“Are you ready to do this, young man?” asked Garrick, a twinkle in his eye.

“As ready as we’re going to be,” I replied with a confident look.

Garrick smacked my back and leaned in closer. “I know the plan. We’ll see you at the citadel.” He then turned to look at Tobias for a moment. “If your hunch is correct, it’s going to take all of us sticking together to overcome it.”

“Don’t worry,” I told Garrick, putting my fingers around my diamond. “Tobias isn’t the only one with a powerful dungeon gem. We’ll overcome him together.”

My diamond seemed less certain of that. I could feel something emanating from it, something that I hadn’t felt before.

Something that almost felt like fear. And I didn’t like the way it pulsed whenever Tobias was near.

You’re ready for this, aren’t you, I asked the diamond.

Are we ever truly ready for anything, Jeremy?

I groaned internally. Now is not the time for riddles.

Another time perhaps, it said dryly. Don’t worry, I will do my best inside.

I didn’t love the fact that it said it would simply do its best, but despite my best efforts to get it to say something more confident, the diamond remained elusive.

As we all gathered on the platform, I could see a heavy presence from the DG there with us. They told us everything they knew about the dungeon we were about to enter, which didn’t amount to much. But it was this one nugget that caught my attention.

“Because of the uncertainty posed by this dungeon, we’re going to be positioning DG officials just inside the door,” announced the leader, a gray-haired man with a bushy beard. “Should any of the teams require assistance, please reach out to your nearest DG official so you can exit the dungeon in the quickest possible manner. As a note, there are no Safe Zones instead this dungeon, so rescue by the DG is the only way to exit safely.”

I thought that was an interesting development. No doubt that was spurred by the news about the first divers, but it helped to know we would have extra eyes down there with us.

My eyes locked on Tobias, if only to see if he would react to that news, but the haughty diver seemed more interested in getting inside the dungeon than anything else.

“Good luck to all divers,” said King Hermando, joining the other DG officials on the platform. “And remember to call for aid if you need it! There is no shame in not completing the dungeon!”

He looked nervous as he said it, but I didn’t have much time to focus on the king by that point. One of the officials stepped up to me, using his Sallusastan wrist band to link into my diving badge.

“There, now you have a direct line to us near the entrance,” said the official, repeating the same task with everyone else on my team. “We’ve already determined the order all teams will be entering. Your team will be going third.”

Third out of five wasn’t too bad, and I figured being in the middle would put us right in the position that I wanted to be in. Britta’s team had the distinction of being first, and they were followed by Tobias’ team. When our time came, they had us surround a small hole in the ground that looked like a puddle after a heavy downpour.

“It’s a bigger step than it looks,” said an official in my ear. “Just plan to drop a little bit once you step through.”

I shrugged, not thinking anything of it. Looking at the faces of my girls, I made sure they were all ready to dive. With a nod of the head, I raised my foot and prepared to step into the puddle.


Chapter
Eleven



The official had been right. The step was deeper than I expected.

No sooner had my foot crossed the barrier than I felt myself being pulled into Demonic Tremors. The sound of my feet hitting the ground echoed, and I looked behind me, seeing only a small hole in the upper rim just above my head.

I stepped away from the hole only to find Seraphina coming in next. My elf goddess was holding her quarterstaff and looking every bit ready to kick some ass.

“Whoa,” said Elise, coming through next. “Would it kill them to add some stairs or something?”

“I think that would make it too easy, Elisey-boo,” teased Seraphina. “It’s supposed to be hard, remember? It’s the Champion’s League.”

“That or they want me to break my legs as soon as I get in,” grumbled Elise.

One by one the rest of the group appeared until Calista brought up the rear. My cleric had her bow at ready, but before the group could take any further steps inside the dungeon, a ghostly entity appeared in front of us.

“Choose your two spells now,” he croaked, looking like the creepiest Dungeon Master that I’d ever seen with his ghostly-white eyes and hollow face.

With those words, he pointed at each of us as he waited to hear our selections. When my turn came, I told the DM my choices. At that point, he snapped his fingers.

“It is done,” he said formally. “The changes go into effect immediately and are viewable on your stat sheets. Good luck, divers.”

With another snap of his fingers, the DM was gone.

“Ah, creepy,” said Elise, shaking her head. “Just once I’d like to run into a Dungeon Master that is straightforward and nice.”

I chuckled. “I think that would defeat the point. Everyone check your stat sheets and verify the spell reductions have taken place.”

While the group checked theirs, I pressed the button on my badge.
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“Looks good to me,” announced Vaeda. “No more Light Footsteps. For now at least.”

“Same here,” said Mira. “It feels real now that the spells are gone.”

“Remember, we’ve practiced for this,” I said. “Now it’s time to put it into motion. And figure out just where we were.”

I looked out around us to see what looked like an edged slope. We were on the top of the plain from what I could see, but I almost felt like I was in a sandbox environment. Or a giant in a miniature land around me. It all looked much smaller than what I expected.

“Is it just me or does everything seem small to you guys too?” asked Calista, lowering her bow.

“I’ve always wondered what it would feel like to be big,” said Elise, spreading her legs and walking slowly with both of them outstretched. “Now I know!”

I tried to see if there was any kind of landmark around that I could orient myself, but they were few and far between. I knew there was some kind of citadel that was supposed to be out here, but for the life of me, I couldn’t see anything remotely resembling one.

What was strange was that I felt like I could see a miniature amphitheater no more than ten steps away, at the bottom of the slope. At least, it looked just like how they were set up in the Aspatrian dungeons.

“Something’s not right here,” I said, taking a step forward. “Keep alert everyone. Just in case something happens.”

Something definitely happened when I took a step to the edge of the slope. At that moment, my eyes caught something shiny in the ground a short distance away. It was just large enough that I could make it out, and it looked like one of those little metal gaming pieces that resembled a castle tower.

At that point, I realized the truth.

Suddenly, the entire world around us seemed to grow at an exponential rate. A low noise erupted at that moment—the sound of the world growing many times in size. The miniature world was no longer so mini as we shrunk down to the size of ants. Before I knew it, that gentle slope of grass was now a thick forest that stretched out as far as I could see.

“Wow,” muttered Vaeda once we were little. “That’s a first.”

I glanced at Mira. “No one else had that experience entering the dungeon, did they?”

She shook her head. “Not like that. Our entrance was different from what was reported. Whatever that means.”

“Hey, guys,” said Seraphina, catching our attention and pointing to the horizon. “I’m guessing that’s the citadel that we need to get to.”

I craned my eyes to my left so I could see it. Now that little metal game piece didn’t look so little anymore. It sat perched on the horizon, following the upper lip of the slope.

Though I was still confused about the entrance, seeing the citadel actually made me feel better.

Now we had a destination in mind.

“Battle formations, team.” I said, assuming the front with Seraphina. “We have a date at the citadel we need to meet.”

Vaeda and Calista took their spots directly behind us, and Elise and Mira brought up the rear.

“We might be able to catch up to Tobias if we move quickly enough,” said Calista. “Assuming they got put in the same entry point.”

I glanced behind us, but I didn’t see anyone else coming through the hole we came out of. Of course, now that hole looked like a giant tear in the ceiling above us.

I wasn’t too keen on getting squished, so it was time to get moving.

“It looks like that citadel is on the same level as we are,” said Mira as we moved through the thick forest. “Which means there are six more levels under us. Now I’m guessing they go down the slope toward the amphitheater that Jeremy saw in the distance.”

Vaeda slashed a thick bush and stepped through it. “So what’s stopping us from hopping onto Jeremy’s dragons and flying to the amphitheater right now? Surely that’s better than working our way through the forest?”

“Flying is an extremely common spell,” said Mira, shrugging her shoulders. “My guess is that there’s going to be some kind of barrier to prevent anyone from doing so.”

“Couldn’t hurt to test it out,” I said, toggling my Dragon Keeper ability. Two blurs appeared in the air above us, one red and one black. They each let out a screeching roar as they flew overhead.

“Azrael! Fiero!” I yelled. “Fly toward the amphitheater!”

The dragons roared once again as their wings flapped, changing directions as they tried to move toward the amphitheater. Suddenly, each dragon screamed in agony as they hit some kind of invisible barrier, blocking them from flying even further. I winced as I saw them lose flight, tumbling back down into the foliage around us before they disappeared from sight.

“I guess that answers that question,” I said. “No flying to the amphitheater.”

Vaeda sighed as she got whacked in the face with an errant branch. “What if we flew to the citadel? Do you think that’s allowed?”

Does she really think it would be that easy, asked my diamond dryly. This is the Champion’s League. Shortcuts won’t be permitted.

I glanced at Vaeda and shook my head. “Not a chance. The little guy said no.”

Vaeda knew exactly what I was talking about as soon as I said little guy, but my diamond took offense to that.

I deserve so much more than just being called a little guy, it said stiffly.

How about if I call you big guy instead?

That’s only . . . marginally better.

Even after a year together, I still wasn’t fully used to its dry humor.

Either way, we were going to have to do this the hard way. The forest stretched out in front of us endlessly. At some points, the foliage wasn’t as thick, but in some we really had to hack our own path through it just to get by. The one bright spot to cutting branches was that there was no room for anything to attack us, but I almost would have traded a few battles for an open plain.

The forest was almost too peaceful. We’d been walking for some time when I realized that the noise I could hear in the air around us sounded like birds talking to each other. It sounded decidedly pleasant to my ears, and it didn’t fit the larger theme of the jungle.

“I’m still waiting for things to turn nasty,” I told Seraphina next to me. “It just seems too peaceful. I shouldn’t be hearing the chirping of birds.”

Almost as soon as I said the words, the chirping stopped. Seraphina gave me a wary look.

“You just had to say it, didn’t you?”

I didn’t say a word. Instead, I watched around as the foliage all started to burn away as if struck by some kind of invisible fire. I couldn’t feel any heat or any reason for the disturbance, but my instincts were primed for action.

My team spread out behind me, waiting with their weapons while a small arena was created all around us. In the center, the ground started to rumble, causing all of us to crouch down low so we could keep some semblance of balance.

“I bet you the monsters show up now,” yelled Vaeda to Seraphina over the noise of the sudden earthquake.

“Screw you, I’m not taking that bet,” replied Seraphina.

Sure enough, the ground started to raise directly in front of me. A conical shape of soil that was as tall as I was and twice as wide appeared from the ground as I backed up quickly. Soil was falling on top of itself as the cone grew ever larger until finally it happened.

A black, hairy, ugly creature spewed out of the ground. It almost looked like a licta, but it was about half the size and covered with a rough spattering of coarse fur. The creature had about eight legs from what I could see, but the head was anything but an insectoid.

Instead, it almost looked like a rabid dog. As soon as it was out of the ground, I could see drooling lips yip at me as its legs darted in closer.

It was soon joined by another and then another still, all erupting from the same conical platform.

“Let’s go!” I roared, leaping into action as I brought my swords down on the oversized ants.

It was the moment I’d been waiting for. All this pent-up aggression from being in an unfamiliar land with new threats and dickheads like Tobias had me primed for action. I let myself give into the bloodlust, sawing my blades through the neck of the first ant monster before it could gnaw at my arm. I rolled around the flank of the creature, chopping the legs of another monster before thrusting my sword through the open mouth of another.

Planting my feet, I kicked off the ground and dove into another set of monsters, slicing the head off one while using Perilous Flames to burn a hole through five more.

The only problem was that no matter how many I killed, they just kept pouring through the hole in the ground.

Beside me, I saw Seraphina swat several with her quarterstaff before using her Stun spell to render another group of ant monsters entirely immobile. In freezing their movements, I hit them with Perilous Flames, watching as their limbs burned to furry wicks on the ground.

I’d blazed a path somewhat to the cone, but by the time I was moving toward it again, more ant monsters were pouring out of the ground.

“Shower of Arrows!”

I heard Elise’s ability as she shouted it, and soon enough a black cloud of spear-tipped arrows fell from the sky, slaying the monsters around me. It was combined with an Aqua Pulse from Calista, which washed the ants away and swept into the cone.

At first, I thought perhaps we’d drowned the majority of the monsters, but the cone seemed to absorb Calista’s Aqua Pulse, creating a new terrifying effect.

The ant monsters that popped out of the ground next were bigger. It was like they absorbed all the water into their bodies, making them bulkier, faster and angrier.

One snapped at me before I was able to Teleport away, blasting it with Perilous Flames before Vaeda’s daggers struck its head.

“Callback!” she shouted, having the weapons whip themselves out its ruined flesh and back to her hands.

I saw Calista about to raise her hand to give off another spell, but I stopped her before she could complete it.

“No more water!” I said. “They feed on it. Let’s try a little fire now!”

She nodded and held back, using her bow as the only weapon she had left. While Calista moved back into a supporting role, I called forth my dragons. This time, I had Fiero fly in from the west while Azrael came in from the east. Their target was the cone, and each dragon took turns blasting the cursed hole in the ground with their magic. I joined them too, keeping up a steady stream of Perilous Flames aimed into the void.

It . . . kinda worked. I felt the ants struggling to get out of the ground again, but no matter how many times we raked the hole, they just kept coming.

“Jeremy!” shouted Seraphina, whacking another ant monster in the head. “They’re weak to dark energy! Strategist is telling me not to use fire or water but to use dark energy instead!”

That I could do with Azrael’s help. It also meant that Vaeda’s Shadow Lance would fit the bill as well. Glancing over at her, I noticed it was exceptionally potent in killing the creatures when she used it.

“Vaeda, follow me!” I said. “I need to get you to that cone!”

The tiny dryad nodded, and then wielding her Shadow Lance like a spear, she kept my flank secure as she followed directly behind me. I burned a path through the ant monsters, making my way closer to the cone. I had Azrael park himself just above the cone, hitting the core with as much dark energy as the dragon could produce.

Finally, we arrived. I had the chance to look down into the hole, and I nearly lost my breakfast at that point.

There were thousands of those creatures inside, sitting in this spatial hole and just waiting to emerge. We could have stayed here for days fighting them without end and still not made a dent in their numbers.

We had to close the gap now.

Vaeda stepped up to the cone and gasped when she saw what was truly down there.

“Oh fuck!” she said. “How are we going to kill them all?”

“Use your Shadow Lance,” I said. “Aim it down into the hole. I’ll do the same with my Spell Forge.”

With Azrael on one side and Vaeda on the other, all three of us poured our dark energy into the hole in the ground. Azrael had a little more reach than Vaeda and me, but I noticed despite our raw energy, we just weren’t having as much of an impact as I’d hoped.

We needed a multiplier—something that could boost our dark energy into a more powerful force.

I need your help, I told the diamond. Can you boost our output?

The diamond’s response was almost too relaxed for my liking.

I suppose I can do that, Jeremy. Lift your swords.

I did what it told me to do, holding both blades high above my head. Suddenly, I felt my body pulse with raw power. Looking down at myself, I was glowing with white light, emanating from my chest where it was the most blinding. That power started to swirl around my body, turning into a chalky gray color and then finally into an inky black as it moved toward my blades.

The power of the diamond imbued my blades with all its potent dark energy force. Angling the blades back down, it served to magnify the energy from all three of us.

Now the two smaller forces were one giant beam of darkness that obliterated the hole. Above my head, a black cloud formed as we rained death on the creatures of the dungeon. It became so powerful that I felt the ground start to shake moments later, nearly knocking me off my feet.

I don’t know how I was able to remain standing, because it knocked Vaeda to her knees. At that moment, the dark energy truly didn’t feel part of me any longer, allowing me to lower my blades completely without dampening the power.

It came at a great moment. Right then, another sharp tremor caused Vaeda to lose her footing, sending her tumbling into the cone.

“Vaeda!” I roared as my instincts snapped to attention. I nearly followed her into the hole, dropping my swords on the ground before going headfirst inside. Vaeda was falling headfirst too, and it was only my quick reflexes that allowed me to grab her ankle. Below us, I could see the beam of dark energy killing the monsters, but now that they were much closer to us, I had to find a way to stop our fall before we fell into them.

I let out a loud scream as my hand grabbed a rocky protrusion of earth, stopping our fall and banging me against the side of the earth. With Vaeda’s weight below me, it felt like my arm was slowly being pulled out of the socket. Mere feet under her head, I could see the monsters trying to grab her, piling on top of each other as they yipped, hungry for her flesh.

“Jeremy! Help!” she shrieked.

I pulled myself up a little further. Glancing back to the entrance of the cone, I could just barely see the top of the rim.

“Teleport!” I roared.

Vaeda and I fell outside the rim of the cone, safe from the monsters inside. I pulled her body to me, wanting to make sure she was truly okay. She looked a little shocked, but she was attended to by the rest of the girls, who had just mopped up the remains of the monsters outside the hole.

I tried to get back on my feet, but the shaking had become so violent now that I couldn’t maintain my balance. Neither of us could. Suddenly, the black cloud above the hole exploded in a fit of brilliance, spraying all of us with a shower of dirt and rocks.

For a brief moment, my world went black. I felt partially buried by the eruption, but when I was able to open my eyes, I could see that only my lower half was really buried. My torso was only half covered.

Brushing aside the dirt, I was able to stand for the first time since the shaking started, except now the ground was stable once more.

And even better, the hole was gone.

“Is everybody okay?” I called out, checking on the girls one by one. “Any injuries?”

“I think I’m okay,” said Elise, patting herself down. “That was some shit though. Wow.”

“I think my leg is broken,” said Mira with a hiss. “I’d heal myself if I could. Would one of you do the honors?”

“I got you, girl,” said Seraphina, bending over and using Healing Light on Mira’s shattered leg. Within seconds, the brunette was healed and able to stand once more.

“Thank you,” said Mira, putting her weight on it once more.

“That was crazy intense,” said Calista, moving to the spot in the ground where the cone had been. “It’s completely gone. Like it wasn’t even there in the first place.”

“I think it’s safe to say that was one demented ant hole,” said Elise, turning to Vaeda. “How many did you see down there?”

Vaeda’s eyes went wide. “Too many. If we come across those again, we need to immediately work the hole first.” She then seemed to figure out what she just said because she snorted.

“Oh, Vaeda,” said Seraphina, shaking her head. “Have you ever had a clean thought in your brain?”

Vaeda smiled. “I’ve always been a little dirty. Jeremy can attest.”

“You used to put on a good act when you were just my older neighbor,” I said.

The dryad shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I wasn’t thinking it.”

“I wonder how much experience we got from that fight,” I said, checking my badge.
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“Not bad at all,” said Calista, checking her own stats too. “Feels good to level up again. And I’m almost at level 100 now!”
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“Now we have to catch you up to the rest of us,” Elise told Calista. “But still, not a bad start to this dungeon.”

“At least we see where the tremors part comes from in the name,” I said. “Those earthquakes were no joke, and I’m sure we’ll see more of them. Come on, let’s keep moving.”

The team resumed its normal formation as we left the circular ring and reentered a growth of heavy underbrush once more. I didn’t love that we were back in the thick foliage again, but as long as it was like this, we didn’t run the risk of running into any more demonic ant cones again.

After a few more minutes of walking through the foliage, I could finally see our destination a short distance in front of us.

The citadel loomed much larger on the horizon, and I was looking forward to seeing a few friendly faces once we got there.


Chapter
Twelve



As we neared the citadel, the ground became much rockier than anything we’d been on previously. Gone were the dense trees and undergrowth that marked our way thus far, replaced by a stony hillside that was getting hard to climb.

After the first time that one of the girls slipped and almost injured herself, I decided it was time to jump ahead.

“Everyone hold hands,” I said, extending both of mine. “Let’s see if we can get a little closer.”

As soon as we were all bound, I used Teleport to “hop” our way up the hillside. I had to choose the ground wisely, and there were only a few reliable spots that could hold a party of our size, but in this way we were able to make our way up the hillside without too much trouble.

Now that we were at the top, the citadel was only a short distance away. I was thinking about teleporting closer when we heard a faint squawking in the distance.

We turned around, and I could see a thick black cloud in the distance. The only problem was the cloud was moving much faster than a cloud ought to.

And it was headed right for us.

“I’m betting that’s not a cloud,” muttered Seraphina, gripping her quarterstaff under her knuckles turned white.

“That would be too good to be true in the dungeons,” agreed Vaeda.

Once it was close enough, I could see what was essentially a flock of vultures heading our way. The only difference was that, like our ant monsters, these birds were armed with sharp teeth and talons.

And they looked ready to rip us apart.

“What is Strategist telling you?” I asked Seraphina, raising my hands as I readied to let out a Perilous Flames. “Any weaknesses?”

Seraphina used her ability and then grinned as she looked at Elise.

“I think your Shower of Arrows would be perfect for them.”

Elise looked all too happy to take center stage. She stepped right back up to the rim of the hillside we’d just climbed and threw out her hands.

“Shower of Arrows!”

It was an incredible sight to behold. Above the flock of unbalanced vulture monsters, I saw what appeared to be a thick rain that appeared out of nowhere. Instead of water though, it was a swarm of death courtesy of our archer.

Nearly half the vultures were taken out in one fell swoop, making the original group spread out after being attacked.

“They’re not going to let us hit so many of them again at one time,” I told the team. “Engage at will now!”

I released a Perilous Flames, sending a magnificent fireball soaring through the skies, burning the remnants of the ragged formation once they neared. To my right, Seraphina stunned another smaller group, causing them to crash into the rocks below our feet.

Our blonde archer was having her own fun too, alternating between Ice Freeze and Force Torpedo as she rained death and destruction on our would-be attackers. She looked to be enjoying the moment a little too much, but then again, that was Elise for you.

The other three girls were of limited use with their spells, and they mostly focused on mopping up the survivors. Vaeda used her Shadow Lance to destroy any vultures that got close to us while Calista drowned them with an Aqua Pulse that went raging down the hillside like torrential flood.

Even Mira’s Telekinesis was helpful, turning the last few birds against each other, and letting us destroy them utterly.

“That was almost too easy,” said Elise, after using her last Force Torpedo. “Stupid birds are no match for the Gardenian Goddess.”

I raised my eyebrow. “The Gardenian Goddess now?”

Elise raised her chin, her smile unwavering. “Say what you want about it. I’m committed now.” She then lowered her head in a look of almost-humility. “Plus I just love the way it sounds.”

I could tell that Elise was hoping this was the nickname that was going to stick. And as amused as I was, I wasn’t about to deny her the use of it.

After all, she kind of was my Gardenian Goddess.

I pulled her into my arms and kissed her soundly.

“The Gardenian Goddess is right on target, as usual,” I said.

The smile that blossomed on Elise’s face was absolutely incredible. She looked equal parts excited and a little horny. I had no doubt that if we weren’t in the dungeon right now, she'd probably be taking me to bed.

“I guess I can live with the Gardenian Goddess,” said Vaeda with a shrug.

“It’s a lot better than the last few nicknames you’ve tried out,” said Calista.

We all looked at Seraphina, who was usually the most critical of Elise’s antics. The redheaded elf regarded all of us silently before she finally shrugged.

“I’m still going to call you Elisey-boo,” muttered Seraphina finally. “Just for old times sake.”

Seraphina groaned when Elise hugged her moments later. “Thank you,” Elise said genuinely.

“Okay, let’s get moving again,” I said, shaking my head as I turned my attention back to the citadel. “Would the Gardenian Goddess like to take the point position?”

Elise nodded her head dramatically. “I’d love to do the honors!”

“Okay, let’s cover Elise,” I told the rest of the group. “And let’s hope we have a few friends waiting for us at the citadel.”

“And hopefully not a little asshole by the name of Tobias,” muttered Vaeda.

We climbed the rest of the hill on our way to the citadel, where I could get a clear and unobstructed glimpse of it for the first time ever. Honestly, calling it a citadel was being a little optimistic. It was more like a stone gazebo than anything else, with a main central platform that was covered with a stone wall no more than four feet high on all sides. It was shaped like a hexagon, with stone columns that held a raised dome roof that started about fifteen feet from the ground. The entire perimeter was no more than fifty feet all around, which would maybe hold two teams, and would certainly be too small if a fight broke out.

But it was our meeting place, and I hoped to see Britta’s face once we approached the southern side. She was the first to go, so my hope was that she’d beat us here.

And yet, when we finally stepped into the citadel, I found it painfully empty.

“There’s no one here,” said Elise, her voice echoing off the stonework around us. “Are we the first people to arrive?”

“It would appear that way,” said Mira, putting her hands against the walls. “It’s like a natural amphitheater in here. I’m barely speaking, but my voice feels so loud in the echo.”

“I think we would have heard if anyone else was here for that reason alone,” said Seraphina, resting her staff against the wall and letting out a long stretch. “So I guess we’re the first ones.”

“We shouldn’t be the first ones though,” said Calista, moving to the other side and taking a look at the northern plain of the citadel. “Britta’s team and Tobias’ team had to have passed this point already.”

“Maybe not,” I said, seeing no other evidence of occupation. “If the dungeon put them at a different point, it’s possible they would have not been here yet. It’s also possible that the next team we see is Garrick’s or Uly’s. It just depends on where the dungeon put them and how fast they move.”

“So what’s the alternative?” asked Vaeda. “We just sit here and wait for everyone to show up?”

“That’s what we said we’d do,” answered Mira, pulling herself up on the wall and taking a seat. “If we’re going to fight with numbers, that’s the best option.”

“Everyone take a side,” I said. “With this being the highest point on this level, we should be able to see anyone coming long before they get here. Hopefully, it won’t take too long for all of us to converge.”

I almost wished I hadn’t said that last part. Especially when it became obvious after nearly half an hour that no one else was coming. Nobody had seen anything, no sign of life from either the other teams or the dungeon itself.

Things were almost too quiet. And that meant that something wasn’t right.

I was itching to move again, to do something, that wasn’t just waiting for trouble to come to us.

It was that thought alone that prompted the input of the diamond.

Step outside the citadel, it told me. Walk the perimeter.

My curiosity was piqued. Why? What will I find?

It didn’t answer me, but then again, I expected such brevity from it by now. Detailed answers were something that was elusive to all diamond gems it seemed.

Leaving the other girls to watch the four cardinal directions, I grabbed Vaeda to step outside the citadel.

“I want to take a walk around the perimeter,” I told her. “The diamond thinks it would be a wise thing to do.”

She nodded and hopped off her perch. “I was about to take a nap anyway.”

I could hear the crunch of the grass under my feet from the moment we left the stone floor. There was a breeze in the air, but there was a deafening silence that I found to be troubling. We turned to walk the perimeter, and I scanned the horizon to see if anything jumped to my attention.

After two full circuits, I still hadn’t seen a single thing. Neither did Vaeda, and I was starting to wonder why the diamond wanted us to patrol it.

“Okay, you keep your eyes trained on the perimeter this time,” I said, once we commenced our third lap. “I’m going to see if there’s anything on the ground that catches my attention.”

That turned out to be the right course. We were nearly halfway into the third circuit when something caught my eye. It was just the right angle to reflect the light, but as soon as I saw it, I broke from Vaeda and rushed forward.

“Jeremy,” she called out. “What is it?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I said, stopping once it was at my feet. When I crouched down to inspect it, my blood ran cold.

It was a forearm greave and it was coated in blood. Fresh blood by the looks of it, it was still pooled at the bottom of the armor.

I recognized the greave too. There were initials stamped onto it, placed right in the corner to designate ownership. GWH.

Garrick Walter Humdyna.

I pulled out my swords as my adrenaline spiked.

“They were already here,” I said. “And they were attacked. Look at this. It’s Garrick’s forearm greave.”

Vaeda pulled out her daggers too, and we both instantly scanned our surroundings for a threat. I still saw nothing, but at that moment, I felt the breeze around us pick up into something that was much more forceful.

It wasn’t a hurricane by any stretch, but it was so powerful that I had trouble standing upright. Grabbing Vaeda’s hand, I rushed to the citadel only to find the other girls now crouching behind the stone walls, keeping themselves secure from the wind.

“Where did this wind come from?” shouted Elise, just loud enough for me to hear.

I didn’t answer, but then I felt the weight of the diamond imprint on my brain.

Extreme danger. Teleport away now.

There was no time for questions. I knew the diamond didn’t exaggerate, so I did everything in my power to pull all the girls together so that we were all touching.

“Get to me now!” I yelled at them, shocking my girls but making them move with haste. At that moment we all connected, it felt like somebody turned off all the lights inside the dungeon. Clear daylight turned into pitch black, surrounding all of us.

“Teleport!”

My destination wasn’t picked with strategy as much as it was picking a place that was far enough away from the citadel and still within the line of sight. That meant we all reappeared at the cusp of the rocky slope, where we’d fought the vultures. The lights turned back on inside the dungeon, and everything appeared normal again.

But inwardly my diamond was pulsing with power.

It’s not safe here, it told me. The team needs to leave at once.

What’s not safe, I asked it. The dungeon or this plain?

The plain. Do not return to the citadel. It’s surrounded by dark magic that’s both ancient and powerful. You need to get to the second level as quickly as possible.

What’s going on? Is it Tobias and his team?

The diamond’s answer chilled my blood. Five teams have entered, but only two of them remain whole. One team has been completely destroyed and two others are on the brink of disaster. Both are ahead of you. Only your team can save them from the other.

“Holy shit,” I muttered, looking into the bewildered faces of my team. “We have to go now.”

“But the citadel?” said Calista, pointing at the enchanted fortress on the other side of the plain. “What happened to our plan?”

“It changed,” I said, gesturing for them to follow me. “Come on, I’ll fill you in on the way.”

Instead of moving back toward the citadel, I changed course, making for the edge of the slope on the other side, where the ground lowered dramatically as it made a swiping arc toward the far-off amphitheater. Along the way, I shared everything that I’d heard from the diamond as we moved quickly.

“That only points to one thing then,” said Seraphina. “We were too late. Tobias has to be the other team that’s still intact. He’s attacked the other teams and . . . destroyed them.”

I felt the weight of her words in my stomach. All I had to go off of was the bloody greave and the diamond, but somehow I knew it was Garrick’s team that had been destroyed.

“We knew that Tobias didn’t have much respect for them anyway,” I said. “It makes sense that he went after them first. Either way, we need to make sure we protect the survivors. Britta’s team and Uly’s team are in grave danger, and we’re the only force that can save them. We need to make up some time, because we’re bringing up the rear right now.”

At that moment, I cursed myself silently for spending so much time at the citadel and for not walking the perimeter sooner. It was too late to do anything about it now, but our original plan allowed Tobias to get out ahead of us and start striking at the other teams.

I only hoped we could catch up to him before it was too late, but there was one thing bothering me once we reached the other slope.

Why can’t you destroy the dark magic at the citadel, I asked the diamond. Aren’t diamonds stronger than emeralds? If Tobias created it, I would have thought we’d be powerful enough together to dismantle it.

What you’ve suggested is usually the case, Jeremy. Diamonds are more powerful than emeralds, but something has been done to that emerald to allow it to access more power than it should rightfully have. It’s striking out now, acting on its own accord. You and I together may not be enough to stop it.

But we stopped Rico.

Rico was corrupted because the ruby was corrupted, it said. And he wasn’t the technical owner of it. The emerald is carrying out its owner’s will, and it has more power than it should. It will be much harder to counter.

Are we wasting our time then? Do we need to turn back if we can’t handle it together?

I hated to even think the question, but this was my team I was talking about. These were the people I loved most in my life. The thought of us being destroyed by a force we couldn’t handle was devastating.

What was even worse was the diamond’s reply.

I don’t know, Jeremy. I just don’t know if we’ll be strong enough, even with all of our power pooled together.

That reality was sobering. Before we could get any deeper into the dungeon, I stopped the team in a hollow grotto that was carved out of the side of the hill. It was a quiet spot, and one that looked like a place where we could have a breather.

“I need to tell you what I’ve just learned,” I told the girls. “Before we take another step further into the dungeon.”

I felt Vaeda’s hand caress my back. “What’s wrong?”

I told them everything that diamond shared with me, centered mostly on the diamond’s uncertainty about our relative power with Tobias and his emerald.

“There’s a chance that we won’t be strong enough,” I finished. “And if that’s the case, we might be able to rescue Britta and the others, but in a head-to-head fight with Tobias, we could lose. I need you all to hear me say that and decide as a team if it’s worth moving forward or not.”

It killed me to say those words out loud. Our entire diving career was about getting to the top and beating the best. Even when it came to the Aspatrian dungeons, there was always that belief that we were better than everyone else, and that was going to carry us all the way to the top.

Being here in Sallusasta was a different feeling. For the very first time in my diving career, I felt like we might not have enough to truly win the day.

And it was a frightening thought.

“What do you think we should do?” asked Elise quietly. “I can tell you what I think all day long, but you’ve always been our leader. You’ve never steered us wrong, so I’m happy to go in whichever way you think is best. What do you think we should do?”

I felt the weight of all girls on me at the same time. Though Elise was the one to say it, they all echoed the same sentiment. It took me a moment to truly weigh the pros and cons, but when the time came, I knew what the right answer was.

“I’m not going to abandon the other teams to Tobias or the dungeon,” I said. “I don’t care if they’re considered champions or not. We are the only people that can help them, and I’m going to do everything in my power to do so.” I took a deep breath. “But I won’t fault any of you if you think the risk is too high. I will support anyone who wants to turn back. And I’m prepared to go at it alone if all of you want to turn back. There’s no shame in that, especially given the stakes.”

I wanted all of them to know they didn’t need to fear leaving the dungeons early. Knowing what we knew at that point, no one would have blamed us for doing so. Pride would have been the only thing standing in our way, but it was also the most impactful.

“What kind of people would we be if we turned back now when the going got tough?” asked Seraphina, looking around at all the girls. “We’re here because we represent the best of Aspatria. We’re not made to cut and run.”

I found myself smiling at the gorgeous elf, one that she returned to me shyly.

“We owe it to Britta,” said Mira, adjusting her glasses. “We can’t abandon her. Or Uly’s team for that matter.”

“I’m in,” said Vaeda, nodding her head firmly as she clutched her daggers.

Naturally, it was Elise that had the most amusing response.

She lifted her chin high. “The Gardenian Goddess doesn’t retreat. She sticks her boot up the ass of anyone who gets in her way.”

I couldn’t help myself. I chuckled once I heard that, and I pulled all my girls in together.

“I love all of you,” I told them. “And I’m here with you fully. What do you say, Daredevils? We need to save the day.”

They let out a reaffirming cheer and as a group, our decision was set. Immediately upon separating, I heard the diamond inside my mind.

You’ve never lacked bravery, that’s for sure.

Would you have come to me if I did, I asked.

Good point. The stairs to the second floor are nearby. There is a team that needs rescued ahead of you. Go to them.

I wished I had more control over how the diamond shared information with me, but for now, I knew what we had to do.

“Let’s go then,” I said to the team. “Someone needs our help just ahead.”


Chapter
Thirteen



Finding the stairs to the second level was the easy part. They were carved into the base of a large tree, the kind that had a trunk that was so wide, we all could have joined hands together and still not wrapped around the base of it.

The hard part was getting past the obstruction that blocked it, requiring the use of Mira’s Telekinesis to move it as effortlessly as we could. While we worked on the obstruction, the other girls took notice of the tree next to us.

“Isn’t it gorgeous?” said Vaeda, hugging the tree before we could descend the stairs. “It’s so ancient, I bet it’s been standing in this dungeon for centuries.”

“How does that work?” asked Elise, who was clearly bewildered. “This dungeon just popped out of the ground three months ago.”

“Well, it obviously existed before the opening appeared,” said Vaeda. “How else would you explain a tree this old just magically appearing?”

“You know, there are several schools of thought when it comes to dungeon creation,” said Mira, pausing her work and causing Elise to groan out loud.

“Not again with the smarty-pants discussions,” said Elise, plugging her eyes with her fingers.

