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Chapter
One



The road in front of us was just a little too quiet.

It made my skin crawl as we walked down it, my team spread out around me as we waited with our weapons drawn. I could feel the weight of both swords in my hands as I kept my eyes trained on the cliffs next to us, waiting for trouble to appear.

It was a very familiar feeling these days. Ever since our second dungeon dive, I expected trouble to manifest at any time, and now was no exception.

“Keep your eyes on those cliffs,” I told my team. “And look out for Elise. She should have been back by now.”

I heard responses from the two remaining women in my group. Seraphina, who was the other main attacker, was just to my right. The confident and elegant elf had both hands on her quarterstaff, ready to leap into action at a moment’s notice.

Behind us was Mira, our caster. Intelligent but shy, she occupied a vital role on our team, keeping us safe while dealing magical punishment to anyone that might choose to mess with us.

And right now, we needed her more than ever.

“You don’t think Elise might be hurt, do you?” asked Mira. I could hear the tension in her voice. “She’s okay, right?”

“She’s okay,” I said, without any real knowledge of whether that was true or not. I was putting on a brave face for my team. “If something happened to her, we would know it.”

That wasn’t very reassuring for Mira, but she nodded and didn’t say anything further.

The truth was that we hadn’t seen Elise in a number of hours. She’d gone ahead to scout the treacherous road in front of us. We knew this road from the northern terminus of Dunshire back to the southern part of Aspatria was rough, and we’d dealt with rock slides, bandits, orc raiders, and even the occasional Marshapit—a much more lethal and aggressive cousin to the Olypeppers.

Ordinarily, I would have chosen to fly the distance back to Numeria—the capital city of Aspatria—but that route was closed to us because it was winter here in the north. Olypepper season had shut down, which meant our only option to get back was to travel by foot.

This road was proving to be every bit as dangerous as it was described.

I paused for a second, holding up my hand as something caught my attention to the left. On the cliffs next to us, which couldn’t have been more than a hundred feet higher than the road, I saw wisps of dust as something shifted. Instantly, I knew something was wrong.

Someone, or something, was up there watching us.

Thankfully, my team noticed the movement too. We spread out even further, assuming battle stances as we waited for whatever was about to get thrown at us. I expected more raiders—wild orcs usually, who dashed in for a quick kill before running away before they faced any serious danger.

I just never expected this.

I saw it right at the last second. It was the glint of metal from its armor that caught my eye, moving with him as the orc raider used every bit of strength to push a massive boulder off the top of the cliff.

He wasn’t alone either. I could now see two others doing the same thing, including one on the other side of the path. Their plan was to trap us in the valley, but there was no way I was going to let that happen.

I aimed my sword at the orcs on the cliff and yelled at the top of my lungs.

“Lightning Strike!”

From the skies above us, I heard a crack that was loud enough to split the sky. A jagged bolt of pure energy erupted from the murky clouds and vaporized the orcs on the one cliff, cooking them into strips of charred orc jerky.

That took care of the orcs on the one side, but their boulders were still in free-fall as they headed right for us.

I opened my mouth to say the next words, but Mira beat me to it.

“Minimize!”

Suddenly, those several ton boulders were reduced to the size of mere pebbles. The thunderous noise they made falling down the cliff was reduced at once to nothing, leaving a shadow of dust in their place.

With the threat neutralized to our left, Mira and I turned our attention to the right. Seraphina had already engaged the orcs, who were now thundering down the cliffs. Big, ugly bastards, these orcs were a far cry from their more civilized cousins who lived in the cities to the south. These wild creatures were spurred on by their love of battle and blood, and they were determined to make us their next meal.

“Stun!”

Seraphina’s spell caused one orc to freeze in his tracks, losing all control of his body. The momentum it had moving down the hill didn’t stop though, and the creature went face first into the rocks below, giving her a few seconds of needed breathing room before she engaged another with her quarterstaff.

Though ferocious, these orcs were no dungeon creatures. They didn’t compare to the trolls or priestly mages we just fought in Cursed Chasm, and we took them down without too much trouble.

It was the boulders I was more worried about. Especially as more started to fall on us from the right cliff.

Thanks to my Spell Forge ability, I was able to use Mira’s Minimize to reduce them to nothingness, but the orcs had come prepared this time. They were attacking in waves, and no sooner had we cleared the right bank than we had to deal with more of them on the left.

This time, I almost wasn’t fast enough. I used Teleport to stop myself from being flattened by a boulder that was as large as an entire building. Unfortunately, Seraphina wasn’t nearly as lucky on her side of the road.

“Seraphina, no!” shouted Mira as she minimized the rock that killed the redheaded elf and then used her Healing Light to bring her back to life.

Seraphina growled as soon as her eyes were open. “I really hate orcs!”

There was no time to regroup. I launched several rounds of Perilous Flames at the orcs, killing scores of them, but they just kept coming. I thought about using Teleport to get all of us out of there, but the spell was meant for solo use only.

And there was no way I was going to abandon my team.

Suddenly, the skies above us opened up, and a torrential downpour started. Water splashed against my face as I called down more lightning, pulverizing a group of orcs while Mira and Seraphina teamed up on the other side of the road.

No sooner had I downed one group than another appeared. I was now fighting them with my swords, slashing and hacking at their blackened skin. They were getting cut to ribbons, but when I heard a roar behind me, I knew I was going to have to make a quick escape.

As soon as I turned around, I saw the largest orc yet. This one had black, beady eyes and long, silver hair that was pulled back tight across its scalp. The orc wielded a large war hammer, and it was just about to swing it down on me.

The beast never got the chance. I saw an arrowhead erupt from its chest while the creature screamed in pain, halting the movement of its much smaller cohorts. Behind it, I saw a flash of blonde hair before another arrow shot through the back of its head and emerged from its mouth.

The beast let out one last scream before falling to the ground, dead as can be. Unlike the dungeon creatures though, its body didn’t immediately evaporate. Instead, blood oozed onto the rocks below as the rest of the orcs lost heart, scampering back to their hiding places.

The “battle” had ended just as quickly as it began. I looked over at Mira and Seraphina to see them catching their breath. Thankfully, neither of them had been wounded any further.

By the time I turned my attention back around to the archer, I could see that she’d leapt down from her perch, and she was wearing the biggest smile on her pretty face.

“This new bow I picked up is so totally badass,” said Elise, holding it aloft for all of us to see. “It’s a good thing I came back to check up on all of you.”

I growled at her, which made Elise giggle. “Thanks for your help, by the way. You need to work on your timing a little more.”

Elise practically hopped her way over to me, planting a big kiss on my lips. “Oh, Jeremy, Jeremy, Jeremy. I love when you look at me like that.”

“Like what? When I’m a little miffed at you?”

She nodded while fluttering her eyelashes. “Oh yeah. It really gets me going.”

I couldn’t stay mad at her. She might have been ridiculous and a little sassy, but I still loved her. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her close, kissing her soundly.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” said Elise once I let her go. She waved to the other girls. “I call dibs on Jeremy tonight!”

Mira looked upset by that. “You call dibs on him every night.”

“It’s not my fault that I’m the first one to call dibs every night,” said Elise with a careless shrug.

“You should let Mira have a turn,” said Seraphina. “That’s called being a good team player. Or me, considering the fact that I just died two minutes ago.”

Elise pouted but she relented rather easily. “Fine, but it’s only because I love my team so much. Mira, you can have a night of lovemaking with my boyfriend.”

“Our boyfriend,” corrected Mira. “Right, Seraphina?”

Seraphina didn’t say anything, but she did meet my eyes for several tense seconds. We hadn’t crossed that final barrier yet that would firmly establish us as lovers, not that I didn’t want to. Seraphina was always more aloof with her affections, and though we’d done everything but actual sex, she hadn’t been ready to go any further just yet.

“Let’s just hope we can find this lodge before it gets any darker,” I said, breaking the silence before turning to Mira. “Are you sure it’s just up ahead? I’m not really in the mood to fight any more orcs before I go to sleep.”

Mira nodded. “I looked at the map this afternoon. It shouldn’t be too much further ahead.”

“I really hope so,” said Elise. “All this traveling by foot is really wearing me out. I don’t know how the peasants do it.”

We all snickered hearing that. I knew that Elise had been born with a silver spoon in her mouth, mostly because she didn’t waste any opportunity to let people know. At first I thought she might be a little too prissy to join our team, but she proved to be a very capable and talented fighter in the dungeons.

Still, that didn’t mean we didn’t joke with her constantly about her upbringing.

“I mean, I’d even take an Olypepper right now,” finished Elise, surprising me.

“An Olypepper? Did I hear that right?” I put my hand against her forehead. “Feels warm to me. Something’s definitely up with her.”

“Hey, stop,” she said, giving me a sour look. “I’m just saying a couple hours of aerial terror is worth two weeks of being on the road. Maybe we should have stayed in Dunshire and just ridden out the winter?”

“No way,” replied Mira, shaking her head. “We’d be trapped there for the next six months. And though Dunshire is a lovely town, I’m ready to get back to civilization now.”

“You and me both,” agreed Seraphina. “Besides, there is that one little problem we have.”

“That someone is trying to kill us?” finished Elise sarcastically. “Yeah, such a little problem.”

Unfortunately, we weren’t any closer to figuring out that mystery yet. I still had some scars from my personal battle with Slayer near the bottom of Cursed Chasm, but his death had robbed me the chance to ask any further questions.

One thing stood out the most to me, and that was the fact that someone was paying Slayer to take us out. But who? And why? I didn’t have any enemies, at least that I knew of. The girls couldn’t think of anything that was deeper than childhood rivalries either.

So why did someone go through all that trouble to kill us, and how could I find them?

I needed answers, not just for myself but for my team. I didn’t care as much about the prospect of me dying, but I would kill every dungeon creature in Aspatria to save the lives of these three women.

That was the main reason we didn’t sit the winter out in Dunshire. I needed to get back to Numeria and talk to the one person who I trusted like family—Rico.

Thankfully, we were making great time. We’d already covered the lion’s share of the distance, and we should reach Gardenia, Elise’s hometown, in the next day or so. Elise had practically begged us to stop and see her family home, and there was no way we could turn her down. After a few days in Gardenia, we could then continue the relatively short distance from there back to Numeria and Rico.

“Just wait until you see my house,” bragged Elise once we started walking. “Especially my room. It’s bigger than most peoples' whole houses! My walk-in closet was built specifically to my liking, and I can tell you there’s not a finer one in the whole country.”

“Nor a more humble person than you,” added Seraphina with a biting grin.

Elise shrugged. “Humility was never my strong suit.”

I laughed and elbowed her in the side. “What would we do if it was? You wouldn’t be nearly as fun.”

She giggled. “Exactly the way I look at it too. I knew I loved you for a reason.”

We kept walking as the sun started to dip on the horizon. Days were shorter this far north, and I knew we had at most another hour of light before it was dark. One reason why I wanted to find this lodge was because it would be different than sleeping in our usual tent.

In the wilds of the north country, someone had to stand watch all night long to make sure we stayed safe. This lodge was the only real outpost this far north, and it was open to all travelers. For the first time since we left Dunshire, we could all afford to rest at the same time.

If we ever found it.

“Hmm, I don’t get it,” said Mira with some frustration after we reached the top of another hill and didn’t see it. “The map indicates we should have reached it already. I even checked the scale myself and it should be right here.”

“The map we have is old,” I said. “And it’s from Dunshire. It might not be entirely accurate.”

“Or Mira could just be wrong for the first time in her life?” suggested Elise.

Mira pursed her lips. “I guess we just have to keep walking.”

Thankfully, we were extremely close. We found the lodge only a mile ahead of us. It stood tall and proud against the main road, about four stories high across a wide footprint. There was also a perimeter fence there too, with four miniature watch towers in every corner.

I felt a lot better about staying here than I did in the open.

“Finally,” said Seraphina. “My feet were getting tired. There’s nothing I want more than to fall into a nice comfy bed.”

“You think they have those giant beds?” asked a hopeful Mira as her hand sought mine. “You know, for multiple people?”

“They’d better,” growled Elise. “Because if they just have tiny twin beds, we should keep walking until we reach Gardenia!”

We all laughed at that as we caught the attention of the local groundskeeper of the lodge. A very young man by the looks of him, I didn’t think he was possibly a day older than sixteen. Certainly not experienced enough to be shaving regularly, especially once his eyes bulged at seeing the lovely beauties right next to me.

“Are you folks looking for a place to stay tonight?” he asked once we neared him. “It’s getting pretty dark. And we don’t have many beds left. We might not have anything for you.”

He hadn’t seen my face yet thanks to the hat I was wearing, but when I pulled it off seconds later, he started to gawk.

“No way! Are . . . are you . . . Jeremy Pollard?”

I grinned and offered my hand. “Yes, I am. And this is my team. We’re willing to pay for whatever beds you have available tonight.”

The boy’s entire demeanor changed instantly. “Oh, you have to stay here! We have plenty of beds! Are you on your way home from Cursed Chasm? We heard all about it down here!”

I glanced back at the ladies to see they were all wearing similar smirks. This was something new that we’d had to contend with ever since we emerged from Cursed Chasm. The story of a team getting trapped in the dungeon had spread far and wide, thanks to the Lubbers’ sabotage. Most people had written us off, preparing to hear the news that we’d been killed in the dungeon.

That’s why when we emerged after killing the boss, we became famous throughout the country, especially when the story came out that we’d all just started diving a relatively short time ago.

Suddenly, everyone knew our names. We’d been just a team of rookies and misfits a few short weeks ago, and now we couldn’t go anywhere without random people walking up and trying to get autographs or trying to get a glance of my swords. For the first time in my life, I caught a glimpse of the life that Rico must live, and I had to admit that I rather liked the way it felt.

“We certainly are,” said Elise, hamming it up for our audience. “And we’re very tired. Do you think you can show us to your finest rooms? The kind with your best beds and linens?”

She produced a golden G-coin from inside her coat pocket and tossed it to the boy, which made him gawk even further.

“Oh boy, you bet! We’ll get you to the upper bedrooms. They have the biggest beds and the windows have a view of the whole property. You’ll love it!”

Elise turned back to us and grinned. “See? Problem solved.” She then turned back to the teenage boy. “Lead us there! And hopefully you have food cooking right now? My friends and I like pizza.”


Chapter
Two



The lodge had more amenities than the name implied. Once we were inside, we found ourselves swarmed by several other groups of people sitting in a large dining hall, which was attached to the kitchens. Almost all of them had heard the news about us already, and those that hadn’t were quickly filled in by the others.

We were served freshly-made pizza by the kitchens while we regaled our small audience about our time in Cursed Chasm. I didn’t tell them about Slayer though. We were still keeping that detail close to the chest, at least until I could talk with Rico. I didn’t want word of that leaking out to the general public, and I especially didn’t want to inform our would-be killer that his assassin was already dead.

By the time we got to our rooms, our bellies were full and our eyelids were heavy. We unpacked our things while Mira and Elise checked out the bathroom.

“There’s a clawfoot tub in here!” said Mira with excitement when she emerged seconds later. “I can’t wait to take a real bath in here tonight!”

“And it’s big enough for two!” added Elise, clapping her hands in an adorable fashion. “Jeremy, what do you say?”

I chuckled. “If that’s your official invitation, who am I to turn it down?”

We all proceeded to take baths for the next hour. Elise and I went first, sharing the tub together. I got the water just right and slipped in while I watched her undress in front of me. I never tired of watching her clothing fall off her toned and athletic body. I loved the way she was put together, and when she slipped into the tub and laid her back against my chest, it was a heavenly feeling.

“So freaking good,” moaned Elise as she rubbed her ass against my groin. “I’ve been dreaming about a real bath since we left civilization.”

“You’re going to get much more than a bath if you don’t stop moving your hips back and forth,” I warned.

She turned to face me, her eyes dancing with mischief. “You promise?”

That was all that it took. For the next half hour, we proceeded to get very dirty again as we rocked half the water out of the tub. After we both came, we scrubbed up and prepared to vacate for the next person.

“Now I feel like me again,” said Elise, getting redressed. “A few good orgasms and clean skin can do wonders.”

“It sure can,” I said. “Mira? It’s your turn.”

Like usual, Mira’s nose was buried in a book. She brought it with her as she entered the bedroom, causally taking off her clothing as she ran more water. There wasn’t much modesty in our living quarters by this point, especially with the knowledge that all the girls were intimate with me in some fashion. That’s why when Mira continued to undress without closing the door, I didn’t think anything of it.

That is, until she called for me.

I reentered the bathroom to find the lovely bookworm just sitting down in the water. It was a great view too. I was enamored by Mira’s body, despite the fact that it was the source of one of her greatest insecurities. Mira wasn’t built to be twig. She had curves in all the right places, being thick in the midsection in a very good way. Of course, this also meant that she had incredibly large boobs too, and watching them float in the water was almost as good as sex to me.

Almost.

“What’s up, gorgeous?” I asked, sitting next to her near the top as she continued to read. I could tell there was something on her mind, and she wouldn’t rest until it was out.

Finally, Mira lowered the book and looked at me while she started to chew her lip. “How do you feel about adding a new member to the team?”

I chuckled as my eyes went wide. “Say what now?”

“I said how would you feel about adding a new—”

“No, I heard you, but you caught me by surprise,” I said. “What brought this on, Mira?”

“Just doing a little light reading,” she said, tapping the book by the tub. Mira’s definition of light reading was the equivalent of doing research on the other dungeons in the Path.

I seriously didn’t know if Mira read for just the fun of it, but I filed that away to ask her at another time.

“They say that three to five members are the ideal size for a diving party,” continued Mira. “And don’t get me wrong—we have an amazing team.”

“Team Daredevils,” I added with a smile, citing the name we’d given ourselves.

“But I can’t help but wonder if we should add a fifth member,” said Mira. “Most of those that try the higher dungeons do so with a full five members. We could be at a disadvantage if we try out the third dungeon, Shadow Abyss, with only four.”

“I hear you. Do you have anyone in mind? I’m not crazy about just adding members for the sake of numbers. If we add anyone, it has to be the right person.”

Mira winced. “I completely agree, but I don’t have anyone in mind. We’d be starting from scratch, but I think it’s something we should definitely consider, especially for the boost in combat.”

I smiled. I loved how her brain worked. Mira was so analytical that it was like she was always running numbers. Most people might look at her as just a combat advantage, but more than anything, I just loved how it made her unique.

“How can anyone defeat us if we have you,” I said a little too earnestly. “With you by my side, I’d take on the entire world and still win.”

I watched as Mira turned an adorable shade of red. Her glasses fell down her nose slightly as she started to smile. She reached over to grab my hand.

“I love you, Jeremy.”

“I love you too. I think it’s a great idea. Maybe we can be on the lookout if something comes up.”

“Or someone,” she added. “But we also need to let them know what they’re getting into with us too. It’s not like we’re a low-profile team anymore. The dungeons are dangerous enough without talking about our particular situation either.”

Mira was right. If we sought out a fifth member, they had to know what they were up against. I had a feeling we weren’t going to stop being targeted just because Slayer was dead.

Any new members should hear the truth from us.

I sat with Mira as she took her bath, mostly talking about what classes would go best with the team we already established. It was funny in a way, talking about competitive advantages with a mostly nude bombshell, especially as my attention kept moving south.

Part of me was surprised we were still able to have a conversation at all.

I handed Mira her towel when she stood up to dry off. “Let’s change one thing next time we talk like this. I need you to be clothed. I can’t focus when you’re naked.”

Mira beamed with a smile as she wrapped the towel around her. She stepped closer, pressing her incredible breasts against my chest. “No one has ever made me feel beautiful until I met you.”

“You have my word that I’m going to work for the rest of my life to fix that.”

Emotion filled her eyes. She leaned up on her toes to kiss me—a passionate one that lasted for several minutes before breaking.

I could tell that Elise was going to have a hard time maintaining her dibs on me for tonight.

By the time we exited the bathroom, there was only one person left to use the tub, but she was nowhere in sight. Elise had seen her leave the room, but she hadn’t asked where she was going.

“I figured she was just going to get more pizza,” said Elise with a shrug.

“I’ll go find her,” I said. “Maybe she was hungry.”

Seraphina wasn’t in the dining hall when I went downstairs. She also wasn’t in the small common area near the front of the building. I was starting to get nervous when I saw a glimpse of red hair and elf ears sitting outside. I moved to the door and found her sitting on a bench not far away.

Seraphina looked absorbed in thought, and it struck me that she’d been quiet for most of the day. Like Mira, there was something on her mind, but I doubted it was as easy to get through as a decision to add a fifth member to the team.

“Were you looking to be alone?” I asked, gesturing to the seat next to her. “Because I can leave you alone if you need a few minutes to yourself?”

Seraphina shook her head quickly and patted the seat next to her. “I wanted to be alone, but that doesn’t apply to you. Being with you is like being alone in a way.”

I gave her a weird look. “That sounds kinda terrible.”

“Not like that,” she said with an embarrassed wave of the hand. “I just meant that being with you is as comfortable as being alone. Like I’ve accepted you, and I don’t need a break from you. Make sense?”

“In a very weird kind of way, but yes.”

Seraphina giggled. “I’m glad.”

I sat down next to her, and I wasn’t surprised when Seraphina scooted closer, slipping into the space under my arm. Even though our relationship had progressed to the point that this was one of the more innocent things we did, it still made my heart race every time.

“You’re cold,” I said, noticing the coolness of her skin.

“And you’re so warm,” she replied, burrowing in closer.

“Don’t you want to come inside? Get toasty in a nice, warm bath?”

“Eventually,” she said, toying with a button on my shirt. “I’m still a little guarded being out here. Just because we reached this little outpost of civilization doesn’t mean that I don’t expect all hell to break loose at a moment’s notice.”

“I can understand that,” I replied, looking around the surrounding area. It was hard to see much of anything in the dark, but I knew the orcs were still out there looking to make a snack of any prey they came across.

No wonder Olypeppers were so preferred for travel.

The longer I sat with Seraphina, the more I could tell something was on her mind. I was able to read her quite well these days, being able to get a glimpse of when something was troubling her. That time was definitely now.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “Something wrong?”

Seraphina let out a deep sigh. “I was just wondering if he was out there. And if he was watching us right now.”

She didn’t need to explain who ‘he’ was. We all knew at this point who she meant.

Our secret enemy.

“I don’t think he is,” I said, trying to reassure her. “Or if it’s even a ‘he’ to begin with. It could be a woman.”

“Still, I don’t like the idea of being watched,” she said. “Or the fact that someone is out there who could try something any time we let our guard down.”

“Then we simply don’t let our guard down until we find him.”

Seraphina turned toward me as a fiery glint appeared in her eye. “I want to kill him myself. I want to kill Slayer for what he tried to do, but most importantly, I want to kill the person that hired him.”

It was a strong sentiment, and it was one that I shared too. More than anything though, I had to marvel at just how much Seraphina had changed since I met her. She was more serious now, but in a good way. Gone was the carefree princess that I knew back in Volantis.

This Seraphina had more to lose. She’d already lost her team once, and I could tell by the look in her eyes that she was determined to never let it happen again.

“We’ll find this person,” I promised her. “And we’ll kill him when we do. No matter the consequences. But one thing is certain. This person is trying to stop us. They don’t want us diving or getting more powerful, so that’s exactly what we’re going to do. They’re afraid of just how strong we can get. Let’s show them that they were right to be afraid in the first place.”

Seraphina nodded firmly and clung to me tighter. It was a wonderful feeling, to have the gorgeous elf by my side, to feel her skin touching mine. It was also something I never could have imagined from the old Seraphina.

“I don’t want anything to happen to this team,” she whispered before turning back to me. “Or to you. I’m falling for you, Jeremy. That doesn’t happen for me very easily. It’s hard for me to say out loud. I think about what I feel for you, and it’s not something that’s ever been matched by anyone else in my life.”

I smiled at her. “Not even Lhoris Falmera?”

Seraphina snorted and started to laugh with the mention of her dim-witted school boyfriend. “Not even Lhoris. Not even close.”

Her smile evaporated as she gave me a more heated look. “Either way, we’re a family now. Me, you, Elise, and Mira. I’ve changed a lot, and I’m still changing. I never would have thought that . . . well . . .”

“That you would be so accepting of joining a harem?”

She blushed. “Yeah, that. It’s still hard to talk about sometimes.”

“It’s not a dirty word though. Especially when we all love each other.”

“And that’s the point I’m getting at,” she said, reaching up to caress my face. “I have strong feelings for you, and for Elise and Mira as sisters. Anyone who tries to hurt the people that I care for is going to die. I just . . . ugh, I don’t know. I know it might sound harsh, but I meant what I said. I have this amazing family of people that I belong to now, and the spirits help whoever tries to take that away from me.”

I had a feeling that Seraphina had more to say, but I couldn’t have been more proud of her right now. Or more enamored. I pulled her closer to me, and Seraphina came willingly.

“I won’t let it come to that,” I said. “No matter what, I’ll always protect you. And keep this team, this family, whole. Always, Seraphina.”

She leaned in closer, kissing me on the lips lightly. The kisses lingered for several seconds before becoming something deeper. After our tongues joined, Seraphina pulled away and focused her stare on me.