Mira patted her back consolingly. “I thought you’d be used to them by now.”

Elise mouthed the word “never” as Mira launched into her theory about parallel spatial planes where the dungeons existed. It was an adorable scene, especially as Mira paused frequently to continue her work while I helped move the stones manually.

“And that’s why we don’t know for sure,” said Mira, a few minutes later. “Academics are split on whether the dungeons have always existed in the spatial plane or whether they just shoot up magically on their own as soon as an entrance is created. Personally, I lean more toward the spatial plane theory.”

“Which means what exactly?” asked Vaeda, who’d clearly become lost many minutes ago.

“That means you’re right,” said Mira. “I think this tree is indeed very ancient.”

Vaeda brightened. “Oh, cool! I mean, it’s the only reasonable solution anyway.”

After clearing the obstruction, the team continued down the staircase, which was remarkably bright and airy considering the staircases in Aspatria. I didn’t know if that was a good or a bad thing, because our first step onto the second level found my foot landing in mud.

I pulled it out quickly and looked for firmer ground. There just wasn’t any to be found.

“Looks like some kind of bog or marsh,” said Calista, who was right behind me.

“Everything looks the same,” I said, scanning the ground all around us. “I don’t see any elevated ground where we wouldn’t get our feet wet.” I turned back to face them. “Let’s spread out a little and see if we can find a place where the bog isn’t so deep.”

We loosened our formation even further, allowing about fifteen feet between myself and Seraphina, and the same distance between us and Calista and Vaeda. I had Mira and Elise even more offset, so we would cover the widest distance while still remaining ready to fight.

As spread out as we were, there was no avoiding the marshy ground around us. Every step I took, my foot sank well past my ankle into the muck. Once we were into the bog though, I could feel the sky around us getting darker as a white mist started to grow thicker. There was no sight of dry land, and now it was getting harder to see the rest of the girls.

“It just wouldn’t be a marsh without heavy fog, would it?” grumbled Seraphina.

“I guess not,” I said. “Tighten our formation a little. I want everyone to stay within sight of each other. I doubt we’re going to find any firm ground now, but I don’t want any other surprises.”

We clustered together close enough to have a little space to fight, but nothing more. As soon as we did so, I noticed the marsh became even harder to trudge through, slowing us down dramatically as we inched forward.

“At this rate, we’ll get to the next floor sometime next week,” said Elise with a sigh. “Any chance we can freeze some of this marsh and walk on top of it?”

I shrugged. “It’s worth a shot, right?”

Elise stepped to the front and used Ice Freeze against the watery path. I watched as the ice crystals left her hand, turning the brackish water beneath us into a white, crystalline, and firm surface.

Suddenly, we had a section that was about ten feet long and two feet wide directly in front of us. Elise stepped onto the platform to see if it held her weight, and when it did, she let out a triumphant smile.

“It seems like I left my skates at home,” she said. “We’ll just have to make do without.”

I shook my head at her. “I’ll give you a hand.”

With the aid of my Spell Forge, Elise and I carved out a narrow path for the entire team. With the firmness of the ice beneath our feet, we were able to get through the marsh much quicker. About ten more minutes of walking later, we finally came to a firm path through the marsh that didn’t require the use of ice.

“Finally, I hope we’re out of it,” said Calista.

“Maybe not,” said Mira, pointing ahead. “What in the world is that?”

Just ahead of us, I could see something that looked like little squares popping out of the ground. The mist was so heavy that I couldn’t easily make them out without getting closer. Clutching my swords, I stalked forward until I could see what they were.

“Tombstones,” I said finally, relaxing once I saw them. “Must be a dungeon graveyard.”

“There’s not that many of them,” said Seraphina, counting each tomb. “Only ten?”

“This dungeon hasn’t been around for that long,” said Mira. “There can’t have been many killed inside just yet.”

“No, but their ghosts must be here,” I said, finding something to be excited about for the first time since we got on this floor. “And if that’s the case, maybe we can get some intel on what killed them. Or who.”

It was the kind of break we sorely needed. Anyone attacked by Tobias could potentially tell us what to look for, or ways that we could get around the power of his emerald.

I stepped closer to the tombstones and looked around for any ghosts. In past dungeons, the ghosts had appeared on their own, without the need for summoning.

And yet, no such thing happened in Demonic Tremors. They just simply weren’t appearing.

They aren’t able to come, said my diamond. They’re sealed away. They can’t manifest for us.

I fought the urge to groan. Do you ever have good news for me?

I bring you important news, Jeremy. There’s a difference.

The diamond sounded a little miffed. Now at least it knew how I felt.

So what’s the news with the ghosts? Let me guess—our emerald-carrying friend did something to the cemetery?

More than likely. The same dark magic has sealed the ghosts inside their tombs. They’re still there, but we can’t access them. And before you ask, it’s too potent for me to break.

I told the girls what the diamond said, only to be met with several questions.

“Why?” asked Vaeda. “What’s the point?”

“Whoever did it didn’t want the dead to talk to the survivors,” said Mira, putting it all together. “They don’t want their potential victims getting any hints or help.”

“The more I hear about this Tobias guy, the more I hate him,” said Elise. “And that means he’s going to be the one to get my boot up his ass.”

“I hate to say it, but we need to keep moving,” I said. “We’re not going to learn anything new here, and there’s still a team that needs help directly in front of us.”

“I wouldn’t say we’re not going to learn anything new,” muttered Mira quietly, as she bent in front of one of the graves. “Look what I found.”

I joined her right in front of a tombstone. Garrick’s name was written on it.

“This confirms it then,” I said with a heavy sigh. “He’s dead.”

“Look at the cluster of graves around this one,” she said. “It’s the rest of his team.”

It was an ominous realization, and I had to fight the urge to get angry so that I could remain focused. I took a moment to get my temper under control before I stood up all the way.

“That means that either Uly’s or Britta’s teams are for sure our rescue targets,” I said. “There’s no sense in looking for Garrick’s team now. They’re already gone.”

I could tell the team was sobered by that thought, but we were all veterans by this point in our careers. Death inside the dungeon was always a factor we had to contend with.

Putting the graveyard behind us, we continued walking down the narrow path. Thankfully, none of the other names in the graveyard were familiar to me, and I let out my own sigh of relief that I didn’t see Britta’s name, nor the names of any of her team.

For now at least, there was still time.
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“Oh, shit!” groaned Seraphina suddenly, about ten minutes after we left the graveyard. I heard her shout mixed with what sounded like water.

I glanced down at her feet to see that the marsh was back.

Elise started moving toward the front. “It’s okay, I got it with Ice Freeze.”

“Hold on,” I said, stepping toward Seraphina. I placed my feet right next to hers, feeling them sink just a little. I took a few more steps forward, testing out the ground.

“It’s not as deep here as it was before,” I said, finding that it was more like stepping into a puddle than a marsh. “Hold off on Ice Freeze for now.”

“What’s the harm in using it?” Seraphina asked me quietly. “Even if the water isn’t that deep.”

“The ice is firm but slippery,” I said. “I have a feeling there’s a fight coming soon, and if there is, I’d rather splash around in small puddles than lose my traction on thick ice.”

“Oh, that makes sense,” said Seraphina, nodding her head.

My instincts were right on the money as it turned out. The puddles didn’t get any deeper, but a short distance ahead, I could see something rising out of the ground like the tombstones earlier. The only difference was that instead of ten little tombstones, I saw nearly fifty blobs that were growing in size.

On each of the blobs, I could see a pair of red, evil eyes, but that wasn’t the most telling part about them. They appeared to be made of slime—a dark, dripping slime that practically made them part of the marsh itself.

“Slime monsters!” yelled Seraphina, readying her staff. “Let’s go, team!”

Being at the forefront, Seraphina and I moved forward to close the distance on the still growing slime monsters. I hoped to catch some of them off guard, destroying them before they were ready to fight. I was only partially successful at that, mostly because I took the heads off two of the blobs before they were able to move from their growth spot.

Usually, taking the head off any dungeon creature was more than enough to kill it or at least paralyze it, but that wasn’t the case with the slime monsters.

They simply would grow new heads once the old one was removed.

“Jeremy, my staff!”

I glanced to the right to see that Seraphina was now trying to hold onto her staff. Half of it was now embedded into one of the slime monsters, and it was swallowing it like it was some kind of tasty snack.

With Seraphina trapped, I darted over to her position and used my swords vertically, cutting down into the slime monster in a hope to free her staff. It mostly worked, cutting open the slime monster enough that she could pull it free, but the second she tried to wield it against another monster, it just got stuck again.

“Magic only, team!” I said. “Hit them with everything you’ve got.”

When I turned to glance at the rest of the team, I saw that Vaeda had already discarded her daggers while Elise and Calista both lost their bows. Spells were starting to fly instead.

“Ice Freeze!” said Elise, coating a group of slime monsters with ice crystals and keeping them stationary. I pivoted to her side to work in tandem, hitting the newly-frozen monsters with Perilous Flames, which seemed to destroy them.

“Thanks for having my back!” shouted Elise between spells, hopping around my body to hit another group that was about to hit my flank.

“I’ve always got your back!” I told her.

“It’s what I love about you,” she said sweetly before pouring all of her rage into a Force Torpedo that succeeded in covering both of us with slime.

At least our position was secure. Mira and Calista weren’t as lucky. Both women were completely surrounded, and Mira’s tigers were finding the same problems as we were.

“Benjamin, no!” shouted Mira, watching her tiger get fully absorbed by a swamp monster. Her other spell was of no use right now, and even her Status Shield could only at best keep the monsters at bay.

Calista’s problems were no less dire. These creatures absorbed the water from her main attack too, and they were both overwhelmed and killed before I could get to them.

“Seraphina! I need you over here!” I called out to the elf.

Elise jumped into the fray to cover Seraphina, who was now rushing to our fallen teammates. While she set about healing Calista and Mira, I was joined by Vaeda as we kept the slime monsters from overwhelming our current position.

“Shadow Lance!” said Vaeda, getting a low sweep that decapitated six monsters at once. I burned the remnants of them, but I noticed it still wasn’t enough.

Given so much time, the slime monsters could reconstitute themselves, and that meant no matter how many of them we killed, we just couldn’t get ahead.

I was tackled next as our position started to be overwhelmed. My swords were useless here, and I could feel the monsters trying to smother my face as they robbed me of air.

“Teleport!” I shouted with the last breath I had.

I appeared about ten feet away, and I burned my former tormentors with a torrential Perilous Flames. When I watched them start to slide together, recongealing even after my attack, I knew we needed something else.

Thankfully, there was one tactic we hadn’t used yet.

“I think I got this one, Jeremy,” said Vaeda with some confidence. “How about a little Dryad Magic?”

As soon as she said the words, I felt like all the moisture around us evaporated. All the slime that coated my body, and even all the sweat on my brow was suddenly pulled from me. My mouth even felt dry, but in using her ability, she was removing the water from around us, and that included the slime monsters.

Instead of viscous watery blobs, they were now dried out husks instead. Their red eyes didn’t look so demonic now as much as they looked pathetic, truly robbed of the life-giving essence of water.

“It’s working!” I told Vaeda. “Keep it up!”

The tiny dryad continued to bend nature to her will, absorbing all the water until it represented a brackish-looking ball above our heads. It was so large that it blotted out most of the remaining light we had, even with the thick fog.

“I can’t hold it for much longer!” she yelled. “Get rid of them!”

I could see the strain on her face, and now that she’d done her part, it was time to do ours. The lack of water made the slime monsters sitting ducks for us, and now they could be burned without fear of reconstitution.

“Perilous Flames!” I roared, sweeping the now empty bog with fire while the rest of the girls used their own spells.

“Hurry!” shouted Vaeda. “Can’t hold it much longer!”

We all tried to sweep up the remains of the monsters but when Vaeda’s power gave out, all that water landed on top of us. I didn’t have words to describe the feeling of being hit with all that water at the same time, but I knew I lost my footing and found myself on my back, as did the rest of the girls. There were coughs and sputters as we tried to get our bearings, but when I managed to glance up again, I couldn’t see any of the swamp monsters remaining.

What I could see was the remnants of the monsters mixing with the water. I knew we had another problem on our hands when the waters started to wash back and forth over our part of the bog, folding in on itself until something solid started to congeal in the center. It was like watching Vaeda’s Dryad Magic but in reverse, as the remaining pieces of monsters came together to form something new in the middle.

A much bigger, more solid slime monster that towered over all of us.

When Vaeda saw what was happening, I think she felt that another round of Dryad Magic was in order, but as soon as she used the ability, the monster swept it away with one flick of its hand. We weren’t going to be allowed to use the same move twice, so a different approach was needed.

“Jeremy, try your swords!” yelled Seraphina. “They should work this time!”

I pulled my swords back out again, thinking that this swamp boss looked a lot more solid than the individual ones. The creature saw and pulled back its arm, thinking to swat me out of the way like a pesky fly. Using Teleport, I got between its legs and carved them up, feeling the immense amount of satisfaction when my blades hit something solid.

“We can use weapons now,” I told the girls. “Have at it!”

It was an incredibly freeing feeling to be able to rely on my swords again. Not that I didn’t love my spells, but fighting in the dungeon to me was about using weapons first, and I felt naked when I didn’t have them in my hands.

I used Teleport to work my way around the creature’s legs, carving them up while the girls attacked on their own. Calista and Elise peppered the creature with arrows while Vaeda aimed for the face with her daggers.

“Callback!” said Vaeda, retrieving her daggers after a near miss of the creature’s glowing red eyes.

There was a consequence to the firming up of the creature’s body. The various slime monsters before could only smother us, but now that there was something solid in much of its body, its blows actually hurt.

I found that out firsthand when I went too far away from the legs with my next Teleport, coming down a short distance from the creature’s left arm. My goal was to get onto its shoulder and sink my swords into the fleshy part of the neck. No sooner had I teleported to the spot than I saw its meaty fist coming to strike me.

I only just got my sword up to offer the least bit of protection, but for the monster, it was probably like swatting a thumb tack. The creature roared as its palm collided with my body, causing me to fall from him and hit the ground. I landed funny, and I swore I broke my shoulder when a shooting pain went all the way up my arm when I tried to raise my sword.

I was too far away from Seraphina and Calista to get healed, and there wasn’t time to do it myself, so I dropped the sword in my arching arm and focused on my spells.

“Perilous Flames!”

The fireball I crafted was larger than I was, and I aimed it directly for the beast’s torso, searing the flesh away as it cried out in pain. Now that I had its attention, the swamp monster turned toward me, lumbering on its carved feet as it pulled its hand back and tried to swat again. I used Teleport to keep some ground between us, but it was the sudden appearance of a spear in its hand that forced me to fight fire with fire.

The first time I tried to block a blow from the monster, I expected my sword to go flying out of my hand. I was stronger than I thought I’d be, especially considering how small I was in relation to the monster.

Still, I was fighting with a broken shoulder and being forced back continually. My girls were helping, but right now this creature was laser-focused on finishing me off and probably stepping on me for good measure.

With it closing the distance, there was only one last thing to do.

It was time to bring a little fire into this fight.

I toggled into my Fire Mage ability, letting it coat my body with flames that made me a walking inferno. The next time the beast tried to poke me with its spear, I set the tip aflame, quickly burning through the root until it fell to the ground harmlessly.

Now it was my turn. I held my sword against my body until flames shot up the blade, coating the metal with fire. With righteous rage and a blazing body, I stalked my prey, dodging out of the way of any further attacks. It even tried to bring its hand down on me flatly, but I used Teleport to get back on its shoulder.

This time, my flaming body instantly seared the monster and caused it howl in pain. I crawled across its shoulder until I could hold my sword aloft, plunging its flaming fury into the beast’s flesh.

No sooner had I withdrawn the blade than I shot a Perilous Flames into the wound, burning the creature’s flesh away until it vaguely resembled charred coals. Losing its balance, the beast stumbled headfirst, hitting the ground with an enormous tremor that knocked the girls on their asses.

There was only one thing left to do at that point. Before the beast could get back on its feet, I teleported to the back of its body and used Spell Forge one more time.

“Shadow Lance!”

Wielding the wicked spell, I started to carve into the beast’s chest, not stopping until all life went out of the swamp monster when its torso was completely carved up.

All that was left on the inside was that same brackish slime that had made up the rest of the creatures. With its torso destroyed, the slime oozed all the way out of its body, returning the swamp to its normal levels. A giant bag of loot appeared in its place, no doubt containing enough gold coins to buy another mansion.

I rode the deflating body until my feet were back in the swamp again. Letting go of my Fire Mage abilities, I ran over to where I dropped my other sword and put it back in the scabbard.

“Healing Light,” I said, gritting my teeth as my shoulder was reset and popped back into the socket. It took about ten seconds to complete the process, at which point my arm was as good as new once more.

“I’m getting really tired of being in this damn bog,” said Elise, planting her hands on her hips. “The gold barely makes it worth it.”

Mira gave her a funny look. “Elise, there’s enough gold here to set us up with our own palace in Sallusasta if we wanted.”

Elise’s cool exterior melted. “You mean I too could be a princess some day?”

“You already are a princess,” said Seraphina with a snort.

Elise raised her chin. “Not just a princess. A goddess. A Gardenian Goddess.”

We all laughed, but it was Mira who checked her stats after that fight. And our lengthy entanglement with the swamp monster had raised us all several levels.

Name: Mirabel “Mira” James

Class: Caster

Level: 151

Experience: 552/12000

Stats:

Strength: 149 (+9)

Agility: 154 (+10)

Magical Power: 154 (+11)

Stamina: 152 (+7)

Intelligence: 151 (+7)

Charisma: 149 (+5)

Abilities:

Power of Knowledge

Status Shield

Telekinesis

Protective Bubble

Spells:

Healing Light

Minimize III

Reanimate

Summon III

Time Warp

Spell Lock III

Clone

“Amazing,” whispered Mira, flashing me with an adorably-cute smile. “I never imagined I’d be able to be this good. Not when I was still a level 2.”

I pulled her into my arms and kissed her. “You’re the most talented caster there ever was. How could you not be legendary?”

A deep flush appeared on her cheeks. She grinned at me. “You’re just saying that because you love me.”

“I’m saying that because it’s true. The fact that I love you has nothing to do with it at all.”

Mira giggled. “Acceptable answer. I love you too.”

“Oh, yeah! I got a new ability! Check this out!”

We turned to see Elise shrieking a short distance away. She did a fist pump and then ran over to show us her badge.

Name: Elise Carlsberg

Class: Archer

Level: 152

Experience: 2002/12000

Stats:

Strength: 151 (+5)

Agility: 146 (+5)

Magical Power: 152 (+10)

Stamina: 151 (+11)

Intelligence: 148 (+4)

Charisma: 150 (+3)

Abilities:

Never-Ending Quiver

Rain Dance

Shower of Arrows

Ethereal State – NEW

Spells:

Ice Freeze III

Illusion II

Confusion II

Force Torpedo III

“Look, look, look!” said Elise, toggling the abilities info sheet. “How badass is this?”

Ethereal State – This ability allows the user to transform their body into a spiritual entity, rendering them invulnerable to any physical attack. This ability can only be used eight times per twenty-four hour period.

“So you can become a ghost then?” asked Mira, raising her eyebrow.

“Not just a ghost,” said Elise, blowing a raspberry. “A fucking goddess! I think the dungeons heard me, and this is their approval of my choice of nickname.”

I glanced into the faces of the other girls and all of them seemed not convinced.

“Show us,” said Calista, crossing her arms in front of her breasts. “Let’s see it.”

Elise shrugged and toggled the ability. Suddenly, her body lost all of its physical form, turning her into a ghostly-white outline. She still looked just like the Elise we knew and loved, but I had to agree with Mira’s assessment.

She looked more like a ghost than a goddess.

“More like the Gardenian Ghost,” teased Vaeda, swatting the open air where Elise’s ghost appeared.

Elise turned herself back into her physical form, and she looked upset as she glared at Vaeda.

“Not a ghost,” she sputtered. “I’m a godd⁠—”

“Ghost or goddess, it doesn’t matter,” I said, putting my arm around the waist of my defensive archer. “Either way, you’re so much more badass than you were before. You’re amazing, babe.”

Elise looked a little mollified by that. “Fucking right I am,” she grumbled.

We all laughed at that. The rest of us had similar gains, but no one else had any new abilities. For now, we were able to grab our loot and continue onward. Thankfully, the bog came to an end a short distance later.

And when it did, we found the stairs to the third floor.


Chapter
Fourteen



There was an obvious difference from arriving on the third floor compared to the second.

“What the hell?” said Elise, her nose wrinkling as she looked around the musty stone walls around us. “Is this a wine cellar?”

“It definitely looks like one,” said Mira, touching the stone and pulling her hand back. “The stone is even cold.”

“If it is, I could surely use some more of that honeyed wine from the king’s personal stores,” said Vaeda, making a face at what looked like a cobweb hanging just in front of her face. “And less of the overall creepy vibe.”

“We’ve made it further than all the other teams,” said Calista. “The survivors didn’t get to the third level.”

“True, but Britta, Uly, and Tobias are still ahead of us,” I said. “And I’d like to close that gap as soon as possible.”

Vaeda let out a deep sigh. “Honeyed wine another time then, I guess.”

Seraphina put her arm around the dryad. “Life is just so disappointing sometimes, isn’t it?”

“Tell me about it, sister,” said Vaeda.

Despite the jokes, the girls were more than ready to get through this new section of the dungeon. Especially when each room turned out to be a little more gruesome than the last.

“Oh my spirits, what is that smell?” asked Calista, plugging her nose as we walked into the next partition.

Elise put both hands up. “It wasn’t me.”

“No, it smells like . . . ugh, barf,” said Calista, now fanning her face.

It didn’t take us long to identify where it was coming from. In the narrow room we were in, there was a section along the outer wall that was lower than the rest of the floor. In that depression something had gathered that resembled the brackish water from above. Judging by the smell, it had been stagnant for some time.

“That’s so nasty,” said Mira, plugging her nose as well. “Come on, let’s keep moving.”

“The smells down here are more potent than the monsters so far,” said Vaeda.

“Shut up for a second,” said Seraphina suddenly. “I hear something.”

We all paused while Seraphina turned one of her elf ears toward the corridor ahead of us. I watched as she tried to decipher what she was hearing. We didn’t need to wait long, as the next noise was loud enough for all of us to hear it.

“That sounds like screaming!” I said, listening to the faint sound echo off the stone walls. “Let’s go!”

The team rushed forward, moving through chamber after chamber inside the underground dungeon. We must have moved through about three of them before we heard a blood-curdling scream, this time from just the section ahead of us.

“Right through there!” I said, gritting my teeth as I prepared to fight. “Just through that last archway!”

I was getting ready to slay whatever was in that room, but the dungeons had other plans. Suddenly, the only entrance into the room became sealed up in a matter of seconds. The seal came from the ceiling, rushing down a wall of stone until the archway looked like just another wall.

My anger went through the roof at being blocked from someone in need. I took a few steps back and channeled my Spell Forge ability before letting out a Force Torpedo.

The spell slammed into the stone and rocked it but it didn’t break.

“All together now!” I said, looking back at the girls. “Let’s blast this door!”

All six of us stood together and used our spells, trying to break the only barrier between us and another team.

It was no use. Despite the full strength of our power, we couldn’t budge the door.

“It’s not going to break,” said Vaeda, checking her Infiltrator ability. “It’s sealed shut. We couldn’t get through if we wanted to.”

“I need you to find another way into that room then,” I told her before rebounding on Elise. “It’s time to put that new ability of yours to good use. Can your ghostly form get through that wall?”

“I got this,” said Elise, using her new Ethereal State and turning ghostly white. She didn’t walk up to the wall as much as she glided, floating on air. When she tried to stick her hand through, none of that mattered.

“I can’t get in either,” said Elise, slapping the wall like she would if she had a physical body. “There’s something else here. Something blocking even me!”

I could just barely make out a muffled scream on the other side of the room. It was clear to me that Tobias was striking again, and he was using the emerald to keep us at bay.

“Over here, over here!” shrieked Vaeda, pointing to a section of the wall perpendicular to the original opening. “This wall is weak and can be blasted through. We can get out of here through this wall. There’s another passage.”

“Move out of the way,” I said, using Force Torpedo to slam into the wall.

It was the most satisfying feeling to see the wall crumbling from the force of the spell. By the time I had a hole large enough for us to walk through, I surged through, helping the girls one by one.

We emerged in some kind of long hallway, something that looked to be part of the underground cellar but just a different section. Thankfully, we had the option to turn toward the direction we needed to go, and we sprinted as a team in that direction.

This side of the cellar wasn’t without its own distractions. I rounded the first corner only to run into an entire horde of those ant monsters blocking our path.

This time though, I didn’t have time for games. I turned on my Fire Mage ability and went charging down the middle, blasting through the creatures like the mighty inferno I was. I even used Vaeda’s Shadow Lance, helping me carve a path while the impish dryad cleaned up anything that I left behind.

In the process, we carved through those ant monsters in less than thirty seconds, even though it felt like a lifetime.

“This way!” I shouted, taking off down the tunnel as quickly as my legs could carry.

“Jeremy, wait up!” said Mira. “You’re going too fast!”

My brain only half-registered what she said. I knew I shouldn’t leave them behind, but all I could think about at that moment was stopping Tobias and saving the others. The few times I ran into more scattered groups of ant monsters, I destroyed them as best I could until I rounded the last corner and came to the original room we were trying to get through.

And it looked like a bloodbath.

A deep, dark red coating was splashed on all the walls like someone had enjoyed an orgy of blood. The stink in the room was awful, even worse than the barf room, as I saw things on the ground that clearly looked like organs, like someone had their guts ripped entirely out of their body.

I had to hold down my vomit as I surveiled the room with my adrenaline pumping, trying to see if there was anyone here that might still be left alive.

The answer to that question was a definite no. There was nothing left in this room that was bigger than strips of flesh.

“Fuck,” I muttered, feeling my anger with every part of my body. I turned around only to see the ghostly version of Elise rush into the room behind me. She stopped to look at the results, putting a hand over her mouth as she resumed her physical form.

“No survivors?” she whispered just loud enough for me to hear her.

I didn’t answer her beyond a regretful shake of the head.

I heard the other girls come into the room just behind her, all of them breathing hard but muted as they looked at the carnage. I put my hand against the wall to steady myself. More than anything, I wanted to believe that I wasn’t too late.

But now I had serious doubts about that.

“Jeremy, look at this,” said Calista, bending over to pick something up.

I turned toward the nymph to see she had some kind of fabric in her hand, something that looked to be the remnants of a hat. As soon as I saw the royal blue color of the fabric, I groaned.

“That’s Uly’s hat,” I said, shaking my head as I looked around. “And the rest of him is probably in here too.”

I wanted to kill something. I wanted to kill whoever had done this to my fellow divers. The blinding rage that I’d previously reserved only for Rico now had a new target, and as I squeezed my fists, I wanted nothing more to get my hands on Tobias Lincoln Vann.

“We should tell the DG about this,” said Mira, touching her badge. “They need to know what’s going on. A bloody greave can be easily lost, but this kind of carnage more than cements the fact that someone is attacking the teams.”

I nodded. “Let them know where it is, but I’m not going to let us wait for them. There may still be survivors ahead of us.”

Not one of the girls would meet my eyes as soon as I said that. It was a truth that I didn’t want to confront. After this kind of carnage, how could there possibly be any survivors?

Do not give up hope yet, said the diamond, giving me an infusion of life. There are still people who need your help ahead of you.

I’d never been happier to have my instincts proven right.

“Let’s go, there are still survivors!” I said, gesturing toward the exit from the room.

“How do you know?” asked Elise.

“The diamond, how else?” I shouted.

Despite my urge to run, I stayed with the girls. I wasn’t going to let us get separated again, but thankfully everyone kicked it up a notch as we raced through the underground cellar. At least in this portion, none of the smells were too overpowering. And we didn’t go through any repeats of the barf room.

Still, I would have been grateful to see something, anything that might point to the direction of a survivor. Even a scream just ahead might be useful, if only to tell us if we were getting closer or further away.

I wasn’t sure how long we were running for. We had to go through three more nests of ant monsters before I felt like we were finally making some progress.

At one point, the cellar-like surroundings opened up, revealing a bridge that connected our portion with the next part of the cellar. The bridge was incredibly narrow, and it was so dark in the connecting part that we couldn’t see the bottom below.

“Easy does it now,” said Mira, gulping hard as she advised the rest of the girls. “Big opening. Lots of space. Long fall.”

“Are you okay, Mira?” I asked her.

“I really hate dark spaces that I can’t see the ending of,” she said.

I grabbed her hand and started to go across the bridge with her in tow. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

Mira looked thankful for that, and I was happy that the dungeon didn’t throw anything unusual at us while we crossed. Elise was one that brought up the rear, and once she was across, we took off on a full sprint again.

The bridge turned out to be the first of many. We crossed at least five of them, including one that had more blood that was stained on the stone by our feet. Seeing it only made me want to pick up the pace.

Finally, after nearly forty minutes of sprinting through the vaults, I saw something up ahead. Or rather, I saw something that used to be someone.

“Look over there!” I said, my heart dropping as I saw someone’s feet. “Someone’s on the ground!”

My dismay at finding an actual dead person was only offset by the joy that the dungeon hadn’t claimed their body yet. And when we gathered around the poor diver, I saw a very familiar face.

“Holy shit balls, it’s Uly!” said Elise.

Sure enough, the middle-aged diver looked like he’d been in one vicious fight. There was a chunk missing from his neck, upper chest, and from his cheek, like someone had just leaned in and bit him with massive jaws. His arm was almost completely severed from the rest of his torso, hanging on by a few meaty sinews. To make matters even worse, there was a hole in my stomach that was large enough to stick my fist in, including a few yards of intestines that had been ripped out in the process.

The only silver lining was that he was still warm, which meant he had to have died in the last ten minutes.

“Healing Light,” said Seraphina, using her spell on the unfortunate diver.

We all let out a sigh of relief as Uly’s wounds patched themselves up and he came back to life.

When he opened his eyes, he had a dazed look on his face, almost like he didn’t know what to make of his surroundings.

“Am I dead?” he croaked, glancing at all of us. “Am I a ghost now?”

“Not today, Uly,” I said. “Though you don’t even know how close you actually were to being a ghost in this dungeon forever.”

“My head is pounding,” he said, touching his temple. “And my body is aching.”

“Yeah, well, someone took a bite out of your cheek and played tug-of-war with your intestines,” said Elise. “You’re lucky just to be back in the world of the living.”

“Who did this to you?” I asked. “Was it Tobias? Was Tobias the one that attacked you?”

His answer was less than what I’d hoped for.

“Green eyes,” croaked Uly as he grabbed my armor. “All I saw were green eyes. And darkness. Green eyes in the darkness.”

I tried to remember if Tobias had green eyes, but they never registered with me. Still, the way Uly was saying it, it sounded like whoever attacked him had green eyes as their only distinguishing feature.

“Anything?” I asked. “Did they say anything? What did they do exactly besides attack your team?”

“My team,” repeated Uly as he started to cry. “Oh, no. No, no, no. They’re all gone. I was the last one. All that’s left. Helena. Barry.” Uly buried his face in his hands. “My family is gone!”

For the next ten minutes, Uly did nothing but sob. We called the DG to send a rescue team while the middle-aged man cried inconsolably. Attempts to get any further information out of him were mostly unlucky, but he kept talking about green eyes over and over.

“I hate to even say this,” said Seraphina as we talked a short distance away. “But it might have been better to leave him dead. He’s the last of his entire family. There are no words for what he’s feeling right now.”

“He’s practically delirious,” I said. “Whatever did this has him truly shook. The sibling thing was just the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

Dark magic did this, chimed my diamond. The emerald is getting even stronger.

I hated not knowing where we stood, and that spawned my next question.

Is it too much for us now? Do we need to take Uly back to the top and quit?

Of course, the diamond’s answer was anything but straightforward.

If we don’t stop it soon, it will be too powerful for us to handle, it said. But first you need to see what it did to Uly.

I glanced back at the shaken diver. I think that’s pretty obvious. It mauled him after killing his siblings and then it killed me.

No, you need to check his DG band, it said.

Now I was curious, especially when the diamond didn’t say anything further. Uly was still being consoled by the other girls when I knelt next to him and stroked the band on his wrist.

Name: Ulysses “Uly” Yent

Class: Caster

Level: 35

Experience: 0/1200

Stats:

Strength: 40

Agility: 40

Magical Power: 40

Stamina: 40

Intelligence: 40

Charisma: 40

Abilities:

Error – no abilities found

Spells:

Error – no spells found

I couldn’t believe what I saw. This wasn’t the stat sheet that I expected from a champion, especially not one that had completed the league of their own home country.

This looked like my stat sheet after my second dive. And where were the spells?

I could see by the look on Mira’s face that she was just as confused as I was.

“Uly, where are your spells?” she asked him softly. “And your experience? You were only level 35?”

Uly groaned as his head snapped toward his stat sheet. “Level 35? No! I'm level 105!”

I didn’t want to be the one to break it to him, but the stat sheet couldn’t have been more clear. Mira and I shared another look and let the subject drop. I let the other girls continue to attend to him while we broke off and joined Seraphina.

“I hate saying this out loud,” said Mira, not beating around the bush. “But I believe him when he says he was level 105. There’s no way the DG would have allowed a level 35 in here.”

“So what happened to his levels?” asked Seraphina with a shiver. “And all his experience? And his spells?”

“The same thing that’s been happening to the others,” I said. “This dark magic that we keep running into, it all serves a purpose. This is what’s going on. Tobias is attacking these divers and stealing their stats.”

“But how?” asked Mira, looking confused. “There hasn’t been one recorded instance of any spell that’s capable of doing such a thing. At least not long term.”

That was when it all came together for me. I pulled the diamond out of my pocket.

“Not with a spell,” I said, shaking my head. “But with a dungeon gem. That’s why my diamond is apprehensive about going up against the emerald. It’s taken on more power than it should, and it’s absorbing all of it from other divers.”

Even the diamond seemed to be in agreement with that.

That would explain the disparity in power levels, it said. Especially if it keeps getting more powerful.

The obvious question is can we reverse it, I asked. If we can defeat Tobias and his emerald, can we give these people their power back?

It’s a pipe dream at best. You’d be wasting your time.

I growled, hating that answer as soon as it was out. Why?

It takes dark magic to do something like that. The moment you allow yourself to be a conduit for dark magic, you find more excuses to keep using it. It’s an intoxicating essence that forces the user to keep taking in more. It’s why it’s banned in the first place. Doing so, even with good intentions, could lead to disaster. You could become worse than the evil you’re trying to destroy.

As much as that wasn’t the answer I was hoping for, I had to begrudgingly admit that I understood it. The seductive nature of power was a concept I was very familiar with, especially after spending so much time with Rico.

“We need to stop Tobias then,” said Mira, pursing her lips. “Before he gets any more powerful.”

I opened my mouth to say something but before the words came out, we were interrupted by Vaeda, who came from Uly’s side.

“He’s almost completely delirious,” she said. “I think the loss of power is starting to sink in. He keeps talking about his team. I swear he couldn’t sound more anguished right now. He’s taking the loss of Helena, Barry, and Kyle very hard.”

“I can understand why, that’s—” I paused, catching the last part of that sentence. “Wait a second. There wasn’t a Kyle on his team. It was only his siblings, Barry and Helena.”

“No, but there was a Kyle on Britta’s team,” said Seraphina, putting it all together. “You don’t think that . . .”

I groaned. “I do. Come on, let’s see if we can find him. He might still be nearby.”