“I believe you,” she said. “And the sooner we can find this bastard, the better.”

“There are two people that I believe will help us,” I said, and Seraphina started nodding before I finished my sentence. She knew what I was going to say. “Rico and Mathias will know what to do.”

“Good,” she replied. “And hopefully we can get back to Numeria quickly after this Gardenia interlude. I don’t really share the opinion that Gardenia is going to be very fun.”

I chuckled. “You don’t believe it will be fun being around Elise’s stuffy and rich parents for a couple days?”

Seraphina groaned. “No way. It’ll be like being around my own parents. I’ll pass on that.”

“But we’ll get a chance to see just what makes Elise so unique,” I joked.

Seraphina giggled. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I mean.”
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“Look at the state of you. What a fucking waste.”

Slayer didn’t know what to say or what to do. Everything about his world was consumed with pain. Pain not only from his tortured soul that was rift with the stench of failure, but also the physical pain from his injuries.

He craned his head, looking up into the tall statue of his patron and he cowered.

“You were a legend!” seethed his patron before winding back his foot to send it crashing into Slayer’s ribs. “You were a goddamned institution! And look at you now. You can’t even stand, can you?”

It was a cheap blow, but still accurate. Slayer looked at the rest of his body, or rather, the scarred and fleshy nub just below his navel. He had no idea where his legs and the rest of him were, but he suspected they were still at the bottom of Cursed Chasm when he got caught in that interdimensional doorway.

“And I’m no closer to achieving my goals,” raged the patron, kicking Slayer hard enough to make him cough up blood. “You’re a disgrace. You couldn’t even kill him with your horde of orcs, could you?”

“He’s too powerful,” said Slayer, still hacking as he tried to push himself up on his forearms. “We didn’t strike soon enough—”

“You didn’t strike soon enough!” yelled his patron. “Don’t lump me into your failures. I gave you a job the day he left Volantis, and yet here we are. Two dungeons completed, and he’s already at level 52. That kind of power hasn’t been seen in generations. And it’s because of you that he reached that level so early.”

Slayer didn’t say anything to that, though his mind was exploding with possible retorts. His mission had been to throw monster after monster at Jeremy Pollard and his team, overwhelming him with sheer numbers until he just couldn’t fight them all at once.

Never had he imagined that not only would Pollard beat all the monsters, but would beat him too. In the process, he racked up so much experience that he was now the most experienced diver at his level anywhere in the country.

Killing him now would be so much more difficult.

“I can still kill him,” croaked Slayer, using his elbows to crawl closer to his patron. He grabbed the shadowy figure’s robes, using them to prop himself up. “He might be powerful, but at the end of the day, he’s still a man. I know exactly what to do now.”

His patron sneered, a cruel sound that struck fear into Slayer’s heart. It was a novel concept, but an ironic one. Slayer had been so used to striking fear for his entire existence that to feel it now himself was something completely novel.

“You’ll never kill him now,” said the patron, kicking free of Slayer’s grasp. “You couldn’t kill him when he was a weak, new diver, and you most certainly won’t kill him now. No, a different tactic is needed. I can’t afford to let him get any stronger. I need to play the long game if I hope to triumph in the end, and that means that your services are no longer required.”

Slayer’s eyes went wide. Using his elbows, he tried to put some distance between himself and his patron, but he found the evil man stepping forward while his face filled with an expression of pure cruelty.

“Then we shall part ways then?” stumbled Slayer, finding that he couldn’t back up fast enough.

“No,” replied the patron, shaking his head as he clenched his fingers. “That’s not what I had in mind.”

Slayer had to act quickly if he was going to save his life. He knew what was coming next, but he needed time to make a hasty getaway. Despite being the reason why he no longer had his legs, he used his spell to open an interdimensional doorway into the dungeons while simultaneously using his power to distract the would-be killer.

“Force Torpedo!”

A beam of raw energy erupted from his hands, shooting out like a multi-colored bullet toward his patron. Slayer watched as the man waved it away like it was nothing more than a pesky fly, and he continued stalking forward.

“Force Torpedo! Force Torpedo!”

Slayer kept up the pressure as he inched his way closer to the doorway. Only a few feet separated him from death and safety. If he could just get away now, he could go into hiding, finding a place that no one, especially not his patron, could find him.

But the distance was so far for someone without legs.

In the end, he almost made it. His patron dodged every attack he threw at him until finally he attacked with a move of his own. Slayer’s eyes went wide as his doorway was shattered in front of him, along with the last of his power.

“You’ve lost,” said the patron, shaking his head. “And now, you will die.”

Slayer finally found something behind him. A stone with a flat surface. He pushed his back against it so that he was sitting upright, unable to go any further. In a matter of seconds, he watched as one last spell was uttered and bright light appeared in front of his eyes.

It was the last thing he saw before he died.


Chapter
Three



The next morning, we set off from the lodge heading south, heading in the general direction of Gardenia.

I couldn’t describe how great it felt to sleep in an actual bed again, and all four of us took the opportunity to sleep in, making up for the general lack of rest we’d had over the last two weeks.

At least now most of our ordeal should be over. The hard northern terrain of this part of the country started to melt away by midafternoon. We only had to face one middling band of orcs until the jagged country finally ended, replaced by the lush farmland of central Aspatria.

I wasn’t the only one grateful to see that bleak terrain come to an end. Mira even leaned down to kiss the ground, something that Seraphina just had to tease her about.

“You look like Elise right after she gets off an Olypepper,” joked the redheaded elf.

“I don’t even care,” replied Mira. “I’m tired of having to watch my back all day long. I won’t miss being in the north—no way, no how.”

“I think what Mira is most looking forward to is the chance to experience an elegant Gardenia welcome,” boasted Elise proudly, wrapping her arm around Mira’s shoulders.

“Er, not particularly,” sputtered Mira. “I’m really just happy that there are no more orcs—”

“Just imagine,” said Elise, thrusting out her hand as she clearly didn’t hear a word Mira said. “You’re only a few miles away from the best food in Aspatria. Only a few hours from the high-class, ruggedly-individualistic community of Gardenia—the best in the entire world.”

Mira looked like she’d rather have a tooth pulled. I didn’t blame her. I was definitely cautious about what would happen when we reached there, where we might be exchanging vicious orcs for rich, catty housewives.

Something told me I’d probably prefer dealing with orcs.

For the next few hours, Elise practically skipped her way to the front gates of Gardenia. It was getting to be around supper time when we arrived, finding a walled city that was about twice the size of Dunshire. It was set in the middle of a very flat plain, surrounded on all sides by fertile farmland and cozy little farmsteads.

Most noticeable about Gardenia was the wall around it. It was absolutely massive—made of solid rock that stood at least fifteen feet high. It had an ornamental metal decoration that ran across the top of it, extending the height by another two feet at least.

All of it fit in well with my preconceived notion that Gardenia was a city walled off from the outside world. It also didn’t help soothe my anxiety about going inside.

“Isn’t it lovely?” asked Elise once we caught the first sight of it. “Now this is a real city, not like the dirty and crowded Numeria. In Gardenia, everyone is fit to be a king.”

“That or fit for a straitjacket,” added Mira under her breath, which made Seraphina giggle.

“Ready to get this over with?” Seraphina asked me.

“Sure,” I said, trying to put on a brave face. “Let’s go inside the city that made Elise who she is today.”

We followed the road to the front gate, finding that it was closed even after they saw us coming. There was a guard on duty that I could see behind a layer of glass—someone that looked very uninterested in doing his job.

“Gate’s closed,” he said, barely looking at us when we came up to the window. “Merchant hours are between nine and two. Try again tomorrow.”

“We’re not merchants,” replied Elise, like she was offended by the very notion. “I was born here. My name is Elise Carlsberg, of the Gardenia Carlsbergs.”

I’d never seen that particular expression work before today. Most people couldn’t care less that there were any Carlsbergs to begin with, let alone a more favorable bunch from Gardenia.

And yet, I never saw someone move as fast as this guard did as soon as he heard that last name. Within seconds the gate was rising, and he stood up from his chair and removed his hat.

“I’m terribly sorry, my lady,” he said, averting his eyes. “I must not have recognized you!”

“Oh, it’s quite alright,” said Elise, waving her hand modestly. “I’ve been away for several months, it makes sense you wouldn’t have recognized me.”

Nobody was fooled that this was actually the case, but the guard nodded anyway. “Yes, that must be it! A thousand apologies, my lady.”

He opened the gate, allowing us entry into the gated city before waving to us as we walked by.

“What a lovely fellow,” said Elise. “He really keeps the riffraff out of Gardenia, and he does a great job of it.”

“You mean like us?” asked Seraphina. “’Cause he was about to keep us out of the city.”

“Well, it’s simple really. We’re not riffraff, Sera-boo.”

I elbowed Seraphina in the side. “Obviously.”

Seraphina started to giggle but said nothing more.

Elise was right about one thing—Gardenia was more quiet and orderly than Numeria. I’d just accepted the fact that cities were noisy places, but it was like Gardenia was half-empty. That, or there just wasn’t much going on today.

There didn’t seem to be a lack of people. We saw many of them walking around doing their thing, but everyone we saw seemed to be well-to-do, or coming from a serious amount of money.

“Is everyone rich in Gardenia?” asked Mira after we passed the third double-decker carriage. “Because it certainly seems that way.”

“No, there are lesser off people in Gardenia too,” said Elise as she rolled her eyes. “I think the Morgans even lost their summer home this past spring, so they’re a prime example. These times can be tough on people.”

I grabbed Mira’s arm so we could stop each other from laughing. Yet even as ridiculous as Elise was being, I couldn’t help but adore her. Being back in Gardenia brought out a special quality in her, and she wasted no time in linking her arm through mine as we neared her childhood home.

“It’s just right over here!” she said excitedly as we got closer. “Remind me to have our butler cook up a real feast for us tonight!” She lowered her voice. “I’m also looking forward to some homemade cinnamon rolls like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Are your parents likely to be home?” asked Seraphina before pointing her fingers at everyone in the group. “Because how are we likely to explain . . . you know, this?”

“You mean the harem?” asked Elise brightly. “Don’t worry about it. My parents won’t think anything of it. They’re very cool with that sort of thing.”

I caught Seraphina’s eyes and shrugged. I knew her parents were also very accepting of harems too, but only as long as it came as part of being attached to a powerful team.

I really didn’t know much about Elise’s parents, but from everything she’d told me so far, it didn’t sound like they knew much about diving.

That proved to be the understatement of the century, especially as we ran into Elise’s mother not long after we entered the house. Speaking of the house, it was gorgeous. It was like the entire place was made from marble. Sculpted from it might be the better term, but I was in awe as we walked into the main vestibule, where an ornamental waterfall was running to our left.

“Wow,” said Mira, looking around. “This place is something else.”

“Yeah, talk about nice,” I said, gazing at the waterfall area that was big enough to fit the house I grew up in.

“Mother!” shrieked Elise as soon as we were inside.

I could definitely see the resemblance in the family. Like Elise, her mother was a thin and tall woman, and I guessed her to be about fifty. I estimated that she was a little older than my own mother, but Elise’s looked much younger, no doubt thanks to having access to more options to keep her looking that way. There were very few wrinkles in her face, and there wasn’t a single gray hair in her long mane.

She should have been as beautiful as Elise, but there was something cold about her mother that struck me from the start. It might have been the fact that I never saw her smile, not even after seeing her daughter after so much time apart.

“Oh, Elise,” she said finally, like it had only been an hour at most since they last parted. “There you are. We wondered when you would be getting home.”

Elise nearly tackled her mother, giving her the kind of hug that just about anyone would have been happy to receive from their only child.

“My Elise, what’s gotten into you today?” she asked, looking confused by the sudden affectionate behavior. “What’s with this animated behavior? And who are these people?”

“Mother, this is my diving team,” said Elise as she held out her hands to us. We waved as she introduced us one by one. “This is Jeremy, our leader and our main warrior. Seraphina, our mastermind, and Mira, our caster! And guys, this is my mother, Henrietta Carlsberg.”

Henrietta shrugged out of Elise’s hug and offered her hand to me. It wasn’t a traditional handshake as much as she handed it out as if I were to kiss it. Whether that was her intention or not, I still kissed the back of her hand.

“Charmed,” replied Henrietta, still without a hint of a smile. She turned back to face Elise. “So you’re still doing this ocean-diving thing? I thought you might grow out of that.”

For the first time that afternoon, I saw the smile melt off Elise’s face. “No, not ocean diving. Dungeon diving, Mother! And listen to this—we’ve conquered the first two dungeons in the Path of Progression! Twilight Depths, and the much trickier Cursed Chasm. We’re a really good team, Mother!”

Henrietta’s nose wiggled like she just smelled something off. “That’s wonderful, dear,” she said, without a hint of passion in her voice. She must have located the source of the smell because she pointed toward another part of the house. “I think our supper’s getting burned right now. Let me go check on them. Are these people staying for dinner?”

“Well, of course,” replied Elise. “They’re my closest friends in the whole world!”

“That’s fantastic, dear. Just make sure you keep an eye on them. You haven’t known them for that long, and I still remember that one friend you brought home that stole our silverware.”

Oof. I could have cringed for Elise upon hearing that. I saw her shoulders slump forward before we heard a male voice from the other room.

“Father!”

Elise’s father, Albert Carlsberg, was also a very thin man much like the rest of his family. His hair had turned completely gray a long time ago by the looks of it, but that was his only distinguishing feature to hint at his age. Much like his wife, I suspected some kind of tampering or medication to preserve their youth.

At least Albert looked somewhat happy to see his daughter.

“There you are, Elise,” said Albert, giving her a full hug. “I was hoping you would come back soon.”

“Why is that, Father?” she asked. “Did you miss me? Was I gone too long?”

“No, I have something very interesting to talk to you about, pumpkin,” he said, sitting down on his chair and making Elise sit on his knee like she was still five years old. “How would you feel about marrying Blake Cunningsworth? You remember the Cunningsworths, don’t you? Very well-to-do family, and they have investments all over Aspatria.”

All joy left Elise’s face at that moment. “No, Father, I don’t want to get married to him. Not at all.”

Albert looked confused. “But why not, Elise? Blake Cunningsworth would make a very good match for you. And they are a very respected family. You could do a whole lot worse.”

“But Father, I want to marry someone that I love,” said Elise. “I don’t even know Blake let alone know if I could love him.”

Albert waved his hand dismissively. “Love schmove, what does love have to do with anything? I didn’t love your mother when I married her and look how happy we are!”

At that moment, Henrietta stuck her head in the door. Without a completely expressionless look, she announced that dinner was ready. She didn’t wait for an answer before disappearing.

I’d never been in a more awkward moment in my entire life.

I could tell Elise needed help. Before I knew it, I was right next to Albert Carlsberg with my hand extended.

“Hello, Mrs. Carlsberg. My name is Jeremy. I’m Elise’s boyfriend.”

He looked completely confused. He took my hand awkwardly as he glanced at Elise. “Boyfriend? Since when are you dating, pumpkin?”

Elise grabbed my hand and pulled it close to her chest. “Since I met Jeremy. He’s someone that I actually love. That I care about very much. If I’m going to get married to anyone, well . . .”

She left the statement open-ended, but she left no doubt where she was going. I squeezed her hand, which made her smile.

“So Jeremy, is it?” asked Albert. “And where are you from, Jeremy? Numeria?”

I tried to hold back my laugh. “Actually, I’m from Volantis.”

“Volantis?” repeated Albert, blinking rapidly. “I’m not familiar with that. Is it across the ocean? I heard that Elise was diving recently.”

This was going to be fun.


Chapter
Four



Dinner with the Carlsbergs was just as awkward as I expected it to be.

Actually, it kinda broke my heart. All Elise wanted to talk about was our exploits—how much of a badass team we really were, how we beat Cal’s team in Twilight Depths, and even how much she’d leveled up.

“I’m level 46 now!” she said, grinning anxiously as she glanced between her parents. “Can you believe it? 46!”

“That’s lovely, pumpkin,” replied Albert, taking a long sip of wine. “So does this mean you’re coming back home for good?”

“Well, not exactly,” replied Elise. “Actually, we have three more dungeons to do before I can even think about that. And I’m not sure how long that will take or where we’ll go after.”

“What should I tell the Guggenheims though?” asked Henrietta. “You know, they grew out of that whole diving phase very early on. Something to think about, no doubt.”

By the time we were able to escape from dinner, I was ready to be away from her parents. Henrietta kept looking at me like I might steal something, and Albert couldn’t fathom the idea that I wasn’t related to the Cartier Pollards, whoever the hell they were. Elise got caught up talking to them while one of the butlers brought the rest of us to our living quarters for the night.

“Oh. My. Freaking. God,” said Mira as soon as the door was shut. She touched the sides of her face with both hands. “Was that the most awkward thing ever or what?”

Seraphina snickered. “And I thought my parents were boring and stiff, but I think they could run miles around the Carlsbergs. That was awful.”

“I hated every second of it,” I said a little honestly. “Mostly because I get the impression that they couldn’t care less about what Elise does or the people she does it with. It was like they were completely checked out. I just feel bad for Elise.”

“I think they only wanted to make sure we didn’t steal anything,” added Mira.

It was a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach. Sure, Elise had her faults just like we all did, but I was beginning to see why Elise was the way that she was. I couldn’t think of much worse ways to grow up, especially being starved of attention from her parents.

By the time that Elise came to join us, I could tell she was just barely keeping it together. Even if the tears hadn’t fallen yet, they were still at the corners of her eyes waiting to do so. The two other girls had gone down to see the private garden attached to the suite, so it gave us some much needed privacy.

“I hope you’re liking Gardenia so far,” said Elise with a small voice as she entered the room.

I didn’t hesitate to wrap my arms around her, kissing her soundly.

“I’m glad that I get to see where you grew up,” I said, leaving out the other details. “To see the things that make you . . . you.”

Elise swallowed heavily. It was a side to her that I wasn’t used to seeing. She had confidence even at the beginning of our relationship—a time when most people are paralyzed by the threat of rejection.

But this one afternoon in Gardenia had revealed the one thing that could bring her to her lowest.

As soon as Elise was in my arms, she started to cry. I held her against me, gently stroking her hair as she let it all out.

“It’s okay, Elise,” I said, trying to calm her. “Really, it’s okay.”

“It’s n-not,” she sobbed. “I worked so h-hard to get them to understand the path that I took in life. That I wanted to be a dungeon diver and n-nothing else. They never understood me. They t-think I want to be just like them, marrying into money and living a rich, conceited life like they do. That w-wasn’t for me, Jeremy.”

She wiped her eyes before continuing. “I thought that maybe there was a chance that, if they saw what we did, how powerful I became, that it would show them that I’m capable of making my own decisions. That they just might be proud of me and see that I’m my own person, but you saw their faces down there. They couldn’t have cared less.”

“Maybe they just have trouble expressing how they really feel?” I suggested, knowing that wasn’t the case. Truthfully, I was disgusted by the reception we received, mostly for Elise’s sake. My effort now wasn’t as much to excuse her parents’ behavior as much as it was trying to spare Elise’s feelings.

She shook her head. “No, they have n-no trouble doing that, especially when they’re upset. They still don’t care. I’m not sure they ever will.”

I put my hand under her chin so that she was forced to look at me. “Well, that’s their problem then. It’s their biggest mistake. They have a wonderful, amazing, powerful daughter who is a total diving goddess. If they can’t see it, then fuck them. I can see it. And I’m incredibly proud to not only have you on my team, but to also call you mine.”

I could feel Elise’s heart soaring with every successive word I said. Her tears started to evaporate as a hint of a smile appeared on her face.

“Really? Even though I’m a pain in the butt and I make bad jokes sometimes?”

I grinned and wiped her cheek. “You make bad jokes most times, but that’s what makes you, you. And it’s part of the reason why I love you.”

I barely got the sentence out before she was kissing me. It wasn’t the kiss that I expected either. This one was incredibly passionate as Elise’s tongue forced her way into my mouth and she rubbed her body against mine.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she admitted later. “I love you. You’re my best friend, my boyfriend, my team leader, and really everything else. The only reason I had the courage to actually come here was because you were with me. If you weren’t, I think we would have kept walking south to Numeria.”

“You mean there’s a chance we didn’t have to come to snotty Gardenia?” I joked.

Elise poked me in the chest, making us both laugh. I pulled her closer to me again and hugged her as I continued, “It’s all good. I think you came here for a reason after all. And I think you got the answer you needed to hear? Maybe not the answer you wanted, but the answer you needed?”

Elise let out a deep sigh. “Yes, you can say that.”

“Well, there’s no reason for us to stay any longer than we have to,” I said. “Why don’t we get back on the road tomorrow morning and get to Numeria?”

She stuck her finger in the air. “But we have one thing we have to do first.”

“What’s that?”

“There’s a great magic shop here in the city,” explained Elise. “And seeing as we all need two or three spells apiece with our new levels, I thought it would be a great place to start!”

“Sure, let’s do that tomorrow morning,” I said. “But let’s get another good night’s sleep tonight. I think I’ve gotten spoiled sleeping in a bed.”

Elise readily agreed, and I was grateful to see the upturn in her mood as we got ready for bed. In our visitor’s suite, we had four king-sized beds, which I thought was definitely overkill for our situation. Seraphina was the only one that claimed a separate bed, which wasn’t that surprising to me. She cited not having enough room for all of us, especially as Mira and Elise climbed into bed with me, laying on either side, but I suspected there was more to it than that.

As I turned out the light, I felt Elise clinging to one side as Mira rested her head against my chest on the other. It was one of the best feelings in the world to have two of the three women in my life cuddled close to me, but I couldn’t help but wonder about Seraphina in that other bed.

How long would it take before she was over here with us too?
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“Oh wow, what about this one, Jeremy? It says it gives me invisibility for a period of five minutes!”

It was the next morning, and all four of us had made it to the magical shop that Elise had mentioned last night. It wasn’t as large as the shop that we visited in Numeria, but it definitely wasn’t for beginners either, judging by the level of spells.

I gave Seraphina a look like she was crazy. “Why would anyone ever want you to be invisible? Aside from the fact that it would be useful, I want to see you. Not watch you disappear.”

Seraphina grinned and kissed my cheek. “A very good point, but I think this could be very good for us on the battlefield.”

“And maybe useful in the bedroom too,” suggested Elise, wiggling her eyebrows. “One moment Jeremy thinks he’s alone in bed, and in the next, the covers start to get pulled down. Suddenly, the hem of his boxers lowers and out flops a big, fat, juicy coc—”

“Elise!” shrieked Seraphina, turning really red in the face as she elbowed the blonde in the side. “We’re in public!”

“I know,” said Elise with an evil grin. “Just the thought of it is really getting me going.”

“You two are too much,” I said, still chuckling. “Have you found any other spells?”

“I was thinking about this one,” said Elise, handing me one called Confusion. “I think it complements my Illusion spell already. Causing a little chaos with our enemies in the dungeon will help us pick them off faster. It’s pricey, but I like the utility of it.”

“Could be very useful,” I agreed. “I like it.”

I left the girls to figure out what else they wanted while I walked to the other side of the store where Mira was. This was a quiet corner that didn’t see much in the way of foot traffic, having to be roped off from the rest of the store. I could see a card scanner near the entrance to this separated area, and the sign indicated it wanted a swipe of my diving license.

Once I swiped, I got a green signal that said I was cleared to enter. The stall opened, allowing me entry.

“What’s with the stall?” I asked Mira once I caught up to her. “Why is this section roped off from the rest of the store?”

Mira grinned. “Because this is the section where they have higher-level spells. You have to be a level 45 or higher to gain access here. Thankfully, we’ve all cleared that by now, so we have the opportunity to access better spells. We can even start looking into upgrades.”

I was aware of the concept of upgrades, but I didn’t know too much about it. The only thing I really knew was that some spells could be upgraded to be more potent than they were originally, but I didn’t have a clue how that worked.

“Are you thinking about an upgrade?” I asked. “I’ll admit I don’t know as much about them as I would like.”

Mira nodded. “I’m very intrigued by the whole thing. Upgrades are really easy, but you have to have the starting spell. They also count for two spots. So for example, you have enough MP to afford three more spells. If you upgrade one of your existing spells, you would only be able to get two new spells instead. Make sense?”

“And if I upgraded all three of mine, then I could get none?”

“Precisely. But generally speaking, upgrading a spell is worth losing the spot. Look what I found already.”

She handed me a small disc that was labeled Ice Freeze II.

“Ice Freeze II? So this is the upgrade for Elise’s spell?”

Mira nodded. “Exactly. The upside to this is that instead of being able to freeze one enemy at a time, the upgrade allows you to do a group of five at once, so it’s worth the cost.”

“That’s really handy,” I replied, liking the idea of scaling up our existing spells. “We should pull that aside to let Elise have a look. What other spells do we have here that we can upgrade?”

After a little searching we found another mainstay. I put my hands around Perilous Flames II, which also allowed me to shoot fire in several different directions at once instead of just one.

“Okay, I’m definitely taking this one,” I said, looking at the price. “500 G-coins is worth the price.”

“We won’t all be able to get upgrades, but I think it’s worth it to start augmenting our force,” agreed Mira as she handed one to me. “Check this one out. I’d have to get the original spell, but this looks incredibly promising.”

The upgrade was called Summon II, and it allowed Mira to summon not one but two familiars to fight at her side. The familiars tailored themselves to the wielder so it could be different for everyone, but I loved the idea of having a magical beast to aid us in our fight.

“That’s a definite buy,” I agreed. “Now I can’t wait to try these out in preparation for Shadow Abyss.”

By the end of our shopping trip, we all had a reason to smile. Elise came away with her Confusion spell, as well as the upgrade for Ice Freeze. She could only afford two spells at the moment, since her MP was stuck at 39. Still, I could tell she was happy with the utility of both additions.

Seraphina came away with the Invisibility spell, as well as another called Stonewall, which raised a physical barrier anywhere she wanted on the battlefield. I thought it would be a great way for us to not only funnel the monsters into a predetermined path, but also offer extra protection for Elise and Mira.

Mira used both of her spells on the Summon option, plus its upgrade. I was most curious to see what kind of beast she would bring forth during battle.

As for me and my three additional spots, I picked up Perilous Flames II as well as two new spells. Dark Wave allowed me to shoot out a wide wave of dark energy toward a wide variety of targets, essentially in one cardinal direction. I thought that sounded really promising, and it augmented my existing attacks. The other spell I picked up was called Dispel, allowing me to shred any magical attacks from hitting me.

That one I purchased more for the other girls’ protection than my own. I still had the use of my Magical Shield for my protection, but this allowed me more mobility into protecting my ladies on the battlefield.

In all, we were very excited about our purchases, which put us all in a good mood as we left the shop. We stopped back at Elise’s house to eat some freshly-made cinnamon rolls courtesy of her maid. Her parents weren’t around, which we were all thankful for. We were still deciding how we were going to leave when we heard a commotion out on the streets.

We all gasped when we stepped outside to hear the news being delivered by the city crier.

“Morgana Hoffman is dead! Morgana Hoffman has fallen in the fifth dungeon!”


Chapter
Five



“I just can’t believe it,” repeated Elise for the tenth time that afternoon. “I can’t believe she’s really gone.”

None of us could believe the news. I still thought there was a chance this could just be a dream that had turned into a nightmare.

We were still short on details, but from what we heard, Morgana and her entire team had perished inside the fifth dungeon, Serpent Hollows. We knew that she’d given out a call for distress, and the DDU sent Rico, who was on hand for her safety, down into the dungeon to help get her out safely.

Unfortunately, the only thing he recovered was her bow. The dungeon had absorbed the rest of their bodies.

It wasn’t unusual to see the dungeons claim another team. Of all of us, Seraphina was the one that most knew what that felt like. What made this so unique was that it was Morgana Hoffman that died.

It was widely believed that she would be the next person in this generation to conquer the fifth and final dungeon. She was nearly as famous as Rico in the diving world, and she certainly had the skills necessary to emerge as a champion of the Path.

No one expected this fate, not from such a talented and experienced team, and I knew the diving community as a whole would be completely shocked by her sudden death.

I even thought about Rico too. Seeing as they were such good friends, I knew it would be a tough loss for him. It was part of the reason we decided to book it quickly to Numeria, hiring a carriage to take us from Gardenia until we reached the central metropolis of Aspatria the following day.

I was used to Numeria being a big, noisy city, but today it was as quiet as Gardenia on a normal day. The city was mourning one of its favorite daughters, and there was a bleak silence everywhere we looked. Even the stadium was draped in black to mourn her passing, and there were rumors about a diving moratorium that would be announced by the DDU.

I hoped that wouldn’t come to pass, but there was little I could do to influence it. The first thing I needed to do was to find Rico, and he invited me to see him and Mathias as soon as he heard we were back.

It was strange being inside the stadium when it was completely quiet. I was used to seeing teams practicing, vendors selling their wares, and officials hustling back and forth, but you could have heard a pin drop as we walked across the tiled floors to the upper offices where Mira’s father worked.

It was like the whole world had been put on silent.

When we reached Mathias’ office, the door was already open. I found two very familiar faces inside, and both of them rushed forward to meet us. Mathias swooped Mira into his arms and hugged his only daughter while Rico did the same to me, patting me heartily on the back.

“Thank the good spirits that you’re okay,” muttered Rico into my ear before he pulled back to look at me. I hadn’t seen Rico look this haggard in a long time. He hadn’t shaved in days, and that normal spark of life in his eyes had been temporarily extinguished.

“I can’t tell you how good it is to see you,” I told him. “And I couldn’t be more sorry about Morgana.”

He brought his hand to his chest and closed his eyes. “Thank you, Jeremy. It still doesn’t feel real to me. She was one of my closest friends, and to only find her bow . . . Well, I’m taking it very hard.”

I put my hand on his shoulder. “Understandably so. If you need anything, I’m here for you.”

He patted my hand. “Your father would be proud of you. Thank you, Jeremy.”

We separated so that the rest of the girls could say their hellos as well. I gave Mathias a warm hug after he let go of Mira, and together the six of us sat down in the office to talk.

It wasn’t long before the elephant in the room came out.

“I don’t want to doubt you at all, especially considering your experience,” said Rico, after I told him the entire story of our second dungeon fight. “But Slayer? You’re certain of this?”

“I’m very certain. He introduced himself, and he definitely fit the profile,” I replied. “He could open portals into the dungeon from the outside world. It’s how he gets in without being seen.”

“The DDU still maintains that Slayer is nothing more than a myth,” said Mathias. “An old story used to frighten children into good behavior.”

“I’m telling you, he’s real,” I said. “Or at least he was. He’s dead now. I prevented him from escaping. The portal closed around him while he was still inside it.”

Mathias winced. “And he was snapped in half?”

“Let’s just say the only part of him left was his waist and his legs,” replied Mira. “He’s dead.”

“It’s almost too bad in a way,” admitted Rico. “We could have questioned him if we took him alive. Not only to find out why he targeted you but what he knew.”

“I thought the same thing,” I said. “But I’m most interested in who he was working for. My impression was that Slayer doesn’t operate independently. He takes orders and money from those looking to target someone inside the dungeons. In this case, someone paid him to kill us.”

Both Rico and Mathias stared at us, at a total loss for words. Rico’s mouth fell open before he spoke. “How could that be?”

I shrugged. “I wish I knew. Someone has it out for us. I thought it might have been the Lubbers, but now I think we were more just a target of convenience. We just happened to be going in when they attacked the DDU house.”

“And the Lubbers have all been rounded up,” replied Mathias. “Since your attack, we’ve arrested the majority of them throughout Aspatria. You wouldn’t believe the kind of plans they had, mostly to close up the entrances to the dungeons using explosives. I’d have to agree with your assessment, Jeremy. I think you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Not that it excuses their behavior,” growled Rico. “Fucking Lubbers. I’ve always said they were troublemakers and they should have been rounded up sooner.”

“Indeed, well the DDU now sees them for the threat they are,” said Mathias. “They won’t be allowed to have as much leeway in the future.”

“I still think the Lubbers are the least of our worries right now,” I said. “And I don’t think this dive in Cursed Chasm is the first time this enemy has attempted to strike. I believe now that Slayer was the one that put that sea serpent in Twilight Depths. The one that attacked us.”

“It definitely fits,” admitted Rico. “Especially since I didn’t see any evidence of a sea serpent when I checked out Twilight Depths. This could just have been a small-scale attack to see how you’d handle it. Especially before you started to rapidly attain levels. Though I doubt your attacker was expecting it to backfire as much as it did.”

“Backfire in what way?” asked Mathias.

Rico didn’t say anything right away. He stood up and pressed the button on my badge, displaying my stats for everyone to see.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 52

Experience: 956/1500

Stats:

Strength: 51

Agility: 54

Magical Power: 50

Stamina: 54

Intelligence: 60

Charisma: 61

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Extreme Speed

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames II

Teleport

Dark Wave

Dispel

“That’s what I’m talking about,” said Rico, a glimmer of pride in his eyes. “I’ve never seen anything like it in my entire career. Jeremy, as well as his lovely companions here, have accumulated levels and experience at an incredibly fast pace. What takes some teams years to achieve has been done in a matter of what, two months? Three? You’re well on your way to becoming the strongest divers in the country.”

“If that’s the case, then why target us?” asked Seraphina. “If we really are becoming that strong so quickly, it doesn’t make sense that someone would try to make enemies of us. Wouldn’t that be self-defeating?”

Mathias shrugged. “Some people don’t think that way, unfortunately. Some people can only think in black-and-white terms or of simple notions like revenge or jealousy. I think we need to be on the lookout for someone that could possibly have a grudge against you.”

Rico stood up and put his hands on my shoulders. “This is where we need you all to be very thorough. When someone strikes at you like this, it’s never at random. It’s someone that you know, someone that you’ve met before. Someone who didn’t come away with the best impression of you. Even if they felt slighted by something small, they have powerful friends or money to throw at assassins like Slayer. So who could it be?”

I glanced at the girls before turning back toward Rico. “We’ve already gone through a list of names. Actually, Mira put one together.”

Right on cue, Mira pulled out a sheet of paper that had about twenty names on it. They were anyone that the four of us knew that could possibly fit the description. The majority of the names on the list were almost too ridiculous to fathom, but we were trying to be thorough about it.

The last thing we wanted to do was overlook a potential enemy.

Mathias studied the list for a second before handing it over to Rico.

“I can pass this along the DDU,” promised Mathias. “I can also get this to the president of the guild to make sure he knows what we’re dealing with.”

“The president of the DDU would get involved with something like this?” asked a shocked Elise.

Rico smiled at her. “Maybe not for some other new divers, but you four are household names now. Everyone’s heard about your experiences in Cursed Chasm. I think it’s very wise of the president to take a personal hand in all this.”

“Not to mention the optics,” added Mathias. “We’ve already lost one big name right now. Losing a group of very promising divers would be too much at once. It would reflect very poorly on the DDU as a whole. We have to be smart about our approach with this.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” added Rico, looking at me directly. “We need to talk more about this. Morgana’s funeral will be tomorrow, and I’m very pressed for time right now. For the time being, I need you to hunker down in the dorms until we can meet after the funeral. Will you do that for me?”

“Of course, Rico,” I said, wondering why he was being so vague. What could he possibly want to ask me?

He tapped my shoulders with both hands. “Good lad. We’ll talk more tomorrow. Until then, all of you stay safe. And don’t go inside any dungeons. Especially not Twilight Depths, even if it’s just to get some practice.”

With those last words, Rico was off.
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It was harder than expected to find room in the dorms that evening after our meeting with Rico and Mathias. The clerk at the front desk explained that so many divers had come back to Numeria today after hearing the news about Morgana that he was now filled to the brim. We got the last room he had to offer, which wasn’t even a full room since the male side was closed for renovations.

Not that it bothered us. We could simply push some beds together on the female side and make do.

It was still strange to see so many faces in the dorms. And many of them looked just as apprehensive as we all felt.

“No one really knows what to make of this,” whispered Mira after we passed another group of silent divers.

“When was the last time someone this big in the scene died?” I asked.

“A good ten years,” she answered. “Remember Luigi Palmer? When he died in Serpent Hollows, it certainly got the country talking, but I don’t remember the reception being like this.”

The name struck a bell with me—Luigi was another talented diver that didn’t make it too far into the fifth dungeon before succumbing to its threats.

“Either way, Morgana was considered much better than Luigi,” continued Mira. “The only way this could be worse is if something happened to Rico.”

“That’s the last thing we need right now. We’re lucky that we have him looking after us. Not that I doubt your dad, but knowing we have the support of Aspatria’s most powerful diver is just a little more comforting.”

Mira smiled. “He likes you so much. I can tell you’re like a son to him.”

“He would have been like a father to me too. A stepfather maybe, if my mom had given him the time of day.”

“Why do you think she didn’t?”

I shrugged. “I’ve asked that question a few times and never got a real answer. I’m not sure what she was thinking. Part of me thinks she only had eyes for my dad. Not that Rico cared. He had his entire harem to fall back on.”

Mira’s hand crept into mine. “I know the feeling. If something happened to you, I don’t know what I would do. Or if I could move on. I don’t even want to think about it.”

I brought the back of Mira’s hand to my lips. “Nothing’s going to happen to me, I promise.”

I could see the fear in her eyes when she faced me. “It just makes me nervous. A few months ago, the biggest fear I had was not being picked for a diving team.”

“And now here you are in a famous team that’s being talked about all over the country,” I said, trying to hold back my grin (and failing). “Mira, at the end of the day, we took down Slayer.”

“Well, in all fairness, you took down Slayer. The rest of us didn’t do much of anything.”

“Regardless, we as a team succeeded and took him down. I don’t know who this person is or why we’ve managed to piss him off so much, but his task is getting so much harder as we get more powerful. Do you want to know what I’m thinking?”

Mira nodded.

“I say we just keep diving,” I said firmly. “The only way we keep this at bay is if we keep gaining more levels and more power. We’ve already defeated Slayer. What else could they throw at us?”

“That’s what I don’t want to find out,” she admitted. “What if Slayer was just the tip of the iceberg? Then what?”

I squeezed her hand. “Then we defeat whoever comes next too.”

I said the words more confidently than how I felt, but I could tell that it helped how she was feeling. She smiled at me behind her glasses as we entered our dorm room and made ourselves at home.

Most of the divers only tolerated the dorms, but I always liked them. It was a unique experience sharing living quarters with your team, where you ate, bathed, and slept together all in the same space. There were some that liked to say the dorms were antiquated and weren’t as comfortable as being at home.

I could understand that notion if they were from Gardenia or somewhere similar, but compared to Volantis, it was a small slice of heaven for me.

That’s why I was increasingly looking forward to using the hot spas whenever we stayed here. There were just too many good memories tied up in them. I remembered during our first stay how I warmed up the spa for Elise and Mira by using my spells, endearing myself to them on the first day our team was created.

I also remembered the feeling of Elise’s wandering hands the last time we were here, and taking that one step further once we had our privacy.

To me this was a great space, and I enjoyed a nice, relaxing soak while the other girls got ready for bed, save for one.

That one happened to be Seraphina. When she appeared at the rim of the spa wearing a tight red bikini that showed off much more of her body than it covered, I gulped heavily.

“Want some company?” she asked, mimicking my question from the other night.

“As long as it’s you, of course.”

Seraphina took a step into the hot tub, and I watched as the water started to lap at her calves. I still didn’t know how a woman could be as perfect as she was. It was like Seraphina was sculpted out of marble—a perfect example of seductive femininity. There were still times when she looked at me that I forgot my own name, but even though it was happening less often, it still happened regardless.

When she finally settled into the spa, I could only see her head and the tops of her breasts as she sat across from me. I could feel her feet resting against mine on the bottom, and I could only marvel at how gorgeous she looked. I could have looked at her all night, but I had the nagging suspicion that she didn’t just want to soak.

Seraphina looked like she wanted to talk.

“Are you okay?” I asked her after a few quiet minutes together, when the steam in the room was still very thick. “I know everyone was quiet today because of what happened, but I feel like I didn’t talk to you much.”

Seraphina shrugged, causing the water to ripple. “I’m okay, I guess. Still a little in disbelief with everything that’s going on, but I’m getting past it.”

“Yeah, me too. First Slayer and then Morgana. It’s hard to believe what’s going on.”

Seraphina nodded as she locked eyes with me. “You know one thing it’s made me realize though?”

“What’s that?”

“I just feel bad for her in a way. Morgana was going to be the next great one just like Rico. She was already a star with high hopes of completing the Path. And then just like that, her life was snuffed out from her. I wonder if she even knew it when it was happening. One minute you’re on the top of the world and the next, you’re just . . . gone.”

“It’s hard to think about when you put it that way,” I admitted.

Seraphina nodded. “I know exactly what you mean. I started to think about all the things I haven’t done yet. I’m still upset with my parents, but I don’t want to be like that forever. I still want to get married one day. I still want to have kids. I still want to complete the Path. If you really think about it, we’re all so incomplete, and there are so many things I want to do before I die.”

“Like a bucket list kind of deal?”

She shook her head. “Not exactly. I just want to know that I’m living my life to the fullest. If something were to ever happen to me, or to you, I want to know that I enjoyed every moment like it was the last one. I don’t want to have any regrets, but that’s something that you’ll have to think about for the rest of your life, you know? I want to know that I just lived. I lived on my own terms. I didn’t let other people dictate them to me.”

“That’s an interesting way to look at it,” I replied. “And a unique one too. I couldn’t agree more.”

Then something happened that I didn’t expect. Seraphina leaned forward as a small grin appeared on her face. She started to move closer to me, gliding through the water as she moved through the center. I felt hands touch my knees once she closed the distance until she crawled into my lap and wrapped her arms around my shoulders.

I found it hard to breathe at that point. I had Seraphina Cultress in my lap wearing a small red bikini. It was like the culmination of all my fantasies.

What was my own name again?

Fuck it, I didn’t care.

She kissed me at that moment, and when my tongue slipped into her mouth, she moaned. My hands crawled over her body. One hand slipped around the small of her back while the other reached down to cup part of her ass. I held her tight against me as we kissed with wanton desire—so passionate that everything was threatening to spill out of control.

It was a position we’d been in before, but Seraphina always managed to pull herself back from the brink. She never left me frustrated, but it had been very clear that she wasn’t ready to have sex just yet, and I wasn’t expecting anything different today until I saw that look in her eyes when the kiss broke.

“I don’t want to have any regrets ever,” she whispered to me, tracing my lips with her finger as her auburn-red hair rested on my shoulder. “Especially not with you. I love you. I really do. I love you, Jeremy. No more of this ‘falling for you’ crap that I had to say because I was scared of being too vulnerable. I’m ready to be vulnerable with you because I don’t want to waste a second of time. I love you with all my heart.”

I was shocked by her statement, but I could feel my heart swelling with joy. It wasn’t the only part of me swelling either, and my cock was now pushing against her thigh. I could tell that she felt it too, because her hips were now grinding back and forth, rubbing herself against my length.

When she kissed me again, I gave in totally to the lust I was feeling. Now my hands started to slide underneath her bikini bottoms, caressing her bare ass. After that, I moved one hand north to undo the strings keeping her top tied. Seraphina moaned when I yanked it away, exposing those perfect breasts and her thick, round nipples.

“I need you,” she whispered to me. “Be vulnerable with me? Make love to me, Jeremy?”

There wasn’t a chance in hell I was going to turn down that request. All the times we’d been to the brink and stopped were now flashing through my mind. The fact that Seraphina was ready was good enough for me.

It was a mad dash to remove the rest of our clothing. We struggled on my trunks before finally pulling them free, letting them sink to the bottom of the spa once we were nagged. Seraphina resumed her place in my lap, but this time I could feel the tip of my cock stabbing at something very warm and welcoming.

Her eyes locked on me as her hand snaked between us. Seraphina raised onto her feet briefly as she took hold of my cock, putting it in the perfect position.

Suddenly, my body pulsed with this wonderful, indescribable feeling as a wet, warm sensation slid down my shaft. I wanted to close my eyes to savor it, but I found that watching Seraphina process the first time my cock slid into her body was too enthralling to ignore. I had to savor it, especially when she bit her lip as I stretched her open.

“Oh, Jeremy,” she whimpered, squeezing my neck with her arms. “It’s exactly what I wanted. It’s so big.”

“You feel amazing,” I growled, lost in lust as this gorgeous elf enveloped me whole. When our pubic bones met we stopped for a moment to get used to each other. Her pussy was so tight that it felt like she was squeezing the life out of me. I marveled at just how right it felt, how perfect it felt to be inside her.

Our brief moment of inactivity didn’t last very long. We were moving soon, too consumed by passion to stop as her hips started to bounce against mine. I let Seraphina control the pace at first, wanting her to feel in control until it became very obvious that she wanted me to take charge.

It happened whenever I pulled her arms behind her back, using it as leverage to thrust into her body. Seraphina moaned loudly when it happened, much louder than anything I’d heard until that point. She fell forward, resting her head against my shoulder as she started to kiss my neck. I let go at first to grab onto something else, and she started to whimper in protest.

It didn’t take me long to figure out that she liked it when I was restraining her like that. I grabbed her arms again, holding her in place as my cock hammered into her hole. It wasn’t long before she started to cum.

“Fuck yes! Fuck yes, just like that! Uh huh, oh fuck. Oh, Jeremy!”

When she came, she nearly made me cum. I never experienced such an intense squeezing of my shaft when she hit her orgasm. Her pussy squeezed me like her hand would, like she was milking my cock and wanting me to cum deep.

I was close to cumming, but I didn’t want to give in yet. I still had to have more of her. Leaning down, I wrapped my lips around her nipple and sucked it to hardness. Using my tongue, I flicked at it while Seraphina continued to bounce in my lap until we switched positions, exiting the spa.

I watched her lay down on the tile, putting her hands together above her head. It became obvious what she wanted, and she moaned loudly when I placed one hand over her wrists, keeping her pinned under me.

There was only love in her eyes as she surrendered to me, letting me thrust against her for the next ten minutes while she had two more orgasms. By that time, I was pretty well spent. I used every trick in the book to prevent myself from cumming, and it was finally time. When Seraphina wrapped her leg around my waist, I knew just what she wanted me to do.

So I gave it to her. I flooded her body with my seed as I came, my hand still pinning hers to the tile.

When I came to, I was still panting. I could hear her breathing under me, and I could see her red hair splayed out against the floor. When I looked into her eyes, I could see nothing but satisfied happiness.

“You make me so happy,” she whispered finally.

I kissed her. “Right back at you, beautiful.”

She let out a content sigh. “This needed to happen. I’m sorry that it took me so long to get here.”

“Better late than never, right?”

“You’re so totally right about that.”

I reached over to brush her hair out of her face. I started to smile. “I never would have pegged you for someone that likes a little bit of . . . restraint?”

Suddenly, she turned as red as could be. It was a look I wasn’t used to seeing on her face.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “You didn’t like it, did you? We don’t have to do it again. I don’t know what came over me.”

I shushed her and pulled her closer to me. “You don’t have anything to apologize for. So you like to be really submissive during sex. Why would that be a problem?”

She lowered her eyes. “I just don’t want you to think I’m a freak or something.”

“You really want to know what I think? I think you’re an incredibly sexy and utterly gorgeous woman. You turn me on more than I ever thought possible, and I’d do just about anything to make you cum.”

A beaming grin appeared on her lips. “You really mean that?”

“I mean, I’m not going to be happy if you start pulling out whips and chains, but yes I mean that,” I joked.

She swatted my stomach. “That’s not me at all. But I think there are other, lesser ways to have our cake and eat it too.”

“Then consider me onboard. All the way. Whatever you need, I’m yours.”

Seraphina smiled for a brief moment until getting more serious. “You make me so happy. I would have never forgiven myself if something happened to either of us without telling you how much I love you,” she admitted.

“It’s okay now,” I said, soothing her. “We know. No more dancing around the subject. We love each other and that’s all there is to it.”

“And I accept all of this,” she added, pointing toward the bedroom to indicate the other girls. “We’re a family. I know I fought this for a long time. I dug my heels in and didn’t want to break. Not anymore. I love you, and I consider Elise and Mira sisters now. You have my heart and all that goes with it.”

I couldn’t have been more thrilled to hear her say that. It was about as perfect of a moment as I could imagine—a picture of happiness against all the turmoil that we’d gone through recently.

It was just what we needed to move forward from all the recent craziness.


Chapter
Six



The next morning, I woke up to find two very amused sets of eyes already watching me. It was a curious feeling of deja vu; but, this time around it was Elise and Mira who were sitting at the foot of my bed, just waiting for the moment when I woke up.

“Good morning, sunshine!” said Elise brightly as she nudged my foot. “I can see that you had quite the vigorous night!”

I expected a ribbing from Elise, but it caught me by surprise when Mira joined in seconds later.

“Have you ever heard someone make those kinds of noises before, Elise?” joked Mira. “It sounded like you two just had a blast last night.”

“There were quite literally . . . explosions,” added Elise. “Orgasmic explosions, if you will.”

“Okay, okay, have your fun,” I said, sitting upright.

“We have to, since you clearly had all of it last night,” continued Elise.

I didn’t mind the jokes, but part of me was a little nervous about how Seraphina would handle it when she woke up. Of all of us, she had the most hesitation about having a harem relationship, and I didn’t know if this would make it any worse.

So it surprised me when I turned my head to find that her eyes were already open, and she was grinning from ear to ear.

“Good morning,” I said earnestly.

“Yes, yes it very much is,” replied Seraphina. She leaned in closer and gave me a lingering kiss on the lips while Elise and Mira cheered.

“I’m so happy for you two,” said Mira, still clapping her hands together.

“It’s like we’re a real family now,” said Elise, before touching Seraphina on the leg. “Don’t get me wrong, but I didn’t know if you were going to last long-term or not.”

I snorted. “Elise, why did you have to put it bluntly like that?”

“Only because she said she didn’t want to do the harem thing,” replied Elise innocently before Mira elbowed her.

“We all knew that, but it’s not polite to say it aloud!”

Elise shrugged. “Screw me, I’m blunt.”

“I think you mean sue me, not screw me,” corrected Mira.