I left Vaeda, Calista, and Elise with Uly to await the DG rescue team while the other two girls and I moved ahead, on the lookout for Kyle. The sudden mention of his name told me there was a chance that Uly and Britta’s teams had been working together when they were attacked by Tobias. They would probably be in a similar situation as Uly, and that meant that we had to move quickly if we were going to prevent them from being wiped out like the others.

In the end, Kyle wasn’t much more than a hundred yards away from where we found Uly. No sooner had we rounded the corner than we found his body on the floor, except that unlike Uly, the dungeon was trying to claim him because he’d been dead for too long.

Watching a dungeon claim a dead body was something that I wasn’t too familiar with. In all my dungeon runs, we’d never gotten to the point where too much time had passed without healing. The dungeon monsters evaporated when they were killed, but divers were different.

When our bodies lay unclaimed in the dungeon for too long, the ground around them just kind of opens up, allowing the fallen diver to fall into the crack. Once the body is completely inside, the crack reforms and seals itself, not leaving any trace of what was once there.

When we found Kyle, the ground under him was already cracked, showing a gap large enough that a small body could fit through. He had at most seconds left before being absorbed.

There was only one thing I could do. I raced toward him, desperate to get my hand on his foot, which was the closest part of him that I could reach. I was halfway there when his body showed signs of falling through the cracks, which meant that it sagged greatly in the middle while his extremities lifted into the air.

In the next split second, Kyle’s body fell through, leaving only his arms and legs visible out of the darkness below. I leapt toward the hole with the last of my strength, wrapping my hand around his ankle and stopping the fall.

I didn’t have a very secure grip, and I felt myself falling in after him. That was okay though, because I just needed one extra second to stabilize the situation.

“Teleport!”

This time, we both fell. At least it was onto firm ground about five feet away from the crack. There was a stinging pain in my jaw where my chin hit the solid floor, but in the time it took for my head to stop ringing, Seraphina was able to heal Kyle back to life.

Like Uly, he seemed surprised to see us.

“What’s going on?” he asked as his eyes bounced off all three of us. “Am I dead?”

“You’re not dead,” I said. “You’re safe now, but we need to see your wristband. Can you show it to us?”

Kyle flinched when I made a move to grab it, and it only took me a second to understand why that was the case.

And just like Uly, his levels had also been reduced.

Kyle was only a level 29 now.


Chapter
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By the time we got Kyle back to Uly and the others, the DG rescue team was able to link up with us. When they saw the reduction in levels for both Kyle and Uly, naturally there were many questions raised.

“Is this the same thing that happened to the others?” asked the lead DG official, who I found out was named Chris.

“It’s worse,” I said. “The other two that came out of here only lost their MP. They still had their levels, experience, and their other stats. What happened to these two is far worse, and I think it indicates that the person doing this is getting stronger.”

“Who is that person?” asked Chris, giving me a long look like some kind of detective.

“Tobias Vann,” I answered, completely sure of my answer. “He was present at the last dungeon dive as well. He’s using his emerald as a tool to attack other divers with the aid of dark magic. I don’t have any other details beyond that, but I can safely say it’s Tobias Vann.”

“It’s an incredible fall from grace for that family,” grunted Chris. “But this leaves one very important matter unattended to. Where is the princess?”

That thought had also crossed my mind, especially once I knew the two teams had been fighting together. So far, the only person mentioned from Britta’s team was Kyle, and I had no idea where the rest of them were.

“They’re somewhere in front of us,” I said. “Which makes it all the more important that we keep moving. Princess Britta is in an extreme amount of danger.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Chris, resting part of his weight on the spear that he carried. “Which is why we’re all going as a rescue team to find the princess and remove her from the dungeon. As soon as we get these two divers back to the top, we’ll be back and we’ll move forward together. It’s too dangerous for any one team to be left alone in this dungeon. For now, you need to stay here.”

“We won’t be staying here,” I said, shaking my head. “In fact, my team is moving forward right now.”

“You will not,” said Chris, who I could tell was high enough ranked that he was used to getting his way. “When the king hears what happened, he will move to pull all divers out of the dungeon.”

“Which includes his only daughter,” I added. “Who is unaccounted for so far.”

“Which is why we’ll recon in force to find her,” said Chris.

I shook my head. “Wrong again. You can do what you like, but we’ve already wasted too much time here waiting for your arrival. The princess needs help, and I’m not going to wait around for you to get back to the top and back down again. If you can catch up to us, we’ll work together, but that’s the only way I’ll do it.”

He gave me a long glare like he expected it to melt my position. “You would disobey the king and the DG of Sallusasta?”

“He would understand,” I said, remembering my promise to him to watch over Britta. “But frankly, I don’t give a shit about the DG or the king right now. Tell him what you want, but we’re moving forward.”

I was done with the king and the DG. Their intentions might have been fine, but right now, time was our enemy. If we were going to save Britta, we had to move.

I expected some kind of challenge from Chris and the rest of the DG people, but we didn’t receive any as the team marched away toward the deeper part of the dungeon. We all wanted to prevent more innocent people from getting hurt, but I could tell there was a little fear among the girls about what kind of power could permanently reduce a diver’s stats.

I could even hear Calista and Vaeda whispering about it nervously just behind me.

“What could do this?” said Vaeda. “And at what point does it happen to us?”

“It won’t happen to us,” said Calista, though her tone didn’t sound as confident as her words.

“How do you know?” asked the dryad. “It very well could.”

“Because we’re the best of the best,” said Calista. “And we have the diamond. That will be more than enough to counter Tobias.”

I knew better than to ask the diamond its thoughts about that. It seemed to also be lacking in confidence about Tobias and the emerald, but even though we were scared, it was a testament to our team’s spirit that we kept moving forward.

We truly belonged here in the Champion’s League. And no matter what the odds, we would still find a way to rise to the challenge.

Even if we all were a little bit on edge.

At least the dank dungeon cellar melted away soon enough. About ten minutes after we left the DG delegation, we left the last stone chamber, emerging onto another underground platform that was lacking in natural light. This room was lit though, having candles that were set in intervals of every few feet on both sides of the wall.

It was a step up from the cellar, but only barely.

“It looks like someone’s about to have a creepy seance in here,” said Seraphina as we walked. “Who’s about to get sacrificed?”

“Still better than rooms that smell like barf,” said Elise. “And it’s kinda charming down here. You know, if we were all axe murderers that needed a place to hide out while channeling the spirits.”

“I think you just made Seraphina’s point for her,” said Mira. “It’s still creepy.”

“This place reminds me of a dream I had one time,” said Vaeda, which caused most of the group to stop and look at her. “What? What did I say?”

“Knowing you, it was probably kinky,” said Seraphina.

“Well, duh,” said Vaeda, rolling her eyes. “But it was really hot too. Jeremy was there.”

“Were you sacrificing me?” I asked, keeping my eyes open for anything.

“The only thing that was about to die was my pussy, and only from the pleasure,” said Vaeda, which actually made Elise snort.

“I’m so happy we have Vaeda in the group,” said Elise. “I’m not the crude one anymore.”

“No, but you’re still the crazy one,” said Calista. “Vaeda’s just the one that’s permanently horny.”

Vaeda looked a little hurt by that. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. There’s nothing wrong with being Jeremy’s cumslut.”

Calista giggled. “Okay, we can both agree to that.”

Vaeda smiled. “Finally.”

The group continued to move down the lit hallway, even coming to a partition where the ground sloped down at a forty-five degree angle. It was so steep that I felt it wasn’t worth the risk of getting hurt, so we all joined hands so we could teleport to the bottom. Once we were there, we found a large rectangular-shaped room with candles lining all the sides.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mira start walking much more carefully into the square.

“You see something?” I asked her, my voice echoing across the stone.

“Not yet,” said Mira. “But I’ve been in enough rectangular-shaped rooms to know that the dungeons like to throw big fights at us in these. Something is coming. I’d bet on it.”

“I’ll take that bet,” said Vaeda, but her timing couldn’t have been worse.

We arrived right in the center of the room when suddenly all the candles flared much more brilliantly than they had before. It was like putting off double the amount of light in a matter of seconds, making us all pause to see what was going to come next.

For a brief moment, I thought we might have run into Tobias, but the candles were getting brighter, not dimmer. They all seemed to be dancing together, almost like they were alive.

Suddenly, the light from all the candles seemingly jumped out of their holders simultaneously, landing on the floor around us and casting their shadows throughout the room. Once they hit the ground, they were quick to move, all of them assembling at a spot directly in front of us.

Seraphina paused for a second to look at Vaeda. “Sucker.”

Vaeda glared at her while clutching her daggers, waiting for whatever was about to show up.

Almost all of the flames sought another one to make it whole, joining together so that two became one. As soon as that happened, the flames morphed into something resembling a small creature on four legs, consisting entirely of fire, and looking like it wanted to rip us to shreds.

When you started with a room of nearly a hundred candles, that meant that we had fifty fire elemental monsters that looked like they were about to pounce on us.

“I’ve got this one,” said Calista, moving forward before the rest of us could react. “Finally, something my water spells can destroy.”

With that, the nymph raised her hand and used Aqua Pulse.

Three powerful waves of water erupted from the floor in front of us, towering high enough to touch the ceiling. The waves crashed upon the ground, shooting out in the direction of the fire monsters before they could start their attack. It utterly consumed their position, washing away the creatures as the entire room was now filled with as much as a foot of water.

What should have been enough to drown out the fire didn’t do the trick though. In another sign that our first instincts in this dungeon wouldn’t be enough, the fire elementals seemed to “swim” under the water until they could emerge on top of the waves. When the water evaporated with the spell, they landed once more on the hard ground, with no change in their constitution.

“Shit,” swore Calista. “That wasn’t the result I was hoping for.”

I turned to look at Seraphina. “What is Strategist telling you about them?”

The elf shook her head. “Nothing useful. I’m not getting anything at all.”

“Nothing?” asked Vaeda incredulously.

“I think the dungeon wants us to figure this one out on our own,” said Seraphina.

“I have an idea,” I said, glancing back at Elise. “But I’ll need your help for it when the time comes.”

“Of course,” promised Elise.

“I need everyone to come here and touch me in some way,” I said. “Move in.”

As soon as we were all bunched together, I glanced over at Calista.

“Let’s hit them with Aqua Pulse a few more times.”

This time, I joined the nymph as we flooded the room with water. With the extra help, there was now four feet of water in the room, soaking all of us to the bone. Now was the time to spring the rest of the plan.

“Elise, let’s freeze it,” I said. “Ice Freeze!”

Together, Elise and I used the spell to freeze all the water in the room. It took several attempts, and Calista had to add more water when it wanted to evaporate, but slowly but surely, we worked our way backwards as the water froze over.

In the process, we almost froze ourselves. The water became too cold to stand, causing our skin to turn pale and our lips to turn dark. I could see crystals of ice hanging from the girls’ hair as we moved backward, trying to avoid being encased in the ice.

Once we had one patch that was secure with ice, I moved to the last part of my plan.

“Teleport!”

We were all immediately transported to the top of the ice. I had to duck before I hit my head on the ceiling of the room, especially now that we were standing on a thick section of ice. Beneath my feet, I could see the fire monsters trapped in the ice. They were still moving, but it was glacially slow and in no way a threat to us. Moving to the edge of the ice, Elise and I finished off the rest of the room, including the section of water where we’d just been standing.

By the time we were done, the entire room was a four-foot-thick block of ice.

“That should hold them for the time being,” I said, inspecting the frozen creatures below our feet. “At least until we can figure out how to get out of here.”

“If we’re going to do that, we need to do it now,” said Mira, pointing to the walls again.

I turned only to see that the formerly lit candle holders were now starting to come to life again. They’d been extinguished when their flames fell to the floor, but now the dungeon was bringing them to life again.

And I knew what would happen if they managed to land on the ice.

“Okay, we need to get out of here right now,” I said, trying to find an exit point.

“I think I can keep them at bay for now,” said Calista. “Let me use Downpour.”

As if we weren’t wet enough, Calista’s ability caused rain to fall from the sky, drenching the newly-formed flames and making it harder for them to grow in size. It bought us some time, but not much.

“Vaeda, any luck with Infiltrator?” I asked, looking for the tiny dryad.

“Nothing above our heads,” she said, after glancing around the room. “The only natural entrance was the one we came in. There is no other exit.”

“Was it a dead end then?” asked Calista.

Vaeda winced. “It looks like it.”

“If there’s no natural exits, then what are some unnatural exits?” I asked, drawing my swords as the second round of fire creatures abruptly fell from the holders and hit the ice.

They were hot enough that meeting the ice caused steam to erupt around the outer edges as the ice melted in a hurry.

“Nothing in the ceiling or below our feet,” said Vaeda, right as panic was starting to set in.

“So we’re trapped?” asked Elise.

“Not if we go out the same way we came in,” I said, already moving toward the direction of the only entrance. It was now buried under the ice. I could see a couple fire creatures under it, but there were also several of them on top too.

There was only one way out of this mess at this point, so I used my Fire Mage ability, sending a stream of fire around my body.

Within seconds, I was hot enough that I melted the ice beneath my feet. Suddenly, I was awash with water, but it vaporized as soon as it made contact with the intense flames, filling the room with more steam. I made my way toward the entrance, melting the ice and throwing up more steam until I’d melted all of it, allowing us the chance to escape. In the meantime, I’d attracted several more of those fire monsters, roaming all over my body as if it were a natural playground for them.

I glanced back at the girls only to see they were coughing from the thick steam. I had to get them through the entrance now, but if I touched them, I would burn them.

Unfortunately, it was the best worst option that I had.

“Form a circle!” I told them. “Hold hands together!”

The girls might have been struggling to breathe, but they managed to come together haphazardly, holding hands in a roughly-formed circle. I was closest to Calista and Elise, and I felt the need to say something as I reached out with my flaming hands.

“Sorry about this,” I said, touching their arms as both women screamed with agony.

“Teleport!”

Within seconds, the group was on the other side of the entrance, back in the dimly-lit hall that was outside the main chamber room. I let go of the girls at the same time I dislodged the flames, though I found that the damage had already been done to both Calista and Elise. Not wanting them to suffer for one second longer, I healed both of them and apologized for my lack of tact.

We weren’t out of the woods yet. All the heat produced by my ability was now melting the ice. Water was gushing back and forth near our feet, and the fire monsters were now flowing out into the hall. To make matters worse, the candles in the hallway were joining them, falling to the ground and combining so they could chase after us.

“Time to go!” I said as we pushed to our feet and started running backwards.

We took off on a sprint back the way we came. Mira used her Status Shield to try to keep the fire at bay, but it only partially worked, letting the creatures still nip at our heels.

At one point, Calista turned and used Aqua Pulse again, shooting another tidal wave down the hallway toward the fire monsters but this time, they seemed to be prepared for it.

They burst through the wall of water like it was nothing more than an afterthought.

“My turn,” said Elise, turning toward them briefly. “Ice Freeze!”

Ice shot out from her hands, but whereas it was quick to immobilize the elementals the first time around, their new immunity carried them through the ice too. They melted it quickly, emerging through the other side to get back on our heels.

“Go, go, go!” screamed Elise as we started to run harder.

Our footsteps slammed against the stone floor as we ran, trying to stay one step ahead of the fire creatures, but the more candles that we passed, the more of them that were created. Finally, Calista tried to use Downpour, which was semi-effective at keeping the elementals weakened with torrential rain, but something needed to change.

“Give me your hands again,” I said, after we turned the corner down another long hallway. “Let’s go!”

I teleported to the other side of the hall, putting some distance between us and the monsters. I did it again at the next corner and then the next until we had a decent lead on them. At that point, we’d managed to buy ourselves some time, but we were no closer to getting out.

Until Vaeda found something with her Infiltrator ability.

“Right over here!” she said excitedly, pointing us to a darkened corner that we hadn’t noticed the first time through. It was situated so that the stone recessed into the wall, which would have made it unnoticeable unless you were looking for it. The fact that Vaeda found it, ability or not, was nothing short of miraculous.

“There’s another passage,” she said. “Come on through here. Quickly!”

We had to pass through several cobwebs on our way through it. At one point, the passageway dipped low enough that we even had to crawl, being only a couple feet from the ground.

“Hurry up,” said Calista, bringing up the rear with me. Behind us, I could see the glow on the wall as the fire monsters started to catch up to us.

I crawled through as fast I could, so fast that I could feel my knees and elbows throbbing as they planted into their hard ground. It didn’t help that I couldn’t see where we were going, or we could have teleported right through this.

Finally, we reached a point with a higher ceiling, allowing us the chance to stand up and start running again. Alongside Calista, I brought up the rear while Seraphina led the group. We were running so fast that I barely heard the scream just ahead of us.

A scream that sounded very familiar.

I turned a corner and almost ran headfirst into Elise. I could see Mira on the other side of her, followed by Vaeda who was now scrambling to bend over.

I wormed my way to the front and I could see what the scream was from.

Seraphina was now dangling over a large void that I couldn’t see the bottom of. I knew what happened by one look at all the girls piled onto a thin ledge. It was a miracle that Seraphina managed to grab something before she fell.

“Seraphina, take my hand!” I yelled, reaching down to grab her.

Her grip faltered for just a second before I felt the fingers on her other hand swing over to grab mine. As soon as we had contact, I teleported back a few steps, keeping her from falling into the void.

“Now what?” asked Elise. “Are we stuck here? I thought this was our way out?

Vaeda pointed across the void. “It is, but we need to get over there. Do you see that flicker in the distance?”

I could barely see it. The void in front of us was so large that I could just barely see the other side with this lighting. It also raised the question of whether or not it was too far away for us to use Teleport. If I couldn’t see where we were going, the spell would be useless to me.

“Only one way to find out,” I said, stepping up to the ledge. “Let me check it out. I’ll come back for you.”

Before they could reply, I used the spell. When I landed, I felt like I barely moved at all. As I glanced around, I could see the reason for it. This side was identical to the other side. The only difference was that my girls weren’t over here.

I turned toward the void again, squinting my eyes just to see the flicker on the other side. Knowing that it could be done safely, I used the spell to reappear in front of my girls.

“Good to go,” I told them. “Clasp hands!”

The moment we all grabbed hands, one of those little fire creatures appeared by Calista’s feet.

“Teleport!”

We reappeared on the other side of the void. This time, Elise searched the ground frantically.

“Where’d it go?” she demanded. “Where are those little flame fuckers?”

“Hopefully trapped on the other side,” said Mira, glancing at the edge. “And I really hope there’s not more of them waiting on this side. You know, there are some that say the dungeons contain levels that are mirrors of each other.”

“If that’s the case, then we’re all screwed,” said Seraphina. “Either way, I’m willing to try this passage. But if I see anymore of those candle things, we’ll need a new game plan.”

I was all the more willing to try this new path too. Besides, it wasn’t like there was a better option on the table.

“We’ve got nothing to lose,” I said, poking my head down the narrow hall on our side.

We managed to get about ten steps down the hall when we heard a scream. It wasn’t from one of my girls, but I knew whose voice it was immediately.

Britta.
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The scream happened again, echoing off the narrow walls around us. We all paused for a half a second before the realization dawned on us.

Britta was just ahead of us. And her scream meant that Tobias was likely there too.

We all took off on a full sprint down the narrow passageway, even using Teleport to take a few seconds off our time. At least the layout was different on this side, and I didn’t see any of those cursed candleholders as we raced toward Britta.

I heard one more loud scream right before we slid down a forty-five degree tunnel, emerging into a sewer-like environment that smelled terrible. It contained a rushing river of brackish water flowing toward my position, as well as catwalks on either side. We emerged on the right side, but it was what was happening just thirty feet ahead of us that caused my anger to surge.

We finally found Britta. The princess of Sallusasta looked to be in extreme pain as her body hovered just a foot off the ground. She was pinned to the backside of the wall by something wearing a black robe. I couldn’t see anything else about the body, except for a faintly green glow where the face should be.

The robed figure had Britta pinned by the throat. I could see its hand wrapped around her, but there were swirling green lights around the hand.

Whatever was going on, I had to stop this before it was too late.

“Tobias!” I roared, glaring at the hooded figure. “Let her go!”

The robed figure turned its head, and for the first time, I could see green eyes glowing back at me. Except, they didn’t seem like human eyes. There was another quantity to them, something that almost seemed monstrous. It almost looked like a dungeon creature until the eyes pulsed with light, illuminating the rest of the face.

That was when I saw the rest of him. I knew Tobias’ face well enough to recognize his features. He didn’t seem like the same cocky diver I met outside the dungeon.

Something seemed off about him. Something that felt incredibly evil.

I knew this was going to come down to a fight, so when fire started to pulse along my arms as I engaged my Fire Mage ability, I expected to see Tobias turn his attention to me.

Nothing of the sort happened though. After a split-second appraisal of me, I watched as Tobias vanished into thin air.

His disappearance meant that the only thing holding Britta upright went with him. Britta promptly dropped on her ass, yelping at the pain that it caused.

I was wary of any tricks on Tobias' part, so I approached her slowly, careful to keep an eye out for anything that might come out to get me. I relied on my diamond too, knowing it would tell me if we were in extreme danger. And for now, it was oddly quiet.

He’s gone, it told me. But she will die if she’s not healed soon.

My attention turned back to Britta, who was a crumpled mess on the floor. She was breathing weakly, and she moved like she’d been robbed of all her strength. Knowing what happened to the others, I feared the worst.

“Britta, can you hear me?” I asked, as Seraphina, Elise, and Vaeda formed a protective bubble around us. Mira and Calista joined me on the other side of Britta as we tried to pull her upright. She had the same shocked expression on her face as the others, and it was only the use of Healing Light that got her eyes to focus.

She looked at Mira first, studying her face. “Mira? How’d you get here?”

Britta’s eyes shifted to Calista and then finally me. They widened with acknowledgment once she took in the rest of her surroundings.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “Are you hurt?”

Britta swallowed heavily as she shook her head. She winced as she tried to keep herself upright with her own strength. “What happened to me? Why can’t . . . wait a second. I was just running down the . . . oh no.”

Britta was then frantic to get back on her own two feet. So frantic that we had to restrain her before she could take off running away from us.

“Let me go!” cried Britta, trying to worm herself away from all three of us. She managed to kick Mira before I had her properly restrained.

“Britta, relax,” I said firmly, forcing her to look at me. “Talk to me. Why are you so frantic to get away?”

“Kyle!” she blurted out, looking all kinds of worried. “I remember it was just the two of us. The others were gone. I remember being with him and then we got separated and then . . . nothing.”

She tried to worm her way out of my grasp again. I saw Mira keeping a firm hold around her feet, no doubt not wanting to get kicked again.

“Kyle is alive,” I told her, not knowing how else to say it. He certainly wasn’t well, not with the loss of so many of his stats. But then again, he wasn’t dead either.

“He is?” asked Britta, taking a deep breath. Any momentary comfort that might have brought turned to grief moments later. “But what about the others? Uly? Barry? Helena?”

“You need to start from the beginning,” I said. “I need to know everything that happened from the moment you stepped into the dungeon. We’ve been playing catch-up this entire time, but if we’re going to stop this madness, I need to know exactly what happened.”

Britta nodded as tears filled her eyes. “My team is gone. Most of them anyway. Jeremy, they’re gone forever.”

“So are Garrick’s team as well as every member of Uly’s team except for him,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders. “Britta, you need to focus. More people are going to die unless you get a hold of yourself and tell me what happened. Please take a deep breath and focus for me.”

In hindsight, I’m still surprised she managed to do just that. She showed every sign of devolving into a panicked, forgetful mess like the others. I suspected it was some side effect of what the emerald tried to do, but the fact that Britta was able to get control of herself spoke to how strong she was.

“We were waiting for you,” she said, her voice calm and steady. “You didn’t come. Your team didn’t show up at the citadel.”

“How long were you waiting?” asked Calista.

“Not that long,” replied Britta. “Maybe fifteen minutes? Maybe less? We found Garrick’s team almost immediately, but something happened. Something happened like someone turning off the lights. The next thing I knew, it was only Kyle and me. We ran as far as we could, but neither of us knew what happened to the others. We thought everyone had separated. We got to the second level, and that’s where we ran into Uly. He was missing someone already too.”

Britta swallowed heavily. “We figured out that Tobias had likely struck, but there was still the question of where you were in all this. Uly’s team figured it was strange that we hadn’t seen you yet, but it wasn’t like we could stop and wait for you. We thought that if we did, Tobias would find another way to strike.”

“The dungeon must have put us at the tail end of everyone,” I said. “Everyone goes in at a different point. Despite us going third, we were put behind everyone else.”

“It makes sense,” said Britta as her lower lip trembled. “But then Tobias started to strike at us one by one. One of the last attacks that I remember, I was separated from the others. I had to cross over these bridges of darkness, and I got utterly turned around. I tried to follow the screaming but it just led me deeper into the dungeon.”

“And then I ended up down here,” she said, shivering as she looked around. “I was alone. Kyle was the last person on my team that I’d seen, but I had no idea what happened to him. I kept moving forward until I rounded the corner and suddenly I saw a pair of green eyes. The lights flashed down here, and I felt immensely tired, like I’d spent a whole day in the field or something like that. I was so tired I couldn’t even move. I thought I was going to sleep when suddenly I heard your voice.”

“You were screaming,” I said softly. “We heard you once we got down here. I knew you were still down here, and after we got the DG to evacuate Kyle and Uly, we came looking for you. It wasn’t without its trials though, but we just had to follow your screams. And I’m grateful that you’re still alive but . . .”

I hesitated to say what was really on my mind. My eyes flickered toward her DG band, and I found that I was scared to actually look at it. The others had lost more than fifty levels apiece as Tobias drained them of their stats.

How many stats had Britta lost? Was she as crippled as the others?

Britta noticed me looking at her wrist. Her face turned toward confusion.

“Why do you keep looking at my wristband?” she asked quietly.

“I need to see how long he had you,” I said, trying to stay calm. “Can you show me your stats?”

I realized I was holding my breath as Britta touched the band on her arm and brought them up.

Name: Britta Bellona

Class: Caster

Level: 106

Experience: 0/5000

Stats:

Strength: 106

Agility: 106

Magical Power: 106

Stamina: 106

Intelligence: 116

Charisma: 108

Abilities:

Quick Cast

Power Share

Spells:

Healing Light

Turret Strike III

Dragon Shield II

Lightning Whip III

My reaction was so much different from Britta’s. I let out a sigh of relief as even more confusion filled her face.

“What the heck,” she swore, smacking her hand against the band. “Maybe it got messed up during the attack.”

“It didn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “But you’re luckier than the others. So much luckier. Tobias only just started your stat drain. He hadn’t gotten too far into it when we caught up to him.”

Britta pointed to her MP. “Wait a second. I was at 113 for this when I entered Demonic Tremors today. This is at 106, showing a reduction, but look at everything else. Strength, Stamina, Agility—all of them are at 106. And why does my experience look so weird?”

“Tobias has picked up a new trick since the first dive into this dungeon,” I said. “That or he’s become more powerful. He’s not just draining people of MP anymore. Now he’s taking everything. Both Kyle and Uly had lost more than fifty levels each. And their spells are totally gone.”

Britta gasped, covering her mouth. “Tell me you’re not serious.”

“I wish he was joking,” said Mira, closing her eyes and shaking her head too. “We’ve all seen it. And he was going to do the same thing to you.”

I think the realization of how close she was to having her life destroyed finally caught up to Britta. I felt her not only grab my arm but throw herself against me. She clung to me as tightly as she possibly could, not that I blamed her for it. Anyone might have the same reaction to having a near-death experience, especially when taking into consideration losing all of your diving progress.

“So Kyle and Uly are alive,” she whispered finally, before pulling back to look at my face. “But they’ve lost all their stats? Their spells and experience?”

I nodded. “They won’t be able to dive again for sometime. And when they do, they’ll have to start with much lower-ranked dungeons. Build back up again. What Tobias has done is irreversible. We can’t return it back to Kyle and Uly.”

I saw Britta start to shake. I thought it might be fear at first but when I glanced down at her again, I saw that it was rage.

She ground her teeth together as I saw her fists clench.

“Britta?”

“That son of a bitch,” she swore, fixing me with a deadly glare. “That arrogant piece of shit. How could someone do this? How could someone turn on their fellow divers?”

I closed my eyes. “Unfortunately, we know all too well how that could happen.”

“But you stopped them before, didn’t you? You stopped your last enemy, Jeremy.”

“We did, but not without a fight,” I said, remembering that last encounter with Rico at the bottom of Serpent Hollows. I could still feel the cuts from my mother’s rapier as she tried to kill me under Rico’s influence. “It was messy and we almost died.”

“I can’t let this continue,” said Britta, panic in her eyes. “I can’t let Tobias Vann destroy the Sallusastan diving community. I can’t let him soil this new dungeon with the blood of innocent divers. This is so wrong that I don’t even have words for it, but he has to be stopped.”

I turned away from Britta for a moment to glance at the other girls. We were at a pivotal moment of this dive, and I think we all recognized it.

Until this point, recovering all the survivors had been our primary goal, but now that we were here with the last one, we needed to decide what we were going to do.

We could make sure Britta got to safety, reuniting with the DG and making our exit from Demonic Tremors. No doubt the DG wasn’t that far behind us, so that would be relatively easy.

But that meant surrendering the dungeon to Tobias. And it likely meant that this dungeon would be lost forever if he tried to prey upon anyone who entered it, stealing their stats and experience.

Yes, but you’re forgetting one crucial point, said my diamond. Tobias might need to be stopped, but there’s a chance that we won’t be enough. He has absorbed so much power that even the entire team might fail in bringing him to heel.

I took a deep breath as I tried to rationalize our two options. I didn’t want to say them out loud, mostly because I didn’t want to make anyone feel guilty if they wanted to turn around now.

That’s when something happened that made me love and appreciate my team all the more. Mira saw the look on my face, and perhaps because she knew me better than anyone, she touched my arm lightly.

“Don’t even think about asking it,” she warned me.

I raised my eyebrow. “Asking what?”

“I know you, Jeremy,” she said, her eyes twinkling slightly. “And you don’t need to ask us. I know you’re going to because you care about us, but we’re all with you no matter what decision you make. And deep down, you know what we need to do.”

And I found that I did. I nodded at Mira. “We need to stop Tobias.”

“He can’t be allowed to live after this,” she agreed. “No matter the cost, we can’t let this continue.”

The tension was broken when Britta leaned against Mira. “Can you really read his mind like that?”

Mira laughed softly. “We’re practically married. And he’s definitely my soulmate. I know what he’s thinking before he does. And like usual, he’s trying to juggle doing the right thing versus keeping all of us safe. Which is silly in a way, because he knows that we’re behind him 100% when it comes to doing the right thing.”

“It’s dangerous though, Mira,” I said. “Even the diamond doesn’t know if we’ll win.”

“The diamond needs to have a little more faith in us,” said Mira plainly. “Because we always win.”

“I don’t know what Mira is talking about,” said Elise, turning to look at us. “But I love when she talks like that. Whatever it is, I’m so in.”

“I was listening, and I’m all in,” said Seraphina.

Judging by the look on Mira’s face, the matter was settled. Now we just had to figure out how to link up with the DG to get Britta to safety⁠—

“I’m in too,” said the Sallusastan princess suddenly, her hand reaching out to touch my arm. “I’m going too.”

“Hang on a second,” I said. “You were attacked. It’s not a good idea to let you stay in here, especially now that you’ve been weakened.”

Britta stood up and planted both of her hands on her heavenly hips. “This is my kingdom, Jeremy. And I’m not going to just stand around when it’s under attack. Tobias may think he’s attacking just a few divers, but what he really did was launch an attack on all of Sallusasta. And as its future ruler, I won’t allow anyone to get away with it. So I’m going with you.”

I was impressed by her moxie, but I still wasn’t convinced. “Britta, what about your stats?”

“What about them?” she asked. “I still have all my spells, so I’m just as formidable. And I’m with a team that’s gotten down here without losing a single member. You could use my help just as much as I could use yours. We’re natural allies whether you like it or not.”

I didn’t like it, which was the entire point. We were supposed to be keeping her safe, and to me that meant getting her out of the dungeon.

“It’s still not safe,” I told her. “What would your father do if he lost you? You’re better off getting out of the dungeon.”

I was surprised by the weight of the glare she hit me with. Suddenly, I wasn’t just looking at my friend Britta.

I was looking at Princess Britta, the next sovereign ruler of Sallusasta.

“I’m going with you,” she said firmly. “And that’s final.”

“Wow, I like her,” said Elise, who was grinning when I turned to look at her. “She’s almost as feisty as I am.”

“She might even have you beat, Elisey-boo,” teased Seraphina.

Elise blew a raspberry. “Please, Sera-boo. No one is fiercer than the Gardenian Goddess.”

When I turned my attention back to Britta, she had worked her way closer to me. It felt like my skin was buzzing to have the gorgeous princess in such close proximity to me.

“You know that I’ll be safer with you around then I would be outside the dungeon anyway,” she said. “You’re the most famous diver in the world. And I’m going to help you bring him down.”

Britta didn’t wait for an answer. She started smoothing out her diving outfit, which was tight over most of her body, including her magnificent ass. She was wearing an armored cuirass, the kind that was heavily decorated across the chest and inlaid with gold as was befitting of a princess. The only thing that was missing was a crown or a diadem, but even without them, Britta looked every bit the badass as she grabbed a wand and inserted herself into our team.

“Well?” she said finally, glancing at all of us. “Are we going to do this or not?”

“On one condition,” I said, right before I allowed a smile to creep onto my face. “Show the rest of the team what Turret Strike does.”


Chapter
Seventeen



After watching the rest of the team observe Britta’s spells, I liked the thought of having her on our team. I had the luxury of seeing both of them in action when we trained, but I knew all the girls hadn’t seen what Britta was capable of. Now was the time to fix that.

“I’ve told you about Lightning Whip already,” she said, pulling out her wand minutes earlier. “But I don’t mind a little demonstration. You might want to stand to the side though. This could get messy. Lightning Whip!”

As soon as she used the spell, it was like a rope extended out of her hand in the form of a yellowish whip that crackled and caused sparks every place that it hit the ground. I guessed it was at least twenty feet long now that it was fully extended. Britta yanked back on her arm, making it snap against the ground and causing a small firework display in the process.

“I’ve practiced with this spell more often than any other,” she said proudly. “And I’m not going to stop until I have it wrapped around Tobias’ neck.”

“Can you only use that whip in the dungeon?” asked Vaeda innocently. “Or does it have more practical uses elsewhere? Like in the bedroom?” She put her arm around Seraphina hurriedly. “Asking for a friend.”

“Don’t lump me into your perverted ways,” grumbled Seraphina.

Britta laughed. “I don’t think this is something you’d want in the bedroom. You’ll kill just about anyone with the strength of this, especially now that it’s been upgraded.”

I could see the disappointment in Vaeda’s eyes. “Drats!”

“What about Turret Strike?” I asked. “Show them that one? It’s one of my favorites.”

Britta smirked as the whip melted away. “You would like Turret Strike, wouldn’t you?”

“What’s a turret anyway?” asked Elise. “Is that some kind of hybrid between a ferret and a turtle? Because I bet you that little bastard could be very dangerous if that’s the case.”

Calista gave her a deadpan look. “Do you really think there’s a spell that would make a hybrid between a ferret and a turtle?

Elise pursed her lips. “I didn’t think there was a spell that allowed me to turn into a ghost, but I was wrong there too, wasn’t I?”

“Uh technically, Ethereal State is an ability, not a spell,” said Mira.

Elise wrung her hands. “Whatever! I’m just saying, what kind of spell is it?”

“It’s not a hybrid monster attack,” said Britta, clearly amused by Elise. “It’s so much better than that. Watch this.”

Elise turned away from us and faced the water inside the sewer. She raised both hands out from her body.

“Turret Strike!”

I loved watching this spell. I watched as her hands morphed, changing in shape until they resembled two long, black tubes. They stood out about an extra foot longer than her normal arms, and the size of the opening at the end of the tube looked just large enough for me to stuff my fist into. Suddenly, two grayish balls flashed out of both openings, arching across the sewer only to land on the other side.

As soon as they did, they exploded in a fit of brilliance, catching all the girls by surprise.

“Holy shit balls!” swore Elise, pumping both arms. “We have artillery now!”

Britta giggled. “I love this spell if I’m being honest. It’s not only powerful, but it has so many uses. There’s nothing that can destroy a nest of monsters better than a few well-placed Turret Strikes.”

“She’s totally in,” said Vaeda, looking for approval from the other people on the team. “She’s going to fit in nicely.”

Britta raised her chin and the smile melted from her face. “Thank you, Vaeda,” she said earnestly. “But I was going regardless. Nothing gets in the way of the princess of Sallusasta and what she wants. Nothing at all.”

The look that Britta gave me next was one that was hard to decipher. It wasn’t hard or determined like what she’d just given Vaeda. This one was more soft and somehow . . . vulnerable?

I wondered just what it would bring with it.

“That settles it then,” I said, jerking my head forward. “Let’s form up. Britta, why don’t you take the back row with Mira. Our casters need to stick together. Elise, you’ve been promoted to the middle row with Calista and Vaeda.”

“Fucking A,” said Elise, biting her lip while giving a thumbs-up. “About time I got promoted!” She marched over to Calista and Vaeda and worked herself between them. “Slide over, sisters. The Gardenian Goddess has arrived.”

“Something tells me we’re going to regret this,” Vaeda muttered to Calista.

“Was it the fact that she’s using her bow as a musical instrument right now?” asked Calista dryly, watching Elise pretend to strum the strings of her bow. “Oh well, what could it hurt?”

Vaeda brightened. “Bet you ten gold coins that you’ll regret saying that.”

“No, thanks,” said Calista. “Jeremy, let’s get going again.”

I was all too ready to get moving again. After a cursory glance back at Britta to make sure she was integrated into the team, we set off through the sewer-like floor, following the twists and turns until we came to a natural partition. The dungeon gave us three choices we could go—left, right, or straight ahead.

I’d been in enough dungeons to know that the choice forward rarely mattered—the dungeon would usually send you down the path you needed to go regardless. Still, it was Seraphina who took that fact to an amusing level.

“Eeny meeny miny moe?” she asked me, pointing ahead of us.

“Sure, give it a whirl,” I said indifferently.

I felt Britta’s presence behind me as Seraphina started her routine. “Is that how your team usually decides how to go forward?”

“You probably think we’re crazy, don’t you?” I said, chuckling a little.

Britta winced. “I’ve never seen it done this way, that’s all.”

“In our experience, the choice never really matters,” I said. “Either we’ll pick the right way, or we’ll pick the wrong way. If it’s the wrong way, the dungeon will make us retreat until we pick the right option. Either way, there’s no way to know which way to go. Believe me, we’ve tried. Vaeda’s probably not even picking up anything on her Infiltrator right now.”

“Clean as a whistle,” said Vaeda, shaking her head. “All three paths are valid from what I can tell.”

“So it’s just a matter of having fun with it,” I said. I waited until Seraphina stopped her chant, picking the left path. “Ah, this is the way we’ll go.”

I could tell that Britta was still nervous about the seemingly juvenile way we picked the path, but she still followed after us once we started the left option.

And for good reason—we only found about three sets of monsters in this section, and none of them were that deadly. They barely gave us anything in experience gain, which was pointed out by Calista once the last one was dead.

“Only three hundred experience points apiece,” she said, shaking her head. “Not going to get to level 107 that way.”

She showed me her badge, pointing out the low experience gained from fighting them.

Name: Calista Buford

Class: Cleric

Level: 106

Experience: 1989/5000

Stats:

Strength: 103 (+5)

Agility: 105 (+3)

Magical Power: 106 (+6)

Stamina: 105 (+8)

Intelligence: 100 (+4)

Charisma: 96 (+4)

Abilities:

Protective Bubble

Downpour

Spells:

Healing Light II

Aqua Pulse III

Necromancer III

“It’s still nice to see you in the 100s now though,” I said, picking up the loot from the fallen monsters. “Even if these weren’t that potent.”

“You’ll get your wish eventually,” said Seraphina, wiping blood off her quarterstaff. “I’m sure battling Tobias will raise all of our levels dramatically.”

I had modest gains as well from recent fighting, topping out at level 163. Even the diamond had upgraded, which I thought would be helpful when that fight with Tobias eventually came.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 163

Experience: 1299/13000

Possessions: Dungeon Diamond (Level 48)

Stats:

Strength: 169 (+5)

Agility: 167 (+4)

Magical Power: 177 (+7)

Stamina: 172 (+5)

Intelligence: 169 (+4)

Charisma: 169 (+4)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

With our recent experience came another good thing—the stairs to the fourth floor. No sooner had we defeated our most recent string of monsters than we rounded the corner, finding a set of stairs built into the stonework.

“More than halfway done,” said Mira, once we started down the stairs.

“I can’t wait to see what the dungeon throws at us next,” said Vaeda sarcastically. “Sewers, dank cellars, and evil citadels—oh my! Next thing you know, we’ll be waddling around someone’s colon like a lost hamster.”

“A lost hamster?” repeated a shocked Britta.

Vaeda’s eyes went wide. “Oh, the stories I could tell you.”

“Yeah, please don’t ever tell that one,” said the princess.

“Wise choice,” said Elise, giggling.

“We won’t be going into any body parts on this floor,” said Seraphina confidently.

“What makes you so sure?” asked Vaeda.

“Because,” replied the elf. “We’re in the clouds now.”

Seraphina couldn’t have been more right. As soon as we stepped onto the fourth floor, my boots hit something that felt surprisingly springy. When I looked down to see what it was, I noticed my boot had sunk into a surface that was white and fluffy. Glancing ahead, I saw a vast plain of white and fluffiness, surrounded by an orangish sky that looked like the world at dusk.

“Well at least this place is pretty,” said Mira, glancing around. “It’s like we’re floating in the sky right now. Like we took an Olypepper way too high up.”

“It is beautiful,” said Calista, who seemed to be more on her guard than the others. “But I can only imagine the kind of things we’ll see up here. Before we know it, the clouds will probably start trying to kill us.”

“Maybe the dungeon just recognized that having a goddess inside it was worthy of creating a new home for her,” said Elise, looking very much at ease. “We could live up here. I’d just need a few things, nothing major. A big bed for all of us, a bakery that made the best sugary treats, an archery range to hone my skills, a few servants to attend to my every need, a couple of⁠—”

“We get it,” said Seraphina, touching Elise’s arm. “You’re as much of a princess as Britta is. But if you notice, her head isn’t permanently stuck in the clouds.”

“We are in the clouds, Sera-boo,” said Elise, reaching out to pat Seraphina’s cheek. “And I’m not a princess. I’m the⁠—”

“Gardenian Goddess, we all know,” grumbled Seraphina.

While Elise and Seraphina were busy going back and forth, I felt Mira’s presence at my side.

“What do you think?” she asked, looking around. “I don’t think there’s any such thing as a breather inside a champion’s dungeon.”

“I agree completely,” I said, trying to catch Elise and Seraphina’s attention. “Be on your guard. Tobias could still strike us at any time. Even without him, I’m sure this level will throw a few tricks at us.”

We all resumed our normal formation and started to make our way forward. Because there were so many clouds, the path in front of us wasn’t that concrete. We seemed to just wander forward without having any landmarks on the horizon. Indeed, it almost seemed like the cloud plain was endless, and after about thirty minutes of walking, we still hadn’t seen a single thing.

One thing I picked up on was the fact that it was getting darker. The brilliant undertones of yellow and orange were turning more purple now, making it seem like the sun was setting.

The change in color was also bringing out the color of the stars. I could no longer count them in the sky, appearing like an endless sea of twinkling lights.

It almost made it seem romantic. If not for the dungeon atmosphere, this would be the perfect place for a date, and judging by the looks on the girls’ faces, several of them were thinking the same thing

I was waiting for the other shoe to drop, and sure enough it happened when we least expected it. The trigger for the whole thing were the stars above our head, especially when they seemed to be getting so numerous that it became obvious that they weren’t really stars anymore.

“What do you think they are? Fireflies?” asked Calista, pointing above our heads. “They seem like they’re moving now.”

Calista was right—whatever they were seemed to have a distinct pattern of moving in a small circle, as if they were caught on a rotating platform. All of them moved with that same pattern, but as the sky started to fill up with more of them, they started to collide, throwing them off the carefully-coordinated movement.

Once the collisions started, they weren’t going to stop. In fact, what were relatively simple collisions started to become more violent. Whenever the firefly creatures hit each other, they included a small display of sparks, which became increasingly pretty to watch as we walked, except for the fact that more collisions produced more sparks.

Soon enough, it was like we were walking into a firework display. The fireflies kept popping upon collision, creating a small explosion now because they were moving so quickly together. The explosions were becoming so loud that I could feel the clouds rumble under our feet.

I’d been in enough dungeons to know that something was coming, and very soon those explosions were going to be directed at us. Since we couldn’t outrun them, I decided to see what they would do when faced with a little fire.

“We might as well get this over with,” I said to the rest of the team. “Before these explosions are directed at us. I’m going to launch Perilous Flames at them and see what happens.”

The girls nodded and I picked a spot directly in front of me but not above our heads. Pointing my swords, I let the spell loose.

“Perilous Flames!”

The fireball raced toward the heavens like a Marshapit toward a school of marlins. When it finally made contact, the explosions that we’d seen so far paled in comparison to the one it created.

All of us hit the ground, covering our heads as it seemed like the entire sky became one big web of fire. By the time the bulk of the explosions stopped, I looked up to see little slivers of gold coming down from the sky, trailing downward like scraps of paper caught in a stiff breeze.

Above our heads was a ruined motif of gold that sprinkled with orange fire. It looked like the end of the world had arrived, but when the fireflies started to bounce into each other again, I knew we’d just come to phase two.

“They’re joining together,” said Mira, pointing out the way the fireflies came together in small clumps. These clumps started to bounce together, hitting other clumps and forming even larger ones. Soon enough, they were the size of the fire critters from the previous floor and then they grew bigger than that. I watched as the clumps came together to form limbs, creating legs and arms as well as something bigger on the back.

Something that looked an awful lot like wings.

In short order, at least fifteen of these creatures had been created, and all of them looked identical to one another with golden armor, silverish robes, and giant wings.

“Oh, great,” said Seraphina, holding out her quarterstaff as they landed all around us. “Demented angels. Now I’ve seen everything.”

“They definitely don’t look friendly,” said Britta, clutching her weapon, a halberd. “And I doubt they’re here just to show us the way forward!”

I grimaced as I looked into the jet-black eyes of the two angel warriors in front of me. Both of them snarled at me, looking more like rabid dogs than any kind of divine creature. I’d been itching for a fight since we last encountered Tobias, and I was more than ready to tear them apart.

Judging by the evil glint in their eyes, they were waiting to do the same to me.

All around us, the angels stamped their feet simultaneously, and doing so caused a wicked-looking double-bladed spear to appear in their hands. The spears had curved blades that were filled with tiny jagged spikes. As if they couldn’t be more in sync with each other, they twirled the blades in one hand while keeping the other one held up against the side of their face.

Finally, the spears stopped spinning as they planted into the cloud cover by our feet.

“Neat trick,” I called out to them. “Have you seen mine yet?”

With those words, I used Perilous Flames on the two in front of me while Seraphina, who was right next to me, chose to use Stun. I saw my fireball explode as if it contacted something, but by the time the flames disappeared, I could still see the outlines of the angels, and it appeared that no damage had been done.

Instead, they flickered their spears at me, taunting me as if to say that my MP alone wasn’t going to win the day. I cracked my neck and leveled my swords.

“Have it your way,” I said, right as I charged against them.

Both angels dashed apart, giving themselves room to swing those massive spears without hitting one of their own. I engaged them to the point where we fought in a triangular stance, trying to prevent myself from being caught on two sides at once.

They were fast, with agile movements that seemed to whip that spear around like it was weightless. I was grateful I had two swords because there were times when I was forced to remain on the defensive, moving just in time to stop a thrust of their spears from ripping out my midsection. Now that I was this close to them, I could see their chest armor was thick, and more than a couple of times, my sword bounced off it harmlessly.

I needed to get around it, but it covered almost all their vital areas. Even the helmets they were wearing covered their necks, overlapping the armor in the middle so I wouldn’t have a clear shot. That just left the legs and the arms, but no matter how many times I nicked them with my swords, I couldn’t do enough damage.

And when I managed to cut off one of the arms completely, the angel warrior just kept fighting like it wasn’t even bothered by it.

I had to find a weakness for them, but looking around me, the other girls were having a hard time. Mira was being protected by Calista and Britta, staying in the middle and letting her tigers come to our aid. The three beasts were doing what they could, but when I saw Matilda get skewered by those demonic spears, I knew they were living on borrowed time.

A short distance away, Elise and Vaeda were having much the same issue. At one point, I saw that Vaeda and Elise had concentrated on the only truly vulnerable flesh on the angels, which was the exposed face. The two women concentrated on one angel, using both daggers and an arrow to take out both eyes and the nose simultaneously. This caused an intense shrieking from the angel, who started to shake as it fled away from the battle.

“Aim for the face!” said Seraphina, now bashing another approaching angel with her quarterstaff. “That’s the weak spot!”

Armed with new knowledge, I started to look for ways to get to that vulnerable spot. With two angels now on me, I had to Teleport, moving around them in such a way that would be able to keep them off guard. I also started to use Perilous Flames a little more—not because it did anything as much as it was able to shield my movements as I worked around the two creatures.

It was starting to have an effect. I sliced through the leg of one of the angels, throwing it off balance as it fell forward on its bloody stump. I teleported to the other side, missing a side jab from the angel and bringing my swords down on the middle of the spear.

Finally, I had some success when I chopped right through it. I teleported back over to the stumpy angel and used my sword to thrust into the soft fleshy cheek of the monster.

Now I’d managed to produce a shriek on my own. The angel yanked away, leaving half of its blood and face on my blade as I shifted around to destroy its friend. Yet even with a broken spear, the remaining angel twirled both pieces in its hand like it had been born to do so. I teleported in two steps, appearing on the left and the right side before using my sword to try to dig into the fleshy part of the neck.

I managed to nick the angel before it used the blunt end of the broken spear to jam into my gut, removing the air from my lungs temporarily. I teleported a short distance away to catch my breath, where I ran into Seraphina, who was on her back trying to stop from being stabbed by two more creatures.

She grabbed my leg before I could teleport away, but this time I took her with me, moving back a few more feet so she had enough time to stand upright again.

Now we had three of the angel warriors bearing down on us. The one with the broken spear came charging first, twirling a piece with each hand before bringing it hard on my shoulder. I gritted my teeth as I felt pain explode all the way from my shoulder into my chest, but I managed to block the next blow right as Seraphina protected my unguarded side.

I teleported to the other side of her, catching an angel unaware and slicing into its face.

Two down, two more to go.

Now that I’d evened the odds, the two remaining angels backed off. With their remaining warriors, they took flight, zooming into the air high above our heads. I could tell by the bewilderment on everyone’s face that we didn’t know if the fight was over or if it was just moving into the next step.

“Where’d they go?” asked Vaeda, looking around frantically for any sign of trouble.

“Just regrouping,” I said, gripping my swords tightly. “They’ll be back down any second.”

I continued to scan the darkening skies for any evidence of the warriors, but between the gilded patchwork above our heads and the increasingly-dark coverage, it was hard to make out any signs of them.

When they came again, it was entirely different. Out of the corner of my eye, I just barely saw the movement. Suddenly, the angels were diving hard on our position, their wings swept back and their faces angled toward the ground. They were all carrying something golden in their hands, and when they closed the distance to our position, they hocked them at us before pulling up from the dive.

They threw the remaining pieces of the firefly coverage at us, which exploded upon contact. We became surrounded with explosions, rocking all of us and throwing the team to our knees. When the smoke cleared, I could see that Vaeda and Calista were both dead, having taken direct hits from the angelic bombs raining over us.

The angels circled above our heads, no doubt trying to appraise the damage before coming in from the sunny side and trying to dive again.

“Come in tight!” I yelled to the girls. “Hold hands!”

I had a plan to get around it, but the angels were so fast that we didn’t come together in time. Instead, Seraphina, Britta, and Mira grabbed my hands, but Elise was just out of grasp. As soon as the angels released their bombs, I used Teleport to take us away from the damage, but poor Elise was stuck in the middle.

I feared the worst when the smoke cleared but when I saw her glimmering ghost form emerge from the wreckage, I couldn’t help the grin on my face.

“I’m a ghost, bitch!” she yelled aloud, planting her hands on her hips triumphantly.

The angels were unmoved, but they didn’t try to land on Elise again. Instead, they took measure of our position and tried to dive again. This time, I used Perilous Flames to try to break them up, but they simply flew through the spell to gain on us again.

“Okay, we need to try something different,” I told the remaining girls. “Any ideas?”

I knew that Mira’s spells were useless in this fight, and Seraphina’s Stun hadn’t been that effective either. That left Elise and Britta, and both women tried something different when the angels dove again.

“Turret Strike!”

“Force Torpedo!”

The angels were able to sail through Force Torpedo, and the spell exploded away from them without causing any harm. Turret Strike was a different story though, and Britta’s bombs caused part of their formation to break as several angels fell to the ground. Elise switched to her bow, picking off one of them before they could get back in the air, but at least we found a way that we could disrupt their attempts to bomb us into submission.

“Alright, Britta is our new main attacker,” I told the girls as the angels reformed above us. “Let’s keep putting those bombs to good use. See if we can knock a few more out of the sky.”

Britta smiled and saluted me. “You got it, captain.”

“Everyone else, be prepared to pick off any that get knocked out of the air,” I said. “We need to make sure that survivors get killed on the ground before they can do any damage.”

From that moment onward, it was a delicate balance to pick off the remaining angels. It required us to mix in the use of Teleport, especially when they got too close to us. We lost Elise the second or third time we attempted it, and for a short while, it was only Britta and I as Seraphina rushed around trying to heal the dead.

We managed to knock two more angels out by the time Calista and Vaeda rejoined us, still playing catch-up on our new strategy.

“Callback is going to be your spell of choice right now,” I told Vaeda. “Hit them in the face when we knock them down.”

Vaeda growled. “I’d love to.”

We were still making progress, but the angels were getting wise to our tricks. Like us using Teleport, they started to disrupt their formation before the final dive, making it harder for us to predict where they were going to land. Britta went the next three dives without scoring any hits when I had another idea.

“Azrael, I need you!”

My black dragon appeared near us, flying low to the ground around our position and distracting the angels for a moment as they tried to contend with the new threat.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I told Britta. “How much of a timer is on those bombs before they explode?”

“I’ve timed it before,” said Britta. “Four seconds exactly from the moment they fire out of the cannon.”

I knew we wouldn’t have that much time, but I also knew that our method had to change if we were going to finish them off.

“Can you aim in my direction?” I asked. “I’m going to swoop after them and when I give you the signal, I want you to aim for me.”

I watched as the blood drained from Britta’s face. “You can’t be serious?”

“You better believe I’m serious,” I said. “Can you hit me or not?”

“I can aim that target anywhere you’d like,” she said defensively. “But you’ll have no time once they’re on you⁠—”

“Just keep it relatively close to me,” I said. “And let me do the rest.”

I didn’t give her the chance to protest any further because I teleported to Azrael’s back and had the dragon fly higher until we matched the general altitude of the angels. By that point, they seemed to figure out that the dragon was bad news because they sent several angels backward to contend with us.

As they neared, I saw their spears extending with a golden-colored light, lengthening the material reach of the weapon until the new spears were almost twenty feet in length.

“Let’s show them what we can do now, Azrael,” I told the dragon, who snorted in agreement right before it opened its mouth.

Suddenly, the wave of darkness erupted from the creature and completely destroyed the angel right in front of it, reducing its golden spear to nothing more than ashes. Flushed with success, I had Azrael make a banking turn, aiming at the remaining two angels and hoping to cook them with its dark energy too.

The angels flew around us and turned, but one decided to go low while the other went high. I heard an explosion in the distance, seeing Britta shooting her Turret Strike at another group of diving angels and not having any success.

I had to get back over there to finish the job, but having the angels split made it a little harder to mop up the remains. I had Azrael follow the one that went high, chasing after the creature and just missing it with more dark energy.

Meanwhile, the angel that had gone low rebounded on us, chasing after Azrael and catching us in the middle of the two. Azrael opened its mighty jaws again, trying to catch the fleeing angel but just barely missing. Before we could execute another turn, I felt the dragon’s body shake with tremors as its shriek rang throughout my ears.

Turning my head, I could see where the angel had used its new spear to pierce the flesh on Azrael’s body. The dragon’s wings faltered suddenly, sending me jolting forward. I barely regained my grasp before another spear pierced it, this time coming up along the soft underbelly and nearly taking me with it when it emerged out the other side of the dragon.

This time, I felt Azrael lose all its strength. I knew it wasn’t going to last for much longer, but before I could get Fiero to take its place, it dissipated on me, leaving me hundreds of feet in the air.

“Teleport!”

My target wasn’t Fiero, who was still manifesting on the ground below me. Instead, I used the opportunity to land on the fleeing angel’s wings. It never expected the move from me, and the monster buckled as it tried to throw me off. In the process, we lost so much altitude that I was half afraid we might barrel into the ground.

That didn’t happen, but I was no less safe being on its back as it dove and turned and twisted, trying to get me off. I held on for dear life, knowing that if I lost my grip, I’d be dead. Thankfully, the angle of its spear meant that it couldn’t use its weapon to dislodge me from its back, but that didn’t stop the other angel from attempting to do just that.

I ducked right before the spear appeared in the space above my head, jerking to the side as the angel executed another rolling turn. The pursuing angel now tried to hit us again, nearly succeeding in stabbing my back.

Something had to change. The angel that I was flying on was now starting to stabilize, no doubt in the hopes that it would make its partner’s job that much easier. I knew I only had so much more time, but when the pursuing angel closed the distance and pulled back its spear, it was going to hit me right where I couldn’t move. So I did the only thing I could do.

I let go.

The angel I was riding shrieked as its partner's spear went right through the back and emerged out the front. I was just able to see the defeated angel dissipate before my attention turned below me. I hadn’t timed this jump well, but I was hoping that I could pull out a miracle before I went splat on the cloud cover below me.

When I saw the flash of red, my spirit soared. Suddenly, I had a pair of claws wrap around my body as Fiero ripped me out of the sky, executing a barrel roll before spreading out its magnificent wings and letting me climb to its back.

“That’s it, Fiero!” I said happily, clutching the dragon’s spine as I tried to hold on. “Now let’s finish off that angel!”

Together, we flew upward until we were able to close the gap between us and the creature. The angel, who looked agitated at having killed one of its own, brandished its spear at Fiero and I.

“You’ve done it now,” I said, shaking my head. “Never piss off a dragon, no matter how big and bad you think you are.”

Fiero seemed to agree with me. It opened its jaws, sending out a wicked fire blast that cooked the area around the angel and causing it to flee toward the others.

“We’re not going to let it get away,” I told my dragon. “Take off after them. Let’s finish this!”

Fiero picked up speed as we soared after the running angel, who soon joined the others that were still dive-bombing the girls. This time, I was able to link up with Britta, whose Turret Strike was keeping the angels at bay but not quite picking them off like she did before.

It was time to put our plan into motion.

“Britta!” I called out, right before I swooped in low. “Hit me!”

I hoped the princess wouldn’t falter when the time came, but when I soared low enough to the ground, I found that her cannons were pointing directly at me.

She fired, lobbing those two bombs in my direction. They came as an arcing projectile, which made the prospect of catching them much less daunting. I didn’t manage to catch the first one, but the second one I caught with both hands.

I knew I only had a second or two at most before the bomb went off, so I whipped it back and threw it at the nearest angel.

Time stood still as I watched the bomb sail through the air. It almost went too slow, and I was afraid it was going to sail right past it without going off.

When that bomb ripped apart within mere feet of the angel, I watched as its wings were torn from its body as what looked like blood erupted from its face. It spiraled and flew headfirst into the cloud cover, removing another angel from our midst.

“Just like that!” I called out to Britta in my jubilation. “Keep it up!”

There were now only three angels left, and I started to take them out one by one. The next two we had the luxury of catching together, with one bomb knocking both of them out. The remaining angel, who was the one that had speared its brother earlier, was the only one left.

And it seemed to catch on to our game surprisingly quickly. The angel dodged my next two bombs but then I had an idea.

“Elise! Use your Ice Freeze to slow him down!”

The blonde archer did just that, shooting a continuous arc of ice at the angel. Though it wasn’t effective at killing it, it at least made the creature bob and weave as it attempted to avoid the spell. When I added Perilous Flames into the mix, the angel was doing everything it could to miss the spells, allowing Fiero to close the distance.

“Last time!” I called out to Britta. “Bomb me!”

“Don’t you mean bomb it?” she asked, right before shooting our cannons at me.

I grinned as I caught both bombs in the middle of the air. Whipping back both arms, I launched them in the direction of the angel, who was now just a short distance away. I saw its black eyes go wide as the bombs sailed in its direction, detonating right as the gap closed.

When the smoke cleared, nothing remained of the last angel but little flaming pieces of fireflies, falling down to the cloud cover below.
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When I jumped off Fiero’s back once we were a short distance to the ground, the first thing I felt was Britta colliding into me. She hugged me as tight as she could right before she started to pound on my chest.

“You stupid ass!” she said, hitting me with the full force of her glare. “What were you thinking? Those were bombs that I was shooting at you! You could have been killed!”

“And if I was, I have two lovely healers here who would bring me back to life,” I said softly, trying to soothe her.

She didn’t drop her glare. If anything, it became more intense.

“That was the most reckless thing I’ve ever seen!” she said, planting her hands against her hips in what was quickly becoming her signature move. “You know that diving the dungeons is about winning while staying alive, don’t you? It’s not about finding all the creative ways that you can die!”

“But I didn’t die, did I?”

Britta grunted. “It doesn’t matter! Don’t you know what it did to me to see you catching those bombs in midair?”

“I certainly know what it did to me,” said Vaeda, letting out a throaty laugh as she made her way to my side. “And if not for the present company, I’d have no problem producing visual evidence of what it did to me.”

I couldn’t help the smile that appeared on my face. Especially when Britta turned red shortly after.

“I’d like to second that!” said Elise, raising her hand. “I’m wetter than a mountain stream in the springtime.”

“Elise! Crude!” chastised Mira.

“What?” said Elise, spreading her hands. “Are you really trying to tell me that watching our man riding a fucking dragon and catching bombs in the middle of the air while throwing them at demonic angels isn’t a turn-on for you? Don’t you lie to me, Mira.”

Mira pursed her lips and crossed her arms at the same time. Finally, she relented.

“Okay, just a little,” said Mira. “But only because it’s Jeremy.”

“See what I mean?” Vaeda said to Britta. “I think you’re outnumbered on this one.”

I watched the emotions on Britta’s face, wondering how she was going to react to that. When her eyes met mine, I could tell that she wasn’t happy about how I went about killing those angels, but I knew what she was most worried about was my safety.

And in a strange way, it made me happy to know that she cared.

“It’s okay,” I told Britta, pulling her into my arms. She came willingly and rested her head against my shoulder. “Everything’s fine now. We did what we had to do and the threat of the angels is over.”

Britta pulled back to look at me. I could tell there was something she wanted to say but it just didn’t come out for some reason.

Taking a risk, I decided to put myself out there.

“I know. I feel it too. You’re not alone.”

It was like I was able to read her mind. Britta’s eyes went wide as she lowered her gaze to my chest. “How? How did you know?”

“It’s not hard to figure out,” I said.

She gave me a small smile. “It’s been such a trying day. I’m emotionally destroyed right now. There’s so many things that I think need to be said. That I want to say but can’t.” Britta took a deep breath. “You know what I mean, don’t you?”

I nodded. “I do. I think we need to have a discussion when we get out of here.”

Britta gulped heavily. “You think we’re going to get out of here?”

“Sister, we’re getting out of here after we reach the bottom,” said Vaeda, smirking. “And then we’re all going to have a little fun. The dirty kind of fun.”

Britta blushed heavily but when her eyes met mine again, I could tell that prospect didn’t scare her away.

If anything, it made her more excited.

With the angels finally gone, it was time to get moving again. The remains of the burned firefly netting was still above our heads, but I was grateful that no more angels were forming from what was left over. Light was still leaving this level, until about twenty minutes later when it was fully dark. By that point, the cloud cover seemed to be getting more sparse, forcing us to choose paths instead of walking along the wide plain. Where there wasn’t cloud cover, I could only see darkness below our feet, reminding me of the void that we’d seen on other levels.

The lack of light made choosing the paths a little more difficult than it should, but thankfully the whiteness of the clouds prevented any of us from falling into the darkness below.

It seemed like the clouds were somehow sloping downward, almost as if we were losing altitude as we ventured further. It wasn’t until a short while later that I felt my feet hit something much more solid than the clouds, realizing that we were back on firm land.

“Well, that was an interesting stroll through the clouds,” said Seraphina. “I didn’t like the angel portion, but other than that, I’d do it again.”

I shot her a sideways glance. “So you’d rate it five out of five? Or four?”

Her head tilted back and forth. “Four and a half. Maybe. Part of it depends on where it puts us. Which, it kinda looks like we're back on the first level again.”

She wasn’t wrong. As soon as we hit solid land, I noticed a variety of low-lying shrubbery all around us. The more we walked, the denser the shrubbery got until I noticed a few trees coming into view.

Now the lack of light really seemed to get to us. Without the clouds to guide our path, it became that much harder to figure out where to step without walking into another bush. At one point, I engaged my Fire Mage abilities to give us some light, but I noticed that when I did, it seemed to attract attention our way.

“Did you guys hear that?” whispered Calista loudly as she paused and scanned the surroundings. “Something that sounded like a hiss?”

“Maybe it was a snake!” said Vaeda brightly, all too happy to find one of nature’s creatures. When she saw that the rest of us weren’t as excited as she was, she got defensive. “What? Snakes are lovely creatures.”

Seraphina shuttered. “Yeah, I’m killing the first snake that I see. But I heard a noise too. It didn’t sound like a hiss to me though.”

“What did it sound like to you?” asked Calista.

Seraphina turned around. “Trouble.”

We kept walking, moving with what little light that we had while the noise around us seemed to increase with every additional step. It sounded to me almost like white noise, like some kind of static in the air. It was only once we got close enough that I figured it out that it was water.

“Lots of water,” I said. “Like a stream or a river or something.”

“If that’s the case, we should run into something at any moment,” said Seraphina.

It took two more minutes before my boots landed in something wet. I gave us just a little more light so I could see the surrounding area, finding that we’d come to some kind of rapids that stretched out on either side of the team, wrapping around the area that we’d just been traveling through.

“Anyone thirsty?” asked Mira. “Now’s the time to drink up if so.”

“The rapids are beautiful,” said Britta, moving to the edge and dipping her hands in them. “Too bad they have to be down here in the dungeon.”

“Would be perfect for a date night, don’t you think?” said Vaeda, elbowing Britta in the side. “The smooth lull of the water, bright stars, and a very handsome man with you.”

Vaeda arched her eyebrow at me and grinned lasciviously. I had no doubt what was on her mind, but I was only partially surprised when Britta agreed with her.

“Yes, that would be really nice,” said the princess, who was also watching me carefully.

Only an idiot would have missed that very obvious sign.

For now though, there was nothing we could do about it. Especially when it was Elise who spotted something just ahead of us where the water seemed to be falling through.

“What is that over there?” she asked, jerking her head toward the spot. “Is that a waterfall?”

“Could be,” said Mira. “Let’s check it out.”

The two women walked forward slowly, their boots splashing through the rocky stream. I kept my eyes trained on them just in case they ran into any trouble but once they reached the spot, they turned around to gesture for us to join them.

“What did you find?” I asked.

Mira smiled. “The stairs to the fifth floor.”

We all hurried to join them as soon as the words were out, and once we were able to see the stairs, I could tell the water was draining down them. It wasn’t a rush of water either, as if the dungeon was controlling the rate of flow with magical means.

“Watch your step on the way down,” said Seraphina, going first and taking her time. “I don’t think anyone wants to be the person who falls all the way down the stairs.”

For some reason, most of us looked at Elise once Seraphina said it, and I could tell that it made her self-conscious.

“What?” said Elise, crossing her arms. “I’m graceful, damnit!”

Seraphina raised her eyebrow. “If anyone were to slip, I would think it would be you.”

“Uh, nice try, Sera-boo, but badasses don’t slip and fall,” said Elise, blowing a strand of hair out of her face.

Seraphina winked at me and then kept moving down. I followed after her, with Calista slipping in behind me. The stairs weren’t very slippery, but the rush of water still meant that we had to be careful. We weren’t more than midway down when I heard a sudden yelp followed by a splash. I turned around and looked behind us.

“Who was that? You okay?”

Of course, I could see a blushing Elise as she attempted to right herself. The back of her clothing was darker than usual, just like it had landed in some water.

“I’m fine,” said Elise, waving at me awkwardly. “Crap,” she muttered to herself, just loud enough for the rest of the girls to start snickering.

“Here, badass, hold my hand,” said Mira, helping Elise get her footing stable.

I was grateful to see that Elise didn’t protest. She took Mira’s hand and appeared to give the brunette a grateful look. It was the little things like this that made me most grateful for my family. We might tease and bicker, but it was indisputable to say that we all loved each other very much.

By the time we reached the bottom, I had this feeling in the back of my mind that something wasn’t right. Call it a sixth sense, but I’d learned by now that when something didn’t feel right, it usually meant something bad was about to happen.

And as soon as I saw Seraphina raise her foot to take that final step, I heard the diamond in my mind.

Danger! Attack imminent!

I had less than a second to react before I saw a glowing green blast of power heading in our direction. Bending my knees, I leapt forward as if to tackle Seraphina. The moment I made contact with her, I could feel something burning against my arm as the green blast started to make contact with us.

“Teleport!”

We only went a short distance, moving back up the stairs and landing on our asses, but it saved us from taking the full brunt of the blast. Before we teleported, Vaeda and Calista were behind us, and both women sprung into action. Calista didn’t even look before letting out an Aqua Pulse while Vaeda threw her daggers.

I saw another flash of green brilliance before Calista’s Aqua Pulse suddenly rebounded on us, drenching the nymph and the dryad in a tidal wave of water.

Seeing the two women go down almost too easily, I let out a throaty growl, determined to get back into the action. I rushed around the corner with Seraphina and Mira, letting out more spells.

“Perilous Flames!”

“Stun!”

“Spell Lock!”

Green eyes were the only thing I saw when I rounded the corner. The same figure that had been draining Britta of her stats was there again, and with a simple flicker of his wrist, our spells were dissipated.

When the smoke from my Perilous Flames cleared, the figure was gone too. Just behind where he was, there was a message waiting for us. It was a message on the stonework, and it was written in blood.

“My gem is stronger than yours.”

Suddenly, it was like the lights had turned on. A ghostly green brilliance appeared all around us, filling my gut with dread. I felt some kind of imprint on my mind, not from my diamond, but from something foreign.

Something that was incredibly evil. Inside my head, I saw visions of destruction. I saw dead divers, robbed of their stats. I saw a figure of Tobias with glowing green eyes sitting on a throne. I heard the powerful cackle of his arrogant laugh followed by flashes of evil imagery assaulting my brain.