Elise grinned and put her hand on my thigh. “I know what I said.”

“It’s quite okay, Elise,” said Seraphina. “I’m in this now. In for a penny, in for a pound. I love what we have, and I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world.”

Elise grinned at her sweetly. “Does this mean I have your permission to call you Sera-boo officially?”

Seraphina pursed her lips. “You will never have my permission for that.”

“Oh, lighten up, Sera-boo! We’re a family!”

I moved out of the way just before the first pillow was thrown.
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As lighthearted and fun our morning was, the mood didn’t last. Today was the day of the funeral for Morgana and her team. It was to be held in the central square of Numeria—a large outdoor area that had already been renovated for the purpose of the funeral.

We got there early, which turned out to be a great decision because the area was mobbed with people. I swore that half the population of the city had turned out to say goodbye to Morgana. Even now, more people kept pushing into the square, and I knew it would be hell trying to get out of here when this was over.

“I feel like a sardine right now,” said Mira as we were all pushed up against each other. “I knew Morgana was popular, but I wasn’t expecting this.”

“I bet you they’re just as much here for that as they are to hear Rico speak,” said Seraphina. “Those two were so close, so I can’t imagine what he’s going to say.”

For a brief moment, my mind wandered back to a long-suppressed memory that I had from my childhood. When it was only my mother and I standing on a stage while Rico eulogized my father. I’d never forget the tears he had in his eyes back then, and I didn’t doubt I’d see something similar today.

“They really went all out with the decorations for this,” noted Elise as she pointed to the podium. “I especially like the picture.”

Hanging over the podium was a large banner that showed Morgana and her entire team. They were standing five abreast, their arms locked together and bright grins on their faces. It was taken right before their attempt on Serpent Hollows, no doubt when they were still confident of victory.

How quickly things can change.

I was still looking at the banner when I saw a familiar face step onto the podium.

“Look,” I pointed. “It’s Rico. It’s starting.”

I watched as the closest person I had to a father started to address the crowd. The city of Numeria went deathly quiet upon hearing his voice.

“Fellow divers and friends, today is a dark day for not only the diving community,” began Rico. “But also for Aspatria. Today we mourn the loss of five incredibly talented people—people that I was proud to call my friends.”

Rico always knew how to work a crowd. Not only did the entire city remain quiet for the time he spoke, but they cheered when he worked them up, and they cried when he brought them down low.

“Just know that no matter what happens, we’re going to keep diving the dungeons in your memory,” he said, shaking his fist for dramatic license. “Because it’s what you would want us to do, Morgana. We’re going to keep training, keep growing, and keep winning in your honor because we will not mourn your deaths but rather we will celebrate your lives. I promise to you, my friends, that we will never give up. We will always move forward in your memory.”

There wasn’t a dry eye in the entire square. Rico’s speech lasted for another ten minutes before he finally surrendered the podium to a member of Morgana’s family, where we listened to stories about the famous diver from her youth.

By the time the funeral was over, I felt like an enormous weight had lifted off my shoulders. Most importantly though, it was wonderful in a way to watch the entire community come together to celebrate the lives of its most famous citizens.

“I didn’t want to cry during this,” said Elise, as her eyes became red and puffy. “But now I feel like I can’t do anything but.”

I gave her an encouraging smile as I wrapped my arm around her waist. “It’s okay. I think that Morgana would like the send-off that she received. This whole city loved her.”

“So did Rico,” added Mira, still wiping her eyes. “With that kind of message, you would have thought that she was in his harem. You can just tell how close they were.”

Elise looked at me with big eyes. “Will you give me that sweet of a eulogy when I die? Tell the whole world that I was the best person ever and that I never did anything wrong?”

“You want me to lie to them?”

Elise poked me hard in the chest.

“Ow, I’m just teasing, Elise. And you’re not going to die for a very long time. None of us are.”

Elise smiled. “That’s a more acceptable answer.”

“I thought you might like that one.”

“Yeah, you did pretty—ouch! Hey, watch where you’re walking!”

We all turned to see Elise reach down to touch her foot. It was still so crowded in the city square that someone had stepped on it. The person who did it turned around, and that was when I received my first blast from the past of that day.

It was none other than Cal Thornton, our old rival from the first dungeon.

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly, before he realized it was us. “Elise? Jeremy?”

“Oh, it’s just Cal,” said Elise as we all congregated together.

“How are you, Cal?” I asked, giving him a firm handshake. He took it willingly and nodded his head.

“A little ragged after hearing that,” he said, thumbing his finger back at the podium. “How about you guys?”

“About the same,” I replied.

“I hear a lot about you guys these days,” he said. “Especially with the Lubbers at Cursed Chasm.” He started shaking his head. “I’ve always said those people are nuisances. I’m glad that you guys got out okay.”

There was part of me that still marveled at just how much my relationship with Cal had changed. We almost came to blows the first time we met, and our entire first dive had been wrapped up in a bet about who could get the job done first. Cal’s team had been the picture of arrogance, but once they lost, that arrogance had all but disappeared.

Truthfully, part of it had to do with the death of one of their members. They lost their only caster, Gia, in the dungeon, and I knew it had humbled them greatly.

“Are you still diving?” I asked. “We’re preparing for our next dive to Shadow Abyss. What about you?”

“Already?” asked Cal. “But you just got done with Cursed Chasm.”

I shrugged. “No time like the present, I guess.”

“Are you trying to get in the quickest speed run for the Path?” he joked.

“I wouldn’t say that. We just love to dive. If we’re not diving, we’re thinking about diving. It just makes the most sense for us.”

“I respect that,” said Cal, giving me a fist bump. “And my own diving plans are starting from scratch basically. We have two new casters this time, including one to replace Gia, but they are very inexperienced. Seeing as we never finished Twilight Depths, we are preparing to do another dive there. Probably in the spring. That way I can make sure we’re ready.”

“I wish you all the luck in doing so,” I said. “Five members with two casters will be a good combination.”

Cal winced. “Just trying to learn from my mistakes. Part of what makes leadership so hard.”

I could sympathize with that. I knew how hard I could be on myself, but I also knew that Cal still bore Gia’s death on his shoulders. It was a position that I never wanted to find myself in.

“Either way, I’m glad to see you again,” I said, shaking hands one more time. “Good luck in Twilight Depths. I hope everything goes well.”

“Same for you in Shadow Abyss,” said Cal. “Keep making everyone proud, okay? You guys are famous now, especially since you’re from our class of divers. Show all of Aspatria what you’re made of, okay?”

“You better believe it,” replied Elise proudly.

We said our goodbyes before moving on, leaving Cal in the distance.

“He definitely ate a big slice of humble pie,” noted Seraphina. “That’s not the Cal I remember.”

“One slice?” laughed Elise. “He ate the whole damn pie and asked for seconds.”

“If anyone needed it, it was Cal,” said Mira.

“The dungeons can be humbling on their own,” I said. “Besides, he has a good reason to be nice to us. If not for us, he wouldn’t be here right now.”

By that point, the foot traffic in the city was starting to loosen up. We were able to walk again without constantly bumping into other people. It was getting close to lunchtime too, so we stopped at a little place on our way back to the dorms. It was a restaurant I’d been to before, when I was at my lowest on that very first day, after I thought I blew my chance at getting a license.

“Why don’t you girls grab a booth for us?” I said as soon as we walked in. “I’m going to find the bathroom.”

“If the waitress comes, do you want the usual?” asked Elise. “Burger and fries? Extra helping of ketchup?”

I grinned. “You know me too well.”

We separated as I walked to the other side of the room. There was a small row of bar seating here, most of which was already occupied. My eyes fell on the two of the three people here, finding nothing noteworthy about them, before finally landing on the third.

And I almost lost my footing when I saw a very familiar face sitting right in front of me.

I stammered for a moment, truly at a loss for words. Of all the people to see, I last expected to see her. She looked just as beautiful as I remembered with that long, honey-brown hair and those deep green eyes. I’d almost forgotten how tiny she was, especially when compared to the fully-grown men on either side of her.

It wasn’t that she was born small—not exactly. It was more a feature instead of a defect, a feature of the dryads. The part that made them so small was also what gave them their distinct coloring—a pale green that I always found oddly intoxicating.

And this particular dryad had haunted my fantasies for most of my life.

It was none other than my next door neighbor and former babysitter in Volantis, Vaeda Trespert.

But what was she doing here? In Numeria of all places?

Curiosity was what drove me forward, as well as the chance to be rewarded with that amazing smile of hers once more.

There was just enough room for me to slip against the counter next to her. I could see her starting to look at me from the corner of her eye, and when she saw who it was, she looked just as shocked as I felt.

“No way!” she shrieked with excitement. “Jeremy! Jeremy, what are you doing here?”

Before I knew it, she was hugging me. I couldn’t get over how amazing she felt. Her body was just so soft and welcoming, letting me get lost in the feeling. I was also very aware of how her breasts were pushing into my chest, giving me thoughts that were far from platonic.

“I could ask you the same thing,” I said. “What are you doing here? The last time I saw you was in Volantis three months ago.”

She grinned and touched my nose like she used to when I was younger. Even still, there was nothing innocent about it. My body pulsed when she made contact.

“That’s when I last saw you, silly. Right before you left to get your license. Which, from what I’ve heard, you’ve had no problems with doing.”

I scratched the back of my head. “I wouldn’t say that exactly. It wasn’t the easiest road in the beginning, but I think it’s been working out.”

She giggled. “I’ll say. You can imagine my surprise when I heard the news about what happened in Cursed Chasm. I always knew the day would come when I heard all about your exploits in the dungeon. I just never imagined it would happen so soon.”

“I’ve been lucky,” I replied. “I have a great team. We just work well together, and it’s made conquering the first two dungeons all the more rewarding.”

“A team of all women?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “You took my advice to heart that day you left Volantis, I see.”

I found myself turning red in the face. It wasn’t long before Vaeda swatted at my arm.

“I’m just teasing you, of course! It’s what I thought should happen, Jeremy. You’re too good not to have a team of talented and beautiful women. Do you remember all that time we spent practicing in your backyard?”

“How could I forget that?”

It was hard to forget any memory with Vaeda. The woman haunted my dreams when I was much younger, being so close but completely unattainable. It didn’t help that dryads didn’t wear much in the way of clothing.

When you’re only thirteen and you have an eighteen-year-old dryad prancing around your backyard half-naked, it becomes hard to focus on just about anything else.

“You’re sweet,” said Vaeda, touching my arm again. “That’s what I always liked about you. You were always a good person. I knew you had a big future in front of you, and I’m so proud of you for making it happen. You’ve made everyone proud, including your mother, and me too.”

“How is my mom?” I asked. “Is she doing okay? I’ve been meaning to go visit her. I’m worried about the chores piling up.”

Vaeda waved her hand. “She’s just fine, don’t worry. My mom and dad help her out whenever she needs it. She’s happy, but she misses you. You ought to think about coming home some time soon. I know she’d be grateful to see you again.”

“What about you?” I asked. “I expected to go home to see you, not to find you here in Numeria. So what gives? How did we happen to cross paths here?”

For the first time, I saw Vaeda’s smile melt away. It left me feeling a little devastated because I hated to see her upset.

“Ugh, that’s a very complicated story,” said Vaeda, playing with the straw on her drink.

“Who better to tell than an old friend?”

“You sure you want to hear? I don’t want to place my burdens on you.”

I put my hand on her back as a way to reassure her. Vaeda stiffened slightly at the touch, but she didn’t pull away.

“If you can’t talk to me, then who can you talk to?” I asked earnestly.

That seemed to put things into perspective for her. She started to nod before taking a deep breath.

“I guess I came here with the same intentions as you did a few months back,” said Vaeda. “It makes me feel so crappy to say this, but my diving team has disbanded.”

My mouth fell open. “What? How did that happen? What happened to Kimber and Xavier and Brittany?”

Vaeda lowered her head. “Kimber decided to stay out of the country with her grandparents permanently, so that only left the three of us. We never could replace our archer, Eugene, and we differed in opinion on how to move forward. I wanted to keep diving, but I think Xavier and Brittany just wanted to settle down. Brittany’s pregnant, so it’s not exactly a surprise. As a result, we’re completely broken up. I’m a free agent, I suppose.”

I felt for her. I knew better than anyone just how diving teams became like families. Losing a member could be tantamount to a divorce, or worse when it was every member.

“I’m sorry, Vaeda,” I said, touching her back once again. “That’s gotta be tough.”

“It’s not easy,” she admitted. “I’ve had a few sleepless nights. I thought about having to start over with a new team, and I hated the idea at first. Nobody wants to start over from scratch, you know? And there are so many teams that are already fully formed by this point. Most veteran teams aren’t looking for new members, so that doesn’t leave me with a lot of options. I just feel stuck more than anything.”

Before she even finished talking, an idea started to form, one that could solve two problems at once. I didn’t know how Vaeda would feel about it, but I figured that anything was better than the somewhat hopeless situation she found herself in now.

“Sorry,” said Vaeda, forcing a smile as she grabbed her drink. “Don’t feel bad for me, okay? That wasn’t a plea for sympathy. I’ll figure out my path from here one way or another.”

“What if you didn’t have to?”

The words came out before I’d completely processed them. The answer was so obvious that I suspected she would know what I was getting at as soon as I said it. Even still, Vaeda played it cool.

“What are you talking about, Jeremy?”

“You’re looking for a team to join that’s already established and not composed of divers who haven’t even been into the dungeons yet,” I said. “You’re looking for a veteran team. And my team, well, we’re looking for a fifth member.”

Vaeda’s eyes went wide. “Seriously? You are?”

I nodded. “Someone that would round out our strengths. We already have two main attackers and two secondary supporters. I could really use someone who can be flexible, floating between both groups. Someone a lot like a rogue.”

A smile started to form on her face. “A rogue like me, you mean?”

“I think you’d be great. And I already know you, so we have that history that we can build your entrance around. It’s not like we’d be starting with a total stranger.”

For the first time, Vaeda’s smile dropped slightly. “What about the rest of your team though? Just because you know me doesn’t mean I won’t be a stranger to them.”

“I think I can work on that,” I said, thinking about each woman separately. “This is something we all want and need. I don’t think the argument would be too difficult.”

“What would you need from me?” she asked. “Because I’m about ready to pinch myself because this sounds too good to be true.”

Vaeda wasn’t exaggerating. I noticed that she was a lot more fidgety than she was earlier. Her smile was infectious, and I could see goosebumps lining her arms.

I could even tell her nipples were hard under that tiny garment that she wore as a shirt.

This was definitely going to be interesting.

I looked across the restaurant to find where the others were. “Hang on one moment. Let me talk you up a little, and then I want you to wait about thirty seconds and then come join me. Can you do that?”

“Absolutely!”

I had a hard time containing my smile as I walked to the other side of the restaurant. I wasn’t nervous at all about the reception, mostly because I thought this would be a done deal.

I was surprised when it turned into anything but.

The girls knew something was up from the moment they saw my face. All chatter stopped as they waited on what I had to say.

“I think I just solved our fifth teammate problem,” I said, trying to start off on a good note.

At least they all looked intrigued, especially Mira, who’d come up with the idea originally. I only wished I had more time to talk about the situation, because I saw Vaeda following me just a little too early.

When she arrived at our table, I watched as all three of the girls sized her up in a matter of seconds.

And that’s when the trouble began.

“Uh, so this is Vaeda Trespert,” I said, making the first introduction. “And I’ve known Vaeda for a very long time because she lived in the house next to mine in Volantis. Vaeda’s team has dissolved, and that means she’s definitely able to consider joining us—”

“Wait a second!” said Seraphina, slapping her hand against the table. “Her? Seriously? You can’t honestly expect to bring her into this, can you?”

I was caught completely unaware by Seraphina’s sudden, angered response. Even more so when I heard venom coming from Vaeda next.

“So the rumors are true,” said Vaeda, crossing her arms in front of her ample bosom. “I didn’t want to believe them, but you’re really here.”

“What rumors?” I asked, hoping someone would clue me in.

Vaeda locked eyes with me. “I heard a rumor that Seraphina Cultress was on your team, but I didn’t think it was true. Especially after what we talked about the day you left Volantis.”

“What was said about me the day you left Volantis?” asked Seraphina suddenly.

“Nothing,” I said quickly. “Erm, hold on. What’s going on? You two actually know each other?”

Both women scoffed, giving me my answer. Meanwhile, I saw Elise and Mira sitting on the other side of the table looking just as bewildered. Well, except for Elise.

“This is what you call a good old-fashioned cat fight,” Elise said to Mira, elbowing her in the side. “Meow!”

Neither Seraphina nor Vaeda must have heard that. They were still locked on each other with deathly glares.

“Yeah, I know her alright,” said Vaeda, narrowing her eyes. “I’m very familiar with this princess and the way she bullies people.”

“Bullies?” repeated Seraphina. “I never bullied you!”

“You certainly weren’t friendly, I can tell you that!”

“Yeah, well neither were you! You are one of the meanest people I’ve ever met!”

“Maybe because all I did was put up with shit from you and your friends!”

The situation was unraveling quickly, and I feared what might happen. Thankfully, all I had to do was nod at Mira and Elise, allowing us to separate the other two women and pull them apart. I followed Vaeda outside the restaurant, where she wasted no time in letting loose some steam.

“What in the world do you see in her?” asked Vaeda, shaking her head vigorously. “I cannot stand her!”

“Okay, so obviously there’s a lot of history here,” I said. “Can you fill me in? Because I feel a little lost since this is causing so much of a reaction in you. And her too, for that matter.”

Vaeda exhaled loudly, which made her boobs jiggle ever so slightly.

“We talked about her the day you left,” said Vaeda. “Don’t you remember?”

“I remember you telling me to set her hair on fire if I came across her,” I recounted. “But Seraphina isn’t the same person that we watched back in Volantis that day. She’s changed.”

Vaeda scoffed. “She was a bully back then and she’s still a bully now. All the elves are. They all think their shit doesn't stink, and they love to pick on the dryads. I’ve been on the receiving end of that too many times. Why else do you think I hate her?”

“Really? I had no idea, Vaeda. I didn’t know you were bullied.”

Vaeda winced. “It’s not exactly something I like to advertise. It was downright miserable at times. Most of the dryads in Volantis know about it though, and it always occurred at the hands of the elves. The beautiful and tall elves always thought we weren’t as good as them. That they were better than us. I’ve heard it one too many times from their mouths, including Seraphina’s.”

That was hard for me to picture. I knew Seraphina was different now than she used to be, but I couldn’t imagine the sweet elf that I’d made love to just last night doing something like that.

Still, there was something else I had to know.

“Why was Seraphina saying you were so mean?” I asked. “Did this go both ways?”

I could tell it was a question that Vaeda didn’t want to respond to by the expression on her face. Not that she looked annoyed, but she looked anxious when she finally did reply.

“Sometimes you learn to fight fire with fire,” admitted Vaeda, lowering her eyes. “Yeah, I am not proud of the things I said, but it was the only way to get them to stop. If you didn’t fight back, they just picked on you more.”

I could understand that, and it definitely fit in with what Seraphina was saying. From the sounds of it, both of them were a little guilty of the same behavior, and I knew this cast a long shadow over the idea of Vaeda joining our team.

Something that she seemed to pick up on instantly when her shoulders slumped forward and she started to walk away.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “As good as it was to see you today, maybe we shouldn’t have run into each other. I don’t think this idea of yours is going to work. I think I’m better off just finding a team of new divers and calling it a day.”

I grabbed her hand to prevent her from walking away. I couldn’t help but notice the sensation that shot up my arm the second our skin touched. It was powerful, and it went all the way to my core.

“I don’t want to give up just yet,” I said.

“But you heard what she said,” sputtered Vaeda.

“I know, but I think that’s just her emotions talking. Kinda like how yours were talking a lot back there too.”

Vaeda started to turn red. “She’s the last person I expected to see. You can say I have a lot of pent-up aggression with all that’s happened recently.”

“Good, because I want to see you unleash it,” I replied. “Inside the dungeon, as part of our team.”

This time, I touched her shoulders with both hands. “Let me talk to Seraphina. She’s changed a lot. I’m not kidding when I say that. I don’t even recognize her from that princess that we saw the day I left Volantis.”

Vaeda pursed her lips but said nothing. I could tell that she didn’t know whether she could fully trust that just yet, but I knew she was willing to give me the benefit of the doubt.

“Where are you staying in the city?” I asked.

“I just got here,” replied Vaeda. “But I was going to see if I could get in at the dorms.”

I winced. “They might not have any availability tonight. They were all packed yesterday because of the funeral, and there might not be any space again tonight.”

“Oh, no,” said Vaeda. “The dorms are cheap, and I don’t have much in the way of money left. If I can’t stay there, I might just have to go back to Volantis.”

“I definitely don’t want you to go back to Volantis,” I said. “But I need some time to talk to my team. Let me give you my dorm number. Can you stop by tonight around seven?”

Vaeda smiled at me. “Are you sure about this? You’re not going to stir up a hornet’s nest by doing this, are you?”

It was a very good question. I was reasonably sure that I could steer us through this unexpected turmoil, but I also knew that the scars of the past didn’t go away that easily.

Still, I was willing to try for Vaeda. What kind of person would I be if I didn’t, especially for one of my oldest friends?

“I’m going to do my best,” I promised. “And that’s all I can do.”

I was surprised when she hugged me. For several long seconds, the only thing I could think about was how good she felt in my arms.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Now, I just had to make it work.


Chapter
Seven



I wasn’t in a hurry to return to our table after I parted ways with Vaeda. I knew emotions might still be running high, and I felt somewhat honor-bound to make sure that Vaeda got an honest deal.

That wasn’t to say I was going to forsake my team for her, but I thought there could easily be a path where everyone would get what they wanted.

When I returned, I saw that our food had already been delivered. There was a burger and fries sitting at my spot, and I could see that despite having a pile of her own, Elise was casually nibbling on mine.

“Hey, get your own,” I said, swatting her hand while she grinned at me.

Mira seemed to look okay, but she was watching me carefully for what I was going to say next. So too was Seraphina, who didn’t look happy but also didn’t look angry either.

It was a weird middle ground that I didn’t know how to interpret.

“Well, that was certainly interesting,” I said, taking a bite of one of my fries.

“I think it’s safe to say that you three all grew up in Volantis,” said Mira, testing the waters. “And it’s obvious there’s some bad blood.”

Seraphina snorted but didn’t say anything.

“I think there was some hazing that occurred on both sides,” I said, watching her closely.

Seraphina met my eyes with her emotionless expression. But, she didn’t confirm or deny what I said.

“I remember you telling me about her,” said Seraphina. “I just didn’t make the connection that it was actually her. Ugh, why couldn’t it have been anyone else?”

Elise wrapped her arm around Seraphina’s shoulders. “So what did she do that pissed you off so much?”

“She can be really nasty,” said Seraphina. “She pretends like I’m the bully, but you should have heard some of the stuff I’ve heard her call me and my old friends. It was disgusting.”

“Did that stuff come before or after you were bullying her?” I asked.

Seraphina gave me a long look. “Does it really matter?”

“In this case, yes, it really does. Because I think Vaeda might be the person we’ve been waiting for. And I’d really hate to see us pass on this opportunity just because of some things that happened when we were kids.”

“It wasn’t that long ago,” muttered Seraphina.

“Regardless. Vaeda has a good reputation, and I’ve known her for a long time. She can dive, and she’s very talented. She would be great as part of our group.”

“What kind of class is she?” asked Mira.

“Rogue, which I think fits us well,” I answered. “She can be flexible if we need another main attacker, but she can also hang back to protect you and Elise if we need her to do that too. Plus, she should be similarly leveled to us. She’s already done the first two dungeons.”

Mira started to smile. “That is a very good thing. Okay, I was nervous when you first brought her over here, but I’ve only heard good things so far.”

“So what’s the catch then?” asked Elise, who turned to look at Seraphina. “How did all this start?”

“I might have had some friends that used to tease her and her friends,” said Seraphina awkwardly. “And things might have escalated from there. Elves and dryads don’t get along too well. Let’s just leave it at that.”

“So you don’t hate anything about her particularly?” asked Mira. “Other than the fact that she’s a dryad?”

Seraphina bulked at the cold application of logic. She appeared to not know what to say.

I was starting to feel bad about Seraphina being targeted to explain what happened years ago. I gestured my head to Elise, and we switched spots in the booth, letting me sit next to the gorgeous redheaded elf.

I grabbed her hand with mine and squeezed gently, forcing her to look at me.

“It’s okay,” I said. “We all did stupid shit in school. I know I did my fair share. And there are a lot of things that happened that I wish I could take back. A lot of stuff that I wish hadn’t happened to me too, but I’m past that now. We’re bigger people now.”

Seraphina pursed her lips and nodded.

“It sounds like to me that Vaeda’s quarrel is with the old Seraphina,” I continued. “She hasn’t really met the real you yet. Maybe we ought to show her?”

For the first time, I broke through her guarded facade. Seraphina’s lower lip began to tremble.

“I don’t know, Jeremy. I’ve said some really nasty things to her. She has every reason to not like me. I don’t know how you come back from that sort of thing.”

“Would it help to know that Vaeda is going to come over to our dorms tonight?” I asked. “If she wasn’t willing to consider this, she would have rejected me.”

“Are you sure she’s not coming over for another reason?” asked Elise, wiggling her eyebrows until we were all staring at her. “What? It’s a fair question. We all do it, don’t we?”

“I don’t think Vaeda would entertain that idea,” I said.

Mira said something that surprised me. “I don’t know, Jeremy. I saw the way she was looking at you. I think Elise is closer to target than you think.”

That was certainly an interesting notion, but was Mira right about that? Vaeda always looked at me like that younger neighbor kid, essentially like a brother.

Certainly there was no room for romance in that, right?

“I’m willing to give her a shot,” said Mira. “I want to see what she can do first, and I definitely want to see her stats, but I think this could work out really well for us. We kinda need this.”

“It’s something to think about too,” said Elise, still munching on my fries now that they were right in front of her. “Even Morgana couldn’t do it with five members, so what chance do we have with four? I see adding someone as a necessity at this point. And we have two dungeons in front of us to make sure they get integrated into the group.”

Mira’s head whipped around quickly to look at Elise. “That was really well said, Elise. Really intelligent actually.”

Elise grinned and patted Mira on the cheek. “I’ve been spending too much time with you dorks.”

I chuckled to that before all three of us looked at Seraphina. “So what do you say?” I asked. “Will you give this a shot? I’m not going to do anything that makes you uncomfortable, but I think Vaeda deserves a fair chance. Don’t you?’

She kept us waiting for thirty seconds as she thought it over.

“Fine, okay,” said Seraphina finally. “I’ll give her a shot. But she needs to know that if she keeps being a bitch, this isn’t going to work.”

“Don’t worry about a thing, Sera-boo,” promised Elise. “If she’s mean to you, I’ll kick her ass myself.”

Before the words were out, Elise had to dodge a rolled up napkin that went sailing her way.
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The issue seemed to be settled for now, and we all fell back into the comfortable familiarity for the rest of lunch. By the time we were heading back to the dorms, Seraphina seemed to be placated, and I was hopeful for a better introduction with Vaeda tonight.

I still needed to see Rico, and I promised him that I would stop by that afternoon just so we could talk one-on-one. Before that could happen though, I saw that someone was waiting for us at the door of our dorm.

Judging by the small pad of paper and pencil in his hand, he was a reporter. It was something that had become increasingly common before we left Dunshire, with many media outlets wanting to get our story about our ordeal in Cursed Chasm.

I thought we’d left that behind when we went on our three-week trek back to Numeria, but the reality of it all was now staring us in the face.

“Jeremy Pollard and team?” he asked, raising his hand in the air like a schoolboy with a question. “Mind if I get a quick word with you?”

I’ll admit that I was getting a little tired of dealing with reporters. It’s not that I was annoyed with the fame, but more the fact that I had to answer the same questions from each reporter that I talked to.

Thankfully, there was one member of our group that took to answering questions like a duck took to water. And that person was named Elise.

“Yes, that would be us,” said Elise, holding up her hand casually. “What would you like to hear first? The riveting tale of our defeat of the Cursed Chasm boss? Or perhaps how terrified and utterly hopeless we all felt when we found out we were trapped down there? I can do both if you prefer, but I hope you have an extra notebook to write down all the details.”

The reporter blinked several times before he shook his head. “Actually, I was hoping to get your response to the harsh slam that your team received from the Renard family earlier today. How do you respond to what they had to say about your diving team?”

Confusion reigned on my face. “Huh? What are you talking about?”

“The Renard family of divers,” repeated the reporter. “This morning, they called your ordeal in Cursed Chasm ‘nothing short of embarrassing.’ They also said it’s completely obvious that you’re an extremely untalented team of ‘scabs.’ I can give you the full quote if you’d like?”

Elise’s nostrils flared. “Uh, yes! What the hell did they say about us?”

She started flipping through the reporter's notes while I leaned against Mira. “Why does the Renard family sound so familiar? And why can’t I place them?”

Mira looked anxious. “They’ve been around for a long time. They started diving around the same time your father did. They most certainly know Rico, and they didn’t think very highly of him either. They’re just nasty people all around.”

“Then why would they be starting shit with us now?” I asked. “Based on old beef with my dad?”

Mira shrugged. “I haven’t the slightest idea.”

We were able to work out a few more details from the reporter, but it was mostly about what they said instead of why they said it. All I knew by the end of it was that this Renard family had very publicly insulted our team, and I was clearly angered by it.

“I don’t even know who these people are!” I said once we were alone in our dorm. “What gives them the right to insult us like that?”

Elise was just as fired up as I was. “A team of scabs? Scabs? Who talks like that? I want to find this team and punch them one by one!”

“Yeah, that’s not going to be easy,” said Seraphina. “They’re a good team. My parents used to talk about them. They were very adept divers, but they were marred by injuries and early deaths. For all the good that they were, they always seemed to have a bone to pick with everyone.”

“Well, now I have a bone to pick with them!” thundered Elise. “Several bones actually! The whole chicken if we’re being serious!”

“I wonder where this came from,” I said. “I wonder if Rico knows about this.”

“I’m sure he’ll remember them,” said Mira. “They’re not a family that you just forget.”

Since I had to talk to Rico anyway, I just filed it under things I ought to mention. Truthfully though, the last thing I needed was another enemy.

I had enough things to worry about.

I left the girls in the dorm a short while later and made my way over to the stadium. It showed more signs of life today than it did yesterday, though I kept hearing more whispers about a diving moratorium in Morgana’s honor. I didn’t know if there was any truth to it, but when I found Rico, it was the first thing that he confirmed.

“They just called it,” he announced, pulling up a chair next to me. “I just heard from the DDU president. They’re going to put in a moratorium, or a one-month suspension on all diving activities, because of what happened. I can’t say I’m surprised. It’s the least we can do for Morgana.”

I knew it was the right thing to do, but I couldn’t help but think of how it would delay us in getting to Shadow Abyss. Not that Morgana’s life didn’t deserve to be celebrated, but my opinion was that we should best celebrate her by doing what Rico said at the funeral—by diving.

Still, I knew it was a losing battle, so I only nodded. “When is it going into effect? How soon?”

“There are still some diving teams signed up to dive the various dungeons, so not for another ten days,” he announced. “At that point, the DDU will close all the entrances.”

I brightened up for a moment. “So there’s still time to get on the schedule for another dive? Because my team wants to go to Shadow Abyss and sign up. Although, we are thinking about adding another member, so that throws a wrench into the plan. But ten days is a lot of time to work with.”

A look appeared on Rico’s face that I’d seen enough times to recognize it for what it was. It was a parental look, when they were about to disagree with something you’d just said. I just never expected what he was actually going to say though.

Rico put his hands up. “Listen, Jeremy, I don’t think that’s the best idea. I think you should hold back from diving. This moratorium is a good thing, if you ask me.”

I winced. “You want us to wait to dive Shadow Abyss until after the diving holiday?”

“Not exactly,” replied Rico, shocking me. “You know there’s no shame in hanging it up, Jeremy. You don’t need to keep diving, do you?”

I didn’t know what to say. I was at a complete loss for words. Here he was, Rico Cartwright—the most famous diving legend of all time—and he was telling me that it was time to retire?

Maybe my head was still spinning from the encounter with Vaeda?

“Are you feeling okay, Rico?” I asked, trying to play it off like a joke. “Come on, I was meant to do this. You’ve said so yourself. I’m just like my father.”

He didn’t so much as smile. “I know what I said, but that was before all this happened. Before someone made you their personal vendetta. And the last thing I want to do is have to deliver that same tragic message to your mother like I had to before. I can’t even fathom that, Jeremy. I don’t want to.”

“It’s not going to happen though,” I protested. “I swear I’m not trying to sound cocky when I say this, but we beat Slayer, Rico.”

He gave me a long look. “There are other things in the dungeons much more dangerous than Slayer. It’s not worth your life, Jeremy. You’ve had your taste of it, so why not just let it die? You even got your own harem out of it, just like me.”

“It’s not about the harem,” I said, shaking my head. “I love those women, but it’s about the thrill of it. The sense of accomplishment. Beating the dungeons on their own terms. I know you know what I’m talking about.”

He gulped heavily. “There’s more to life than just diving in the dungeon.”

I was starting to get angry. His warnings might have sounded more sincere if they came from someone who never stepped foot in the dungeon, but Rico had made himself into a household name because of it.

Everything that he had in this life was because of his status as a diver. To me, this entire talk struck me as being hypocritical.

“I don’t get you,” I said, staring back at him. “You’re trying to force me to do something I don’t want to do. How can you of all people tell me there’s more to life than this?”

“Because I’m trying to save your life,” he snapped, smacking the desk with his fist.

I took a step backward, truly not expecting that. Out of pure instinct, my hands raised, ready to summon whatever magical spells I needed to defend myself.

It hit me at that moment what I was about to do.

I think it hit Rico too. His anger melted away, to be replaced by the frustrated parental figure once more.

“I’m sorry,” he said, putting his fingers in his eyes. “Forgive my anger. I’ve worked hard not to let it show so easily, but there are times when it still comes out.” He opened his eyes to stare at me. “Especially when it concerns someone that’s like family to me.”

I nodded, but I still wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t blame him for the outburst, but more than anything, I wanted to make sure he knew this wasn’t something I did just because it was a bit of fun.

This was what I was born to do.

I opened my mouth to say something when Rico waved his hand suddenly. “Think about it, okay? You don’t need to answer me today. Just promise me that you’ll think about it? At least before another threat manifests itself?”

I didn’t intend to make a promise that I couldn’t keep, but Rico’s words reminded me of something else I wanted to talk about. I took the opportunity to shift the conversation.

“Rico, can you tell me what you know about the Renard family?”

He winced suddenly, telling me that he was expecting this conversation. “You heard about that, did you?”

“A reporter spilled the beans right after the funeral,” I said.

Rico rolled his eyes. “Reporters. Oh well, I suppose it was inevitably going to make its way back to you. Yes, I know all about the Renard family. They used to be one of the most infamous diving families out there, especially back in your father’s day.”

“What happened to them? How come I’ve never heard about them?”

“They haven’t been very active for the last decade or so,” replied Rico. “And they’re like a black stain on the diving community. No one is going to bring them up willingly. They were always getting into fights with other divers and badmouthing them to the community. When one of their members died unexpectedly, we all thought they retired. No one missed them, of course. There was a great mutual dislike between me and your father and the Renards.”

“So they were good though?” I asked. “Good enough to be dangerous?”

Rico nodded. “And they skirted the letter of the law enough times to earn that reputation. The Renards are a great example of why the DDU exists in the first place. I wouldn’t put it past them to attack anyone in the dungeon.”

“Do you think this could all be related then?” I asked, connecting the dots. “We know someone out there is targeting us, striking in the first two dungeons. Then all of a sudden these Renards show up after a long absence trying to start shit with us publicly. Surely that can’t be a coincidence?”

“I just don’t know,” said Rico, spreading his hands apart helplessly. “I see your logic, but the Renards were an intelligent group of people. If they truly had a reason to target you, I think the last thing they would do is announce it publicly. That doesn’t make a lot of sense to me.”

“It’s one of the only threats we have to go on now though. If not the Renards, then who?”

Rico put both hands on my shoulders. “All the more reason to give yourselves a break. Renards or not, staying out of the dungeon will keep you safe.”

“If someone really wants me dead, I don’t think a little thing like that would stop them,” I said, remembering the frequent orc attacks on the way back from Dunshire.

“No, but you don’t want to make it easy for them, do you?”

When I didn’t say anything, Rico pulled me closer, embracing me.

“You’re like a son to me, Jeremy. I promised your father that I would always look after you, and I wouldn’t be doing my duty if I didn’t make this last request of you.” He pulled back to look at me. “Promise me you’ll stay out of the dungeons? Will you promise me that?”

I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t going to outright lie to him, especially when I knew his concern was genuine. But what he was asking me was like asking a fish to stay out of water.

I just couldn’t fathom it.

Rico didn’t wait for my answer. He seemed to take my lack of response as a tentative acceptance. He tapped my shoulders and stepped away.

“We’re going to find whoever is targeting you, Jeremy. I promise you that. And if it happens to be these Renards, I’m going to make them wish they’d never been born.”

“Am I liable to run into them?” I asked. “Where do they live?”

“Northeast of Numeria,” he answered. “A large estate near the coast. They keep to themselves mostly, unless they’re diving, so I wouldn’t expect you to run into them. And from what I’ve heard, the new members on their diving team are their children. The original members were Kane and his wives Raven and Lilith. Their children are Seth and Camilla, who should be around your age if I remember correctly.”

“With the children coming of age, are they starting with Twilight Depths?” I asked. “To get them their experience?”

“Already been there,” replied Rico. “The last I heard, they were about to dive the third dungeon.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, I knew exactly what I was going to do.


Chapter
Eight



As soon as I arrived back at the dorms, I let the entire team know about my conversation with Rico. Mostly, it revolved around the Renard family, but I also told them about Rico’s desire to keep us out of the dungeons for our own safety.

“How can he ask that of us?” asked Elise, who seemed to take the most offense to it. “He’s Rico Cartwright of all people! The man practically shits out dungeon minotaurs.”

“Okay, all disgusting imagery aside, it makes some sense,” said Mira, pushing her glasses up her nose. “And if Rico thinks this is serious enough for us to stay out, it’s something we need to consider.”

“But for how long though?” asked Seraphina. “Because even if we discount the Renards, we’re not exactly full of leads. Not since Jeremy dismembered the last one.”

“It was the right thing to do,” I said, giving her a weird look.

Seraphina giggled. “I know, but still. We’re no closer to finding out who is behind this. And I’m not a proponent of running away from my problems.”

That was certainly true. This new version of Seraphina was definitely more mature and more worldly than the old one.

“So what do we do?” asked Mira. “It’s not like we can keep it a secret from Rico if we start diving again. He’s going to find out anyway.”

“And I think it’ll cause a rift between us,” I added. “He was very sincere about his wishes for us to stay out.”

“How do you feel about it, Jeremy?” asked Seraphina. “You have the best relationship with him. I don’t think any of us want to put you in a bad spot.”

I’d been thinking about it all afternoon. While I appreciated Rico’s concern and I was definitely willing to consider his request, I also knew that I was born for this. Looking away wouldn’t just be extremely difficult—it would be downright impossible.

“I want to keep diving,” I said. “My goal since the very beginning was to conquer the Path of Progression. I knew there would be headaches and threats, even outside the dungeons. Just because we face another threat doesn’t mean that I’m willing to throw in the towel. If anything, it makes my resolve stronger, but I know I’m only speaking for myself. And I think it’s important that all of you weigh in on this too. We’re still a team.”

“And we still have this diving holiday to contend with,” added Mira. “Which makes this decision even more difficult because if we’re going to do Shadow Abyss, we have to make a decision quickly and get moving.”

“Can we still get to Shadow Abyss using the Olypeppers?” asked Elise. “With it being winter?”

Mira nodded. “Olypepper service only shuts off in the snow, and that’s only to the far north. Shadow Abyss is in the southeast, so it won’t be a problem.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” joked Seraphina to Elise. “You’re still going to have to fly either way.”

“Great,” mumbled Elise. “Looking forward to it.”

“Well, my vote is to go,” said Mira, after taking a moment to look into everyone’s face. “Like Jeremy said, we’re here for one reason only. This is a diving team, and that’s what we’re going to do. And I like the idea of going to Shadow Abyss right now and not having to wait an additional month.”

Mira let out a loud sigh as soon as it was out, something that I found exceptionally adorable.

“You both make a lot of good points,” said Seraphina as her head tilted from side to side. “I’m in. Let’s do this. Let’s conquer the third dungeon.”

With three of us onboard, our attention turned to Elise. She was slowly munching on a cinnamon roll, and her expression was mostly unreadable. I wondered if she was about to disagree with us, and whether this discussion was about to last into the night.

“If Sera-boo is in, then so am I,” said Elise, taking a giant bite of her cinnamon roll. “I mean, whoph am I to shit out on the slidelines?”

“I think you mean sit out on the sidelines,” said Mira, giggling. “Not shit out.”

Elise frowned. “That’s what I said.”

We all started to laugh at that, and a lot of the tension left the room. Mira moved from her current position so that she could sit in my lap, putting her arm around my neck.

“How do you think Rico will take this?” she asked nervously. “You don’t think we’ll be burning a bridge, will you?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. I can’t remember a time when I’ve been on his bad side. He’s always been like that fun uncle. I know his concern is coming from a good place, so I’m not sure what he’ll do.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “Either way, this isn’t entirely on you. The whole team voted, and we made our decision. He’ll just have to accept that.”

“It makes it easier, I’m not going to lie,” I said, chuckling. “Though no matter what’s in front of us, we always seem to be united.”

She leaned forward and kissed me sweetly. “That’s because we have a really great leader.”

“More like I have a really awesome team,” I said, kissing her back.

I was just about to take it one step further when we heard a knock on our door. I glanced at the time, and I knew exactly who our surprise visitor was.

When I opened the door, I found the very small, very sexy Vaeda staring back at me. She looked anxious to be here, especially when she saw the other girls all watching her.

“Don’t be nervous,” I said, trying to lighten the tension. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

“I’ll believe you when I hear what your team has to say,” she said nervously, making her way into the living room and sitting down next to me. The other girls all congregated on the other couch, and it felt a little like an interview to me.

“Well?” I said finally to the rest of the girls. “Should we let her know what we think?”

Of course, it was Elise who responded. She put on an angry expression and shook her finger in Vaeda’s face.

“Listen here, bitch,” said Elise. “You get one shot and one shot only!”

Vaeda gasped. So did I for that matter. Both Mira and Seraphina rounded on Elise, who dissolved into a fit of giggles.

“What? I thought we were doing the good constable, bad constable thing,” said Elise. “Were we not?”

Mira rolled her eyes and waved at Vaeda. “As you can clearly see, Elise is our team joker. If you’re going to be on this team, you can’t take her seriously unless her bow is in her hands.”

“And even then, it’s still like fifty-fifty,” added Seraphina.

Vaeda looked around at all of our faces as hope blossomed. “If I’m going to be on your team?” she repeated. “Does that mean what I think it means? You’re going to let me join?”

“We’re all willing to give you a shot,” said Mira. “I think we want to see what you can do more than anything, before we give our final word.” Mira looked over at Seraphina nervously. “Also, we want to make sure we maintain the harmony on our team.”

“She means she doesn’t want you and Seraphina to kill each other,” said Elise bluntly. “Which, I’m not really the team joker. Personally, I see myself as the glue that holds the team together.”

Vaeda giggled as her eyes finally fell on Seraphina. I was holding my breath to see how the two women were going to react to each other, but I should have given them both more credit.

“I’m willing to let bygones be bygones,” said Seraphina, holding her hand out. “School was a long time ago. I know we both did things we regret, but I’m willing to start fresh if you are.”

Vaeda looked at her hand for a long time without doing anything. I was starting to get nervous that this wasn’t going to happen when I elbowed her in the side gently.

“Seraphina isn’t wrong,” I said. “She’s changed a lot from the person we used to know. I’ve given her a second chance. Can you?”

She shot me a sideways grin as she then took Seraphina’s hand. “I can do that. I can definitely do that.”

Mira was so excited that she started clapping. I was grinning from ear-to-ear, and even Seraphina looked happy about what had developed.

“But I’m warning both of you,” said Mira, in a rare display of teasing. “If either of you act up, we’re going to lock you in a room with Henrietta Carlsberg.”

“Who’s Henrietta Carlsberg?” asked Vaeda confusingly.

Elise scoffed. “Your worst nightmare.”

“I think we’ll be just fine,” said Seraphina, still laughing before she turned serious. “But should we tell Vaeda just what she’s getting herself into?”

I bit my lip. “Yep, I’ll do the honors with that. She deserves to know all of it.”

“All of what?” asked Vaeda.

For the next ten minutes, I didn’t spare any details. I told her all about our first two dives, including the sea serpent, Slayer, Rico’s recent warnings, and even the Renards. I might have overdone it, but I wanted to make sure Vaeda knew exactly what she was getting herself into.

“So that’s all of it,” I said finally. “And I know that’s a lot but we’re not exactly an ordinary team. If you join with us, our enemies become yours. It’s going to be exceptionally dangerous.”

I knew that Vaeda was shocked about all of it. Who wouldn’t be? We weren’t the kind of team that was going to go unnoticed anyway, especially with how quickly we were accumulating levels.

But when Vaeda gave me her answer, I knew that we made the right decision.

“I’ve been bored outta my mind for two years sitting on the sidelines,” said Vaeda, giving me a fierce expression. “I think it’s time I got a little excitement in my life.”

“She’s a tough one, I like her,” said Elise. “She’s going to fit right in.”

“Besides,” added Vaeda, glancing at me. “I once told your mother I’d look after you, and I see this as another way I can do that. I think she’d be really happy to know we were on the same team.”

“I think so too,” I said, grinning.

“Okay, now we need to see the thing we’re all dying to see,” said Mira. “Can you show us your badge already?”

Vaeda laughed and pressed the button on her shoulder to display her stats.

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 39

Experience: 178/800

Stats:

Strength: 44

Agility: 46

Magical Power: 38

Stamina: 42

Intelligence: 43

Charisma: 40

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance

“Wow,” said Mira, scanning it over. “A lot to talk about here. What does Rapid Strike do?”

Vaeda clicked on the information box to bring it up.

Rapid Strike – This ability gives +8 points to the user’s Strength stat during battle.

“That’s really badass,” said Elise. “And it’ll definitely help in the dungeons!”

“I see you have an upgrade in your spells too,” added Seraphina. “Can you give us a rundown of those?”

“Of course,” replied Vaeda as she pointed to each of them. “So Light Footsteps mutes all noise that I make for a small period of time. Since I fight as a rogue, it really helps keep me stealthy, which I kinda need. I upgraded it because the original spell only lasted a couple minutes. Callback allows me to summon my daggers back after I throw them, which is very handy. Lastly, Shadow Lance creates a physical lance of dark energy that I can use to attack with. I wasn’t sure about it at first, but I find it really useful now.”

“They’re solid spells,” I said. “And you’re in the same position as Elise where you’ll be needing new spells very soon. We just upgraded some of ours as well.”

Vaeda smiled. “Can I see all of yours too?”

We all took turns showing off our badges and explaining our abilities and attacks. Vaeda didn’t have a lot to say until the end when she was examining mine.

“Holy crap,” she swore, touching my forearm. “Level 52? Jeremy, how is that even possible? You’ve leveled up so quickly!”

I had to admit that I really liked the feeling of her hand on me. Now that she was going to be around all the time, I was going to have to learn to control my feelings around her.

“We’ve been very fortunate,” I said. “As far as I’m concerned, this is the best team in Aspatria.”

“Oh, fuck yes!” agreed Elise. “We’re all total badasses. Which is why we gave ourselves the name Daredevils.”

“And we’re only going to get stronger,” I added. “So are you willing to join team Daredevil?”

Vaeda gave me a coy smirk that I thought was just beautiful. “I’m so totally in. Let’s do this!”

Mira got really excited. “This is so great! I’ll book our Olypepper ride out of here first thing in the morning. Shadow Abyss, here we come!”
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I had a new wind in my sails the next morning. Not only was I feeling the adrenaline about diving the third dungeon in the Path, but I was ecstatic to have Vaeda with us. It was like having a little piece of home with me, in a way that was different from Seraphina.

Even though Seraphina was also from Volantis, I hadn’t really known her until after we started diving. Vaeda reminded me of growing up and all the pleasant feelings that went with it.

And that was before I accounted for how gorgeous she was. I’d almost forgotten how perfect Vaeda looked, but then again, I’d always had a thing for dryads.

It was hard not to. The women of the race just all screamed sex in some way or another, and Vaeda was no exception. From that wavy, honey-brown hair all the way down to her incredibly-bare attire that didn’t do much to cover her sensual body, it was very difficult not to crush on Vaeda.

And it was going to be even harder now that she was on a team where I was intimate with every other member.

Nothing illustrated this further than the next morning, when the two of us were sitting around the table drinking our coffee. The other girls were still getting ready, and more than a few times I saw Elise run around wearing just her bra as she struggled to get dressed (not that I minded).

Vaeda was oddly calm that morning, and she was ready before the other girls. She was only wearing what could be confused for a swimsuit with her light-green attire that barely covered her breasts and waist. I was having a hard time not staring, and when I met her eyes minutes later, she smiled at me.

“Does it always feel this way for you?”

I gulped heavily, wondering what she was getting at. Had she caught me checking her out?

“What feeling are you referring to?”

Vaeda wrung her hands nervously. “This excitement? I haven’t felt this way in years! I’m so excited to dive again! After what happened, there were days when I thought I’d never step foot in another dungeon.”

“Oh, that,” I said, grateful to have not been busted. “Yeah, it does. I love the feeling. It’s like chasing a high that you never want to end.”

Vaeda giggled. “It’s kinda like sex if I’m being honest.”

I nearly dropped my mug. It banged against the table with a much louder sound than usual. Did she really just say that? In my entire life, I’d never heard Vaeda say one thing that could even be remotely construed as sexual.