I wasn’t the only one to see it either. The girls were getting the same experience, holding their heads as vile image after vile image filled their minds. Meanwhile, I heard the start of a piercing shriek reverberate through my skull, immobilizing me and making it impossible to concentrate. The green power pulsed inside the room again, and suddenly, I could feel Tobias nearby.

Gritting my teeth, I pulled the diamond out of my pocket as my ears rang.

As soon as I did, the ringing in my ears stopped. All the green flashes of light were temporarily abated as the diamond seemed to soak them up. For several long seconds, the two gems seemed to be at war with each other, manifesting in flashes of green and white light.

All too soon, it was over. The green light disappeared completely, and the sense of dread in my mind went with it.

By the time I was able to stand again, my brain felt fuzzy, as if I’d woken up with a hangover. Looking at the girls, they were feeling the same way.

“Ow,” said Mira, holding the bridge of her nose. “My head is throbbing.”

I took a minute to make sure the coast was clear before trying to figure out what just happened. Unfortunately, it seemed like my diamond had been weakened in the encounter with Tobias.

Are you okay, I asked it. You saved us.

When it replied, it almost sounded like it was out of breath.

The emerald is getting stronger, it told me.

But you stopped it. You stopped him from hurting us.

He wasn’t trying to drain you like he did the others, it said, surprising me.

What was he trying to do then?

My guess is that he was trying to appraise our strength. If that was a full-scale attack, it would have been much worse.

Hearing that chilled my blood. I could feel the immense power being put off by the emerald, and if that was only a test, I could only imagine what the real thing felt like.

If we’re going to defeat him, you have to catch up to him now, it told me. Before it gets any more powerful.

We’re trying. I was ready for a fight.

He’s not. At least not yet. He’s toying with you, but he’s not going to strike until you get to the bottom. You don’t pick a fruit until it’s ripe.

Those words seemed to resonate with me. It must have shown on my face because Mira and Calista approached me afterward, likely figuring out that I was conversing with the diamond.

“That was just a show of power,” I said, seeing the alarm on their faces. “Tobias isn’t going to strike at us fully until we reach the bottom.”

“When we get to the boss?” asked Calista. “Why? Why wait?”

“He’s trying to soak up the stats of divers,” I said. “Why strike at us now when we have so much more experience to farm? He wants to wait until we’ve taken the maximum amount of experience out of the dungeon before he strikes at us. In that way, he’ll get the most juice out of the squeeze.”

I could tell they were troubled by that revelation, and in a way, so was I. We had to get stronger to be able to take him on, but that’s what he was hoping for. He wanted us at our best so that he could beat the best and take our stats.

We were damned if we did and damned if we didn’t.

There’s got to be another way, I told the diamond. A way to defeat him for good. Without making this a suicide run. I’m not going to fatten up the team just to be slaughtered in the end.

There is one way, the diamond told me. But you’re not going to like it.

Tell me. What is it?

What the diamond told me filled me with shock and anger. The solution it had was hardly a solution at all.

Absolutely not, I said firmly. I can’t do that. I won’t.

It might be the only way, it told me. The only way that doesn’t involve sacrificing everything.

I gritted my teeth. Despite the risk that Tobias posed, it wasn’t worth that solution.

I wasn’t going to trade one devil for another.

It’s the only way, it reminded me.

No, I will find another one, I told it firmly.
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It didn’t take me long to put the diamond’s suggestion out of my mind, especially since I considered it to be too extreme for it to work. Tobias might have left us temporarily, but we were still on the fifth floor of the champion’s dungeon, and we certainly weren’t lacking in threats.

Not long after we started moving again, we ran into another variation of the slime monsters from the second level. This group raised out of the thin layer of water we were walking in, congealing into multiple blobs that were as big as we were.

We might have been shocked to see them, but at least we remembered how they could be destroyed. Vaeda took the lead on this one, using her Dryad Magic to remove all the water from the floor and the monsters, making one large blob of it that hovered above our heads. As soon as the water was gone, I burned away the dusty remains with one Perilous Flames, ending the threat for good.

“That was so much easier than the first time around,” said Elise, who looked almost bored that she didn’t get a decent fight out of it.

“I’m sure if you wait around a little bit, more of them will show up,” I said. “And I can ask Vaeda to hold back on Dryad Magic if you want to get some more experience in.”

Elise shrugged as if she couldn’t tell I was joking. “Meh, I’m already pushing 160. I’m doing pretty damn good if I say so myself.”

To demonstrate the point, she opened her badge to show me her levels.

Name: Elise Carlsberg

Class: Archer

Level: 159

Experience: 11899/12000

Stats:

Strength: 160 (+9)

Agility: 160 (+14)

Magical Power: 159 (+7)

Stamina: 155 (+4)

Intelligence: 155 (+7)

Charisma: 154 (+4)

Abilities:

Never-Ending Quiver

Rain Dance

Shower of Arrows

Ethereal State

Spells:

Ice Freeze III

Illusion II

Confusion II

Force Torpedo III

“If you’re pushing 160, I’m probably not far behind you,” said Vaeda, also checking hers.

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 156

Experience: 8912/12000

Stats:

Strength: 146 (+6)

Agility: 155 (+10)

Magical Power: 156 (+11)

Stamina: 154 (+15)

Intelligence: 152 (+14)

Charisma: 155 (+15)

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Infiltrator

Dryad Magic

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance III

Demonic Wraith II

Black Wind II

“All of you are so highly leveled,” said Britta, who almost looked apprehensive as she stroked her own wristband. “I feel like I don’t even belong.”

She couldn’t have been more wrong about that, especially as her stats appeared in front of us.

Name: Britta Bellona

Class: Caster

Level: 113

Experience: 2790/6500

Stats:

Strength: 110 (+4)

Agility: 111 (+5)

Magical Power: 114 (+8)

Stamina: 115 (+9)

Intelligence: 116

Charisma: 109 (+1)

Abilities:

Quick Cast

Power Share

Bloodlust – NEW

Spells:

Healing Light

Turret Strike III

Dragon Shield II

Lightning Whip III

“Hey, I got a new ability!” she said excitedly, waving her hands for all of us to gather around. Once we did, she hit the button to bring up the info box.

Bloodlust – This ability allows the user to turn their foes into a bloodthirsty frenzy, increasing their aggression beyond usual levels. The bloodlust phase will last for a period of ten minutes.

Almost as soon as Britta started reading, I saw her shoulders sag forward. She looked at us helplessly once she was done.

“I was kinda hoping for something more . . . I don’t know, useful?” she said.

“That’s a strange ability,” said Elise, crossing her arms. “Why would you want dungeon creatures to be even more aggressive than they already are?”

“Shouldn’t it be the opposite?” said Vaeda. “Something that would make them more docile. Kinda like puppies.”

“We could call it Blood Buzzkill,” joked Seraphina.

“I’m sure there will be some kind of situation where this will be useful to us,” said Calista, who put two hands on Britta’s shoulders. When the rest of the girls looked at her with hesitation, the nymph shrugged. “Which we’ll find sometime in the future.”

I could tell that Britta was bummed about the entire thing, and she became very quiet as we moved throughout the rest of the sewer until it finally opened up, depositing us into a forest at the very end. I called out to the other girls to take a quick breather while making sure that I sat down next to Britta.

“Not exactly what you wanted to pull in terms of abilities, was it?” I said, bumping my shoulder against hers.

Britta cocked her head and looked at me. “How would you feel if you were given an ability that makes your enemies even stronger?”

“Pretty shitty, not going to lie.”

“Yeah, that’s how I feel right now,” she said, picking up a rock and tossing it in the forest. “My team has been destroyed, my father won’t speak to me, my kingdom is in jeopardy because of a power-hungry diver, and I get an ability that only makes it harder for me to get out of here.” She sighed deeply before saying the only other thing that came to mind. “And I’m still having to regain experience I’ve already gotten.”

“I know it sounds like a lot, but we can come back from all of this,” I said.

“I don’t know how you stay positive all the time,” she said, shaking her head. “The last couple fights, I’ve been wondering if I shouldn’t just let one of the creatures grab me. Maybe end this whole thing. It would probably solve more problems than what I’m doing right now.”

“I highly doubt that,” I said, reaching over to touch her arm. “As long as we’re alive, we still have hope.”

Britta let out a deep sigh. “I’m sorry for unloading on you just now. That was stupid of me. My father always says that royalty needs to be constantly masked. No matter what emotions we’re feeling, we can’t ever let people see us in despair, or disappointment, or disgust.”

“It sounds like he’s asking you not to be human.”

“I think he would like that strangely enough,” she said. “To be so neutral that you don’t have any emotions. Actually, sometimes I think that’s what he is.”

“I’m sure he has to shield himself too. It’s hard to be the king and the leader of the DG simultaneously.”

“Maybe,” said Britta, tossing another rock. “He makes it look easier than it is. Mostly because he tries so hard to be emotionless. I don’t know how he does it. Right now, I would probably start crying if I didn’t have all of you here with me.”

“I’m sure it’s just part of his mask,” I said. “You might be his daughter, but I’m sure he still wears his own mask. Even if that means coming across as being emotionless to you.”

“I’m his daughter though,” said Britta, turning her head to look at me. “Why wear a mask with me when we’re family?”

“Probably because he doesn’t want to be seen as not having all the answers,” I said. “One of a father’s most important roles is guiding us. They become like our teachers in that way. No teacher wants to admit they don’t have all the answers because it hurts their credibility as a teacher. He wants to keep your approval of him, even if that means making you angry on occasion.”

“I guess I never looked at it that way,” she admitted. “How do you know all of that?”

“How else?” I replied, chuckling. “My own father has admitted as much. I’ve spent a lot of the past year trying to cram more than twenty years of loss into that time. He was only a father for a short time before he died, and so he had to try to cope with fatherhood in a similar way I was trying to figure out how to be his son. At one point, he broke down and admitted it all to me.”

I was rather fond of the memory. What started as a tension-filled night finally boiled over, with him admitting that he was still learning how to be a father. It was a frank admission, but that night taught me more about what it meant to be a father than any other.

“So even after you brought your father back to life, you didn’t have the best relationship with him at all times?”

I shook my head. “No, of course not. It’s not that we don’t care, but you’re taking two people who aren’t used to being around each other and you’re forcing a parent/child relationship on them. There’s going to be some growing pains as we learned how to work together. We got through it though, and my father took the lead in helping me train before we came to Sallusasta. Beyond the people that are here with us, there is no one else I trust more, but I had to learn to trust him. Just like he had to learn how to be a parent to me.”

“I guess it feels sometimes like he just wants to treat me like I’m still a little girl,” said Britta. “And he doesn’t realize I’ve grown. At least, that’s how it feels to me. Just the simple acknowledgment that I don’t have pigtails and that I have boobs now would be nice.”

I couldn’t help myself. As soon as Britta mentioned her chest, my eyes flickered down into the valley of her cleavage.

“I can promise you that he does,” I said. “He wouldn’t be trying to find you a husband so badly if he didn’t.”

Britta sighed. “I suppose. Either way, thank you for weighing in on this. You said a few things that I never thought about before. I suspect I know why you fixed the relationship with your father so easily.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why’s that?”

“Because you’re their leader,” said Britta, nodding toward the rest of the girls. “And I’m guessing you knew exactly what your father was feeling. You were already born with that trait.”

I smiled. “Maybe. Maybe I just got lucky.”

She turned toward me, and I felt the full weight of Britta’s stare on me. “I don’t think that’s the case. What I do think is that you’re a pretty special person.”

She took my hand with both of hers. “And I think it’s pretty obvious why all of these women are in love with you,” she finished quietly.

“We work together,” I said. “We’re a team first and lovers second. We work so well together because we never lose sight of that.”

“I’m on your team right now,” said Britta, pausing for a moment without saying anything else.

I could read between the lines. I knew what she was looking for, and I desperately wanted to give it to her.

Just not in this dungeon when I needed to be focused on our survival.

“When we get out of here,” I said finally. “When we get to have our talk, remember? We have a lot of talking to do.”

Britta looked disappointed at first, but she nodded her head once she understood. “We have a lot of things to talk about.”

“Oh, we’re going to talk alright,” I said. “We’re going to talk the night away.”

She gave me the guiltiest smile. “I hope I don’t talk too fast.”

“I kinda hope you do,” I said, making her giggle. “But I’ll hold off from talking as long as I can.”

“Maybe I don’t want you to hold off,” she said, squeezing my hand. “Maybe what I want more than anything is for you to give me one big, huge talk. Maybe I want you to talk to me all over the palace.”

Before I could respond, I heard Elise, who was standing a short distance away, say something to Vaeda.

“Do you have any freaking idea what these two are talking about?” she asked the dryad. “Why are they talking so weirdly about . . . talking?”

Vaeda rolled her eyes. “Substitute the word ‘talk’ for ‘fuck.’ It’ll all make sense at that point.”

It took Elise a moment but then she made an O face. “I get it now!”

I could tell Britta’s face was burning, but it was the first real smile I’d pulled from her since the dive started. And more than anything, the idea of “talking” with her filled me with excitement.

“I guess we should put our plans on hold then,” she said, standing up and offering me her hand. “Too much action, no time for talking.”

I pushed myself up, stopping right next to Britta so that we were sharing the same air. “I’ll make time for you. I promise you.”

“I know you will,” she said.

With that matter being solved, and the team now a little more rested, we decided to keep moving. We were only one floor away from the boss and Tobias, and I knew I wanted to get as much experience out of this level as I could.

Luckily for us, this floor would have its fair share of danger. It began once we started trekking through the forest again. Just off to my left, I could see a mountain range that seemed to shimmer in the distance, and I realized that was likely our starting point at the beginning of the day. We were getting closer to the amphitheater, but we weren’t going to get there without facing one more trial.

It all started when someone noticed that the hissing sound from the previous floor was back. We were all expecting to find water, but when we kept walking for nearly twenty minutes without finding it, I think it put the group on edge.

“Am I starting to imagine things or does it sound vaguely different than how it was on the previous floor?” asked Calista, pausing to listen to the hissing for a brief moment.

“I have to wonder if there’s another section of rapids that are just parallel to how we’re walking,” said Mira. “Maybe that’s the reason we haven’t seen them yet.”

“Or maybe there’s a bunch of monsters sneaking up on us and ready to pounce,” said Elise dramatically, even making claws with her hands and swiping playfully.

“Let’s not be taken by surprise either way,” I said. “We’re too deep inside to mess up now.”

I heard Vaeda suck in air, no doubt to say something slutty, but it never came out because Seraphina screamed.

When I turned toward her, I could see that something was crawling up her legs. I couldn’t see a face on it, but what I could see were several little creatures that were small and shiny, with each of them about the size of a coin. And judging by her scream, they weren’t just using her as a ladder as much as they were doing something else to cause her pain.

Before I could do anything else, Seraphina lost her footing, falling to the ground as I saw more of the creature swarm over her. In the process, they moved away from her legs and up her body, letting me see the damage they’d done.

It was a gruesome sight. Those little bastards had turned her legs black. When I got close enough, I could see some kind of sucking mouth on them, attaching itself to the skin and suctioning out whatever it could reach.

Seraphina was in no state to stop them right now, so I used her own spell against them.

“Stun!”

I was able to get them to stop biting her, but by the time I healed her, I could see the problem was spreading. Britta went down next, having the same creatures crawl up her legs and toppling her over.

From that moment on, we decided we needed to start running.

Calista was the one to heal Britta, and once we were on our feet, we took off through the forest. Weaving around bushes and trees, I glanced back, turning one moment to see a patchwork of those silver creatures flying after us, their little wings just barely visible as they flapped like a fly during flight.

When a small horde of them had gathered together, I turned and used Perilous Flames, hoping to burn the small network up. It worked, but their numbers were easily replaced as more joined them.

“Help me!” I said to the girls. “Use whatever spell you can!”

I heard a variety of spells barked at that moment.

“Ice Freeze!”

“Stun!”

“Turret Strike!”

Explosions went off moments later, as the silver creatures were blown to bits by Britta’s bombs. Another chunk of them were frozen with ice, only to be unfrozen by me when I unleashed another fireball to melt them away.

None of what we did was enough though. They just kept coming—a relentless torrent that wanted nothing more than to suck us dry. We just couldn’t work down their numbers, so I knew we had to get out of there in a hurry.

There were two options in my mind, and our situation was desperate enough that both were warranted right now.

“Vaeda, any escape options open for us?”

“Nothing!” she cried. “The forest just keeps going on endlessly!”

I had a feeling she was going to say that, so I had my Dragon Keeper ability on the tip of my tongue.

I never got a chance to get it out fully. By the time I started to call Fiero’s name, the forest in front of us abruptly ended.

It was replaced with a cliff that seemed to be nearly a mile high. I could barely see the ground at the bottom of the cliff, but that didn’t matter one bit now. The team was moving so fast that all of us went right over the cliff, without having the chance to even stop.

There are few moments in your life when true panic really sets in. This was one of them. That sudden feeling of unexpected weightlessness was incredibly hard to get over, especially as I waved my arms throughout the air like a lost chicken. My surprise at going over the cliff had made it so that I’d forgotten the names of my dragons. I was just too shocked at the sudden change, losing precious seconds as a consequence.

By the time that I recovered, we were nearly halfway down the cliff. Craning my head, I could see the girls directly above me, also in free fall as they tried to do anything to slow us down.

Two of them had used their spells to their advantage. Vaeda had used her Shadow Lance to dig into the side of the cliff, which caused her to dangle in the air. Britta had done the same thing with her Lightning Whip, hanging onto a small, bushy growth coming out of the side of the cliff.

They would still die when the magic failed, but it gave me back a precious amount of time that I needed to recover the situation.

“Fiero! Azrael!”

I could always count on my dragons to never let me down. No sooner had I finished calling their names than I landed on the back of Azrael as the dragon zoomed parallel to the cliffside. He also caught Seraphina, who landed just behind me and had to stabilize herself with the help of the creature’s wing.

Mira wasn’t as lucky as Seraphina. Since she was the last to fall, she hadn’t fallen enough to land clearly on Azrael. As a result, she reached out for the dragon’s tail as we zoomed by, smashing against it and continuing her fall.

Seeing Mira’s body crash against the dragon and then fall right off put my heart in a panic. I set Fiero on the task of getting the other girls while Azrael, Seraphina, and I raced to get Mira. I could see the utter fear in her eyes as she fell, no doubt consumed with thoughts of her impending death.

But as quickly as Mira was falling, the dragon was diving even faster. Nothing could out-dive its heavy body, and we closed the gap between us and Mira in rapid succession.

“Mira! Hold on!” I said, reaching out my hand once we got close enough. “Grab my hand!”

Even with her being in free fall, she couldn’t easily turn herself to make the connection. I reached even further, trying anything I could think of to get to her while Seraphina grabbed my feet, keeping me anchored on the dragon.

Mira was just close enough that I could see her fingers just out of reach of mine. Just a little bit more.

I heard Azrael roar in triumph the moment our hands came together, clasping as one. With a little bit of strength, I pulled Mira onto Azrael’s back, making sure that she got a seat right behind Seraphina.

My heart was about ready to beat out of my chest, but seeing them safe was my only concern. Above us, I heard the flapping of Fiero’s wings as it leveled out with us, carrying the other women safely on its back.

When we landed on the ground below the cliff safely, there was a rush for all the girls to wrap their arms around me.

“I think I’ve lost count of how many times you’ve saved my life since I met you,” said Mira, squeezing me tight. She hit me with a look of pure adoration. “But there aren’t enough words to describe how much I love you.”

I grinned at her. “I’d never let anything happen to you. To any of you.” I lowered my voice. “I don’t want to live in a world without any of you.”

Mira sighed happily. “Don’t you worry about that. I never intend to spend a second without you. Never ever.”

“Never ever,” agreed Calista, who was a short distance away. She gave me a flirty look that made my heart race.

Even Britta looked thankful, and I could tell that part of that was because she got the same treatment as the rest of the “family.”

If I had my way, she’d become part of it after this dive was over.

With us landing safely, and no sight of those silver creatures anywhere, it was time to keep going. Thankfully, the foliage wasn’t that deep in this part of the forest, allowing us to walk in our normal formation instead of what was just most convenient.

At least the threats on this side were relatively easy to deal with. There was a section where we dealt with monsters that were made of stone, erupting from the cliff wall, but they were relatively brittle for what they were, and they faded under our spells.

With the last of the monsters gone, I anticipated finding the staircase down into the seventh level soon. When we found it, it was set in the middle of a small lake, cut in a circular pattern that let the water flow down it without letting the lake drain completely.

“Here we go,” I told the girls. “It’s showtime.”

The girls looked determined, but I couldn’t help but feel a grain of doubt in my head, one that the diamond quickly latched onto.

I hope we’re ready too, it said.

That didn’t make me feel great as we started down the stairs.


Chapter
Twenty



Our second trek down the watery stairs came without any slips or falls this time. I knew everyone was in the zone, ready to fight with every ounce of our strength with whatever greeted us at the bottom. There was no more time for joking or games or tenderness.

All we needed to do now was finish the job.

When we took the first step onto the seventh floor, it occurred to me that we were now going where no other team had gone before. With the possible exception of Tobias, this was virgin territory—a dungeon that had never felt the tread of a diver’s feet before today.

And a boss that had never been challenged before today either. I would make sure that this wasn’t the case for much longer.

When we came to the amphitheater, it looked so much bigger than that tiny structure in the distance that we saw from the first floor. It was even different from the Aspatrian amphitheaters, which were shaped in the size of a semicircle with one side completely open.

The amphitheater in this Champion’s League was more like an arena. There were four entrances that I could see, split by the cardinal directions. We entered the closest one to us, which faced the slope that we’d just descended. In doing so, we passed a wall of carved stone with symbols that didn’t make any sense to me. They were carved to look like little pictures, or hieroglyphics, but it wasn’t clear what was written on them.

“Does that look like any language you’re familiar with?” I asked Mira as we walked by them.

She shook her head. “Not many countries use hieroglyphics anymore. It’s a pretty ancient practice.”

“Sallusasta used to have it in the ancient days,” said Britta. “But even if it were Sallusastan hieroglyphics, there are only like ten people in the world that could read them. I’m not one of them.”

“Either way, they knew I was coming,” said Elise, which made all of us stop to look at her. She pointed to the wall. “Look, this is clearly meant to be me.”

I went over to where she was standing to get a good look at the wall. Elise was pointing to a picture that clearly represented an archer. Whether it was a male or a female archer was anyone’s guess, but the picture directly below it showed two figures flying in the air, chasing after each other.

“I’m reading this as archer goddess,” said Elise, wagging her finger up and down between the two hieroglyphics. “See? They knew I was coming.”

I rolled my eyes at her while the other girls snickered. “Only you would think that.”

Elise shrugged. “They’re still pretty badass though. Even if they’re not meant to represent me.”

“But I wonder what they are made to represent,” questioned Mira. She reached her hand out to touch one of them, tracing her fingers along a hieroglyphic that looked like some kind of warrior raising a small jewel in its hand. “I’d love the chance to study this more.”

“I’d hate to break this little academic bubble we have going on, but we have a job to do,” said Seraphina. “Tobias could be on the other side of this hallway.”

Seraphina’s rebuke caused the girls to get back in line. I was grateful for the gorgeous elf and her ability to keep everyone grounded, but I had a suspicion that we weren’t going to see Tobias once we were inside the arena.

He’s not here yet, is he? I asked the diamond. I wanted to know if he was going to wait for us to defeat the boss before he attacked.

I can’t sense the emerald right now, said the diamond. Either he’s not here yet, or he’s found some way to get behind us. Or it’s grown powerful enough that it can mask itself from me.

I swallowed heavily. That last part isn’t really possible, is it?

Anything is possible in this world, Jeremy. You ought to know that by now.

The answer didn’t make me feel any better.

Still, our first step in the arena was anything but dramatic. I glanced around, waiting to see a flash of green but all I saw was more stone. The arena we were in was huge, and I could spy stone benches all around us, even going up many rows above our heads. There was room for thousands of people to sit in this arena, but its emptiness only served to fill me with dread.

While the stands might have been empty, the arena wasn’t. As my team came out of the hallway, I could see something resembling a large candleholder on one side of the arena. It was a single piece of metal that stood about twenty feet high, and there were six candles, three on each side.

As soon as the entire team was in the arena, two things happened. The first was that all four exits were suddenly sealed, with a stone wall emerging out of the top of the hallway to block any attempt to leave the arena.

The next thing that happened was that all six candles were suddenly lit, creating a flame that was much larger than what should have been physically possible with the candleholder. The flames almost reached the stands at the top of the amphitheater. Watching them burn gave me an idea of what was about to come.

I gripped my swords even tighter.

Suddenly, all the flames flashed brightly, like they were doused with some kind of accelerant. I could feel the intense heat being put off by them, so much so that I felt the hairs on my body being slowly singed by the proximity. The entire team took a step back as the flames got higher and higher, touching the clouds above us until they came down rapidly, to the point that the flames almost went out.

What happened next surprised no one. The reconstituted flames escaped each of the six candleholders, falling to the ground of the arena just in front of us and growing in size once more. The ground started to shake gently, and the wind whipped up around us and flew into the fire, giving the flames something hard and tangible to grow around.

I don’t know how much sand was sucked up into the flames, but it was enough that when the six flames came together, they formed a much larger being, one entirely made of burning fire and grit.

The boss of Demonic Tremors formed in front of us as ripples of brilliant fire flashed along its entire body. Its body bulged with muscles that seemed almost comically large, backed by the elegance of the flames that raced across it. Its head looked like a solid semicircle with no mouth, nose, or ears. The only thing I could see were large openings where a flaming iris seemed to appraise the team.

Now that the fire had come together, the boss in front of us was easily thirty or forty feet tall. Extending its arms, the flames flashed brightly as something appeared in each hand. In its right hand a sword made of solid fire appeared. In its left was a shield, the kind that was horizontal with two straps, one for the hand and one for the forearm. It was made of a silver metal, and when the boss let it fall into the sands of the arena, the ground trembled under our feet.

This was going to be the greatest challenge we’d faced thus far. And this fire monster in front of us, clad in its gladiator attire, was going to do its best to kill quickly.

I ground my teeth together. I wasn’t about to let myself, or my girls, be destroyed that easily.

I gave a quick glance at the team only to see all of them doing their last-minute preparations. Mira had toggled into Power of Knowledge, allowing her to redistribute her stats. Ordinarily, I would tap into my Force Multiplier at this kind of moment, but knowing that Tobias was still out there made me hold off on that for now.

We’d just have to kill this boss the old-fashioned way.

“Jeremy, Strategist isn’t telling me anything right now,” said Seraphina, which didn’t surprise me. “We’re not going to get any clues on how to defeat it.”

“It just wouldn’t be a boss if that was the case,” I said, watching as the boss shifted its feet against the sand.

Even with the huge body and shield, I didn’t expect the boss’ movements to be sluggish in any way. Sure enough, when it started moving, the fire monster was quick and agile on its feet. It also seemed to understand that being surrounded was the kiss of death, and that helped to explain its very first move.

As the boss charged forward, its right arm brought its sword down in a cutting arc that moved toward our position. As it did so, it forced our team to bunch up closer together than we would have liked. Its next move was to use its shield to push out and down, forcing us back toward the other end of the arena.

When its sword came down again to force us back even further, I started to lose my patience. It was time to fight fire with fire.

I toggled into my Fire Mage abilities, surrounding my body with flames. My eyes glowed a ruby-red color as the flames extended down the length of my blades. I charged at the monster in a dead run, but before I could close the gap, I used Teleport to get to the top of its shoulder, balancing my weight as the boss started searching for me.

I showed him exactly where I was when I plunged both swords into its shoulder. I knew the move was only a tiny prick in the grand scheme of things, but I wanted to show the big dumb bastard that I could make it feel pain. Sure enough, the boss buckled forward, throwing its shoulder just hard enough to launch me off of it. I went flying headfirst into the air, but not before using Teleport to land on my feet.

While I recovered my composure, the other girls had gotten involved. I saw Calista and Elise use their bows to start pecking at the face of the creature, but their efforts weren’t having much success. Their arrows were sailing through the flaming irises of the boss, having as much of an effect as fleas on a dog.

A short distance away, Mira’s three tigers were unleashed, but instead of attacking the boss directly, they played a game of nipping at its heels, trying to distract it. Near Mira, Vaeda was deftly wielding her Shadow Lance, trying to get the boss in its stomach.

Shadow Lance seemed to work the best, tearing a gash in the boss’ stomach and forcing it to abruptly jerk that shield to cut off Vaeda’s attack. The dryad got around it nimbly, striking again before being forced to retreat by another swipe of the sword.

The tigers weren’t having much luck though. I watched as the boss skewered Peter before stepping on Matilda, removing their threat all too easily, allowing it to focus on the other girls. It got hit with a Turret Strike from Britta, which only served to make it angry enough to bring the shield down into the ground in front of her.

The movement caused another tremor to ripple through the stadium, knocking Britta to her ass. Not even a well-placed Aqua Pulse from Calista could save the Sallusastan princess before the boss brought his shield down right on her midsection, skewering her into two parts.

While Seraphina raced over to heal Britta, I saw Vaeda and Elise team up to use their spells in tandem. Ice Freeze and Shadow Lance were able to carve up a portion of the monster’s back, but when the distraction became too much to ignore, the monster turned and swiped at them, forcing a retreat.

I wanted to get back into the action too. Of all the attacks I’d seen so far, only Vaeda’s seemed to be having any luck. With that result in mind, I called upon Azrael and took my position on the black dragon’s back. We circled the arena once, seeing the monster in the middle as the girls attempted to surround it on all sides. It was too smart for that though, sensing when it was happening and using its weapons to herd them back into the center.

Spotting an opening, I had Azrael dive on the monster. Opening its jaws, the dragon unleashed a jet of dark energy, catching the backside of the monster and causing it to focus on us. It swung its shield into the air, missing us handily, but in doing so it allowed Vaeda an opening to stick it again with Shadow Lance.

Vaeda’s attack was again swatted away, but that’s when I realized that our attacks weren’t truly going to work until we could disarm the beast. Every time we managed to make an attack, it swatted us away with its sword or shield.

I needed to find a way to take those two things away from it.

When I saw Britta pull out her Electric Whip, an idea started to form.

I flew low enough that I could jump off Azrael without getting hurt. While Seraphina, Mira, and Calista attempted to distract the monster, I gathered Britta, Elise, and Vaeda to me.

“We need to take away its sword and shield,” I told them. “Or at the very least, make it so the boss can’t use them. I need some help.”

Britta looked back at the boss before wiping sweat from her forehead. “My Lightning Whip might be able to immobilize its sword arm. It might not work for long, but long enough to give us an opening.”

“That’ll work,” I said before looking at Elise. “As for you, I need you to turn into ghost girl. Can you do that and be a distraction at the same time?”

Elise smirked at me. “Jeremy, I was born to be a distraction.”

No truer words had ever been said. As both women rushed to opposite sides of the monsters, Vaeda turned to look at me.

“What about me?” she asked. “What do you want me to do?”

I grinned at her. “How do you feel about an airborne assault?”

I was used to seeing that expression that formed on her face at that moment. It was the same expression that I saw when I suggested that we have sex. Vaeda’s eyes sparkled with excitement, and when Azrael flew low into the arena again, I teleported both of us to its back.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said, flying above the stadium as the rest of the girls engaged the boss below us. “The neck looks like a pretty vulnerable spot on this creature, so when the time comes, we’re going to jump off Azrael’s back and we’re each going to take a side. Azrael will do his part with the rest of the head.” I stroked the dragon’s back. “Won’t you, my friend?”

Azrael snorted his agreement, flapping his wings for dramatic effect.

“How far do we need to jump?” asked Vaeda, with only a twinge of nerves in her eyes.

“I’ll get us close enough that it won’t be too bad,” I said. “But when you land, you gotta plunge your Shadow Lance as deep into him as possible. If you can work it around the neck, we might be able to decapitate it.”

“Decapitate it, got it,” repeated Vaeda nervously.

I turned around and kissed her forehead, wanting to give her some strength. We circled around the arena one more time, waiting for Elise and Britta to get in position.

Elise was the first to get there, throwing up several Force Torpedoes and catching the monster’s attention. It turned in her direction, using its shield to force her backwards. Elise kept up her spells, hitting the shield with Force Torpedo but not even making a dent in it. She shot an Ice Freeze at its head, at which point she started to become more of an annoyance to the beast.

I watched as it tried to whip its sword arm around, aiming it low to the ground in an effort to cut Elise in two. It never made it thankfully, as a supercharged yellow bolt soon wrapped around its wrist.

My eyes took in the form of Britta, holding the Lighting Whip with both hands as she tried to work the creature’s arm back.

The creature snarled at her, and tried to use its shield to dislodge the whip but another timely blow from Ice Freeze against its head turned its attention back to Elise. This time, the monster tried to use its shield as its main weapon, bringing it down hard on Elise before she had time to move.

My heart seized up when I saw it completely flatten her position so violently that I could see the shaking of the arena from above. I knew there was no way anyone could have survived that, but Elise’s Ethereal State rose from under the shield, allowing her to hover a few feet above the sands.

Confused by what it was witnessing, the boss tried to strike her again, but the shield just went through her body instead.

“Jeremy, if this is the moment you’re looking for, now’s a great time for an attack!” yelled Britta through gritted teeth.

She couldn’t have been more right. I spurred Azrael forward into a steep dive, aiming directly for the beast’ head while its arms were occupied. Right at the last second, I gave Vaeda a nod, and the tiny dryad jumped off its back as her Shadow Lance manifested in the air. I followed right behind her, aiming for the left shoulder as we dove on the creature.

I landed hard, nearly sliding off and forcing myself to hang on with my fingertips. I knew Vaeda was more on target when the beast suddenly jerked, no doubt as her Shadow Lance pierced the thinner flesh around the neck.

I worked myself back to my feet, calling up her Shadow Lance with the help of my Spell Forge and plunged it into the other side of its neck.

Below our feet, Calista used a well-timed Aqua Pulse to keep up the distraction while Azrael came in just a little lower, opening its jaws and blasting the boss in the face with its dark energy.

Any of our attacks on their own might not have done much, but it was the combined assault of the entire team that had the biggest effect. As soon as Azrael flew away after its attack, the boss started to tremble so violently that Vaeda and I were almost knocked off. Pulsing jets of lava erupted along the entire length of its shoulders and neck, and I had to work hard to avoid being hit by one of them. I could see the boss had a tentative hold on its shield, and since I was on the inside of it, I used Force Torpedo, hoping to blast it out of its hands.

The attack worked. It was so weakened that it lost the grip on its shield, sliding down its forearm until it hit the ground with a heavy clang. The shield burst into flames at that moment, but luckily Elise was still in her Ethereal State and was able to escape the carnage.

On the other side, the monster had just enough energy that it was able to jerk its sword arm, sending Britta flying through the air as her hold on her whip disappeared. It was the last gasp of a dying monster though as more lava erupted from it. Vaeda and I jumped at the last moment, clearing a developing pool of lava at its feet as the entire team turned to watch its ruin with a sense of jubilation.

The lava produced so much steam that it shielded the ultimate destruction from our view. When the monster had melted down to its stomach, it folded over, nearly hitting our position before being fully engulfed in flames.

I felt Mira grab my arm, looking elated at the destruction of another boss, but I could feel in my heart that something wasn’t right.

The fires just kept burning. Even when most of the steam evaporated, the pool of lava stayed. And that was when I realized that this wasn’t over yet.

Especially when the lava started to pull together once more, creating a new boss that grew out of the ashes of the first one.