Even to the point where I’d never even heard her say the word “boob.” It was always “girl parts” or something like that. Of course, this was always mismatched with the fact that the dryads dressed so casually that it was almost like they weren’t wearing clothes sometimes.

Which definitely made my teenage years a very interesting time.

Vaeda noticed my stumble and lowered her eyes as she tried not to laugh. “Sorry, was that too much?”

“I mean, a little. Not in a bad way, it’s just, I’ve never heard you say anything like that before, Vaeda.”

“I know,” she said, which shocked me a little further. “I’ve had to censor myself a lot over the years, especially when I was around you.”

“Why is that?”

“Because you’re five years younger than me,” she said, laughing softly. “And your mother trusted me to look after you at times. I didn’t want her to ever think I was corrupting you so I learned to hold back my thoughts or comments, especially when they were raunchy.”

“Which is how often exactly?” I asked, giving her a pointed look.

Vaeda let out a throaty giggle which caused the blood in my body to rush south. “A little too often. It comes with the territory after all. Dryads don’t have a reputation for being very horny creatures for no reason.”

My cock lurched inside my pants when she said the word horny. I’d always heard that saying too, but after knowing Vaeda I thought that it definitely didn’t apply to every dryad.

Maybe I was wrong after all?

“So why now?” I asked. “Why aren’t you censoring yourself now?”

Vaeda kept that coy smile tight on her lips. “I didn’t think I had to anymore. You’re not just the young neighbor boy anymore. You’re higher-leveled than me now. You’re a man, and I really don’t feel like I could corrupt you anymore. Might be the other way around.”

“Oh, you got that right, sister,” added Elise, who was rushing around the table still in her bra. “The stories I could tell about this one!”

I found myself turning red as Vaeda giggled. Elise didn’t stay to chat as she grabbed something to wear off the floor, stuffing her head into it and retreating toward the bathroom.

“Plus there’s the fact that there’s all of them,” added Vaeda, pointing her finger in Elise’s direction. “And it didn’t take me long to pick up on the dynamic here. It’s not just Elise. It’s all of them, isn’t it?”

I stayed bright red as I nodded. “Yeah, it is.”

Vaeda reached across the table and touched my hand. “You don’t need to be embarrassed! I knew this was going to happen. And it only makes sense. This is a good thing, and I’m very proud of you.”

“It’s still taking me some time to get used to it though,” I admitted. “Not just them, but with you here too. It changes things with us a little.”

Vaeda’s tongue clicked against the upper part of her mouth. “It doesn’t have to change that much.”

I was hard by the time she finished talking. What exactly did she mean by that? Did she mean . . . no, she couldn’t mean that.

But what if she did?

I was still trying to pick my response when the three other girls appeared with all their things.

“We’ve got to get moving,” said Mira, checking the time. “Our flight departs in exactly fifteen minutes!”

That warning lit a fire under all of us. We rushed to check out of the dorm alongside half a dozen other teams, most of whom were trying to return home before the diving holiday. I didn’t see any of them talking about cramming another dungeon in, and I hoped that meant we’d be able to get right into Shadow Abyss when we got there.

Our Olypepper ride was fairly uneventful. It took us no more than an hour and a half by air to cross the distance to our destination, and we were the only ones riding on the Olypepper. I noticed, with disappointment, that we didn’t have a first-time pilot this time, but that seemed to put Elise at ease, who had one of her better flights.

By the time we were getting closer, I was anxious to see this city. I’d heard the city of Enaspah was supposed to be very unique and beautiful, but I had no idea to what degree. Mira wouldn’t tell me either, and she only grinned at me when I pestered her for details.

“Just wait and see,” she said mischievously. “You’re going to love it! It’s so cool!”

“I can still love it if I know what it looks like beforehand,” I argued, but Mira wouldn’t budge. She linked her arm with mine.

“Trust me,” she said. “You’re going to want your first sight of it to be from the air.”

As it turned out, Mira was exactly right. As we flew around the last mountain before reaching the ocean, my jaw dropped.

I’d never seen anything like it before.


Chapter
Nine



The city of Enaspah was like nothing I’d ever seen before. I thought I’d seen a good portion of Aspatria in our travels, but nothing compared to the sight in front of us now.

For one, Enaspah didn’t so much as sit on the ground, but instead it hung from under the side of a long cliff. I could see huge, metal supports that anchored the city into the solid rock above us, making it look like a child’s toy that hung off a much-larger tree branch.

It was in Enaspah that the tallest buildings were actually closest to the ground. Their tall roofs and spiral enclosures reached up toward the solid rock, almost scrapping them in a sight of sheer beauty.

Below the city was a flat-sandy beach that stretched for miles and miles in a north-south orientation. Alongside it was the ocean, rippling with waves that crashed repeatedly over the sand. I realized at that point that when the tide was in, most of the city would be over the water, offering an interesting parallel to the other cities of Aspatria.

“Wow,” was all I could say as we flew over the city.

I wasn’t the only one. Even Mira, who was the only one that had been here before, looked on in wonder.

“It’s so beautiful,” whispered Seraphina. “Can we live here permanently?”

“That’s awfully tempting, isn’t it?” replied Mira.

When we came in for a landing, the Olypepper descended on a prepared field that was on top of the rock holding the city. Right off the field was a large staircase made entirely of wood that was both simple in design and elegant in orientation. The staircase was the only way to get down into the city, and even now we passed several groups on their way up to the Olypepper field.

“If anyone’s afraid of heights, now is definitely not the time to look down,” advised Mira, leaning over the railing of the stairs.

I heard Elise groan behind us. “Mira, why do you have to be like that? I thought I was safe once I got off the Olypepper.”

Mira turned her head and flashed a grin. “I just wanted to give you proper warning!”

Elise gave her a crude gesture which made all of us laugh.

I stopped next to Vaeda, who was walking just in front of Seraphina. I noticed that both women had kept their distance with each other this morning, being cordial to each other but not what I would consider friendly.

“Still doing okay?” I asked Vaeda. “No regrets yet, right?”

She smiled. “None at all. Just grateful to be here.”

“It’s going to be fun having someone new on the team again,” I said. “When Seraphina joined, it was interesting to see how her spells and abilities complemented ours. I can’t wait to do the same with you.” I turned my head to look back at Seraphina. “Do you remember our first training, Seraphina?”

The redheaded elf smiled, nodded, but didn’t say anything else. I pursed my lips, almost wishing that her response would have been more engaging.

“I’m sure we can get some training in today before we dive,” said Vaeda. “I’ve already started to shake the rust off, but it will be nice to see the team dynamic together.”

“I want to see those daggers in action,” added Elise. “If they look really cool, I just might steal them from you.”

Vaeda produced her daggers and pointed them at Elise, which made the bratty blonde drop her smile quickly.

“Nobody takes my daggers from me,” said Vaeda very seriously, before breaking out into a grin. “Just saying.”

To my relief, Seraphina was the one that laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Elise speechless before.”

Elise elbowed her. “I’m not speechless! I just . . . haven’t decided what to say yet.”

“Uh, Elise, that’s what speechless means.”

Elise pouted while we made our way into the city. It was a very warm day for the early winter months, almost to the point where we didn’t need any extra clothing to keep us warm. There was a soft breeze throughout the city too, coming up from the water and keeping everything very temperate.

What I liked the most about it was the way they took advantage of the sunlight. There wasn’t much of it since the city was settled under the cliff, meaning that normally everything would be darker than it should be in the daytime.

The Enaspahans solved that problem by using mirrors. Great large mirrors sat along the edges of the rock, reflecting sunlight under the rock and illuminating the entire city. It was ingenious and beautiful at the same time, giving the city a unique charm all of its own.

It didn’t take us very long to find an inn. After we arrived, the innkeeper explained that most diving teams had already left the city in preparation for the diving holiday, so rooms had opened up quite quickly. He was also the one to show us where the DDU house was located so we could find the entrance to Shadow Abyss.

“Right over here,” said the innkeeper, leading us to the window. He pointed his finger toward the base of the rock overhead, where I could see a small wooden structure that was anchored against the side of the rock, accessible only via a rope ladder that hung from the bottom. “That’s the DDU house. Shadow Abyss is set against the side of the rock.”

“The side of the rock?” repeated Elise. “Now that’s very interesting. I wonder how that was discovered.”

“Well, about five hundred years ago, there were two explorers,” began Mira. “James Enaspah and his brother-in-law, Eris. Together, they first set foot on the rock that would harbor the city—”

Elise groaned. “I meant that figuratively not literally, Mira.”

Mira blinked. “I don’t think you know what those words mean.”

After we settled into our rooms, we made the short trek over to the DDU house to get on the schedule. Luckily, what we’d heard from the innkeeper seemed largely true. We were able to get on the schedule for tomorrow’s dive without any problems. Or without any other diving teams scheduled to go in with us.

Everything was moving just a little too smoothly, making me wonder when our luck would change. As it turned out, that happened later on that night.
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“Shadow Lance!”

I watched, mostly speechless, as Vaeda’s spell summoned a dark void that extended from her hand to a point about ten feet out from her. She was able to wield it by twisting the direction of her hand, and it cut through the lowly minotaurs and imps of the practice arena like they were nothing more than fleas.

It was only an hour after we checked in at the DDU house, and the first thing we decided to do was see how well Vaeda could perform on the field of battle. I had high hopes for her, mostly because I kinda knew what she could do already. I’d seen her practice hundreds of times over my life, and I knew she was a very talented diver.

All of it was on full display this afternoon. After creating a comfortable bubble around herself with the lance, she let it dissipate and moved toward her daggers. It was here that her high Agility stat allowed her to be incredibly deadly, stalking the minotaurs and killing them before they even knew what was happening.

I still couldn’t get over just how accurate she was too. When Vaeda threw her daggers, they almost always landed on target. She took out each eye of an imp from about fifty feet away before using her Callback spell to bring them back before the creature had even hit the ground.

By the time an hour was up, I was seriously impressed.

“Damn,” I said, once the last minotaur hit the ground. “I knew you were good, but . . .”

Vaeda grinned impishly. “Didn’t know I was that good, did you?”

“Girl, that was some serious ass-kicking,” added Elise, putting away her bow. “That Callback spell is awesome! I wonder if I can get that for my arrows?”

“Yeah, I’m very sold,” added Mira. “I like what you bring to the group. I also really like that you were willing to do your own thing for the most part, but when someone else gets pressed you can move to help.”

“That’s how it worked on my old team,” replied Vaeda. “I was always flexible depending on what the situation called for.”

I couldn’t have been more satisfied at how this was turning out. I brought my team together, and we wrapped our arms around each other. “This is the kind of team that can beat Serpent Hollows. I just know it. I feel it in my heart that we can conquer anything in front of us.”

Feelings were riding incredibly high as we made our way back to the inn. Most of the girls wanted to spend the evening in a relaxing and leisurely way in preparation for tomorrow, but it was Mira that had other ideas as she emerged from the bedroom all dressed up around dinnertime.

“Jeremy, would you like to go on another date?” she asked, fluttering her eyelashes behind her glasses. “Since it seems to be a pre-dungeon routine for us now?”

I had a hard time putting my tongue back in my mouth. Mira looked exquisitely gorgeous. Her hair was long, shiny, and voluptuous. She was wearing a black dress that matched the color of her hair, and it also showed off generous portions of skin around her breasts and her upper thighs. She seemed a little nervous to let me see her in it, and I realized that the virginal Mira of a few months back would have never had the courage to show herself in it.

I loved just how far we’d come in that relatively short period of time.

“I think that he loves the dress judging by the look on his face,” said Seraphina with a small giggle.

“Someone is getting lucky tonight,” added Vaeda, letting out a low whistle.

I had a hard time meeting Vaeda’s gaze after that was said. It was a weird but anxious feeling. I was now seeing the adult Vaeda for the first time in my life, after so many years of us having a platonic relationship.

To say I was still adjusting to it was an understatement.

“Loving the dress doesn’t do it justice,” I managed to say finally. “Yes, let’s have a date night. I’m all in!”

It didn’t take me long to get ready, though I still felt underdressed in my best outfit compared to Mira. She just looked so beautiful, especially as we sat down at an outdoor cafe that was set right against the cliff. The sun was already starting to set, providing the perfect atmosphere for a date. Mira reached across the table to hold my hand with both of hers, and for that moment, everything was right with the world.

Her eyes shimmered as she gazed at me. “I love you, Jeremy.”

“I love you too, Mira.”

She let out a content sigh. “I can’t tell you how happy I am with everything right now. This was something I always wanted, and now I feel like I have it. Despite the threats, I wouldn’t trade this team for anything in the world.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Not that there won’t be dark days ahead, but I’d rather face them with all of you than alone,” I said. “Or with anyone else.”

“Vaeda seemed to fit right into the team today,” noted Mira. “Diving-wise, she’s going to be a perfect fit.”

“What about just team-wise?” I asked. “Do you think she’s going to get along with everyone?”

Mira smiled anxiously. “I think she’ll do just fine with me. And she had no problems handling Elise, which is another big test. I still worry a little about Seraphina. They didn’t seem too chummy today.”

“But not hostile either,” I said. “They’re still figuring each other out. There’s a lot of bad blood there, but I’m confident they can put it behind them. Especially as Vaeda keeps integrating into the team.”

“Which she seems to be doing almost too well,” said Mira, blushing a little. “So how long have you had a crush on her?”

I nearly dropped my fork. Was I that easy to read? Maybe for Mira, who didn’t miss a thing.

“How’d you know?” I asked

“It’s not that hard to figure out,” she replied, giggling. “Besides, you’re my boyfriend. I know you better than just about anyone else. I see the way you look at her, and it’s not any different from the way you look at me, Elise, or Seraphina.”

I let out a loud exhale. There was no sense in denying it, not that I felt like I would be punished for it anyway.

“Yeah, I’ve always had a crush on her,” I said. “Going back years, when she used to be my sitter. You can imagine what it was like when I was thirteen and she was eighteen.”

“I’m guessing surging hormones made it hard to think about anything else?”

I chuckled. “Pretty much. Until very recently, I thought she only looked at me as that young neighbor boy. And she was always the picture of propriety too, which made it even more difficult.”

Mira raised an eyebrow. “Even dressed the way she does? I wouldn’t call that propriety. She’s barely clothed most of the time.”

“Dryads are all like that,” I replied. “Trust me, I know. It made for a weird experience to see her refusing to swear around me while I was watching her boobs jiggle under that small piece of cloth that she calls a shirt. Let’s just say that it inspired many fantasy sessions when I was growing up.”

Mira laughed. “I can only imagine. And I can’t fathom what you’re thinking about now that it’s all changed?”

My eyebrows drew tight in confusion. “What do you mean by that?”

Mira took a sip of her wine. “I mean that she most definitely has a crush on you now.”

That was certainly news to me. I knew that something was different, but I just thought that it was because Vaeda wasn’t treating me like a kid anymore.

Could it really be something more?

“Are you sure about that, Mira?”

“I’m pretty sure,” she replied, grinning at me. “It’s hard to miss. I don’t know her as well as I know you, but I’ve found her looking at you when she thinks you’re not paying attention. And the way she acts around you seems to confirm it. I mean, she did join our team after all.”

“What does that have to do with it?”

“She probably knew that joining us would mean joining our relationship too,” replied Mira. “It would be hard for her to remain outside it otherwise. I’m sure she knows what she’s getting into, and she’s already accepted that it’s going to happen.”

I leaned back in my chair. “That’s a lot to take in. Not that I don’t want it, but I’ve just spent so much time thinking that my relationship with Vaeda would always be platonic. It’s just happening really fast.”

Mira laughed and patted my hand. “I think you’ll be okay. You get the total love and devotion of four beautiful women. You’re going to be fine.”

Mira was totally right. Even if she was wrong about Vaeda, I still had the other girls, and I was a very satisfied man trying to keep up with their sex drives. Vaeda would be the icing on the cake, but how should I approach that situation without scaring her off?

The question was still on my mind as we left the restaurant a short while later. I put it on the back burner as we took a walk to one of the parks along the edge of the city, where there was a small grassy area that let us see the setting sun. I wrapped my arm around Mira’s back as we watched the sun dip below the horizon.

It was a perfect moment, but it wasn’t meant to last. I could hear movement behind us, and when I turned to see what it was, I saw another man and a woman making their way toward us. There was something about them that just seemed to indicate danger, and I felt adrenaline pumping into my body as they approached.

“Would you look at that, Camilla?” said the man, sneering to himself as he pointed at us. “If it isn’t the team of famous scabs that’s been getting so much attention.”

Camilla shook her head as she glared at us. “It was only a matter of time until we met, unfortunately. And now that I see them in person, I’m even less impressed.”

“Who the fuck are you?” I asked, finding their attitudes repugnant for someone I’d never met.

“Jeremy,” whispered Mira. “Those are the Renards!”

“You don’t even know who we are,” said the man, who I took to be Seth Renard since he seemed closer in age to us. “And yet we know everything about you.”

“We don’t need any trouble tonight,” said Mira, wrapping her arm around me. “We’re on a date, so if you don’t mind, we could use some privacy.”

“Aww, a little date,” mimicked Camilla, using a baby voice to belittle Mira. “We’re so sorry to interrupt.”

“We just thought you scabs would like to know that we completed Shadow Abyss today,” added Seth. “Chalk up another victory for Team Renard, not that we needed any more of them.”

“I’ll be more impressed when your family learns some manners,” I said. “You can conquer all the dungeons you like but it doesn’t mean anything if you don’t have a little class.”

Seth Renard took a step closer to me, getting into my face. It reminded me of my first meeting with Cal, but whereas that was mostly a competitive rivalry between Cal and I, this felt all the more deadly.

“You might want to watch your back in Shadow Abyss,” snarled Seth. “We wouldn’t want you to get trapped in there like you did Cursed Chasm.”

“You seem to know a lot about it,” I replied. “Have something to do with that? Any Lubber connections, Seth?”

“My family has connections all over Aspatria,” he retorted. “Not that we would need them to take down a team of losers like yours. That would be a much more personal vendetta.”

“If that’s the case, why wait?” I asked, readying my hands. “We can settle this right now. Unless you’re scared to?”

Seth’s eyes narrowed. “Soon. Don’t get too comfortable, Pollard. Your time in the sun is almost over. The Renard family is going straight to the top, and we won’t let any third-rate teams stand in our way.”

Before I could respond, he checked my shoulder as both Renard children moved past us, walking in the other direction. I thought that perhaps the worst was over, but suddenly they turned to face us, both casting spells once they thought our guard was down.

“Force Torpedo!”

“Animal Rage!”

I had to react instantly as a beam of energy went hurdling directly at my head. I raised my hand and uttered my newest spell.

“Dispel!”

Before Seth’s spell could reach me, it dissipated into nothingness. I could feel the turbo-charged air around me, but I remained unharmed as I smirked at him.

For Mira though, it was a different story. Camilla’s Animal Rage raised a small army of creatures out of the ground. They weren’t physical in the living sense but more composed of spiritual energy. That made them no less dangerous though, especially as several large cats and wolves appeared out of nowhere and started stalking forward at us.

Mira reacted quickly, choosing one of her new spells too.

“Summon!”

It was the first time I’d seen her use it, and I was awed as the upgraded spell produced not one but two familiars out of the ground as well, in the form of majestic white tigers. Both of them were more solid than the demented familiars that Camilla conjured, and they wasted no time leaping forward to handle the threats.

I watched in awe as the tigers made short work of Camilla’s demented menagerie. When the last wolf was dead, both tigers sat on the ground as if to await the next threat.

“Neat trick,” snarled Camilla, lowering her hand.

“Have any other spells you want to try on us?” I asked. “Or do you only attack when no one can see you coming?”

Seth glared at me for just a moment before he replied. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

Within seconds, they were gone.

“What the fuck was that about?” swore Mira once we were alone. “What is with those people?”

“It reminds me of Cal’s team, just a lot more evil,” I said. “The only difference is that I think those people actually would attack us in the dungeon.”

“But they’d get thrown out! It’s against the rules!”

“That didn’t stop Slayer, did it?”

We were both feeling the pressure of the situation, but it was somewhat relieved as the familiars that Mira had conjured walked toward us. At first, I didn’t know what to think seeing two hulking tigers coming toward me like I was their next meal, but Mira didn’t seem to be afraid, especially when she knelt against the ground and offered her hands.

“Come here,” she said, clicking her tongue. “Come to momma. You were great. You scared those mean people away. Come here.”

Both tigers approached her like she was their mother. They nuzzled against her hand and finally the rest of the body while she giggled.

“This is so cool!” she said finally, losing much of the anger she felt moments ago. “Can you believe this, Jeremy?”

I didn’t believe it until one of the tigers came my way. I offered a hand to the creature, not really knowing what to expect. He nuzzled against my hand and then my legs, purring loudly as his tail wrapped around my feet.

“They’re so cute!” exclaimed Mira. “I just love them! I was wondering what form they would take, and I love that they’re tigers!”

“Very friendly tigers,” I added, falling to my knees to pet the second one, now that she had made her way over to me. “Well, maybe not for undead wolves or cats.”

Mira rubbed the chin of one. “Well, they’re smart enough to know bad guys when they see them. Don’t you? Don’t you?”

I had to laugh at the way she babied this adult tiger like it was nothing more than a kitten.

“Do you think they’ll always take this form?” she asked me suddenly. “Will they change into something else the next time I summon them?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “But I’m thinking probably not. They probably assumed this form because they knew it would be most pleasing to you.”

She nodded and petted both creature’s heads. “This is true. They just look so cute like this. So totally lovable!” She thought for a second until she looked at me. “Do you think I should name them?”

“I think they did such a great job that it would be a shame not to,” I replied honestly.

Mira laughed and stared at both tigers in front of her. One, which was slightly bigger, was obviously a male while the smaller one was a female. She put her finger against her lips while she thought.

“Okay, the boy is Peter and the girl will be Matilda!” said Mira, putting her hands together finally.

I chuckled. “Peter and Matilda? Not exactly what I was expecting from you on this one.”

She gave me a confused look. “What did you think I should call them?”

“I don’t know. Maybe like Mittens or Socks or something like that?”

Mira shook her head. “No, they’re too majestic for names like that. They deserve so much better.”

I laughed as I reached down to pat Peter on the head. “Peter, it is then. Thank you, Peter, for your help tonight. You too, Matilda.”

Matilda let out a small noise that was much too light to be a roar. I took it as more of an acknowledgment more than anything. After that happened, their timing must have run out because both tigers nuzzled Mira one more time before disappearing as the spell wore out.

Mira linked her arm to mine. “Despite the appearance of the Renards, it’s been an absolutely lovely evening!”

She was so cute that it hurt sometimes. I kissed her lovingly. “And it’s not over yet.”

She grinned. “Oh, I know. Trust me, I have plans for us.”


Chapter
Ten



“Peter and Matilda? Seriously? Those are the cutest names I’ve ever heard!”

The next morning, I listened with amusement as Mira gave the other girls a play-by-play of our date the night before. Thankfully, most of it was about the actual date, but of course the Renards were a topic of discussion as well.

“Just great,” grumbled Elise as we walked to the DDU house. “Another team of assholes to keep track of. I hoped that things were going to get easier as we got more experienced.”

“At least they already finished Shadow Abyss,” said Mira. “So we won’t see them today, but I agree with you, Elise. I think these people could be very dangerous.”

“Then we’ll make them wish that they hadn’t messed with us,” vowed Seraphina fiercely.

“I agree with Sera-boo,” said Elise. “Now, spill some details about when you two got home. I didn’t even feel the bed moving when you snuck in last night.”

My face turned red as Mira gave both women a very detailed description of our sex last night. Normally, that sort of thing wouldn’t bother me, but it was more the fact that Vaeda was listening that made me nervous about it. Finally, Vaeda hung back, wearing a grin that stretched across her entire face.

“Four orgasms in one night?” she said, bumping into me with her shoulder. “I had no idea my Jeremy was so . . . virile.”

“Sorry for all the details,” I said. “I’ve just learned to live with it, but I understand it’s kinda rude to an outsider.”

“No way,” she said, giggling as she touched my arm. “I don’t mind listening to it. I just wish that it wasn’t so long since I last got laid. Four orgasms sounds heavenly.”

My curiosity got the better of me. “How long has it been?”

“Way too long,” she replied. “Let’s just say there wasn’t a long vegetable in my house that was safe from me.”

That made for quite the image. For a few brief moments, I couldn’t get the picture of that out of my head. All I could imagine was Vaeda laid out on a bed, her tiny skirt raised as she rubbed a cucumber against her clit.

I was still drained from Mira, but I felt my body responding to the image regardless.

If only I could have indulged it a little further. Vaeda changed the subject to something much more mundane for the last few minutes before we climbed the ladder to the DDU house. It was still very early that morning, and most of the city hadn’t woken up yet. I suspected that the DDU house would be all but empty, and I was proven right when I poked my head up from the floor, seeing only a single official at the counter.

“You must be my diving team today!” he said, clearly very excited to see us. My guess was that he expected it to be a boring day with the holiday coming, and this would give him something to look forward to.

We checked in completely before the official, who couldn’t have been much older than twenty-five, led us to the dungeon entrance. It was positioned toward the back of the building, where the entire house was anchored against the sheer rock wall. In fact, most of the house didn’t even bother with a wall on this side, just using the rock itself, except for this one area that was covered by a large door with steel hinges.

We all grabbed our weapons, preparing for entry while the official opened the door. I glanced over at Vaeda, watching her twirl her daggers with both hands.

“Are you ready for this?” I asked. “Not too late to turn back if you still want to?”

She reached over to squeeze my hand, grinning in the process. “I’ve never been more excited. I’m so ready for this.”

I noticed that she squeezed her thighs together when she said the words, and my mind immediately wondered just how excited she was.

I felt like I was going crazy. This tiny dryad woman was turning me on more than I ever thought possible.

“Okay, team Daredevils,” said the official. “You just need to step on through the entrance, and you’ll arrive in Shadow Abyss. Who wants to do the honors?”

I wasn’t surprised when Vaeda offered to go first. “Can I go through? It’s been such a long time for me.” She then looked at the rest of us. “As long as that’s okay with all of you?”

“Lead the way,” I said, offering my hand.

Vaeda smiled and moved closer to the opening. She lifted one leg, which made her tiny skirt stretch almost all the way up her pale-green thigh. She stepped over the barrier, and soon she was gone.

I followed after Vaeda, seeing her as soon as I was all the way through. We were in a darkened room that didn’t look anything like the other two dungeons. It was a cubed room, a very unnatural formation that made me wonder why this was the starting point. Since there weren’t any immediate threats, we just waited for the other girls to appear.

One by one, they followed. Seraphina was the last to step through, at which point we heard a loud bang as the door to the dungeon was shut behind her.

“Time to shine, team,” I said. “We all know what to do.”

We assumed our default fighting position, which was still trapezoidal in nature, despite the addition of Vaeda. I put both Vaeda and Seraphina on the wings while I occupied the center, with Mira and Elise behind us in support. What I liked most about this position was how Vaeda could rotate. If she needed to go back to support Mira and Elise, I could easily slide over to take her position.

In our formation, we started moving forward, entering a long hallway that was mostly dark. Part of me was struck by just how different this was from the other dungeons. I knew I wasn’t the only one who thought so either when Elise commented on it.

“Why does this not even feel like a dungeon?” she asked Mira. “What is this called? And where are we?”

Mira rolled her eyes playfully. “Don’t you ever read up on the dungeons at all?”

“Mira, I thought we established this already. If I need to know something, I just ask you.”

Mira might have pretended to be annoyed, but she looked anything but. “This is just the entrance. We should come to the Oracle here any second.”

“The Oracle?” repeated Elise. “That doesn’t sound ominous or anything.”

“She’s a dungeon creature,” said Mira. “But one that doesn’t attack us. There’s not a lot of information about her, but she’s supposed to help by giving us clues on how to navigate what’s in front of us.”

“What clues are there to give?” asked Elise. “Surely, we know the layout already?”

“We do . . . somewhat,” replied Mira. “The Oracle gives different clues to every team. What we’ll be asked to do inside the dungeon is different from the last team. The layout is still the same though. Shadow Abyss is unique in the fact that there are only three floors in total, and the boss is on the last floor as you might expect.”

“Oh, so this is going to be a cakewalk compared to Cursed Chasm,” said Elise, getting excited all of a sudden.

Both Seraphina and Vaeda started to laugh.

“I don’t think so,” said Vaeda. “From what I’ve heard, both floors before the boss are part of this impossible maze that’s really difficult to escape from.”

“Vaeda is largely correct,” added Mira. “The maze spans both floors and even has underwater portions that make it more challenging. There will be many dungeon monsters, including the demons that we already faced in Cursed Chasm. Nothing about Shadow Abyss is said to be straightforward, so that means we’ll have to rely on our wits to survive.”

Elise’s shoulders slumped forward. “Great. That means I’m dead already.”

I chuckled and put my arm around her waist. “You’ll be just fine. As a group, we are very capable and very intelligent. Mostly because we have Mira.”

The brunette bookworm beamed with a smile, and I could tell even Elise felt better about it too. I kissed her softly before resuming my stance.

“We’re more than ready for this,” I said. “So let’s find this Oracle and give her a taste of our power.”

Seraphina glanced over and smiled. “I just got shivers when you said that!”

Just when it seemed like the blank entryway to the dungeon was going to go on forever, it finally broke. We found ourselves moving into a large room that was only open above us. On every other side was a large wall that used natural elements to close us in. On one side was a stone wall that I estimated was at least fifty feet high, possibly more. On the other side was a dense green plant that had lush leaves and branches that completely covered the other wall.

It was beautiful in one sense, but also very intimidating because I knew our hurdle was just about to begin.

There wasn’t much in the way of light here, and I noticed our bodies cast long shadows as we walked. Part of me wondered if it had anything to do with the name of the dungeon.

“Okay, first impressions are that this place isn’t as creepy as I expected,” said Seraphina, clutching her quarterstaff. “It looks rather nice actually.”

“Except for the whole being trapped in here,” noted Mira, glancing behind us. “The wall has already lowered.”

We all turned to see that there was only one way forward now. We wouldn’t be able to get back to the entrance until we either beat the dungeon or it killed us.

“Well, at least we only have one path forward now,” I said. “Let’s keep following this. Everyone keep your eyes open. We’ve battled the demons that are in here before, so you know what to expect.”

I noticed that our steps were echoing as we walked, rendering it much more difficult for us to achieve any degree of stealth in this section. I hoped that this hard stonework that we were currently walking on would break, and we might be able to get some grass where we could be much quieter.

For now though, there was nothing else we could do besides move forward. The walls of the maze led us around one left turn and then a right, but it hadn’t given us any other options up until that point. I was wondering just what kind of maze this actually was when something changed.

We moved into a room that had more open space, similar to the entrance that we’d started in. This time though, there was someone else waiting for us, someone illuminated by a soft bluish glow. I almost launched an attack once I saw something, but I held back from doing so and I’m glad I did.

We’d found the Oracle.

The Oracle of Shadow Abyss had many human features, but it wasn’t even close to being humanoid. To me, the creature seemed quite feminine, with pleasing, soft features on her face and long, white hair. She didn’t have pupils as much as she had eyes that were solid blue in color. There was no nose and only a tiny opening for a mouth.

The rest of her was clad in robes of various colors of white and blue, matching her skin and her eyes respectively. She was incredibly tall, almost double my size, and she towered over our team when we approached.

She was the first dungeon creature that I’d ever seen that wasn’t hostile. She almost seemed to be waiting for us, and she introduced herself as soon as we neared.

“Greetings,” she said, bowing her head forward. “I am the Oracle.”

I wasn’t sure about the etiquette, so I mimicked her movement. I bowed as well.

“Greetings. My name is Jeremy Pollard, and this is my team of divers.”

“Welcome to Shadow Abyss, Jeremy Pollard,” said the Oracle. “I have a message for your team that will aid you in your dungeon quest.”

“What message would that be?” asked Mira.

The Oracle put both hands together. “I’m only permitted to give you one clue. And that clue is this—obedience is the key to success.”

I glanced over at Mira, only to find that she was staring back at me. We both shrugged.

“That seems fairly straightforward,” I said finally. “So we have to be obedient if we want to get to the boss on the third floor?”

The Oracle didn’t give us a real answer. Again, she put her hands together. “Obedience is the key to success.”

“Yeah, we heard you the first time, sister,” said Elise. “Do you have any more pearls of wisdom for us?”

The Oracle put her hands together one more time. “Obedience is the key to success.”

Elise scoffed. “Kinda bitchy, isn’t she?”

“I guess that answer’s that question,” said Vaeda. “Good to know that we need to be obedient to win.”

“How would we not be obedient though?” questioned Mira, who seemed to be trying to guess the larger meaning behind the clue. “The dungeon rules are fairly straightforward. Not following them means you get disqualified and have to start over. So why wouldn’t we be obedient?”

“It might be some clue toward the puzzles that we face once we get further inside,” I said. “Maybe we’ll have multiple options, and we’ll have to pick the most obedient one?”

I didn’t love how the logic sounded on that, and I could tell the other girls weren’t feeling it either. Regardless, we didn’t have any other options right now. The Oracle had no more wisdom for us, so it was time to keep moving.

“I’ll say one thing though,” said Elise once we’d gotten a little further from the Oracle. “That lady gives me the creeps. What’s with those eyes?”

“She just feels out of place,” replied Seraphina. “I’m not used to a dungeon creature being helpful, let alone being able to speak in our language.”

“Don’t get too used to it,” warned Mira. “She’ll be the only helpful one we see in here.”

As we moved throughout the maze, I noticed that the walls changed depending on which portion we were currently in. The stonework to my left soon morphed into a solid wall of leaves, changing in colors as we walked by. Likewise, the waterfall on our left changed into nothing more than branches, making a fence-like structure that seemed to go all the way up into the sky.

We hadn’t seen any monsters yet, but I knew it was only a matter of time until something happened. It was only a few minutes later that we came to the first real fork in the road, giving us an option between taking a left turn and a right.

“There’s a sign on the wall there,” said Vaeda, pointing to it with her daggers. “What’s it say?”

“The path to victory leads to the left,” I read, before turning back to look at them. “I’d say that’s fairly straightforward, don’t you?”

“What if it’s a trick though?” asked Elise. “What if they’re telling us to go left but we should really go right?”

“I don’t think so,” said Mira, approaching the right side. “The Oracle said that obedience is the key to success.”

“Really?” replied Elise sarcastically. “I’d almost forgotten what she said. Not like she didn’t repeat it thirty times.”

“I’m thinking then that we only have one option,” said Mira, scanning the right path. “My guess is that something bad happens if we disobey by going right.”

Almost as if on cue, Mira stepped just a little too closely to the right path. Suddenly, we felt the ground shake as three hulking demons came rushing out of the right path. They couldn’t have been more ugly, standing nearly fifteen feet high with their overly-muscled bodies and possessed eyes. They had wicked, black horns coming out each side of their heads, and each of them wielded a long staff with a jagged point at the end of it.

Mira struggled to retain her balance, especially as the one in front lifted his giant leg and brought it crashing down, shaking the floor as violently as an earthquake would.

Seeing Mira in trouble, I reacted quickly, using Teleport to make it to her side to shave off a precious few seconds. I knew I couldn’t use Perilous Flames, as the demons would just absorb the fire, making them stronger, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try out one of the new spells.

“Dark Wave!”

The demon in front was hit with a solid jet of dark energy that seemed to eat right through his body. When I lowered my head, I saw a gaping hole about two feet in diameter right through the center of his abdomen. It would have been a death blow for anyone else, but the demon charged forward as if he hadn’t been touched.

“Dark Wave!”

This time, my aim was a little better. The dark energy ripped the head off the demon until he evaporated a moment later.

Even with the first one gone, I was forced to draw my swords as both remaining demons attacked with their long staves. I parried both of their initial blows, but I could see that just to the other side of me, Elise and Vaeda were ready to strike.

“Jeremy, leap back right now!” said Elise as she raised her hand.

I teleported to a spot twenty feet behind me. At that moment, I heard Elise and Vaeda unleash their spells.

“Ice Freeze!”

“Shadow Lance!”

Each of the remaining demons was struck down. The first was frozen solid, allowing Elise the chance to shoot her bow, turning the monster into ice cubes before he disappeared.

The other demon wasn’t as lucky. Vaeda’s Shadow Lance pierced the demon’s mouth, emerging out the backside of its skull. The creature fell to its knees by the time the lance disappeared, evaporating into smoke seconds later.

We all took a second to catch our breath, but it was Mira who spoke up first once the battle was over.

“I guess that answers that question,” she said. “We need to follow the directions. The dungeon will punish us if we don’t follow the signs.”

“Seems simple enough,” replied Seraphina. “We’ll just have to follow the signs to the stairs and see what happens.”

“I wonder if we’ve already started to gain stats” asked Elise, pushing her badge for all of us to see.

Name: Elise Carlsberg

Class: Archer

Level: 46

Experience: 501/1200

Stats:

Strength: 40

Agility: 42

Magical Power: 40 (+1)

Stamina: 46

Intelligence: 41

Charisma: 40

Abilities:

Never-Ending Quiver

Rain Dance

Spells:

Ice Freeze II

Illusion

Confusion

“Very nice,” said Elise, grinning. “And look at that—now I have enough MP for another spell.”

“That’s what you call bad timing,” joked Seraphina. “Too bad we couldn’t get that before we went into the dungeon.”

Elise shrugged. “Better late than never, I suppose.”

I felt the urge to check my stats too, bringing them up in front of me.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 52

Experience: 1385/1500

Stats:

Strength: 51

Agility: 54

Magical Power: 50

Stamina: 54

Intelligence: 60

Charisma: 61

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Extreme Speed

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames II

Teleport

Dark Wave

Dispel

“Oh, Jeremy! You’re about to level up again,” noticed Mira. “That didn’t take very long!”

“You know what I’ve been thinking though?” I asked, glancing at each of the girls in turn. “We became over-leveled after Cursed Chasm because of Slayer. What’s going to happen to us in here? Even with Slayer dead, there’s someone out there that could still target us here. What levels will we be after we defeat them?”

“That’s obvious,” replied Elise. “Level 100. Duh!”

I chuckled. “Let’s hope so, gorgeous. Let’s hope so. Come on, we keep moving forward.”


Chapter
Eleven



With what we now knew about following the rules, the entire team moved away from the right side of the path and toward the left. I had my swords ready for action, just in case it was some kind of trick, but we made it more than a hundred feet down the left path without any sign of a threat.

The inactivity wouldn’t last for very long. After a few more twists and turns, we emerged into a large courtyard that was sparsely decorated with trees along the interior. The courtyard was nearly a quarter of a mile long as well as wide, giving us plenty of space to fight, which ended up being necessary seeing as there were about fifty demons milling around in the middle.

This was the action we’d been waiting for. We spread out with me in the center and Vaeda and Seraphina waiting in the wings while Mira and Elise brought up our rear.

“Keep a tight perimeter,” I said to the girls. “Remember your skills and let’s kick some ass.”

As soon as I started talking, the demons stopped what they were doing and started to rush at us with a high degree of speed. The ground started rumbling, and these demons showed us a new trick that the others hadn’t.

They were able to breathe fire, very similar to Perilous Flames.

“Dispel!”

The first two walls of fire that came my way quickly dissipated in the face of my newest spell. I shot down one more before the wall of fire became too thick to ignore. I brought up my Magical Shield, crouching behind it as flames licked at its rim before it dissolved.

I didn’t have much of a chance to recover. The first demon to reach me lowered his shoulder and barreled into the shield, sending me flying. By the time I recovered my footing, I was awash in a small horde of about ten demons, each of them looking to turn me into their next meal.

“My turn,” I growled.

I knew I couldn’t use my abilities right now, since it made the most sense to save them for the boss fight later on. That didn’t mean that I couldn’t kick all kinds of ass even with this large group.

The first thing I did was call in a Lightning Strike on the three demons that were clustered relatively close together to my right. With my high MP stat, the Strike was able to vaporize them before the other demons even figured out what happened.

I used Teleport to move toward their former position, feeling the charged air around me before I hit the next closest demon with Dark Wave. More fire came my way, being quickly subsumed by Dispel before I brought my swords down on the next attacking demon.

From there, it was a delicate battle with the remaining ones that charged me. Several of them got by me, moving quickly at Mira and Elise while I hacked off limbs and heads before teleporting to my next victim.

My girls were in their element though. Elise’s archery had progressed well enough that she was achieving one-hit kills. She mowed down the demons with her bow, covering my back several times when I couldn’t spare the extra force. For those that did get just a little too close to her, she turned them into a frozen ice pop before moving on.

“A little help, Vaeda?” called out Elise, indicating the frozen monster a few feet from the tiny dryad.

Vaeda leapt to her right and aimed both daggers at the frozen demon. She tossed them, and both weapons rotated through the air before striking the ice and destroying the monster.

“Callback!”

As quickly as the daggers were thrown, they flew back toward their owner. Vaeda caught them both at the same time before whipping one back to slice the throat out of another demon.

On my other side, Mira and Seraphina were working in tandem, alongside Mira’s tigers, Peter and Matilda. Seraphina had used a Stonewall to shield Mira from the monsters, which allowed her to concentrate on keeping the demons from getting too close to our elf mastermind. With her Invisibility and Swirling Flames engaged, the only part of Seraphina I could see were the fiery tips of her quarterstaff as they smacked and stabbed the ferocious beasts around us.

At one point, Seraphina wasn’t quick enough. A demon’s claws went right through her torso, ripping out her spine and killing her instantly. Mira was right on hand, using Healing Light to get her back into the fight while using Minimize to turn the attacking demon into an overgrown bug.

“Thanks, Mira!” called out Seraphina as she stepped on the demon.

“Don’t mention it!”

On my side, I was still taking the brunt of the action. Matilda was fighting near my side, ripping out the throats of demons but we were barely keeping up. More demons were clustered around us, and every time I killed one of them, another came my way. Elise was trying to help me out, using Confusion to spur the demons into attacking their own, but it was only a momentary aid.

I needed just a little more support.

Thankfully, that was where Mira shined. Peter was sent my way, joining Matilda in ripping out the throats out of our demon enemies.

I had to grin as I watched Matilda prance around with a demon arm in her mouth. At that moment, I really appreciated the regal names that Mira had given them, thinking that they were well-deserved.

“Lightning Strike!”

With this last spell, we were starting to get ahead. The vast wave of demons was being culled, and now we had the full support of Mira and Elise as we tackled those remaining creatures.

“Confusion!”

“Minimize!”

“Ice Freeze!”

“Reanimate!”

When I found a demon with half his shoulder missing fighting at my side, I knew we were about to win. I used Dark Wave to take out the last remaining demons before we were free and clear, our first major battle having been won.

There were bags of loot everywhere. I felt like I was swimming in a sea of burlap as we inspected the contents of them, finding them full of G-coins and S-coins.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” said Elise, grinning from ear to ear as she pulled out a handful of G-coins. “This feeling never gets old!”

“Let me see that,” said Vaeda, looking into Elise’s bag. “Wow! I’d almost forgotten what G-coins look like.”

“You’re going to get your fair share of them now,” replied Elise. “This is only the beginning!”

“I’m more interested in seeing Vaeda’s stats,” I said. “What are you up to now, Vaeda?”

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 41

Experience: 64/1200

Stats:

Strength: 44

Agility: 46

Magical Power: 41 (+3)

Stamina: 42

Intelligence: 43

Charisma: 41 (+1)

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance

“Oh, yeah!” said Elise, raising her hand. “Welcome to the 40s, baby! Level 41!”

Vaeda grinned and gave her a high five. “I thought I’d be stuck in the 30s forever. Not anymore!”

“Let’s see what mine are now,” said Mira.

Name: Mirabel “Mira” James

Class: Caster

Level: 47

Experience: 105/1200

Stats:

Strength: 43

Agility: 42 (+3)

Magical Power: 42

Stamina: 39 (+5)

Intelligence: 41

Charisma: 37 (+1)

Abilities:

Power of Knowledge

Status Shield

Spells:

Healing Light

Minimize

Reanimate

Summon II

“I love it,” said Mira, grinning from ear to ear as she practically skipped over to my side. “Gold and levels. Just the reason why I do this.”

I laughed and kissed her. I’d also gone up two levels to 54, as had the other girls. A few more fights like this would ensure that we stayed over-leveled as a team.

“Look over there,” said Elise, gesturing toward the middle of the vast courtyard. “Something just popped out of the ground. Like a signpost or something.”

After picking up all the loot we moved together towards the middle. Elise had been right on the money, as there was a message waiting for us on the signpost as we got closer.

“Do not enter door 3 for victory,” I read, finding the message confusing.

“Door 3?” repeated Mira, looking around. “That’s a strange message. I can count six different doors. Why would they indicate door 3?”

“Does that mean that any of the other doors will work if we pick them?” asked Vaeda.

“It would seem so, but this hardly seems like a maze if any path will be the one to get us to the next floor,” I said.

I didn’t have enough information yet to question the layout of the dungeon, and the Oracle said that obedience was key. If that was the case, then we could expect monsters to attack us if we neared door 3, so I moved toward the closest door to us, which was door 1.

“Well, it’s definitely not door 3,” I said as we started down the narrow passageway.

“I still don’t feel good about this,” muttered Mira.

The path that we followed from door 1 was winding and surprisingly brief. We turned the corner several times until we emerged into another, much smaller courtyard where another sign was waiting for us. I also saw four more paths that we could pick.

“True north is the direction of victory,” I said, reading the sign.

“Okay, I really hope this mumbo-jumbo means something to you smart people,” said Elise, lowering her bow. “Because I’m seriously confused.”

“I hate to say it, but I’m a little confused now too,” said Mira. “Which way is true north in here? We don’t have a compass or a way of telling.”

“And there are no features in the sky that might indicate a certain cardinal direction,” I said, studying the colorless features above our heads. “Do we guess?”

“We know what happens when we guess poorly,” replied Seraphina, gripping her quarterstaff tighter.

“Not like we can turn back around,” said Vaeda, which I noticed made Seraphina roll her eyes. Perhaps the tension between the two hadn’t been solved entirely?

“We might have to guess,” I said, walking toward the nearest entryway. “We have to keep track of our progress though. Do we have a way to mark this doorway just in case we have to backtrack?”

“That shouldn’t be too hard,” said Mira. She used her fingers to wiggle free one of the stones in the wall around us. With a very small stone now in her hand, she used it like a pencil, carving an X against the wall.

“There, now we’ll know we tried this one first,” she said.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re a genius, Mira?” I said, grinning at her.

She blushed behind her glasses. “Just a few people, actually.”

“They were right on the money,” I said, chuckling. “Come on, let’s go. And be prepared for anything.”

It was easier said than done. In the next ten minutes, we faced three more options, each with riddles that were just as confusing as the last.

“Use the same door as your last decision,” I read one plaque. “What does that mean? If we picked left last time, go left again?”

“It seems to fit,” replied Mira. “And we did pick left. Since left is an option again, I guess we go that way.”

“I really don’t like this,” said Seraphina. “I feel lost. How many more decisions are we going to have to make before something changes?”

Elise pointed just ahead of us right after we started walking down the left path. “See that light up there? What do you think that is?”

“Hopefully the stairs to the second floor lit up for our arrival,” replied Vaeda.

“Or a few demons having a bonfire,” I added.

We moved steadily closer. As we neared the light, I couldn’t help but feel that everything was looking just a little too similar. Once again I had a layered wall of stonework to my left and a waterfall to my right. I wasn’t sure what to think, until we found the source of the light.

It was from the Oracle. We’d arrived back at the entryway.


Chapter
Twelve



“Shit,” swore Elise once we saw her. “What did we do wrong?”

“It’s hard to say,” replied Mira. “Those last few rooms could have been a few things. I feel like the answers could have gone both ways.”

“Obedience is the key to success,” said the Oracle, putting her hands together again.

Elise growled. “Oh, shut up!”

“Okay, I think the first half of the maze was fairly straightforward,” I said. “Mira is right. It was probably during the second half that we made a mistake somewhere. Let’s retrace our steps and figure out what went wrong.”

“Ugh, here we go again,” said Seraphina, letting out a sigh as she readied her quarterstaff.

This time around, things weren’t nearly as easy. We encountered more demons than we did before, mostly roaming around in packs of three or four. They were easy to dispatch like that, but what made it more difficult was when they were released from a trap door, springing on us with little warning.

“Minimize!” roared Mira, shrinking one demon into a pint-sized pest.

Vaeda jumped in the air, bringing her full weight down on the demon and crushing him into nothing more than red goo.

When we reached the first room, we went left as the sign said to go. In the next room, which was the large courtyard, we had to battle yet another group of demons, this time slightly larger than sixty in total.

This battle also marked the first time I died. I took a demon staff directly through the top of my shoulder. It penetrated about three feet into my torso, piercing my heart and killing me before I even knew what happened.

When Mira healed me, I had to spring back into action almost immediately, dodging out of the way of two more staves and putting up my Magical Shield to block a fiery attack.

By the time the demons were dead, we were all out of breath. We’d also gone up three more levels apiece.

“So is this going to be how it goes?” asked Elise, still struggling to catch her breath. “Every time we get it wrong, the dungeon throws more demons at us?”

“I’d guess so,” replied Mira. “Until they overwhelm us.”

“Just lovely,” muttered Elise.

With that prospect in mind, our need to get the right path through the maze became even greater. We took door 2 this time instead of 1, thinking that anything but door 3 would do and perhaps we’d get an easier set of clues than we did last time.

What we didn’t expect was to find ourselves back in the same room as before, having to choose true north for victory.

“Damnit,” said Mira, getting even more frustrated. “I thought we’d avoid this room this time!”

“Whoever created this maze seems to have a sense of demented humor,” I replied. “And now what do we do? We still have the door marked, don’t we?”

Mira inspected them until she found her mark. “This one. This was the one we went down.”

“So pick any of the others?” asked Vaeda. “Because we still have no clue what was true north.”

“And I hate to be that person, but this could still be true north,” said Seraphina. “Maybe one of the ones down the line was wrong.”