Round two had begun.
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The reconstituted boss was even larger than the first one. This time, instead of being a mix of fire and dirt, this version was mostly covered in caked lava that was layered together to form an outer crust that was as hard as stone.

This new boss didn’t even need a shield. Instead, a spear appeared in its hands, which it twirled between its fingers as it waited for the right moment to strike.

“What do we do now?” called out Britta, looking frightened by the spectacle in front of her.

“We fight,” I said. “We’ve already won round one. This is just round two. Let’s go, team. We know how to do this.”

Even though it had a new form, it was still the same monster underneath. To me, that meant it would be weak to the same things.

It’s not going to be that simple, chimed my diamond. This new form is stronger.

Do you have any better ideas, I asked.

I’ll do what I can. But your dark energy isn’t going to be enough to kill it fully. You might destroy the body, but it’s not strong enough to win.

What is strong enough then?

I think you know the answer to that already. But you need to weaken it first.

As soon as it said that, I knew what I needed to do. And though Azrael and Vaeda’s dark energy might not kill it, it could damn sure weaken it.

“Team, you remember our game plan from before?” I asked the girls, stepping out of the way of the rampaging boss as it came charging at us. “Let’s do it again!”

“But that doesn’t kill it though,” protested Calista. “We just might make it melt again.”

“I’ve got a plan,” I said. “Trust me!”

I knew our relationship had come a long way when Calista didn’t say anything further. Britta looked extremely nervous, but the other girls were willing to believe if they thought I knew what I was doing.

Which I did, kind of. This was going to be more touch-and-go than I would have liked, but these kinds of fights usually were.

With the girls springing into action, I grabbed Vaeda so we could teleport to the back of Azrael once more. This time, I had the dragon rake the boss with several rounds of dark energy, just so I could buy the girls on the ground enough time to get into position. I heard the crackle of Britta’s Lightning Whip even from the air, and when I looked down again, she had the spear hand locked in place.

On the other side, Elise wasn’t nearly as lucky. The lack of a shield this time meant the monster was much more agile than he was before. When Elise hit him with multiple rounds of Ice Freeze, it punched down into her position, causing her to fall to the ground with the rumble it generated.

It also caused Britta’s hold on her whip to weaken just enough that the boss was able to free his hand. The creature swung the spear around, hitting Britta’s legs and taking her out before sending the spear rushing forward toward Elise. This time around, Elise wasn’t quick enough with her Ethereal State, and she was skewered against the side of the arena wall.

We weren’t off to a great start. While Calista attended to Elise, I saw Britta try again with Turret Strike, getting off several well-placed bombs around the creature’s head while Mira used her Telekinesis to throw up the sand in the arena, concentrating it around the head of the boss to make it harder to see.

That ended up being the distraction that we were looking for, giving me the confidence to send Azrael on a dive. We closed the distance rapidly, but when the monster caused the sand to melt thanks to the extreme heat, it took sight of Vaeda and me without any other distraction. And it raised its spear at Azrael’s body.

Azrael shrieked as the spear penetrated it, the second time it had happened on the same day. The boss’ spear was so large that it went all the way out the back, coming up right between Vaeda and me. The force of the spear and the buckling of Azrael caused me to fall off, but I was able to teleport to the ground harmlessly.

Vaeda and Azrael weren’t nearly as lucky. The black dragon started to falter as it came in just a little too low over the upper stands of the arena. Its feet scraped along the stonework of the upper rim, ruining what little flight power it had left. With one last beat of its wings, Azrael crashed into the upper stand, throwing up a shower of rock and dust that coated the entire section. I saw Vaeda was thrown from his back at that point, and I sent Seraphina racing up the stands to help her.

So far, the attack that had worked so well the first time around was completely ineffective now. Something had to change or we were as good as goners.

With Seraphina still trying to reach Vaeda, and Britta and Mira keeping the monster occupied, it came down to me, Elise, and Calista.

“The only other way that we can fight fire is with water,” I told them. “So we’re going to try something a little different. Calista, I need you to work Aqua Pulse and don’t ever stop. Keep sending that spell flying, even if we drown the entire arena.”

“I’ll give you everything I’ve got,” she promised.

“Elise, I want you to freeze the monster once we get him surrounded by water,” I said. “I’ll do the same. Let’s see if we can get it encased in ice.”

“But that won’t kill it, right?” she said. “Like the fire elementals we faced earlier, they were still able to survive under the ice.”

“I just want to stop it from moving for now,” I said. “I still have part of my earlier plan to try if we can do just that.”

“I can drown this place if you need me to,” said a determined Calista.

“You remember the purifying lake we went to a few days ago?” I said. “Make it bigger. And deeper.”

A grin appeared on her face. “My pleasure.”

With Calista unleashed, she raised both hands and started shooting enough Aqua Pulses out to cause water to rapidly soak over the sands of the arena. I needed this place to be flooded quickly, which was why I joined her with unleashing several of my own.

I need your help too, I told the diamond. Can you amplify our output of water?

I can do that, said the diamond simply.

Suddenly, the jets that we were shooting out became much more powerful, sweeping any just about anything in its path. I waved to other girls to get out of the arena, moving to the higher ground where the stands were while Calista and I did the same. Slowly, the water was starting to rise, and we had five feet of water in no time, coming up to the boss’ knees as it struggled with speed through the thicker water.

With enough water, I switched over to Ice Freeze, giving Elise the signal. Now we both shot out ice crystals over the water, freezing parts of it in a line around the monster. I took the left side while she took the right, and we joined together in the middle until we had a perfect ring formed around the monster. Once that was the case, the job became tightening the circle while Calista directed more water inside the frozen piece.

The end result was that we were forming a cylindrical tube around the monster, completely encased with ice. We were slowing down its movements greatly, making it struggle to just put one foot in front of another without ripping out blocks of ice in the process.

Finally, once the ice was up to its waist, we had the damn thing trapped. Even with all its strength, it couldn’t dislodge itself. At this point, Calista aimed her Aqua Pulse so as to drench the creature’s face. When combined with Ice Freeze, we were starting to get somewhere.

It took a few more minutes of this to finally get to the point that the creature was almost fully encased inside the ice. Like the fire elementals that we faced earlier, I could still see it moving underneath, struggling to break through.

I had what I needed though, so I told both Calista and Elise to stop.

“But it’s going to break loose,” said Elise. “It’s still moving underneath.”

“I want it to break loose,” I said. “Let’s create an ice platform on the surface of the water around the tube. Give me something to stand on that’s big enough for two people.”

Elise shrugged, not knowing what I was up to. With her help, we created a ringed platform that was five feet wide around the base of the monsters, with just enough room that I could work. Once that was complete, I teleported over to Vaeda, who had recovered from her earlier fall.

“Want to get revenge for being shot down out of the sky?” I asked.

“More than anything,” said Vaeda, her eyes flashing with anger.

“Get your Shadow Lance ready,” I said.

I teleported us to the new platform that had just been created. On the inside of the ice cylinder, I could see the monster getting closer to breaking through. Its massive fist was trying to burst through the icy walls, and the ice was starting to form cracks from the pressure. I let Azrael come back out to play again, flying above us while Vaeda and I both became equipped with Shadow Lances.

“As soon as you see something sticking out of that ice, I want you to cut it off,” I said. “We’re going to dismember it piece by piece, got it?”

“With pleasure,” growled Vaeda.

The first thing to come through was the creature’s spear. The tip alongside about five feet of the shaft poked through the ice. I reached back and sent my sword crashing forward, cutting through the spear until I had it broken in half.

From that moment onward, the creature’s movements quickened. Its fist came through next, emerging outside the ice just a few feet from Vaeda’s face. She turned her Shadow Lance towards the fist and brought the jagged end down on it hard, making a deep gash in the arm.

The boss struggled to pull its arm back in after the attack thanks to the ice, allowing Vaeda another attempt at a strike. This time, she severed the arm at the wrist, allowing the cooled lava to flop to the ground harmlessly.

“That’s it,” I told Vaeda. “Just like that! The next thing that breaks free gets the same treatment!”

The ice was starting to weaken now with all the cracks that were forming. The next burst occurred thanks to the other arm punching through, sending several chunks of ice falling through on my head. I was able to avoid them before turning my Shadow Lance on the arm, whipping it across so fast that I was able to sever the arm in one blow.

Now we were getting somewhere. The boss was still potent even with just stumps for arms, but we’d definitely managed to weaken it.

Unfortunately, the ice was weakening too. And after several seconds, the top half of the boss burst through the ice like it was some kind of cheap wedding cake.

“Now, Azrael!” I called out.

The boss must have known what was coming because it turned its head to the sky. With no hands and no spear, there was now nothing it could do to block Azrael’s dive. When a torrent of dark energy came shooting out of its mouth, it cooked the fire boss’ head and upper torso, shattering the rest of the icy case that it was in.

By now, the damage had been done. The boss was just a charred shell of dark energy. Suddenly, plumes of lava erupted once more, signaling that it was about to melt itself to try again.

It was exactly what I was hoping for. Once the boss had melted into the flames once again, I gave Vaeda the signal.

“Vaeda, do it now!” I shouted. “Use Dryad Magic!”

Stepping forward, Vaeda used her ability to manipulate the earth and elements. With her hands, she shaped all the fire and lava into one ball that was completely encased with the help of wind. Vaeda kept folding it in on each other, reducing the size of the ball as it grew hotter and hotter.

Calista and I took our places at that point, aiming Aqua Pulse directly at the small ball in an attempt to cool it. We produced a thick amount of steam, which was only chased away as the ball cooled rapidly. When it was nothing more than a lukewarm ball of rock, Vaeda yanked her hands apart, causing the ball to scatter in a thousand different pieces—all of which arched right out of the arena.

I finally felt like we were getting somewhere. The only part of the boss that remained inside the arena was a charred husk, completely robbed of the fire that had given it life. It was mixed with bits of sand and ice, but there was still enough to it that all three of these pieces started to reform again.

This wasn’t as big of a problem as it was the last time though. The fire made up nearly ninety percent of its body, and the resulting monster barely came up to my waist. It would be nothing to do the same thing to it again, but we never got the chance to do so.

It came on suddenly as a warning from the diamond, as most instances of extreme danger often did.

Stand together quickly, it urged me. Danger!

I saw something flash through the sky that looked like a green thunderbolt. It flashed again before I teleported back to gather all the girls. As soon as I did, I felt the diamond throw up a glimmering shield that fully encased us inside a protective enclosure.

It couldn’t have happened a moment too soon. As soon as we were safe, that green thunderbolt flashed again, but this time it had grown so powerful that I feared for anything that took the full brunt of it.

Instead of crashing down on us though, the thunderbolt had another target. The tiny remnants of the boss took the full weight of the jagged bolt. Whatever was left of the boss was completely obliterated at that moment, ceasing to be a threat to anyone.

The moment couldn’t have been any more anticlimactic. After all of our struggles, we were right on the cusp of defeating the boss for good, and yet here we were, having our glory stolen at the last minute while we had to shelter behind a shield.

At least it didn’t take long for the object of my anger to appear. No sooner had the boss been blown to bits than the sky darkened, flashing bolts of normal lightning before a figure in a dark robe appeared in front of us. It saw Britta stir next to me as the figure’s eyes turned bright green, illuminating its face.

My anger was starting to flare again as I stood next to our protective wall and glared at the figure.

“Why don’t you take your hood off?” I called out. “Or are you too much of a bitch to do so?”

I didn’t care about angering him. As far as I was concerned, it was my anger that he ought to be afraid of, not the other way around.

The glowing eyes allowed me to see the smirk develop on the face.

The figure reached up both hands as flashes of green lightning flashed around it.

“If you insist.”

When the hood was finally lowered, I looked into a pair of very familiar, albeit glowing, eyes.

“I’ve been waiting for this moment, Jeremy Pollard,” said Tobias, sneering at me.
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I continued to stare down Tobias from the other side of the arena. By this point, almost all of the water that had once trapped the fire boss had filtered through the sands, leaving a marshy pit in its wake.

Alongside the diamond’s protective enclosure, it was the only thing that separated me from getting my hands on Tobias.

“I’m going to make you pay for all the divers you killed today,” I said. “Every single one, Tobias.”

The smirk never left his face, but his eyes seemed to glow a brighter shade of green. That same arrogance that was on display the day I met him was here in spades.

“I had a feeling it would come to this,” said Tobias coolly. “I pegged your team as being different from the others. Strong enough to escape the trap in the citadel. You didn’t disappoint me.”

“Too bad you’ve been nothing but a disappointment,” I said. “And now you swoop in to take the glory on a boss that is almost entirely defeated? That’s what cowards do, Tobias.”

“You ought to be celebrating my accomplishment instead,” said Tobias, crossing his arms together. “What I’ve achieved in the last month has been accomplished by no other dungeon diver in history.”

“And what’s that?” asked Elise. “Besides being the biggest dickhead to ever grace the dungeons?”

“Your teammates need to learn their place, Jeremy,” said Tobias coolly. “Supporting cast need not get so many lines, no?”

With two jerks of his head, I looked on either side of the arena. There were the two men that also made up Tobias’ team, each of them standing at the very top of the stands, watching us.

“Is that how you see your team?” I asked. “Supporting cast?”

“Is that not the case?” he replied. “We all know who really wields the power on this team. Is it not the same on your team? Are you not the most powerful diver?”

His eyes flashed when he said that, leaving no doubt about what was really the power source on his team—his emerald.

“My team is as strong as it is because we work together. You wouldn’t be anything without the emerald,” I said. “The emerald is the only reason you’re here. It’s the only reason you can steal the other divers’ stats.”

“The emerald is stronger than either of us,” hissed Tobias. “Even your diamond, which is nothing more than a toy to me. The emerald was alive long before your diamond came to being. The ancestors of the Vann family unlocked the emerald before your ancestors even knew what dungeon diving was. Our power spans the ages, and it has never been stronger.”

As if to give life to his words, Tobias merely stamped his foot once, which caused the sky above us to crackle with electric energy. Suddenly, hundreds of green bolts appeared, making a jagged patchwork of the dark sky. Tobias raised his hand suddenly, causing it all to stop.

“And now we come to you,” said Tobias. “The perfect end to my dungeon run. Some of the most famous divers in the world are standing in front of me. And some of you know exactly what I’m capable of.”

“But you couldn’t get me the first time around, Tobias,” said Britta defiantly. “And it won’t happen a second time.”

“If not for the timely arrival of your friends, you’d be reduced to nothing just like the rest of your team,” said Tobias, licking his lips. “You were a tasty snack too—the most powerful on your team. Tell me something, princess. How did it feel to watch them fall one by one? Was it tragic knowing that you could do nothing to save them? That as the leader, you were entirely helpless?”

Britta didn’t answer, but I could tell that Tobias’ words bugged her. He took a step closer to us, but he didn’t stop his tirade.

“That must have been terrible to watch them suffer,” taunted Tobias. “Just like what happened to your cousin. She was a tasty meal too. Her experience made me all the more stronger—strength that I poured into the emerald. She was a fighter too, which is why I killed her. Too bad she couldn’t accept her fate—that she was too weak to stop me.”

I could see Britta flinch in anger. She rushed right up to the enclosure as if she was ready to burst out of there and take him on herself.

“Come out to play, princess,” he said. “Let me finish the job. If you volunteer to go first, then you won’t have to watch as I drain your new team of their experience. Especially after they were drained by this fight with the boss.”

“That’s your plan all along?” I asked. “You attacked the other teams but you saved us for last?”

Tobias grimaced. “The other teams weren’t strong enough to be there, Jeremy. Tobias told you that already—that they were scabs that didn’t deserve to be there. I killed them before the dungeon did, which they should consider merciful. You, on the other hand, I knew would get to the bottom. Why not let you engorge yourselves on experience before I took your powers?”

“That’s your biggest downfall, Tobias,” I said. “Too much pride. Even to the point of referring to yourself in the third person.”

“What kind of jackass does that by the way?” quipped Vaeda.

“An arrogant kind,” I answered. “The kind that doesn’t give a shit about anyone else but himself. Chasing power won’t make you happy, Tobias. I saw that firsthand with my mentor. I’d tell you to ask him how that turned out but he’s dead.”

“Big words for a team hiding behind a bubble,” said Tobias. “Why don’t you come out and settle this once and for all?”

I was more than fine with that, emerald or not. I wasn’t going to let this trumped-up bastard get his way again. Too many people were dead on his account, and in his eyes, I could see the makings of another Rico. I wasn’t about to let that happen. With the fight about to begin, I tapped into my Force Multiplier, knowing that the team would need all the help it could get.

My diamond had something else to say about it though.

Don’t do it. We can’t compete with the emerald.

We have to try though, I said. I won’t hide from it.

Then let me do what needs to be done. I beg you.

I wasn’t to that point yet. I wanted to prove that Tobias could still bleed, and as I stepped outside of the diamond’s protection, I watched Tobias leer at me.

“Brave,” he told me, nodding his head. “But ultimately stupid. You can’t contend with my raw power.”

With those words, Tobias did something I’ve never seen done before. His entire body glowed green, and then he just took off into the air like he was riding an invisible dragon.

The man had unlocked the emerald to the point that he could fly on his own.

Can we do that, I asked the diamond.

I thought you’d never ask.

Suddenly, I found myself glowing in white light. I felt practically weightless, like I could take one jump and find myself soaring over the arena. So that’s exactly what I did.

I started to run and then I pushed off with my foot. It was like a pair of invisible wings spread out around me, bringing me into the air and letting me soar into the sky.

It was a feeling that I couldn’t describe—a triumphant sensation that filled me with happiness and pride. Even more so when I realized that my simplest thoughts could dictate the direction I flew, or how high that I got.

Could we do this all along, I asked the diamond. Was this always possible?

I told you before that anything was possible, Jeremy.

But could we have flown?

Sometimes, it just takes another to show you the way. But you could have made your Marshapit taming go much easier if you could have flown.

I could have lost myself in the feelings of flight, but I still had a job to do. I could still see Tobias racing his way across the arena, whipping up the winds through every part that he flew by. He didn’t stop until he reached the center directly above the arena, hundreds of feet from the ground. There, surrounded by a green bubble, he waited for me.

I flew upward, moving with intense speed as I tried to get to his height. I didn’t do any of the showboating that he did, not having anything to prove. Instead, I calmly zoomed my way to the top, stopping when I matched Tobias.

The glowing-eyed threat glanced down at the arena. “It seems your team is fighting mine.”

Indeed, I could see traces of a fight developing below. Once we were gone, the girls must have stepped out of the bubble to take on Tobias’ two henchmen.

“They’re not the only ones that will be fighting,” I growled.

His upper lip twitched. “Yes. I’ve been looking forward to this. I think⁠—”

Before he could finish the sentence, I hurled Perilous Flames at him, trying to knock him out of the sky. I was done talking, and right now, there was only one way to settle this—force.

Tobias dodged it at the last moment, but when he recovered his position, he shot a spell of his own at me.

“Laser Beam!”

It was a spell I’d seen before used by one of the Aspatrian teams, but in Tobias’ hands, it was incredibly deadly. The laser shot out of his palm, quickly heading for my position. It wasn’t large enough that I couldn’t dodge it like he did, dropping in height before flying back into place.

“Laser Beam is a very potent spell,” said Tobias. “And my powers make it even stronger. You will melt when it makes the slightest contact with your body.”

“If you can reach me that is,” I said.

The taunt only spurred him on, and Tobias uttered the name of his spell at the same time I used Perilous Flames. Our two spells met in the middle, causing an explosion of red and green that knocked both of us backward.

From that moment, neither of us remained stationary for very long. Tobias took off, flying down toward the arena with me in hot pursuit. Right before he reached the upper rim, he turned to shoot Laser Beam at me, something I only barely dodged.

I responded with Perilous Flames, but my spell hit the upper rim of the arena, blasting a chunk of rock into the air.

The chase began again. Tobias dove low into the stadium, helping out his two teammates as they battled my girls. His Laser Beam caught Calista right in the chest, killing her instantly when her body was blasted against the rock behind her. I saw Mira attempt to Spell Lock him, but he merely waved it away, like it was nothing to him.

I repaid Calista’s injury with interest, using Perilous Flames to envelop his teammate, Bruno. My spell torched the ill-fated diver, causing his screams to echo throughout the arena.

And yet, my fury at seeing Calista harmed wasn’t matched on Tobias’ part. He didn’t care one bit about anything happening to Bruno. Not that I was surprised, but it only confirmed for me that he cared about no one but himself.

“No respect for someone that’s your equal, Tobias?” I asked, once we settled into their air again after our chase. “You made it clear you didn’t respect the other teams, but you knew my name before I knew yours. Why would you try to destroy my legacy?”

“Your legacy and your name means nothing to me,” said Tobias flatly, his eyes pulsing with each word. “The only thing that matters to me is your power.”

“Then you’re truly lost, Tobias,” I said.

He snarled at me as he hurled another Laser Beam in my direction. I couldn’t dodge this one, taking a hit that put me in a tailspin. The only thing that kept me stabilized in the air was the diamond. It absorbed the hit from the Laser Beam and sent it crashing off back in Tobias’ direction.

“You know, it’s a shame,” said Tobias, once I was able to right myself. “Your diamond is potent. No other diver in the world could have survived that blast, but you did. Given enough time, you’d be a formidable partner for me. I’d even let you keep your harem if you wanted. It means nothing to me. I wouldn’t take them from you. Tastes of the flesh mean nothing to my kind.”

“You’re delusional if you think that I’d join your plan,” I said. “I’m not here to prey on other divers. That goes twofold for anyone else that has made it so far as to enter the Champion’s League.”

Tobias started to laugh. “Oh, but that’s what’s made my plan so rich. It was only the appearance of the Champion’s League that made all this possible. When I first figured out that I could take powers, I was greatly dismayed. You see, there is a loss that occurs when I do the act with the help of the emerald. It’s not a one-to-one transfer. I’m lucky if I get thirty percent. At my earlier levels, do you know how many neophyte divers I’d have to absorb just to get a meaningful gain? I was better off just killing monsters inside the dungeons.”

“But,” added Tobias, as his grin grew larger. “The Champion’s League changed everything. For the very first time, all the strongest divers in the world were gathered together to dive in an unknown dungeon. Everyone expected that people were going to die, which made the perfect cover for me to do what I needed to be done. It wasn’t all perfect at first. I was only strong enough to take MP, but after that first tourney, I figured out how to take everything. Strength, Agility, MP, Intelligence, Experience—it’s all there for my taking.”

“Results that you could have easily attained by just diving into the dungeon,” I said, shaking my head. “You didn’t need to steal to get here.”

“Oh, but I did,” replied Tobias, his eyes flashing. “I’m now at level 205. Do you have any idea how much experience it takes to get to that level? How many divers I’ve had to bleed dry? Of course, I can’t bleed them too much because then they end up dying. Collateral damage, I call it. Their stats are better served under me anyway.”

The green aura around Tobias grew brighter still. “And now you’re going to get a taste of the full brunt of that power.”

Before he finished speaking, Tobias launched himself at me, colliding with my diamond-powered bubble. The sonic boom that we created upon impact was most likely felt across the entire length of the dungeon. We battled in the air, using our gems as conduits for our raw power. Going back and forth, this was a battle of wills, power that was so much stronger than any one spell could contain.

It became obvious that we couldn’t quite hurt each other like this, with neither being strong enough to truly knock the other out. No matter how much power pulsed through my diamond, we just couldn’t get a hit that was strong enough to wipe that smirk off Tobias’ face.

On the flip side though, we were still very much in this fight. The emerald wasn’t strong enough to force an overwhelming victory.

I need more power, I begged the diamond, after several more mid-air collisions.

I’m giving you as much as I can give you, replied the diamond. Too much power might harm you as much as it would harm him.

I could feel the diamond holding back, but I was wary of what might happen if we drew too much. For now though, it was a constant back-and-forth, followed by the thrill of the chase as we flew around the arena.

At one point, we both stopped to hit each other with our signature spells, creating a red-and-green fireball right above the stadium. When it dissipated, we collided with each other again, and the explosion that it created was so great that we started flying directly toward the ground below our feet. Moving at a rapid pace, with both of us no doubt wishing the other would pull back first, we collided into the ground with enough force to make the entire arena tremble.

I’d never felt so much pain in my entire life. The contact with the ground felt like breaking every bone in my body. My head throbbed like my brain had rattled around inside of my skull. Our impact had thrown up so much sand that it was impossible to see, and I had to shield my eyes when I attempted to turn my head.

I couldn’t see Tobias. I couldn’t see anyone for that matter. When enough of the sand cleared, all I could see were parts of the arena scattered around next to me. It was at that point that I realized that half of it had toppled with the explosion.

My first concern was for my girls. I had to find them and make sure they were alright. Gritting my teeth, I tried pushing off the sand as every muscle I had howled in pain.

Relax. They’re okay, the diamond told me. Two of them died, but they will be healed.

What about Tobias, I asked. Did we kill him?

Somehow, I knew the answer before the diamond could say it. That impact might have been violent, but if I survived, I knew he did too.

Raise your head and see for yourself.

I managed to turn my head to look in Tobias’ direction. There, a short distance from where I was, the champion of Sallusasta was on his hands and knees looking at me.

This time, his eyes weren’t glowing anymore though. He had a dazed look in them, as if the impact had knocked some sense into him.

“Pollard,” he called out to me.

It was neither a challenge nor a question. Rather, it was an acknowledgment of our enmity. I glared at him, especially when I saw the brightness of the emerald infuse him with green light again. That evil quality in his eyes returned, glowing as brightly as they were when we hovered above the arena.

As I slowly pushed back up to my feet, Tobias did the same. With that malicious glint in his eyes, he was then robed with a green light again.

When he collided with me again, the explosion was violent enough to knock me out.


Chapter
Twenty-Three



I wasn’t sure how long I was out for. It could have been only seconds or it could have been a full day. Time didn’t seem to mean much as I attempted to get back on my feet, spitting out sand from my mouth.

The pain that I felt right now over my entire body was excruciating. Even with my diamond helping the healing process, I still felt broken physically.

Emotionally, I wasn’t much better. The knowledge that Tobias and I seemed to be relatively evenly matched meant that we were destined to do this for some time. The idea of my body breaking continually as we fought was nauseating, but if it was the price I had to pay to defeat Tobias, I was willing to pay it.

I just hoped there was something left of me at the end of it.

Until that moment, I had thought that I could eventually overcome him with our power, but when I raised my head when the dust cleared, I saw that Tobias wasn’t on the ground like me.

Instead, he was hovering over the arena, his arm outstretched as he was bathed in the green light of the emerald. Green flashes of light erupted from his arm, stretching over to the stands. When I saw what he was connected to, my fury exploded.

Seraphina was raised into the air. Her head was down and her shoulders were swept back. I had no doubt about what Tobias was trying to do, but I felt my strength to continue the fight start to fade with me.

Please, I begged the diamond. Keep me in this. I need more strength. Need to save Seraphina.

Its answer nearly sent me down into the depths of despair.

I don’t have much left, it said, its voice sounding tired. And as little as I have, you have even less. It’s beating us.

Those last three words were what got me more than anything else. I’d always considered myself to be invincible, similar to the way that you think nothing can hurt you when you’re young. It wasn’t until your first broken bone that you realized that you weren’t as formidable as you once thought.

And here, at the bottom of Demonic Tremors, I had my first real taste of mortality.

I hated it.

Driven by spite and anger, I willed my broken body back onto my feet. It was a slow and tedious process, my muscles and bones protesting the entire way, but I was finally able to stand on my own after a precious second of work.

When I pulled back my hand, I summoned the largest fireball I could thanks to Perilous Flames. Centering it on Tobias’ chest, I let it loose.

The burning inferno caught him by surprise, breaking his connection with Seraphina and letting the elf fall to the ground helplessly. The blow was strong enough that Tobias went flying backwards, losing his composure as his back hit the sand.

It wasn’t a killing blow by any stretch, but when he got back on his feet, there was a murderous glint in his eyes.

“Just for that, I’m going to kill your team before I’m done,” he said calmly. “I’m going to save you for last so you can look into their eyes and see how you failed them, right before they die.”

I had no doubt that he meant every word. I also had no doubt that I didn’t have the means to stop him.

Except for one way. One way that I found so distasteful that I never wanted to try it. It was a desperate gamble, but I was already well past desperate at this point.

Do it, I told the diamond. Do it so we can defeat him.

There’s no going back from this, Jeremy. Everything will change.

Everything already has.

Releasing the shackles on the diamond, I watched as Tobias glowed just bright enough to hit me with another bolt of his emerald’s energy. The diamond did everything it could to block it but we were still forced back even further, my body tumbling along the sands. Two more blows hit me in quick succession before the unthinkable actually happened.

I stopped being bathed in the white light of the diamond. Instead of resting securely in my hand, the diamond lifted itself out of my reach, shimmering over my head. It was bright enough to attract Tobias’ attention, and the more he stared at it, the more the smile on his face grew.

“Your diamond betrays you,” he told me. “Even now, it recognizes who the more powerful diver is. Maybe one day, it will be as powerful as my emerald.”

In confirmation of his words, the diamond drifted away from me, making its slow journey over to Tobias. When it reached about halfway, it flashed once, taking on a ghostly green glow as a visual sign that it now belonged to the enemy.

I’d never seen a more defeating sight in my entire life than seeing the diamond bathed in green. Everything felt lost at that point, despite knowing that it was just part of the plan.

When Tobias was able to reach out and wrap his hand around the diamond, his triumph was complete. Hoisting the two gems into the air in victory, the Sallusastan champion seemed to reign supreme.

“Now I have the power,” he said, gritting his teeth. “Now I will be the strongest diver in the entire world.”

Right as he should have been at his strongest, the diamond launched its last desperate plan. Both of his fists started to glow, one green for the emerald and one white for the diamond. And suddenly, a look of horror appeared on Tobias’ face.

“What’s going on?” he asked, looking back and forth between his two fists. “What are you doing, Jeremy?”

I forced my way to my feet. “Something that’s long overdue,” I said. “Let’s see how strong you are without your emerald.”

“No!”

Tobias was forced to his knees as his glowing fists became bright enough to blind someone. His eyes were forced closed, as were my own. The brilliance of both gems continued for several long seconds before it ended, allowing me to look again.

Now, the gems were hovering over Tobias’ head, released from his grasp. The white and green light came together as did the gems, touching next to each other in a mixture of color that was milky green.

The two gems suddenly split apart before coming together so violently that I feared they both might crack. In doing so, I could see that the green light was getting stronger, encompassing both of them.

As they repeatedly smashed against each other, much in the same way that Tobias and I fought about the stadium, it looked like the emerald was starting to win over the diamond.

But before anything else could happen, I heard a loud scream of pain from Tobias. Turning my attention to him, I could see the most remarkable transformation happening.

His once dark-black hair was now turning gray at a remarkable pace. Wrinkles were forming on his face, ones that were deeply set and running across his forehead and his cheeks. Tobias was shrinking too, and his back was taking a noticeable curve that caused him to be hunched over.

In short, he was aging rapidly due to this process, going from a diver that was nearly thirty to one that looked to be closer to eighty.

“What’s happening to me?” he asked, even his voice sounding old and decrepit. “What happened to my body?”

He turned his angry eyes in my direction. “What did you do? Answer me, Pollard! What did you do?”

He was shaking with rage as the old man raised his hand at me and used his Laser Beam spell.

The only problem with that was that his new body didn’t have the same dexterity as his much younger self. His hand didn’t come up quite high enough to reach my position, exploding harmlessly at my feet.

Upset about his miss, Tobias tried again, missing me again this time. He even tried to hit Britta, who was making her way down into the arena with me.

“Die, you stupid bitch,” yelled Tobias, aiming at her.

He missed Britta, but his sudden attack on her gave her the chance to use her newly-attained ability.

“Bloodlust,” she said simply, hitting Tobias with the latest weapon in her arsenal.

Suddenly, the old man was imbued with her power. His rage turned red-hot, and he started to foam at the mouth like a rabid dog. This time, instead of waiting to see what happened to each spell, Tobias unleashed a string of them in Britta’s direction, no doubt hoping that one of them would land on her.

Seeing his unrelenting assault on Britta, I aimed my hand at the suddenly glow-less Tobias and said two words.

“Perilous Flames!”

My aim was right on target. The fireball that I sent roaring toward him utterly consumed Tobias after the loss of the emerald’s protection. It cooked the old man to the bone, leaving not a strip of flesh left on him by the time the smoke cleared.

Tobias Lincoln Vann was dead.

Almost as soon as he was hit by the blast, I saw the emerald start to shake uncontrollably. It’s hold on Tobias now removed by his death, it flashed one last pulse of blinding green light, causing me to shield my eyes.

When I looked up again to see what happened, it was gone.

I could still see the diamond though. It was barely glowing, as if it were exhausted by what it just did. It fell from the air, drifting back to my outstretched hand, where it landed with a dull slap.

As soon as it was settled, I could see that there was a dark-green blemish that stretched across half the surface. It was like a dark tattoo over the diamond, a reminder of what it had to do to break the emerald’s hold on Tobias.

“He’s really dead?” asked Britta from my side, stepping closer to me.

“He’s gone,” I said. “The emerald’s hold on him is broken.”

“Jeremy!”

I turned my head to see all my girls rushing onto the arena. Even Seraphina was coming, although she was moving more slowly than the rest. Seeing the redheaded elf, I rushed over to her side, wanting to inspect the damage.

“Show me your stat sheet,” I asked. “How long was he stealing your powers?”

Name: Seraphina Cultress

Class: Mastermind

Level: 171

Experience: 128/14500

Stats:

Strength: 167 (+20)

Agility: 168 (+24)

Magical Power: 171 (+22)

Stamina: 166 (+19)

Intelligence: 163 (+21)

Charisma: 166 (+26)

Abilities:

Grace of the Elves

Turbo Boost

Strategist

Spells:

Swirling Flames

Stun III

Healing Light

Stonewall II

Invisibility II

Star Fire

“He didn’t have me for that long,” said Seraphina, rubbing her elbow, which was still red with blood. “You got there just in time. I think the fall hurt me more than he did.”

I was so grateful to hear her words that I pulled her into my arms and hugged her. Seraphina let out a deeply relaxing sigh as she melted into my arms. When we let each other go, I ran my hands through her red locks.

“I couldn’t let anything happen to you,” I told her. “I’ll never let anything happen to you,” I said more firmly.

Seraphina smiled and kissed me. “I know. It’s one of many reasons why I love you so much.”

I kissed her back with passion before turning my attention to the rest of the girls.

“Is everyone else okay?” I asked, checking with all of them. “Where are Nate and Bruno?”

“Dead,” replied Mira. “They weren’t as formidable as their leader it seems. They went down pretty easily.”

“In their defense, they were facing some of the most powerful divers in the world,” said Elise not-so-modestly. “They were lucky they lasted as long as they did.”

We all came together, hugging each other and generally being grateful for being alive. All the seriousness of the day swept away, replaced by the kind of lighthearted revelry that usually comes after a hard-fought battle.

At one point, I saw Mira move over to the area where the two gems had bounced off each other. She started searching the ground, but after five minutes of doing this, she had nothing more to show for it.

“I can’t find the emerald,” she said, giving one last cursory look at the ground. “Its last position was right about here. Where did it go?”

For some reason, I knew the right answer to that question. I wasn’t sure yet how I knew, but I knew.

“It abandoned Tobias,” I said. “It’s still out there, but it’s not with him any longer.”

I could tell there was visible confusion on Mira’s face, and the faces of the others as they gathered around me.

“But what about you though?” asked Calista, her eyes locked on my green-shaded diamond. “What did you do to Tobias to break the emerald’s hold on him? And why does the diamond look like that?”

“The emerald’s hold on Tobias was too strong for me to counter. Or even for the diamond to break,” I explained. “There was no way for us to win that fight as strong as he was. The only solution was to take the power the emerald was infusing into his body and redirect it to something else.”

I glanced down at the diamond, only to watch it pulse with light.

“So everything that the emerald pushed into Tobias is now contained in the diamond?” asked Mira.

I nodded. “A significant portion of the emerald is now trapped into the diamond,” I said. “Which explains the green mold over much of the surface. But the emerald is still out there.”

“How do you know?” asked Calista, looking confused.

I turned my thoughts to the diamond. I could always feel that weight of it on my brain, but now there was something else. An intruder that wasn’t there before.

“I can feel it,” I said. “They’re now linked together. In absorbing so much of the emerald, it locked the two gems together.”

“If it’s not here, where did it go?” asked Mira. “And who has it?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But my guess is that Tobias wasn’t the real master of the emerald. It was just using him.”

“It didn’t feel like it was just using him,” said Vaeda. “He was strong and seemingly in complete control of it.”

I shook my head. “It was actually in complete control of him. Did you see how his eyes glowed down here? That was the emerald’s influence. There were only two times when its hold on him was weakened enough to show the real Tobias. The last time was right at the very end.”

Mira put her finger in the air excitedly. “And the first time was when you both plummeted into the arena from the air. I heard what he called you. He called you Pollard. His eyes stopped glowing, and he called you by your last name.”

“Mira’s right,” I said. “When the emerald had control over him, he called me Jeremy. Or rather, the emerald did. That means that the emerald had control of him and not the other way around.”

“Which means that someone out there is still the true owner of the emerald,” said Seraphina quietly. “It hasn’t been defeated.”

I glanced down at the emerald. “No, but it’s been severely weakened. A good portion of its power is trapped here. But it wasn’t without its own consequences though.”

“What kind of consequences, Jeremy?” asked Elise.

I felt the diamond surge with power. Seconds later, I heard the weight of its words on my brain.

You ought to kill them, it told me. Taking their powers would only make you stronger. Women are a dime a dozen anyway.

Even the voice sounded rougher than he remembered, like it too had been tainted by the emerald.

“The consequence is that my diamond is now under the emerald’s influence,” I said somberly. “It took so much power that it also took on a good portion of the emerald’s . . . personality, I suppose. It’s . . .”

“Evil,” finished Calista, looking at the diamond warily.

I nodded my head and put it back in my pocket. “It was the only way to counter Tobias. It wasn’t the choice that I wanted—far from it. But it was the only way.”

“I’m sure there has to be a way that we can dislodge the emerald’s influence on the diamond though,” said Britta. “Surely this kind of thing has happened before?”

“I’d be surprised if it did,” said Mira, always the academic one. “There’s so little literature out there on dungeon gems, and I’ve never read anything about how to counter one gem’s influence on another one. And I did a lot of research on gems before we dived Serpent Hollows.”

I gulped heavily, expecting Mira to come to that same conclusion. “We’ll have to figure something out. One way or another.”

I didn’t say anything further, mostly because I didn’t want the girls to worry. The truth of the matter was that the emerald’s influence on the diamond wasn’t something that was static. The longer that it stayed embedded into the diamond, the more powerful that influence was going to get.

Eventually, the emerald would turn the diamond into a copy of itself. When that moment came, I feared for what might happen to the team and even myself.

For now though, it was like having a foul-mouthed, murderous influence in my head, but I was grateful that was all that it was.

I’m only going to get stronger, said the diamond. Power is addicting, especially power that’s taken from others.

Oh, shut up, I told it.

At least the diamond didn’t say anything further. I still had some measure of control over it.

With Tobias gone and the boss defeated, there was nothing more for us to do here. It seemed that even if we didn’t perform the final killing stroke on the boss, Demonic Tremors still considered us victors of the dungeon, rewarding us with enough experience and loot to make us all happy.

Mira even had the added benefit of getting a new ability, which she showed me as soon as she noticed it.

Name: Mirabel “Mira” James

Class: Caster

Level: 169

Experience: 10049/13000

Stats:

Strength: 170 (+21)

Agility: 171 (+17)

Magical Power: 170 (+16)

Stamina: 169 (+17)

Intelligence: 170 (+19)

Charisma: 171 (+22)

Abilities:

Power of Knowledge

Status Shield

Telekinesis

Protective Bubble

Alchemy – NEW

Spells:

Healing Light

Minimize III

Reanimate

Summon III

Time Warp

Spell Lock III

Clone

“I’ve always been fascinated by the idea of alchemy!” gushed Mira, her fingers moving to the info box. “I think I’d be a great alchemist. I wonder what kind of cool things it will let me do!”

Alchemy – This ability allows the user access to the Dungeon Grimoire, where magical potions can be created for a variety of concoctions and solutions.

“That’s a very unique ability,” I said. “I’ve never heard of a Dungeon Grimoire.”

Mira’s eyes lit up as she toggled the ability and had a metaphysical book appear in her eyes—one that was almost as thick around as her waist. It should have caused Mira to topple over, but the fact that it wasn’t physically there meant that she could hold it steady despite its heft.

“This is the best day ever,” she said, flipping through the pages. “Oh my spirits, this is going to be so very useful!”

“Any potions in there that will help rid a diamond of an evil emerald’s influence?”

Mira’s mouth dropped open right before she started searching. “I’ll let you know what I find!”

I chuckled, not thinking it was going to be that easy. I was just pleased that we were able to get Mira something new, especially since it was in the form of a book.

The other girls had similar gains. Calista was now much closer to us in terms of relative power, hitting level 130. Britta hit a similar level, coming in at 129, which I knew helped to take the sting off her loss of stats to Tobias.

Name: Britta Bellona

Class: Caster

Level: 129

Experience: 4002/8000

Stats:

Strength: 128 (+18)

Agility: 126 (+15)

Magical Power: 135 (+21)

Stamina: 133 (+18)

Intelligence: 131 (+15)

Charisma: 126 (+16)

Abilities:

Quick Cast

Power Share

Bloodlust

Spells:

Healing Light

Turret Strike III

Dragon Shield II

Lightning Whip III

“I know it doesn’t give you back the stats that you lost,” I told her, looking at her sheet over her shoulder. “But at least you’re higher than before.”

She gave me a sad smile. “Yeah, I’m not disappointed about myself. More upset about my team.”

I nodded, but I could tell she didn’t want to talk about it when she changed the subject by pushing the button on my badge. “Let’s see where you are now.”

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 182

Experience: 15880/16000

Possessions: Dungeon Diamond (Level *ERROR*), Flaming Sword

Stats:

Strength: 184 (+15)

Agility: 186 (+19)

Magical Power: 187 (+10)

Stamina: 187 (+15)

Intelligence: 186 (+17)

Charisma: 183 (+14)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

“You got a new possession!” she said excitedly. “What’s the Flaming Sword?”

I hadn’t even noticed that part yet, mostly because my eyes were still stuck on the error on my diamond’s level. I remembered what it was like when the ruby was corrupted, and my hope was that we weren’t going to go through that experience all over again.

Moving to the source of Britta’s excitement, I tapped the Flaming Sword so that I could inspect it firsthand.

The only problem was that nothing happened.

“It’s . . . stuck,” I said, trying several times and failing to produce the sword. “I wonder why it’s not coming out.”

Even Britta tried, but she couldn’t get it to come out. I wondered if there was some kind of secret to it, but the info box gave me no additional clues.

Flaming Sword – A powerful double-edged sword that lights with magical fire.

“It looks like something that would be really fun to use,” I said. “But not so much if I can’t access it.”

“Maybe there’s something wrong with your badge after the fight?” suggested Britta. “I can have the DG look at it if you like?”

Somehow, I knew the problem was going to be much deeper than a broken badge. I humored Britta by agreeing to it, but in the back of my mind, I knew it wasn’t going to be that simple.

“Hey, look,” said Britta, gesturing to something else I hadn’t noticed yet. “Looks like you’ve got a crown on your badge. We all do.”

Sure enough, I could see the implant of a regal crown at the very top of my badge. It was even mimicked on my diving card, where I could now see that there were spots for two additional crowns, even if both were empty right now.

“I guess this means there are going to be two more dungeons in the Champion’s League,” I said. “Demonic Tremors was just the first.”

As I said the words aloud, the diamond pulsed with power, like it was giddy at the idea of encountering stronger divers and stealing their powers.

My life was about to become a lot more interesting.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



I wasn’t relishing the idea of seeing King Hermando when we got out of Demonic Tremors.

I had a feeling the king would be a storm of emotions—from sadness about the loss of so many divers to anger over Tobias’ actions. I also thought he’d be a nervous wreck when it came to his daughter.

Seeing as his daughter only stayed in the dungeons because of me, I expected some of that anger to be directed my way.

Nothing of the sort happened though. Instead, I was surprised to see the king’s arms wrap around me like a lost relative as soon as we reached the surface.

“Praise be to the old gods,” said Hermando before he pulled back to look at me. “You’re alive.”

“I made a promise to you,” I said, jerking my head behind me where Britta was still emerging from the hole. “One I had to keep.”

The king’s gaze swept past me to land on his only daughter and heir. At that moment, it didn’t matter who I was or what I’d accomplished. The only thing that mattered in Hermando’s life right then was seeing that his daughter was still alive.

It was a touching moment, at least until Britta started to give him the full account of what happened once we got to the bottom.

“All of them are dead?” he whispered, seemingly in disbelief. “The only survivors are the ones that the DG pulled out earlier?”

Britta brought him over to me, nodding along the way. “It’s a sad day for Sallusasta with so many deaths.”

“But you got the person responsible?” pressed Hermando. “Tobias Vann is dead?”

“Tobias is dead, but the person behind this isn’t,” I said.

The king couldn’t have looked more confused. “I don’t understand.”

“Tobias was just a pawn,” I said. “Tobias wasn’t the real owner of the emerald. It only possessed him to do its bidding. As long as this person, and the emerald, are still out there, there’s a threat to all dungeon divers.”

I could tell that my answer wasn’t what he wanted to hear. Hermando wanted a simple clear-cut answer—Tobias was dead and so was the threat.

Unfortunately, things were rarely that simple when the dungeons were involved.

At least I could take solace with one development though. I don’t think Hermando let his daughter out of his reach once for the rest of the day.

With a somber end to the tourney, I realized that most of the audience that was present in the morning had gone home. No doubt many of them were scared after the developments inside the dungeon, and for that I couldn’t blame them. One thing I noticed was that there was a tent set aside for those that had been pulled out of the dungeon, so I made my way over there in the company of Mira and Calista, hoping to see the survivors.

“Jeremy, is that you?”

I looked down into the face of Uly, seeing the diver push up on his elbows once he recognized me. For the time being, he was put on a makeshift bed as they awaited transportation back to the capital. The DG official in charge of the tent told me that Hermando had arranged long-term care for all of them because of their sacrifice.

We all knew that wouldn’t make up for what happened, but at least I knew that Uly was going to receive some of the care that he needed.

“Just wanted to check on you,” I told him, as we surrounded his bed. “How are you feeling?”

“Sleepy,” he said. “They keep giving me some kind of potion to make me sleep. I keep telling them not to bother. Anyone in my shoes would be hard-pressed to sleep right now.”

“You’re right, but you will need to rest sometime,” said Mira. “You don’t want to push yourself too far.”

Uly shrugged, and I knew sleep would come eventually. He was simply too drained not to.

“Kyle managed to nod off a little bit ago,” said Uly, gesturing to the other sleeping occupant of the tent a short distance away. “I think once they told him that Britta was still alive, it gave him a little hope.”

I glanced over to see Kyle snoring quietly. I knew Britta would be grateful to see him, but I also knew that there was no sleeping off their condition.

Their diving lives had been changed irrevocably. And I knew that was playing on their minds as much as the loss of their friends.

“You killed him, right?” asked Uly, giving me a hard look. “Tell me you got that arrogant bastard in the end?”

When I answered Uly, I kept it basic and to the point. I didn’t want to burden him with the knowledge that this ordeal wasn’t over with. More than anything, I just wanted Uly to relax and feel like his family had been avenged.

“We got Tobias,” I said, nodding glumly. “He’s dead.”

Uly let out a deep sigh as his body relaxed into the bed. “He deserved it for what he did.”

“Yes, he did,” said Calista, giving me a strange look when I didn’t add anything else. We stared at each other for a second longer than usual, having an entire conversation with our eyes.

“At least justice was upheld,” continued Uly. “Barry and Helena would appreciate that. It’s going to be strange living without them. I’d gotten used to my other family members retiring and not wanting to dive anymore. At least I could still see them when I wanted to though. The loss of them will be . . . difficult to adapt to.”

We talked for a few more minutes until it was clear that, despite his protest, Uly was starting to get sleepy. We left the tent when the middle-aged diver finally went out, wanting him to rest without worrying about Tobias.

“You didn’t tell him everything,” said Calista, once we exited the tent. “Why didn’t you tell him about the emerald?”

“I didn’t want to worry any more about it,” I said. “I don’t think Uly is going to be going in any dungeons for the time being, and right now, he just needs to focus on healing himself. The emerald is our problem. Er, rather my problem.”

“No, you said it right the first time,” said Mira, giving me a knowing look.

“Okay, our problem,” I said. “But for Uly's sake, I don’t want him to worry about it. I’m not going to stop until we figure out who was behind this though. We’re going to find the true owner of the emerald, and we’re going to put a stop to this once and for all. All the fallen divers deserve as much.”

“We just wouldn’t be the Daredevils if we weren’t constantly righting all the wrongs out there,” said Calista, a small smile growing on her face. “But I like your idea. This isn’t over until the emerald is destroyed.”

“Agreed,” said Mira, giving me a final nod of her head.

As daunting as the task was in front of us, I knew that having the help of my girls would make everything better. At that moment, I grabbed both Calista and Mira and pulled them against me.

“Jeremy,” giggled Mira. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t know if I tell you enough how much I love you all of you,” I said, burying my nose in the space where their hair overlapped. “I don’t want you to think I take you for granted, even as we keep finding ourselves in potentially life-ending situations.”

I felt Mira practically melt against me. There were even tears in her eyes when she pulled away.

“We love you,” said Mira, giving me a genuine smile. “Or rather, we’re in love with you.”

“In love, definitely,” confirmed Calista, a sly look on her face. “So we forgive you when you keep putting us in danger.”

I opened my mouth to say something but Calista squeezed me. “I’m kidding. We’re a team, but we’re also much more than that. We’re a family.”

“They say you can’t choose your family,” said Mira. “They’re wrong, because we chose this one. And it’s the family that I love more than anything else.”

Mira couldn’t have been more right. This wasn’t the family that I’d been born with, but rather the one that I’d made myself. And I would do anything in my power to make my girls happy because I knew they would do the same for me.

I walked back to the other girls with a little more wind in my sails than when we’d emerged from the dungeon. As luck would have it, our timing was perfect because Elise and Vaeda were giving the royal mother a play-by-play rendition of our time in the dungeon.

One that was maybe just a little bit more exaggerated than what actually happened.

“And then I shouted out, ‘I’m a ghost, bitch,’ and then I hit those angel fucks with another Force Torpedo that blasted them to bits,” said Elise, clearly proud of her version of the story.

“See, I always knew you had some pluck about you,” said Maeve, reaching out to pat Elise on the cheek. “From tearing apart those angels to ripping a new one on that little shithead Tobias, you really are the Archer Ace, dear.”

“Ah, actually, I’m going with Gardenian Goddess now,” corrected Elise. “It just sounds a little more regal to me. Archer Ace just didn’t properly convey my majesty.”

“As you can see, she got no less humble after being in this dungeon,” said Vaeda with a snort.

“No, but humility is for the servants,” said Maeve, waving her hand. “In fact, you ought to come up with your own bitchin’ nickname too, Vaeda. Why should Elise have all the fun?”

I could tell that got Vaeda thinking. It wasn’t twenty seconds later, after Elise was in the middle of another monster story, that Vaeda suddenly stuck her finger in the air.

“The Dangerous Dryad,” she said, narrowing her eyes and nodding her head. “Yeah, that sounds good.”

“I was thinking more of the Victorious Vixen,” said Britta, who was listening nearby.

Vaeda made an O face. “The Victorious Vixen! I love it! It emphasizes the fact that I never lose and that I’m a vixen in the bedroom.”

Elise didn’t seem convinced. “Vaeda, don’t you think⁠—”

Vaeda interrupted her. “Excuse me, it’s Victorious Vixen now. What would you like to say to me, Gardenian Goddess?”

Upon hearing her own nickname, Elise had a sudden change of heart. “Actually, nothing at all.”
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Things settled back into some kind of normality once we all got back to the palace that night. For me, I was happy just to get back into a warm bed, especially after all the aches and pains from being inside Demonic Tremors. I was also happy to get the girls in there with me, especially after Vaeda instituted a no-clothing-allowed rule for being in our own bed.

I was able to relax with them, but it was never far from my mind the idea that the emerald was still out there, especially when I looked at my diamond to see that nasty green scar that covered half of the surface.

You’re so much weaker than you could be, it told me. After all this, why wouldn’t you chase power? Haven’t you earned it with all the monsters that you’ve killed?

I was going to have to learn how to ignore it. I wasn’t able to shut it off completely, and just about every time I heard it’s voice, it was a demented suggestion or some kind of evil musing.

It wasn’t the path that I wanted, but it was the only option we had for stopping Tobias. Part of me wondered now whether it was a fair bargain with Tobias not being the one truly in control.

I pushed that line of thinking back down where it came from. I made the decision that I made because it was truly necessary and nobody would tell me otherwise. All I had to do now was get to the bottom of who was doing this, and that meant finding the real owner of the emerald.

I knew where my first starting place was going to be—Tobias’ mother, Amelia.

I remembered the kindly older woman from the purifying ceremony, especially the way she tried to smooth out her son’s more arrogant tendencies. If anyone knew what might have happened to the emerald, or who the real owner of it could be, surely Amelia would be a good place to start.

Why question her when you could just kill her, mused the diamond. She was a diver once in her day. I bet her stats would be useful to you in the trying days to come.

I rolled my eyes and sighed. I needed to ask Mira if there was some kind of magical potion that would put a muzzle on the diamond. I found her the next morning and asked, knowing that she would already be nose deep in the Grimoire.

I was right about my guess, but unfortunately, Mira had only scratched the surface of the large book.

“I don’t recall seeing anything like that, but I’ll keep looking,” promised Mira. “What makes it so difficult is that there’s no table of contents. I keep going over spells but it’s just one right after the other. The pages aren’t numbered, so it’s been more difficult to search through than I would like. I have to mark the pages of the ones that I like.”

“Have you found anything that would be exceptionally useful to us?” I asked. “Any potions that you’d like to try out?”

“Oh, hell yes,” replied Mira. “At least twenty of them so far. Potions that would make us faster, smarter, stronger. Potions that would make it so that we’d never need to be healed. Potions that would grant us abilities that could not only reshape the dungeons but the world around us. It’s a very powerful book. In the wrong hands, it would be a disaster. Although . . .”

“I knew there was a but coming,” I said. “What is it?”

“There is a fail-safe built into these potions in the form of the list of ingredients,” said Mira. “Many of which sound like straight gibberish. For example, look at this potion below that’s supposed to grant superhuman strength. You would need the following ingredients to make this work—the arm of a licta queen, fallen leaves from an evermore tree, two hairs from a virgin, which seems like the easiest of all this to obtain. And also something called musangna, which I have no idea what that even is. Although it is fun to say.”

“I’ve never heard of an evermore tree,” I said. “And I’m sure we could find a licta queen if we went back to Serpent Hollows and fought enough monsters. Two hairs from a virgin would be easy.”

“Yes, but the problem is that this one is one of the easier potions to brew,” said Mira. “This whole book is full of a bunch of items that sound like nonsense. This is clearly something that will take most of our lives to figure out.”

“If anyone can do it, I know that it’s you,” I said, touching her shoulders from behind. “You’re the greatest caster alive. There’s no reason why you couldn’t grab the secrets behind the Grimoire.”

Mira adjusted her glasses and smiled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. I needed it after my deep dive through the book.”

“How about a break?” I asked. “Put the Grimoire away for a while and make a trip with me?”

“Sure,” said Mira, allowing the book to evaporate in front of her. “Just me?”

I shrugged. “I need to see someone, and I was hoping for some company. The other girls are occupied. I saw Vaeda and Seraphina making bets about how many different servants they can get to stop by when they called for room service.”

Mira giggled. “Those two have a problem.”

“And I saw that Calista and Elise were on the practice courts training. I don’t want to interrupt them.”

“What about Britta though?” asked Mira.

“I haven’t seen her since we got back yesterday,” I said.

It was the truth. I suspected that Hermando was keeping a very close eye on his daughter, and I doubted the journey I had in mind would get his stamp of approval.

“So it’s kinda like a day date?” said Mira, getting all excited before pointing her finger at me. “Don’t think that I forgot that we didn’t get our traditional date before going into Demonic Tremors.”

“I’ll take any excuse I can get just to have a little one-on-one time with you, Mira,” I told her, meaning every word.

That seemed to make her happy, and Mira spent the next fifteen minutes getting ready before we set out. By the time she was ready to go, she’d selected a beautiful blue dress that had a golden pattern along the front of it, which made her look as elegant as a princess. Her hair was loose and flowing and I noticed that the tips of it brushed against her always impressive cleavage.

“So where are you whisking me away to?” asked Mira, once we caught a carriage thanks to the palace servants.

“We’re going to see Amelia Vann,” I told her, which caused Mira to give me a questioning look.

“Amelia Vann?” she repeated. “Why would we want to go see Tobias’ mother of all people?

“She’s the only person alive with a close connection to Tobias,” I said. “If anyone would know who might actually control the emerald, it’s her.”

I also hadn’t ruled out that Amelia could be the one behind the emerald. She seemed nice enough when I met her, but seeing as the emerald was a Vann family heirloom, and she was the last remaining Vann, it was a logical starting point.

Mira still seemed to be having trouble with the idea though. “But she’s going to be upset with you. You killed her son, Jeremy. You think she’s just going to invite us in and ask if we want tea?”

“I’m guessing she’s going to be full of questions, and she’s going to want answers,” I said. “Her son might be dead, but we were the last people to see him alive. Any mother is going to want to know what happened, even if it results in her kicking us out in the end.”

Mira let out a deep sigh. “I’m not sure if I like this. Especially not for a date.”

I put my hand on her exposed knee. “I’ll make it up to you later?”

She shot me a sideways glance. “How?”

I leaned closer to her ear. “Let’s just say I’m going to see how many orgasms I can make you have. I have a few tools at my disposal. My fingers. My cock. I seem to be forgetting one. Oh yes, my tongue.”

I saw Mira shudder as a dreamy look appeared on her face. “Y-your tongue?”

I nodded. “Oh yeah. I’d do anything to make you happy Mira. You know that.”

She smiled at me reluctantly before scooting closer. “Okay, you’re off the hook, but only this one time. And you need to do something for me.”

“What’s that?”

She turned her face toward mine. “Kiss me.”

I was more than happy to honor that request. I was also even happier then Mira allowed my hand to slide up from her knee, my fingertips tracing lines along her inner thigh. She whimpered when my thumb brushed over her clit, and then she scooted lower to give me easier access.

I was certainly glad for the privacy of our carriage. The windows on this carriage were tinted black, meaning that no one could look inside and seem much of anything. Not even the driver could see what happened as we traveled outside of Salumbra toward the Vann residence. Meanwhile, I had my tongue buried inside Mira’s pussy as the adorable brunette struggled to stay in control.

“Oh m-my,” she whimpered, biting her tongue as her glasses started to steam up. “That feels soooo good. Jeremy, oh Jeremy. Keep doing that.”

When Mira could take it no further, I pulled her into my lap right as I pulled my pants down my legs. Sliding my cock inside her, Mira came within seconds.

“Ugnh!” she moaned, pressing her body against me as I bottomed out inside her. “F-fuck it feels so good. So deep in me. So full. So p-perfect.”

I couldn’t remember a carriage ride that I liked more than that one. Our coupling lasted for another ten minutes until I came deeply in Mira, at which point the adorable woman pulled off of me and laid back on the seat, angling her hips up.

“What?” she asked, smiling at me when I gave her a strange look. “I don’t want a single drop to get out. I also don’t want to make a mess in the carriage. This just seems like the best option.”

I laughed at her, but I had to admit it was a turn on to see her exposed, cream-filled pussy every time I looked in her direction.

It still took us the better part of forty-five minutes to get to the Vann residence, giving us more than enough time to make ourselves presentable. By the time we were done, you couldn’t even tell anything had happened.

“So have you given any thought to what you might say to her?” asked Mira, once the carriage turned up the long driveway that marked the Vann family home. “How are you going to start this off?”

“I have a vague outline in my head,” I told her, but calling it that was a little bit of a stretch. I knew what I wanted to say to her, but I didn’t know what kind of emotional state I would find her in. I was going to play it by ear and see where the conversation went, but I knew saying that out loud would make Mira nervous.

I had to admit that I had some anxiety as well. I wasn’t nervous about the idea of facing the mother after killing her son, and I wasn’t sure what kind of reception we would get once we were here.

My first inclination that something was wrong was the smell of something burning. It took me a moment to realize where it was coming from, and when I turned in the direction of the house, I could see a small plume of black smoke just ahead of us.

“Mira, fire! Let’s go,” I said, grabbing her by the hand as I opened the carriage door and dashed out.

Mira followed in my wake, moving toward the smoke. I used Teleport to get us there faster until I could look at the great estate of the Vann family.

Or rather, the smoking pile of ashes of where it used to be.

There was simply not much left of it. What looked like a grand home had been reduced to nothingness—a still smoldering pile of material. The only part left standing was the stonework that made up the foundation as well as the lower part of the walls, but the rest of the woodwork was already gone. I could see some possessions and furniture spewed across the ground inside, but that was about it.

It was clear to me that this had happened sometime in the night, possibly last evening by the state of the building and the remains.

Mira covered her mouth with her hand. “Do you think she’s still alive? Do you think someone tried to take revenge on her for what Tobias did?”

It wasn’t a bad idea, but something in my gut told me that wasn’t the case. The news that it was Tobias that attacked the divers wasn’t spread that widely yet. I doubted anyone would move this fast, especially against an innocent mother.

No, something told me that this was an act of someone desperate to get away from Sallusasta.

“I want to check it out,” I told Mira. “Let me look into it.”

I toggled my Lava Armor, which I’d been sorely missing during our dive into Demonic Tremors. My body became alight with flaming armor as I stepped into the still-smoking ruins of the house, in what used to be the kitchen. I could see some things that hadn’t been burned all the way in the fire, mostly silverware that had hit the floor. There were some other small items, but nothing that seemed significant.

The main living space was the least charred by its position near the rear of the house. Here I could see an orderly set up with the furniture, half of which was burned down to the legs. Nothing in here pointed to signs of a struggle.

When I got to the bedroom, I saw something more interesting. The place had been ransacked judging by the remains of the wooden cabinets that hadn’t been burned yet. I could see that the closet was still partially full of clothes but it was an upturned dresser that seemed to confirm my suspicions when I pulled it open.

I returned a few minutes later, sporting a few pieces of women’s clothing that hadn’t burned.

“I don’t think this was about revenge,” I said, handing it over to Mira. “I think this is someone leaving in a hurry. I think this is about Amelia wanting to get away as fast as she could.”

“Why though?” asked Mira. “Do you think she was scared of reprisals?”

“Possibly,” I said. “Or it could point to her own guilt.”

Mira didn’t say anything to that. Together, we started checking the grounds around the house, looking for any kind of clue to confirm our thoughts. I checked near the back while Mira did the front, both of us coming up empty when it came to discoveries.

I made my way back down the driveway, stopping when I came to a stone pillar that marked the way to the road. The stonework was untouched by the fire, but it was here that something caught my eye. There was something sticking out of the stonework, looking like it had gotten stuck by the wind. I moved closer to it until I could see what it was.

Once I neared, I saw that it was a letter. Somehow, I knew that letter was for me.

Jeremy,

I knew you would come looking for me. I’ve left Sallusasta, and I won’t be returning. Don’t try to find me. As for my son, he was never as strong as his father. We are a family that values power, and Tobias got the short end of the stick in that regard. He made his own bed, and now he gets to lay in it for eternity.

I don’t have the emerald so don’t waste your time chasing me.

A. Vann

“Well, this certainly makes the situation more interesting,” I said, handing it to Mira when she caught up to me. She scanned it quickly and then handed it back.

“It seems to confirm the fact that she was expecting reprisals for what he did,” said Mira. “Why else would she up and leave unless she expected a mob to find her here and make her pay for her son’s actions? She even repudiates her son in her letter. That must have been a hard thing for a mother to do.”

My mind was still turning over the information in the letter, trying to wonder why Amelia would have left it for me. How did she know it would be me that came looking for her, and if she repudiated her son, why didn’t she want me to find her?

“Something about this still stinks though, Mira,” I said. “I could see the pride that Amelia had for her son at the purifying ceremony. Even with the news that came out about Tobias, I find it hard to believe that a mother could so causally disregard her son’s memory.”

Mira shrugged. “He did a terrible thing though. Or rather the emerald did, but she didn’t know that.”

“But what if she did?”

My suspicions were starting to grow the more that I considered what Amelia wrote. That last line in particular was meant to throw us off her tail. Why else would she mention the emerald?

Unless she had control of it and needed to lay low for a while?

I gave Mira a hard look. “What if Amelia was the true controller of the emerald? What if she was using her own son as a pawn?”

“Do you really think she could do that?” asked Mira. “Her own son?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I said. “I have a lot of questions. But one thing in particular sticks out to me. She knew we’d come here searching for the emerald, and she’s trying to make us think she doesn’t have it. That, and the casual indifference to her only son’s death, doesn’t sit right with me. I think Amelia Vann might be our biggest suspect. I think we need to find her.”

Mira turned back to glance at the house. “But where? If she’s not here, where else could she be?”

“Let’s get back to Salumbra,” I said, jerking my head toward the carriage. “I want to talk with King Hermando.”


Chapter
Twenty-Five



King Hermando was shocked to learn about the Vann residence when we returned, but his reaction to my latest question was met with some bewilderment.

“What do you want to know about Amelia Vann?” he asked, seemingly confused at why we were even asking.

“I just want to know if there’s anything written about the family that I could access,” I said. “Books or even DG records would be just fine. Britta already sent me one book about them, but I’m looking for more. I know DG records are supposed to be private, but I’m hoping you would give us access to those in light of what happened.”

“Sure, I don’t see any issues with that,” replied Hermando, waving his hand like it was just an annoyance. “But why bother? You’ve already beaten Tobias. Why dive into his family history?”

“Because I don’t think this is over yet,” I said quietly.

I thought that reminder might jolt the king back to reality, but he kept moving on like he hadn’t even heard me.

“You don’t need to worry about them,” he said, waving his hand. “Listen, if this was an accident, I’ll put my people on it. We’ll find Amelia, especially if she’s in any trouble. She hasn’t warranted any trouble, even if she is the mother of the culprit.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, mostly because I wasn’t sure how much I wanted him to know. I felt the need to keep the suspicion of Amelia close to my chest, especially because all I had was suspicions at this point.

Hermando interpreted my silence as anxiety. He put a hand on my shoulder.

“I’ll have the servants send some books over to you later this evening,” he said nonchalantly. “But if I were you, I’d take time to relax. Don’t worry about the Vann family. We’ll make sure that Amelia is okay. Go out and see my country while you’re here. Mostly, just take a breath. You haven’t stopped moving since you got here. A little bit of time resting would do you good.”

I smiled politely. “With all due respect, Hermando, I’ve had a year to rest.”

The king heard me, but I don’t think he was really listening. Calista seemed to have the same opinion when I gave her and Mira an update later that evening.

“It’s not that surprising to me,” said the nymph, running her fingers through her long hair. “From the king’s perspective, this whole thing with Demonic Tremors has been a nightmare. All these dead divers and destroyed teams have been a poor reflection on Sallusasta. I’m sure he would love nothing more than to just point the finger at Tobias and say the problem has been solved, everything is good now.”

“He might like to do that, but it wouldn’t be right,” said Mira. “Especially with the emerald still out there, as well as Amelia.”

“Yeah, but he’s the king,” said Calista with a snort. “If it doesn’t come wrapped in a neat little package, he’s not interested.”

“It’s on us then to figure this out,” I said, right before I noticed the servant, Ebeneezer, arriving in our suite. He was pulling a small cart that was piled high with several books.

“Your books are here, courtesy of the king,” said Ebeneezer, giving a watchful glance around the room. No doubt he was grateful that Elise wasn’t around, as the servant still seemed to be petrified of her.

“Looks like we have our reading material,” I said. “Would you two help me dive in? I’m looking for any interesting material on the Vann family, specifically mentions of their emerald or any homes outside of Sallusasta. We need to figure out where Amelia went.”

Mira actually looked excited as she grabbed the first book. “A lovely evening inside doing some hard-hitting research? Count me in!”

Calista and I shared a look before Mira turned red. “What? I love books!”

“That couldn’t be more obvious,” joked Calista. “Okay, let’s see what we can dig up.”

Even with the three of us working into the night, there wasn’t a whole lot to turn up about the Vann family that wasn’t public knowledge already. The family had roots in Sallusasta going back many generations, and not every generation participated in dungeon diving. The ones that did were good but otherwise not that notable, with only two other generations finishing the Sallusastan Route of Greatness besides Tobias.

Of particular interest to me were Tobias’ parents, especially one book that was an autobiography of his diver father, known as the Conjurer in his time. It read like any other book written by a prominent diver, from descriptions of the various dungeons to talking about his team composition. Of the most interest to me was any reference to his wife and Tobias, but there was startlingly little written about either of them.

“Okay, one thing I don’t get,” I said, flipping my way through most of the book. It was very late at that point, approaching midnight. “Tobias’ father had so much to say about many things. He fills this entire book with his thoughts about diving, even making a chapter dedicated to the backgrounds of each member of his diving team. There’s even a chapter on spell selection and why he liked what he liked, but you know what he doesn’t talk about? His family. I’ve seen Tobias’ name less than five times in the book, and Amelia’s even less than that.”

“Maybe he just didn’t get along with them,” said Calista. “You don’t need to look that hard to find some people who just flat-out don’t like their own families. Amelia might have been his wife but diving was his passion. Maybe that’s why she’s referenced so little—he just didn’t like her that much.”

I thought about it for a second before my head bobbed from side to side. “Maybe. But it seems like when he does talk about her, it’s in a positive light. Listen to this. ‘Of course, Amelia thought I was crazy for wanting to give this new diver a chance, but she’s always been more headstrong than me, as well as less willing to give the unproven a chance to do just that. Still, I’ve always had to admire the tenacious way that she looks upon team formation.’ It doesn’t read to me like someone that hated his wife.”

“There’s some interesting language used there though,” said Mira, tapping her lips. “Tenacious and headstrong were used to describe his wife. It certainly fits with what we know about the woman, especially with what she said about Tobias.”

“It could be a clue,” I said. “But either way, I’m disappointed how little there is written about her in this. And not a word yet of any ties outside the country.”

After about another hour, Calista closed her book and slumped into her chair. She closed her eyes and let out a deep sigh. “This might have to wait until morning. I’m getting sleepy.”

Her words seemed to open the floodgates because Mira let out a very loud yawn. She looked embarrassed when she noticed I saw the whole thing. “Sorry, I’m about ready to turn in too.”

I closed my book and stood up, stretching my arms above my head. “Nothing we can’t resume tomorrow. I wonder if Mathias would be able to help us in any way. I doubt that the Vann family ever made its way to Aspatria, but if anyone would be able to help us track down any records, I’m sure he would.”

“I’ll send a message to him in the morning if you like?” offered Mira.

I nodded. “Thanks, babe.”

We joined the other girls in the bedroom, sliding under the covers, where I saw that Vaeda was already following her new rule about clothing. My brain was too consumed with thoughts about the Vanns to indulge, and I spent a mostly restless night thinking over the possibilities.

The next morning, the girls and I were at it again bright and early. Instead of staying in our stuffy suite though, we went outside to a small balcony that overlooked the practice courts. It was a quiet spot to do our research, but it wasn’t fifteen minutes into reading that I realized it was more quiet than it should be.

“No one is out here practicing,” I said, looking at the two empty courts. “Britta usually trains in the morning. I’m surprised she’s not out here.”

“I haven’t seen her since we got back from dinner the night of Demonic Tremors,” said Mira.

“I went to see her yesterday but got turned away,” said Calista. “I was going to see if she wanted to train with us, but I didn’t even get through the door.”

I started to wonder if the princess was avoiding us. I’d also gone to check on her twice since we’d gotten back, and both times I was told that she wasn’t available and to try again another time. Now that I saw that she wasn’t doing her normal routine, I started to worry about her.

“I’m going to go check on her,” I said, closing my book. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

I left the girls to make my way toward Britta’s suite on her side of the palace. Unfortunately, the third time wasn’t the charm, and the servant at her door denied me entry.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Pollard, but I’m afraid the princess is taking a nap at the moment,” said the servant, sticking his nose so far in the air that it should have strained his neck. “You’ll just have to come back another time.”

“A nap?” I repeated. “It’s ten o’clock in the morning.”

The servant blinked. “She’s a very sleepy princess.”

“Or you’re trying to deny me entrance for some reason,” I countered. “It’s important that I see Britta.”

“I’ll let her know that you were here,” he replied, unmoved.

He shut the door in my face, but I wasn’t about to be turned away so easily. Something here didn’t seem right, so I left this wing of the palace, making my way to the nearest exit. Stepping outside, I turned toward the direction of the gardens that were outside Britta’s room, not stopping until I was below her private balcony.

Ordinarily, this would have stopped just about anyone else seeing as the balcony was about twenty-five feet in the air, but a little distance wouldn’t stop a diver with access to Teleport.

Within seconds, I found myself at the top of the balcony, with direct access to her room. I opened the outer door and made my way inside, seeing the princess for the first time in days.

The sight of her almost broke my heart.

The Sallusastan princess was sitting on an oversized loveseat, but she was slouched into it like she was hoping to melt into the fabric. I could see that her usually pristine hair was messy today, with most of it pulled back into a bun. She was barely dressed, wearing only a flimsy nightgown that made it look like she just rolled out of bed.

There was a plate with two cupcakes next to her chair, resting on a table with one of them looking like she’d only just taken a single bite. In her hands was something small, what looked like a little carving of something with five heads.

It was only once I got closer that I recognized one of the heads as being her own. The others were members of her team.

I now knew why Britta had been avoiding us.

“Hey,” I said quietly, hoping to get her attention without scaring her. Britta turned her head, looking at me with tear-stained cheeks. She sat up in her chair immediately and tried to wrap her gown around herself tighter.

“Jeremy, how did you—” Britta suddenly looked at the balcony and then back at me once she put it together. “Teleport?”

“I had to figure out some way of getting in,” I said, taking the seat right next to her. “Your servants have been very uncooperative.”

She looked away from me. “They’ve been following my instructions. I’m sorry if that upset you.”

“The only thing that upset me is not seeing you,” I said, my eyes flickering down to the carving. “Though I can understand if you need some time to yourself.”

When Britta didn’t respond, I thought I had my answer. Suddenly feeling out of place, I decided to give her a little more space. I stood up and made my way back to the balcony.

“Jeremy, wait.”

I turned around only to see her sitting on the edge of the chair now, right before placing the carving back on the table.

“Don’t go,” she said quietly.

“It’s okay if you need more space,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I’m not okay,” she said, her voice cracking. “I miss them terribly.”

I didn’t stop moving until I was right next to her, sitting on the same loveseat. I put my arm around her back while Britta leaned against my shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” she said, letting herself go. “I’m sorry for avoiding you.”

“It’s understandable,” I said, rubbing her back. “That’s why I’m here. I just wanted to make sure you were okay when I hadn’t seen you in a few days.”

“I thought about coming to find you every day since we got out,” she said, her fingers toying with the carving. “But then I thought about them and I just couldn’t. I was paralyzed. I didn’t want to bring your team down with my sadness. I didn’t want you to think I was weak.”

“It’s not weak to be grieving for your friends,” I said. “I’d think something was wrong with you if you weren’t grieving.”

“You want to know the funny part?” she asked. “Kyle isn’t taking this nearly as bad as I am. He’s already bounced back, and he’s talking about starting over again. I’m not sure how he’s doing it, because I still feel like I haven’t processed it.”

“Everyone handles grief differently,” I said. “Maybe his way of dealing with it is getting back into action.”

“Getting back into action with a new team,” said Britta quietly. “We talked about it already. He feels like it doesn’t make sense for us to keep diving together considering his lower level. He thinks he’s only going to hold me back. Isn’t that crazy? We’ve been a team since we first got a license, and now I find myself without a team for the first time in my career. It’s like he’s ready to move on, and I’m still stuck in that dungeon.”

I really felt for her when she said that. It agitated me that Kyle wanted to move on, but then again, I didn’t know how I would feel if I were in his shoes. Still, I thought he should have been there more for Britta, and that had me feeling defensive for her.

I didn’t say anything to that. Instead, I just rubbed her back while she got it all out.

“I don’t blame him, I guess,” said the princess after a deep sigh. “He’s right—it doesn’t make sense to dive together when our levels are so shockingly different. I just wish I hadn’t lost my entire team on this dive. I’ve never felt so alone.”

“You’re not alone, Britta,” I said finally. “And you still have a team whether you know it or not. You became part of our team down there, and I know we would all welcome you with open arms.”

Britta sniffled. “You’d take me even with all of my baggage?”

“Baggage?” I repeated, chuckling. “Have you met most of my team? We’re not without a healthy dose of crazy.”

“Your team is wonderful,” said Britta. “Anyone would be lucky to be part of it.”

“I agree with you fully,” I replied. “And that’s why I think you deserve to be on it.”

Britta didn’t respond right away. Instead, she reached over to grab a cupcake, putting it into her mouth. She chewed her slowly before looking back over at me.

“Sorry, it’s my comfort food,” she said, her cheeks still full.

I chuckled. “I remember you saying that. Eat as many as you like.”

“Believe me, I already have,” she said. “I already feel like my butt is way too big after going on a cupcake binge for the past two days.”

“Nonsense,” I said. “Your butt is perfect.”

I actually got a laugh out of her. Britta and I shifted toward each other, so that now her head was resting against my chest.

“I’m surprised you’re not mad at me,” she said after a few minutes of silence.

“What could I possibly be mad at you about?”

Her finger traced a line against my leg. “I felt like we really had a moment inside the dungeon together. Even with all the chaos, I just felt like you understood me. Maybe we understood each other. And I distinctly remember a conversation about us ‘talking’ as soon as we got out of here.”

“If you want to call it talking,” I said, fighting the urge to smile. “I’m sure Vaeda has about a hundred different names for it if you asked her. Which, I’d recommend never doing.”

Britta turned her face toward me. “I haven’t forgotten about you. I just . . . need more time.”

I leaned in closer and kissed her forehead, amazed at how wonderful she smelled. Even with her messy, just-rolled-out-of-bed appearance, Britta still smelled like hints of vanilla.

“I’m not that kind of person,” I said. “I know you will tell me when you’re ready, and no one would fault you for not being in the mood after what you went through.”

“I just didn’t think it was very fair for you,” she said, toying with my leg again. “I like you a lot, Jeremy. I don’t want to turn you away, or make you think that I’m not interested, because I am.”

“Your dad is going to be so excited,” I teased. “He might just throw a party.”

Britta giggled. “Can you imagine? He might even crown you the moment he finds out.”

“Crown me? Is that what I think it is?”

She nodded. “I’ll be the queen one day. A queen has to have a king. Though that kind of thing traditionally waits for marriage, I’m sure my dad would be willing to cut a few corners.”

“Look at us,” I said. “We started off rocky with cupcakes and dungeons and now we’re on kings and crowns.”

She laughed again and turned her head to look at me. “How do you do it?”

“Sometimes I just let the conversation go in whatever path it wants to go.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “No, I mean how do you make me laugh when all I want to do is cry?”

“I do have some talents that are suitable outside the dungeon, you know? I’m not just useful underground.”

Britta’s eyes flickered to my lips. “What about under the covers? How do your talents extend in that regard?”

“I could tell you, or you could ask Vaeda or Elise. I’m sure they would give me a glowing recommendation.”

She laughed. “I don’t doubt it. Is it okay if we just stay like this for a while? It really feels amazing to be held like this. I was wondering what it would feel like to be in your arms and you didn’t disappoint.”

“Of course,” I replied. “Take all the time you need.”

For the next hour, Britta and I barely moved. We might have shifted a little lower on the loveseat, but I kept her pressed against me while we talked about nothing. There was no desire on my part to say anything about Amelia Vann or the emerald, mostly because I wanted to pull Britta out of her funk, not push her further into it.

By the time I was leaving, I felt like I actually helped bring her back from the brink.

“Thank you,” she said, letting me out her front door and leaning against the doorframe. “All this time, I thought I just needed cupcakes to get over how I was feeling. I should have come to see you that first night after we got out.”

“I’m here for you if you need me,” I said. “And the offer stands. You have a place on my team if you choose. You just have to say yes.”

She gave me a sad smile. “Thank you. I’m going to think about it. I’ll get you my answer . . . soon.”

“See you at dinner tonight?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’d like that.”

I gave her a final wave right as I left. I also nodded my head toward the pushy servant who denied my entry earlier. It just felt fitting to let him know that he wasn’t going to stop me from going wherever I pleased.

I was still a little worried about Britta, but at least now I had the hope that I could pull her through this mess.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



At dinner that night, I felt like I saw a shade of the old Britta. Or at least the Britta that I knew in the dungeon. She might not have been the most talkative guest at the table (that honor belonged to King Hermando) but at least she smiled at me whenever our eyes met.

That evening, I was planning on continuing my quest to read up on the Vann family, making myself comfortable in a fancy chair that allowed me to put my legs up. Mira was with me as usual, but Calista had proclaimed that she was going cross-eyed from all the reading and had Vaeda sub out in her place.

Of course, that had some amusing consequences.

“I’m getting really tired of all this reading,” said the dryad, snapping the book ends together dramatically.

Mira raised her eyebrow. “Vaeda, it’s only been fifteen minutes.”

“Yeah, but the words are getting tinier,” said Vaeda, holding the book up sideways. “Or maybe my eyes are getting strained.”

“Calista already used that excuse,” I said, not breaking my focus. “Nice try though.”

Vaeda let out a loud sigh. “This is so not sexy.”

“Research never is, but it’s very necessary,” said Mira. “Information is power after all.”

“I feel like that’s something you’re going to put on your tombstone,” said Vaeda.

Mira turned a shade of red. “I was thinking about it.”

Vaeda opened her book again reluctantly. She started reading again, but then I noticed that she was awfully fidgety, shifting in her chair without end. Finally, she sat up and pulled her top over her head, leaving her nude from the waist up.

Mira and I both looked at each other before we stared at Vaeda.

“What?” asked Vaeda innocently. “That top was really restrictive, and I don’t need my creative talents stifled by clothing.”

“You’re just hoping that Jeremy notices your tits and wants to have sex,” said Mira flatly.

“Damnit,” whispered Vaeda. “Am I really that transparent?”

“It’s okay,” I said, patting her hand. “Any other time, that would have worked. You look incredibly beautiful like usual.”

That made the dryad beam happily. “Really?”

“Totally. Now let’s get through with our reading and maybe we can have some fun afterward.”

Once I said that, Vaeda was like a different person. She was a woman on a mission, and I noticed she stayed much more concentrated for the next couple hours. Her top remained fully off, which was a struggle for me at times considering that Vaeda’s tits were practically perfect. Otherwise, we had a pretty uneventful evening.

At least until Ebeneezer showed up, which forced Vaeda’s top back on in a hurry.

The three of us had barely heard the knock at the door. It was left to Elise to answer it, and I could tell that Ebeneezer was about to crawl out of his skin at having to stand so close to her.

“Come on, can’t you chill out a little?” said Elise, picking up on the tension. “So we had a bad first impression. Big whoop! We’re pals now, right?”

“Um, whatever you say, miss,” replied Ebeneezer, still watching her warily.

Elise shook her head as she left the room. “Can’t say I didn’t try.”

Ebeneezer didn’t look relaxed until Elise was gone. At that point, he turned to address me personally.

“The princess has asked for your presence if you can accommodate her at this late hour,” said the servant, bowing his head once he was finished speaking.

I looked at the time to see that it was nearly ten. “This late? Is she okay?”

“She didn’t tell me her personal state at this very moment, so I cannot comment on that,” replied Ebeneezer stiffly.

“Uh oh, I think I know what this is about,” said Vaeda as she started to grin. “Our princess is looking for a little action.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Mira.

“Duh, look what time it is,” said Vaeda. “She’s asking for Jeremy to come to her suite late at night. Listen, when a girl asks you to come to her suite during the day, it’s likely you’re just her friend. When it’s in the early evening, it’s likely you’re a romantic interest she wants to get to know better over dinner. When it’s ten o’clock in the evening, you’re about to be a booty call.”

Mira snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous, Vaeda. Britta’s in no mood for a . . . booty call,” she said, whispering the last two words like they were taboo. “She’s still in anguish about her team.”

“And who better to help her through that anguish than our dashing and charming boyfriend?” countered Vaeda.

“I have to agree with Mira,” I said, touching Vaeda’s arm lightly. “I talked with Britta earlier today. She’s not in the right frame of mind for romance yet. She told me so herself.”

Vaeda looked down at her book, but her knowing smile didn’t disappear from her face. “Oh, right, I’m sure. What am I talking about? I’m sure it’s just to say goodnight or something like that. Maybe I am being a little silly.”

“Now I think you’re just mocking us,” said Mira.

“Who me?” said Vaeda with some exaggeration. “I would never.”

I glanced over at Ebeneezer to see that he looked horrified at the thought of us so casually talking about the sex life of the princess.

“I guess I can go see her,” I said. “She’s just in her suite?”

He nodded. “I’m to take you right there, sir.”

I shrugged. “Okay, let me see what she wants. I bet that she might be having trouble sleeping. With how she was earlier, she could be struggling now. She probably just wants someone to talk to.”

“Yes, I remember you both mentioning all the ‘talking’ you were going to do once you got out of the dungeon,” said Vaeda, using air quotes to get her point across.

Mira rolled her eyes. “I might not wait up. I’m getting a little sleepy so I might be in bed by the time you get back.”

“Oh, I’ll definitely be in bed too when you get back,” said Vaeda, right before muttering, “if you come back.”

I kissed Mira goodnight and then I smacked Vaeda on the ass hard enough to make her purr.

“See you very soon,” I told her. “Stay out of trouble.”

The dryad’s eyes sparked. “Why? It’s so much more fun to be bad.”

Shaking my head, I left with Ebeneezer, following the servant down the quiet halls of the palace. The candles in this section were dimmed very low, flickering off the walls as we walked. In one way, it reminded me of the fire elementals that we encountered in the dungeon, and I was thankful that I didn’t have to worry about that here.

“I don’t know how you do it, sir,” said Ebeneezer as we walked.

“Who, them?” I asked, thumbing my finger back. “They keep me young.”

The servant’s eyes went wide, and I could see his head shaking slightly. “If you say so, sir.”

I held back a grin as we walked toward Britta’s suite. Once we arrived, I saw that Ebeneezer opened the door for me, but he didn’t walk through it. Instead, he gestured for me to go in.

“If you need anything, I’ll be out here waiting,” he said politely, right before closing the door in my face.

I thought that was a weird thing to say, but then again, Ebeneezer didn’t strike me as the type that was inherently normal. As such, I entered Britta’s suite to find much of it cast in darkness.

There were a few candles lit, just enough that I could find my way through the entrance hall toward the rest of her suite. I didn’t see any hint of other servants, nor did I see Britta.

“Britta?” I called out.

“In here,” I heard her voice faintly, coming from her bedroom.

I saw that the door was closed when I arrived. Not wanting to barge into her bedroom, I knocked first.

“Everything okay?”

“Yes, can you come in?”

I was starting to wonder if this was going where I thought it was going. Either way, I opened the door slowly.

The first thing I noticed were more candles. There were a few of them placed strategically around the room, giving off just enough light that I could see while also preserving the general dark ambiance.

When my eyes fell on the princess, I had to stop myself from gasping.

Britta didn’t look all that different from this morning. She was wearing a nightgown that was similar in color and make. Maybe this one showed off just a little more skin on her upper thigh, as well as her cleavage. Her messy hair had been let loose from the bun, falling down her shoulders in mussy waves. Even without the attention that she normally paid to her hair, she still looked immaculate.

I was grateful that I didn’t see any tears in her eyes, but the one emotion I did see confused me at the time.

That emotion was hunger.

Britta didn’t give me a chance to ask any questions. She strolled across the bedroom floor, her hips swinging wide right before she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and kissed me.

As far as first kisses go, it was memorable. My nose was suddenly immersed in the sweet smell of vanilla as I felt her lips brush against mine. My arms went around Britta’s lower back, pulling her against my body as our lips explored one another.

When I pulled away from her lips, I could see life in her eyes for the first time in days.

“I thought you weren’t ready yet,” I said quietly. “What changed?”

“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “At least not the way I feel about you. I need you, Jeremy. I need your help tonight.”

It was beyond obvious what kind of help she wanted, but I still felt the need to ask. “What kind of help?”

She reached down and took my hand with both of hers. Pulling it up, she forced my hand open so that she could imprint her fingers against it. Satisfied that it was open, she then placed my hand against her breast, letting out a small shudder in the process.

“There are many ways that people can heal,” she said, her voice strained. “Right now, I really need you to help me heal . . . physically.”

I wasn’t expecting to hear that. I also wasn’t expecting to hear the sound of Vaeda’s voice in my head as she gloated about being right. But still, if this was what would help Britta get over the loss of her team, I would do it for her.

And I’d do it for me too.

Britta led me over to her bed, keeping her eyes trained on me the entire time. When the back of her legs hit her mattress, she paused, tilting her head at me.

“Do you remember when I told you that nothing gets in the way of the princess of Sallusasta and what she wants?” she asked as she fingered the straps of her nightgown.

I nodded. “I remember.”

She gave me a weak smile as she pushed those straps off her shoulder. Suddenly, the weight of the nightgown forced it down her body, hitting the floor with an audible noise.

Britta wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

“I want you,” she whispered fiercely, swallowing hard once it was out. “Please?”

I answered her by placing a long, lingering kiss on her lips. She responded back hungrily, moaning into my mouth as her lips parted wide. Her arms snaked back around my shoulders, pushing her tits against my chest.

I wanted her just as badly. All this time of subtle glances, quiet flirting, and long promises had made it so that once Britta was finally in my arms, nothing was going to stop this from happening. The princess seemed to feel that hunger just as much as I did, evidenced when she jumped into my arms and wrapped her bare legs around my waist.

One thing was for sure—I was wearing way too much clothing. Already I could feel my cock pulsing against my pants, desperate to be free. I kissed Britta a few more times before setting her back down on her feet.

It was a mad rush to get my clothes off. Britta played her part wonderfully, working on my shirt while I took care of my pants. As soon as my shirt was removed, she leaned in, planting kisses against my chest and sliding her lips over to tease my nipple. I even felt her hand run over my abs, which made me grateful that I’d spent the time to get that pouch to go away.

While Britta attended to my chest, I finally got the button free on my pants and yanked them down, causing my cock to bob into the air. As soon as it was free, Britta grabbed it without breaking eye contact with me, giving it several quick jerks.

She didn’t say a word and neither did I. We didn’t have to. The only thing I could see was the light of several candles reflecting in her eyes, telling me what she wanted.

There was one thing I had to have before anything else though. Now that I had Britta naked, I forced her to lay back on the bed. She spread her legs for me, thinking that was what I wanted, but I think I surprised her when I rolled her over so I could see that magnificent ass.

Britta giggled when she realized what I was up to.

“You couldn’t wait to see my butt any longer, eh?”

“It’s been teasing me in those tight dresses since we met,” I said, coming out as a low growl. “It’s about time we got to know each other.”

Britta stuck out her hips, which made her ass press closer to my face. I had just enough light to see her slick opening, including a small bead of wetness that had formed at the hood of her clit. Just above that, I could see the wrinkled star of her ass.

I put both hands against her ass cheeks and squeezed, loving the feel of the flesh against my fingers. Britta moaned.

“Do you really like my ass that much?”

“Is that really that surprising to you?”

She turned her head and grinned at me. “I just wanted to hear you say it. I like knowing that I turn you on.”

“Yes, you turn me on so very much,” I said, squeezing her ass again. “Especially your perfect ass.”

Britta turned over so that she was on her back. She propped herself up on her elbows and stuck out her chest. “What about my tits? They seem to always be second fiddle to my ass.”

That was a crime in itself. Britta’s tits were lovely, being about medium sized. She had very tiny areolas that were very dominated by her nipples. I reached up to grab them, squeezing them gently with my hands before I turned my attention to her nipples.

Britta sucked in air hard. “So? What’s the verdict?”

“You’re fucking beautiful,” I said, admiring her. “Every part of you.”

“Even here?” she asked, spreading her legs. She snaked her hand down her thighs until she could spread her labia for me. The inside of her pussy was absolutely glistening with arousal.

I bit my lip. “Even there, gorgeous.”

I had taken a step closer to her without even realizing it. With her laying on her back on the edge of the bed, we were lined up perfectly. I barely had to move before I felt the tip brush against her open slit.

I didn’t want to take this slow. I could tell that wasn’t what she needed right now either. Britta wanted to be overawed with passion so that she could forget about her pain, and I was determined to give it to her.

Suddenly, I grabbed her legs with both hands and pulled her back, making her butt scoot back over the edge of the bed. Britta’s eyes went wide with arousal as my cock now pressed against her clit. Reaching down, I made sure I was in the right position before I slid forward, feeling my cock pierce her wetness without any resistance.

“Fuckkk.”

“Mmm, yesss.”

We both groaned at the same time as I slid inside her. I took a moment to just savor the sweet, tight feeling of her body, now fully wrapped around my shaft. I watched her reaction, seeing her hands move up to cup her tits and then squeeze them.

“Don’t stop,” said Britta, telling me just what she needed.

I don’t think I could if I wanted to, but hearing her say that made me pull my hips back and slam them forward. I did it again, keeping my hands wrapped around her legs as I anchored her against my body. This time, I earned a long moan from the princess as she pushed her hips back at me.

“Ughn, that’s so good,” she moaned, squeezing her tits again as her eyes fell on me. “So much better than I imagined.”

“I was a slouch in your imagination?” I teased.

She shook her head quickly. “No, you were amazing. It’s just hard to imagine the real thing, even when you feel like . . . oh fuck . . . it’s never going to happen.”

“Somehow, I think this was always going to happen,” I said, placing a kiss against the back of her ankle, the only part of her I could reach at this angle.

“Uh huh,” she moaned, arching her back. “I hoped it would. Oh fuck, stop for a second.”

Concerned that I was hurting her, I paused. “Are you okay?”

Britta gave me a dreamy smile. “I can feel you throbbing inside me. It’s so wonderful, I just had to take a moment to enjoy it.”

She was so cute, and it was amazing to see this side of her personality, especially when I felt like it had been missing over the last few days. I could tell there was still pain there from the loss, but if this brought her closer to healing, then I would do all that I could.

I didn’t realize just how pent-up she actually was. We were at it for no more than a couple minutes before Britta came for the first time. At that moment, her hips wrapped around me tightly, almost like she was trying to squeeze the life out of me.

It hurt so good, and I definitely wanted to make it happen again. Luckily for me, Britta came again in this position before we switched, rolling her onto her chest and presenting that amazing ass to me again.

There was just something magical about guiding my cock between those luscious ass cheeks and sliding back into my princess. This time, I squeezed both cheeks with my hands until my fingers turned white—something that Britta seemed to love.

“Do that again,” she urged, pushing her hips back at me once we were moving again. “Squeeze my ass.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. All those times that her ass teased me under those tight dresses had me ready to enjoy my time with her. I kneaded the flesh with my fingers, and then when I was done with that, I slapped it heartily, echoing throughout the suite.

“Oh fuck,” moaned Britta, her upper body collapsing against the bed. She turned her head just enough to look at me. “Slap my ass again.”

Twack.

Twack.

Twack!

The last time stung my hand a little, but it was just what Britta wanted. Her body shuddered as she came again, and I felt some of her wetness drooling down my balls. There was no way I was going to last much longer, not with this gorgeous sight in front of me. I kept up the pace, slamming against Britta’s hips until I felt like I couldn’t hold out any longer.

At that moment, I reached down with both arms and pulled Britta upward, so that her entire body was pressed against mine. I wrapped one arm around her stomach while the other landed on her tits, squeezing them just like I’d seen her do it before.

“I’m gonna cum,” I told her, as the sounds of my balls smacking against her clit filled the room.

“Ughn . . . oh fuck . . . cum in me. Cum in me please. Jeremy, I need your cum.”

Britta would have collapsed if I wasn’t holding her. At the very last moment, right as I felt my orgasm about to boil over, I buried myself all the way inside her.

I let out a low, guttural groan as my balls overflowed, shooting so much cum into her pussy. I could feel Britta caressing my arm as I filled her, and at one point, she even pulled my right hand free to plant little kisses along my palm and down my wrist.

When it was over, I was spent. I pulled out of Britta only to cause a small river of cum to run down her leg, which made her giggle.

“Were you backed up or something?” she asked playfully, trying to wipe away the cum. “There’s so much of it.”

I shook my head. “Not really, no. I had sex with Seraphina this morning before we even got out of bed.”

Britta’s eyes went wide. “You mean you always cum this much?”

Feeling a little proud of myself, I smirked. “At least you know what you’re getting yourself into now.”

She grinned at me and pulled me down into her bed. I was grateful that Britta didn’t make any moves to get dressed. I just wanted to feel her naked body against mine, and that seemed to be all she was thinking about too.

Britta turned her head after a few moments to look at me. “You don’t think I’m weird now, do you?”

“Why would I think that?”

She gave me an embarrassed smile. “The late-night booty call?”

“Oh, that,” I said, chuckling. “Not at all. Although Vaeda will be happy to know she was right about it.”

The smile melted from her face. “I just wanted to be close to you. I was feeling . . . upset about the team, and more than anything, I just needed to forget them for a moment. I hope that doesn’t sound terrible.”

“I’m not judging you,” I said. “Everyone heals in their own way.”

“This wasn’t something that I would have asked of anyone,” she said, giving me a pointed look so that I knew she was serious. “Only you. And it won’t be the last time either.”

“Good. I’d like that.”

Britta kissed me sweetly and laid her head down against my chest. It wasn’t much more than a minute or two later that she was asleep, and I followed her shortly after.

The next morning, I awoke to the sound of quiet voices a short distance away. I opened my eyes, remembering I was still in Britta’s bed. I turned my head, seeing the princess pushing a small cart of food while wearing a white satin robe. I heard a door close in the distance, no doubt from the servants that had brought the food. Once we had privacy again, Britta undid her robe, letting it slip off her naked body.

There was never a sweeter vision than seeing the nude princess in the morning light. I felt myself stirring already, wanting a repeat performance to last night.

Britta saw my eyes open and crossed over to the bed, laying partially on my body.

“Morning,” she whispered. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” I said. “But not for food.”

A wicked look appeared in her eyes. “You didn’t get enough last night?”

“Of you? I don’t think there’s any such thing as enough.”

Britta smiled and cupped my face. “Let’s eat first and then you can ravish me all you like. I’ll need my energy to keep up with you.”

She stood up and returned to the cart of food, grabbing two danishes before returning to the bed. She pushed one of them into my mouth, letting me enjoy the sweet, fruity flavor.

It didn’t take me long to devour mine, wanting to get to the second course quickly. Britta saw my eagerness and finished hers just before laying down on the bed with her arms spread.

“Come here, lover,” she purred.

Before we could indulge ourselves, a most persistent knock happened on the bedroom door, causing both of us to growl.

“What is it?” snapped Britta.

“Your highness, your father is coming,” came the sound of the muffled voice.

I didn’t know which of us moved faster. Probably Britta as I watched her leap out of bed and put her robe back on, tying it around her waist and trying to fix her hair in the space of twenty seconds. I wasn’t nearly as embarrassed, but I didn’t enjoy the idea of being caught in the nude in his daughter’s bed, so I grabbed my pants from last night and put them on. I’d just gotten my shirt around my shoulders when the door opened and King Hermando was ushered into the room.

I should have given the king more credit—he didn’t miss a thing. He took one look at Britta and I, paused, and then broke out into the largest grin I’d seen on his face.

“Well, it’s about time!” he said, marching over to me and planting the heartiest smack against the back of my shoulder. “My boy, welcome to the family!”

“Dad!” hissed Britta. “What are you doing?”

“The servants told me there were noises coming from the room last night,” said Hermando, waving his hand like it was nothing. “I figured out what was happening and thought I’d come to congratulate the happy couple this morning!”

Britta gave me a mortified look before addressing her father. “You heard us?”

The king blew a raspberry. “Half the servants did. I hope you weren’t planning on keeping this a secret.” He turned to grin at me again. “We have a wedding to plan. This is marvelous. Welcome to my family, you’re going to love it!”

I knew I was going to have to let him down easy, but before I could say anything, Britta did.

“Father, we’re not getting married,” she said. “At least . . . not yet. I mean this was just casual. Well, not casual because I like him but we’re not . . .” She looked at me as she struggled for words.

“What Britta is trying to say is that we like each other and we’re just exploring where this goes,” I said, picking up for her. “We’re not talking about a wedding. We’re not to that part yet.”

The smile dropped from the king’s face. “You mean to tell me that you defiled my only daughter and the heir to my kingdom and you don’t plan to marry her?”

I could tell he was serious, but then again, so was I. And I wasn’t about to start caving to the king’s whims now.

“Is that going to be a problem between us?” I asked quietly.

I could feel the tension in the room as Hermando processed that statement. I didn’t know what to expect from him, and part of me questioned if we just punched our Olypepper ticket out of Sallusasta.

To my surprise, Hermando actually smiled after several tense seconds. “Not at all, my boy. I suppose there’s nothing wrong with a courtship phase, is there? You’ll be the talk of Sallusasta, and one day, you two will get married and take over when I die.”

“One day at a time,” I said, giving a small smile to Britta, who returned it to me. “The important thing is that I like your daughter, and I know she likes me. Not to mention, she’s an amazing diver.”

Britta’s small smile blossomed into one that was much larger. Even Hermando looked pleased by that statement. I could tell he was about to say something when we were interrupted by a second visitor.

Or rather, visitors.

All three of us looked up to see Mira and Seraphina making their way into the room. Both of them took one look at the slightly-disheveled look of Britta and I and smiled.

“Well, this is awkward,” said Hermando, looking between his daughter and the other girls.

“Not really,” said Mira with a shrug. “We’ve been expecting this one for a long time.” She then glanced at Britta. “Welcome to the family. We’re so excited to have you.”

“Thank you,” said Britta, relaxing somewhat.

“I should have never taken that bet with Vaeda,” growled Seraphina. When we all stared at her, she turned her expression around quickly. “I mean, we’re glad to have you with us now, Britta.”

They both surrounded the princess and hugged her simultaneously. Meanwhile, Hermando bumped against my shoulder. “You have a very interesting life, Jeremy.”

I couldn’t contain my grin. “Yes, I do.”

By the time the girls’ hug broke, I could tell this wasn’t a social call. Mira gave me a more solemn look.

“I just got word from my dad,” she said, before addressing the king. “He sent a message to you as well. Apparently, some crazy news just hit the worldwide diving community this morning.”

“Did they hear about our completion of Demonic Tremors?” I asked.

“Yes, but that’s not entirely why,” she said. “A second dungeon has appeared. And guess what—this one has the same crown logo as Demonic Tremors.”

“A second champion’s dungeon,” muttered Britta. “That was fast.”

“Where is it?” asked Hermando. “It can’t be here in Sallusasta, right? I would have heard about it otherwise.”

“No, it’s in Cozocomo,” replied Mira. “Apparently, there was a den of pirates in a seaside cave that found it. Just appeared out of the blue a few days ago.”

“Right after we completed Demonic Tremors,” I said. “It waits until we’ve conquered one and then it gives us a new challenge.”

“That’s what my dad thought too,” said Mira. “Either way, CDU has been very nervous about putting the call out for divers to come see this second dungeon.”

“The CDU?” asked Seraphina, confused.

“Cozocomon Divers United,” said Mira. “Their local guild.”

“Led by a rascal of a man,” muttered Hermando. “I’m not a fan of his. Total asshole, if I do say so myself.”

I was surprised to hear Hermando be that animated about anyone. I figured I could get the backstory later, so I turned my attention back to Mira.

“Either way, they don’t know what to do with it,” said Mira. “They know about the problems in Sallusasta with the first one.”

As soon as she said that, Hermando looked like he wanted to melt into the floor.

“And they don’t want any further trouble,” continued Mira. “Especially not like the kind we had here.”

“My kingdom’s reputation is ruined,” said Hermando, hanging his head.

“Maybe not,” I told Hermando. “And this might give us an opportunity to figure out what really happened with the emerald.”

Another chance to steal powers, said my tainted diamond, not being able to resist the urge to chime in. We should go there and wreak havoc on the divers that attempt it.

I silenced the diamond, but inwardly, I had that feeling the real owner of the emerald, whether it was Amelia or not, would probably appear at this new dungeon.

If we wanted to bring some resolution to this matter, I’d have to check this out personally.

“What are you going to do?” asked Hermando, giving me a tenuous look.

“Time for us to start packing,” I told the girls, seeing smiles appear on their faces. “We’re going to Cozocomo.”

Mira waved her hands with excitement. “I’ll let my dad know! He’s going to want to hear it from me first.”

“I’ll go tell the other girls,” said Seraphina. “Not that we have much to pack, but we’ll want to get a move on things.”

The two women disappeared, and they were followed by Hermando as he made his way to the door.

“I need to tell the rest of the DG. This kind of news is definitely going to spark some wagging of the tongues. And I need to head that off.”

Hermando disappeared without another word, leaving me alone with Britta. The princess was looking at me like she didn’t know what to say.

“When I said to start packing, I meant you too,” I told her. “I want you with us, Britta. Not just with me, but with my team. It’s where you belong. You were looking for a home, and you’ve found one. If you’ll join us, I know we’d love to have you.”

I didn’t know what she would say to that. For a woman with swirling emotions, I thought Britta could easily go the other way, wanting more time to process after the loss of her team.

But the gorgeous princess of Sallusasta surprised me. She grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I’ve never been to Cozocomo before. Do you think we’ll get to the bottom of this emerald business there?”

“I know we will,” I said. “The Daredevils have never failed before. I don’t intend to start now.”

Britta smiled. “Then count me in. I want to go with you.”

She started to walk away. “It might be dangerous,” I told her. “Can’t promise we won’t run into more of the same issues we had here.”

Britta turned and gave me a smoldering look. “Jeremy, dangerous is what we do. We’re the Daredevils.”

I couldn’t agree more.
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