I hated to hear her say it, but Seraphina was right. We had no clue if this was the room that caused us to reappear in the entryway. The best we could do was guess, but that meant we ran the chance of getting it wrong again.

And the demons got stronger every time we got it wrong.

“As much as I don’t want to say it, we have no choice,” I said. “Let’s pick a different door and see what the outcome is. So much of this is going to be trial and error, and I don’t see any other way beyond that right now.”

Nobody wanted to hear that, and I could feel the team’s morale drop a little as we kept moving forward. Not surprisingly, we found ourselves in the same room again, having to pick the same door that we’d used last time. After doing so, we found ourselves in another long hallway full of demons, which we slayed without too much trouble.

The only problem was that it brought us right back to the Oracle.

“Any ideas now?” asked Mira, who seemed both frustrated and ashamed that she wasn’t figuring this out.

I was running low on ideas. I hated thinking that this could come down to trial and error, but I didn’t see any other way forward. The odds were against us.

“Even if we committed to a trial and error path, we’d still run out of chances before the dungeon spawned too many creatures and overwhelmed us,” I said. “There are just too many options. We’d have to get lucky to find the right one.”

“This isn’t making me feel any better about the situation,” said Mira.

“I know, but I’m just talking out loud. There’s something we’re missing here,” I said, trying to rack my head around the subject.

“What if we tried each of the two remaining entryways in the true north room?” suggested Mira. “We’ve already done two and have two left. I think we have two more runs in us, and if one of those ends up working, we might just find the staircase to the second floor.”

Part of me felt like something was missing. That it wasn’t going to be as easy as eliminating the other options, but this was the best we had right now. I stood up and gave Mira a hand, pulling her up too.

“Better than sitting around here waiting for something to happen,” I replied.

The next two runs only seemed to reinforce the fact that every wrong choice made our experience more difficult. The third door didn’t work, bringing us back to the entrance, and when we tried our fourth run, we were greeted by two new changes within the dungeon.

The first was that we weren’t racking up levels like we’d been doing. We fought nearly a hundred demons in that particular round, yet looking at our badges showed that each demon we killed had nerfed our experience gain.

“What the hell,” swore Elise, checking her badge. “I only gained 50 experience that time! I’m still level 54!” She pulled up her stats for all of us to see.

Name: Elise Carlsberg

Class: Archer

Level: 54

Experience: 926/1500

Stats:

Strength: 44 (+4)

Agility: 48 (+6)

Magical Power: 45 (+5)

Stamina: 48 (+2)

Intelligence: 46 (+5)

Charisma: 47 (+7)

Abilities:

Never-Ending Quiver

Rain Dance

Spells:

Ice Freeze II

Illusion

Confusion

“The same thing is happening to me,” I said. “The last time we fought these demons, I gained three levels. This time, I barely even got 100 experience. I’m still level 61.”

“I’ve heard that can happen in here,” said Mira. “There’s a cap on experience gain for each level. In other words, the dungeon is telling us we should have moved on by now.”

“Easy for it to say,” grumbled Elise, smacking the wall with her hand. “Show us where the damn stairs are and we’ll leave.”

As expected, nothing happened. The dungeon might have been alive, but it didn’t communicate in that way.

The second thing that was different about our fourth run was the addition of new monsters. I knew something wasn’t right when I heard the flapping of giant wings above our heads as we moved down a hallway shrouded in shadows. We all paused for this new threat, waiting for it to show its ugly head.

When it did, it landed hard on the ground—a massive, lumbering dragon with elongated wings and a long snout full of jagged, sharp teeth.

As soon as it landed, it belched fire, consuming the entire room around us. I just managed to use my Magical Shield, pulling Seraphina and Vaeda behind it, but there was just no time to do anything about Elise and Mira.

When the fire melted away, both of them were already dead.

“Heal the other two!” I told Seraphina before jerking my head toward Vaeda. “We’ll take the dragon. You take left, I’ll take right!”

Vaeda nodded her head, and together we all stepped out from the shield as the dragon awaited our next moves. The creature couldn’t have been more massive. Even just the fingers on its hands were as large around as my thighs, and part of me wondered how I was ever going to kill this thing with just our spells alone.

“Light Footsteps!”

Suddenly, the sound of Vaeda’s feet clicking against the tile was completely muted. I could tell it threw off the dragon, especially as she darted under its belly and leapt on top of its back. The dragon couldn’t reach her in its current position, so the creature focused all attention on me.

“Teleport!”

I moved to the dragon’s flank, escaping another bout of flames while I hacked at its legs in support of Vaeda. What I didn’t expect was to see the tail come crashing against me, flinging me against the stone wall like a discarded toy.

I could hear my bones crack once I hit the wall, and it only got worse once the rest of me hit the floor. I tried to move my arms, but nothing responded the way I wanted it to. I suspected my spine was what had broken, but I couldn’t see Seraphina or Mira about a healing.

Thankfully, I had one ability that was able to get me out of this jam.

Using Spell Forge, I mumbled the words to Healing Light with the focus on myself. Instantly, I felt my body beginning to mend—broken bones reforging as I felt strength in my limbs once more.

“Jeremy, look out!”

Vaeda’s cry came just as the dragon managed to chuck her off its back. She hit the wall in a very similar way that I did, except it seemed to have killed her instantly.

“Healing Light!” I bellowed.

With Vaeda coming back to life, I knew we needed to end this before anyone else died. As I squared off with the beast, I saw reinforcements coming on the other side of me in the form of three very beautiful women.

“Ice Freeze!”

“Stun!”

“Minimize!”

With Seraphina, Mira, and Elise working in tandem, their spells had quite the effect on the dragon. I watched as he shrunk down in size, stumbling over his stunned legs that were now afflicted with ice crystals. It slowed him down greatly, allowing me the chance to strike more accurately.

“Lightning Strike!”

A good portion of the dragon’s face was charred by the strike, but he was far from defeated yet. His tail had escaped the spells of the others, and it was only a quick use of Teleport that prevented me from getting flung into the wall again.

We had it on the ropes, but the creature wasn’t dead yet. I saw Vaeda fling her daggers, with her aim taking them right into the dragon’s eyes, making him scream in pain. She called them back and struck again, buying them even deeper into the beast’s ruined flesh.

“All at once now!” I yelled to the girls. “Hit it with everything you’ve got!”

“You got it, Jeremy!” replied Mira. “Minimize!”

“Ice Freeze!”

“Stun!”

“Shadow Lance!”

“Lighting Strike!”

Our combined power hit the dragon, overwhelming its defenses. It pulled back like a wounded animal, snapping at our heels but effectively neutered as a result. With my swords in my hand, I charged forward, willing to deliver the death blow as the beast fell over on its side.

With several swishes of my arm, I managed to cut the dragon’s throat, ending the ordeal for good. As befitting of a dragon, the pile of loot that appeared contained enough G-coins to buy a small city.

“Good spirits, that thing was tough,” said Seraphina, still struggling to catch her breath.

“I wouldn’t want to battle that thing on my own,” said Mira in agreement. “I was dead before I even knew what happened.”

“Tell me we got some experience for killing that thing,” said Elise, pushing her button frantically. “Because if not, I’m going to be seriously pissed.”

As it turned out, we all went up one level apiece. The dungeon was still nerfing our experiencing gain.

“Damnit,” swore Elise. “That thing should have been worth a boss fight.”

“Look at this way,” said Vaeda impishly. “You’d only have to do that about fifty more times to get to level 100.”

Elise scowled at her. “Is that supposed to make me feel better or something?”

“Is there even anyone at level 100?” asked Seraphina. “What level is Rico?”

They all looked at me, expecting the answer. I think I disappointed them when I shrugged.

“I’m not sure to be honest. I suspect he’s the highest-leveled diver out there, but I don’t know what that looks like.”

Mira gave me an incredulous look. “You’ve never asked?”

“Once, I think. About ten years ago, so probably not that relevant now.”

All the girls groaned out loud. It would have been more amusing if we weren’t stuck in our current predicament.

Filing the question away for later, we kept moving forward. Since this was our fourth run, we only had one more door to choose in the true north room since all the others were now marked by Mira. I wasn’t sure what to expect when we went through it, but I think we all reached a boiling point when we found ourselves back at the entrance once more.

“This is so not badass,” snapped Elise, marching her blonde self over to the Oracle and planting both hands on her hips. “Now you need to live up to your name and give us a clue that actually makes sense!”

Not easily swayed, the Oracle did what it did best. It put its hands together.

“Obedience is the key to success.”

“Is that right?” replied Elise, drawing her bow and aiming it at the Oracle. “What about a little disobedience? Would you like that at all, you secretive bitch?”

There was something about the way she said it that seemed to trigger something inside me. I wasn’t sure what it was, but my mind latched onto the word disobedience like it was the missing piece of the puzzle.

“Wait a second,” I said, bringing all the girls in closer. “What if that’s the missing piece?”

“What missing piece?” asked Mira. “Disobedience? Or letting Elise loose her shit?”

“The first one,” I replied with a chuckle. “The Oracle has told us that every time we come through this entryway. Obedience is the key to success, and we’ve always taken that as a clue. What if it’s not a clue? What if it’s more like a riddle?”

I watched Mira’s eyes light up. “Riddles aren’t supposed to be straightforward. Oftentimes, riddles are tailored in a way to make you say or do the opposite of how they’re worded.”

“Exactly,” I said. “What if obedience isn’t the key to success at all? What if it’s disobedience?”

I could see the wheels turning inside Mira’s head. Suddenly, she grabbed my arm and shook it with excitement.

“It makes sense! Think about all the signs that we saw. They all told us very specifically what not to do. And when we followed them, we ended up here. What if we just did the opposite of what the signs told us?”

“We tried that in the beginning, remember?” replied Seraphina. “The dungeon let us know right from the start that it was the wrong choice.”

“That was another clue that we missed,” I said. “We expect the dungeon to attack us. We don’t expect to get out of here unscathed. We just interpreted the results incorrectly. It’s still the right path to go.”

“It was just three demons anyway,” said Vaeda, refuting Seraphina’s point. “Not like it could hurt us now.”

I saw Seraphina glare over at Vaeda as a response, but she didn’t say anything further.

“So how do we start this off?” asked Elise. “Just go to the first intersection and turn right this time?”

“Turn right and prepare to fight,” said Mira. “Because I’m sure the dungeon won’t make it easy on us.”

Mira couldn’t have been more right. At the first intersection, we took the path right instead of left, spawning a hallway full of demons almost from the get-go. Relative to the demons, my power was getting stronger, and I was able to handle more of them at the same time than before.

Once we cleared the hallway, we made our way to the central courtyard, where another group of hundred plus demons attacked us. In this particular battle, Vaeda, Seraphina, and I were all killed at various points, despite our skills.

It was getting more tenuous, and I knew we needed to get out of here before they became too strong for us.

After the demons were gone, we took door 3 against the sign’s advice. Upon coming to our next juncture, I realized something major had changed with the layout, and I felt myself grinning for the first time in a long while.

“We skipped the true north room,” I said, looking around. “It should be right about here! We went around it. This is what needed to happen!”

The other girls shared my excitement, especially as we skipped the last room too. I thought we might finally manage to reach the stairs to the second floor, but when I saw a glimmering object in the distance, my heart sank.

It was the Oracle again. We were right back where we started.


Chapter
Thirteen



“I’m going to kill her!”

We all had to struggle to restrain Elise as she yanked Seraphina’s quarterstaff from her hands and approached the Oracle. The Oracle didn’t react, but I managed to get between them before it was too late.

“That’s not going to solve anything,” I said, taking the quarterstaff back and handing it to Seraphina. “We have to be missing something. We’ll figure it out.”

She growled at me, which would have been adorable if we weren’t all so frustrated. I kissed her and told her that I’d make it up to her when we got out. That seemed to help her demeanor, but the truth was that I was just as frustrated as she was.

Thankfully, we had Mira to help us. And when she spoke up next, she seemed confident about the way forward.

“Maybe we should have let Elise attack the Oracle?” she suggested, pointing to the blue and white creature in front of us.

“I get that everyone is tired and upset,” I said. “But I’m not sure that doing that will help our situation.”

“No, that’s not what I meant,” said Mira. “The Oracle could be the missing piece. She’s the one that told us to be obedient in the first place. She’s just as much part of the system as the different doors, entryways, and demons. Which means she needs to be disobeyed too.”

“But we did disobey her,” said Vaeda. “We went all the wrong directions and still ended up back here.”

Mira shook her head. “No, she needs to be disobeyed directly. Disobeyed physically. We need to physically reject her help. It would be the ultimate disobedience. Not only would I not listen to you, I’d attack you for what you had to say. Logically, it makes a lot of sense.”

We all turned to look at the Oracle, still waiting patiently behind us.

“You want us to kill her?” asked Elise. “Can I do the honors?”

Mira giggled. “Be my guest. Either way, I think she has to die like the other dungeon creatures for us to get out of this loop.”

Elise shrugged and drew her bow. She notched an arrow and pointed it right at the Oracle.

“I’ve been waiting to do this all morning,” said Elise, right as she launched the arrow.

I didn’t know what to expect as I watched her arrow sail through the air toward the Oracle. Part of me thought it was just going to embed in the Oracle’s head, and the creature wouldn’t even notice a difference.

The last thing I expected was what happened. From the moment the arrow was launched, the Oracle started to transform. The calm and featureless face became enraged from the start. Those serene blue eyes turned into a nasty shade of red. Suddenly, that head was joined by another and then another still until there were as many as eight heads looking back at us on a body that was only getting bigger.

Our pensive Oracle had turned into a vicious hydra right before our eyes.

“I think we found the last piece of the puzzle!” I yelled as I readied my swords. “Let’s go for the heads. Attack!”

The Oracle still had one more trick up her sleeve. When each of the heads opened, they were able to blow out a thick, black smoke that helped to obscure our sight of the room around us. Within seconds of doing so, I could no longer see my entire team, isolated as we were by the fumes.

When the smoke was its heaviest, I heard the Oracle start her movement. She was large enough that she shook the ground when she walked, and I could just make out her heads sweeping along, trying to find us.

I needed to find a way to get rid of all this smoke.

“Dispel!”

My spell caused all the Oracle’s smoke directly in front of me to disappear, much to my surprise. It also caused two heads of the Oracle to come into clear sight. They both hissed at me, spitting some kind of venom that I needed to dodge.

I used my Magical Shield as I charged, which hung in front of my body without the need to maintain it with my hands. As I got closer to the Oracle, I took a running leap as I brought my sword down on her neck.

It sliced through the thick scales easily, and for a moment I thought this might not be as hard as I thought.

What dismayed me was seeing the head regrow into an identical copy of the one I’d just sliced off. The same thing happened when I took off the second head, and I knew we wouldn’t be able to win this way.

“New strategy!” I yelled to the rest of the team. “Don’t go for the heads!”

“What are we aiming for then?” yelled back Elise.

I wished I knew how to answer her. I could only see the heads of the Oracle instead of the body. I had to get closer to find a weakness on the torso.

For now, the only thing I could do was buy myself some time taking the creature’s heads as I worked my way closer to the center. I managed to bump into Seraphina on the way, and we stayed together to combine our strength.

“Any ideas yet on how to kill this thing?” she asked.

“Let’s get to her torso and I’ll tell you then!”

We worked a lot better together than we did on our own. I dispelled the smoke while Seraphina used her Swirling Flames on her quarterstaff to keep the heads away from us. By the time we reached the torso, most of the smoke on this side was gone.

What I saw in front of me was a large, hulking body where the slender Oracle used to be. There was only one thing that stood out as I tried to find a weakness—a glowing ruby right in the middle of the creature’s chest.

“I think I know how to kill it!” I told Seraphina. “But I’m going to need your help.”

“Anything. What is it?”

I smirked. “Can you use Stonewall to put a barrier around this thing?”

Two seconds after I made the request, Seraphina was already building a thick wall around the base of the Oracle. The wall was strong enough to contain the creature’s body whenever it slammed into it, which happened frequently once the Oracle figured out what was happening.

It was the break that I needed. I climbed the wall until I was able to stand on the top, about eight feet off the ground. It put me level with the Oracle’s chest, where I could see the ruby glowing just in front of my face.

It was encased in a thin layer of skin so I pulled back my sword, ready to strike. With all my strength, I jabbed it into her chest and began to cut around the ruby.

The Oracle shrieked in pain. It whipped all of its heads around, some of which had been minimized, covered in ice crystals, or stabbed off due to the other girls. It started to bellow smoke again as it tried to get out of the stone wall.

The effort was futile now. I used Dispel to keep the smoke away from me before using Perilous Flames. It was the first time I was able to use it in Shadow Abyss, and I watched as multiple arcs of fire shot out of my hand at each head of the Oracle, setting them ablaze.

I’d bought myself a few seconds, and I was determined not to waste them. I finished carving out the ruby, slicing her slimy, scaly skin until it popped out of her body moments later.

As soon as I did, the fight was over. The Oracle disappeared into the smoke that it had just been emitting, while the ruby continued to glow brightly in my hand.

I glanced down at the girls just to make sure everyone was alright.

Not surprisingly, Elise’s hands were planted on her hips. She blew a strand of her blonde hair out of her face.

“I told you that she was a bitch,” said Elise.

I chuckled. “We need to listen to you more often it seems.”

She grinned at me, lowering her eyelashes. “I always knew you were a very intelligent person, Jeremy.”

I leapt off the stone wall, which dissipated as soon as I was on the ground again. Holding the ruby up to the light, I stared into the center.

“I bet you this is worth a pretty penny or two,” I said, studying it.

“Is that what I think it is?” asked Mira, rushing over to take a look. “I didn’t know those existed outside Serpent Hollows.”

“What do you mean, Mira?” asked Seraphina. “Is it special? Or dangerous?”

“Just really expensive,” she said. “We don’t know much about them but the few descriptions we have seem to match the situation. Described as having a ruby-red glow, they are only found in the heart of dungeon creatures, but not every creature will have them. If we came in here and battled the Oracle a hundred more times, she might not have the ruby any of those times either.”

“So it’s just really rare?” asked Vaeda. “How does it come up? Who decides?”

“The dungeon as far as we know,” replied Mira. “I’m not entirely sure. I don’t think anyone is. They’re said to be very powerful though.”

“I wonder if it’s meant to be wielded as a weapon?” I asked. “Or as a tool? Or all of the above?”

“You mean we can’t just sell it?” said Elise, frowning. “Because I bet it’s worth a whole lot!”

“I’m saying you might not want to,” said Mira. “Because it might have other uses. We just don’t know much about them.”

“Maybe Jeremy should hold onto it then,” said Seraphina, biting her lip. “He’s the one that took it out.”

“We all did,” I said. “We’re a team.”

“Yeah, I know, but you did the honors,” she replied. “You hold it for now.”

Elise grinned and held out her hand. “I can hold it if you want!”

We all gave her a weird look.

“Actually, I think I will hold onto it,” I said, jokingly.

Elise pouted. “Nobody trusts me.”

I saw my chance and decided to take it. I put my arm around her waist. “Everything will be okay, Ellie-boo.”

I think it was Seraphina who laughed the hardest, but we all got a good laugh out of that. Even Elise did eventually too, after she protested that it wasn’t the same thing whatsoever.

With the Oracle now dead, I felt like we had the last piece of the puzzle. The only thing left to do was complete the rest of the maze. Once again we chose the right path, battling another hallway of demons before finding the small army waiting for us in the central courtyard.

I expected to find the hardest fight we had yet, but the demons were surprisingly easy to mow through, and this time we made it without anyone dying.

Something had changed, and I had a feeling I knew just what it was.

“I’ve never seen you move that fast before,” Mira told me after we collected our loot. “You moved like a blur. You weren’t using Teleport, so I know you were running. What gives?”

I dug the ruby out of my pocket and opened my hand. “I really think it's this thing. I don’t know what it is exactly, but I feel stronger. I don’t feel tired, at least like I was starting to feel before we took down the Oracle. I think this thing is giving me power.”

Mira nodded and pushed the button on my badge.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 64

Experience: 561/1800

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 15)

Stats:

Strength: 61 (+10)

Agility: 74 (+20)

Magical Power: 69 (+19)

Stamina: 72 (+18)
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Charisma: 66 (+5)
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Heavenly Strike
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Dark Wave

Dispel

“I knew it!” said Mira. “A Level 15 Dungeon Ruby has been added to your possessions. I bet that explains your rapid stat gain.”

I hovered over the Dungeon Ruby and opened the information page.

Dungeon Ruby (Level 15) – This possession gives the wielder +15 points in Agility, Magical Power, and Stamina.

“So that’s why those three stats took off then,” I said, looking at the changes.

“You gained more points just from fighting,” explained Mira. “And then you got +15 on top of that. This is incredible!”

“So I’m thinking we need to find more of these rubies,” said Elise. “I could use +15 on most of my stuff too!”

“You mean you don’t want to sell them anymore,” joked Seraphina, elbowing her in the side.

“They still might sell very well,” said Elise, her pride a little bruised.

“Either way, it worked exactly as we needed it to work,” I said. “And I still feel like I have a lot of juice left in the tank for the rest of the dungeon.”

“Well, there’s door 3 right over there,” said Vaeda. “Let’s finish this.”

We followed her through door 3, dealing with more demons as we went. Luckily, there were no dragons in this portion of the maze, though I was prepared to deal with another (especially with the help of the ruby).

Finally, we reached the moment of truth. We got past every stage of the maze except this last portion. If we turned the corner here, I would normally expect to see the bluish glow of the Oracle.

If not, then maybe we found the stairs to the second floor.

“Now or never,” I said, glancing back at my team. “Let’s hope we got this right.”

With a deep breath, I pushed around the corner, prepared to find myself in the entrance again, with a regenerated Oracle. Instead, I found nothing of the sort.

I was standing in a long hallway, similar to how it looked when we first entered the dungeon, except there was one difference.

In the middle stood the staircase to the next floor.


Chapter
Fourteen



“About friggin’ time!” said Elise, who took off on a run toward the staircase. “I’ve never been happier to see stairs in my life!”

Vaeda raced her to the stairs, which was comical to see the much smaller woman give Elise a run for her money. By the time they reached them, Vaeda was clearly the winner.

“Hey, you cheated!” said Elise, planting her hands on her hips.

“You didn’t set any rules,” countered Vaeda.

Elise turned toward Seraphina. “Back me up, will you?”

I watched Seraphina’s expression closely. Ever since I saw the makings of tension between her and Vaeda still, I was curious how she was going to respond.

“I didn’t hear any rules,” said Seraphina innocently.

Vaeda scowled at her, which made me interject before anything else could happen.

“Let’s take a short breather, and then go down the stairs,” I said, grabbing Seraphina’s hand and taking the first step. “Remember, we’re still only about halfway done.”

I was hoping I hadn’t offended Vaeda by going to Seraphina, but she showed no signs of trouble when I glanced back at her.

The truth of the matter was that this was still a lingering problem, and it was something that I wanted to fix once we were outside the dungeon.

The staircase was similar to those that we saw in the other dungeons, lacking light in all but the exact section we were in. By the time we reached the bottom, I was expecting to find ourselves at the entrance to another maze, and that was exactly what happened.

The maze appeared similar to the first one. The walls weren’t walls exactly, but rather made up of natural elements to give the appearance of walls. This time the front entryway resembled a solid, brown rock wall with various crevices and footholds while the other side was made up of thick, evergreen trees.

It was a total mismatch in terms of climate, like one side was created before the other. Part of me wondered if that was done by design to throw us off balance.

“So the biggest question I have now is can we expect another riddle?” questioned Mira as she walked next to me. “Or will this one be more straightforward?”

“There’s another question on my mind,” I said. “In the last two dungeons, whoever was targeting us had struck by now. When will they strike in this dungeon?”

Mira pursed her lips. “I didn’t want to say that out loud. But I was thinking about it.”

“Just keep a tight perimeter,” I said. “We’ll deal with any threats as they arise.”

What made this portion of the dungeon different was that part of it was underwater. We came to the first section about a couple hundred yards from the stairs. Here, the dungeon floor was wet before it fell away entirely, revealing a section that went underwater. There was a wall on the opposite side, where we had to walk, with nothing but a red downward-facing arrow instructing us where to go.

“Looks like we need to get a little wet,” I said, testing the water with my feet.

“Maybe we need to go over it instead?” suggested Seraphina. “If it’s anything like the maze above us, maybe we need to do the opposite?”

“That could be the case, but we haven’t received any clues yet,” replied Mira. “For now, let’s just go under it. I’m not sure how we would get over it anyway.”

“Jeremy could use Teleport to get up there,” said Elise. “And then scout out the rest of the maze?”

I shrugged. It was worth a try. I looked up at the top of the maze and uttered the name of the spell.

I expected to find myself at the top, but what I didn’t expect was the invisible net that blocked my path. I got stuck while in motion, and as soon as my spell was interrupted, my body fell the thirty feet down onto the hard floor.

I broke my back in the process, which sent excruciating pain all over my body until Mira healed me.

“I don’t want to do that again,” I said, rubbing my back as I stood up. “It seems that whoever designed this didn’t want us to Teleport our way out of here.”

“I guess we go under then,” said Elise, wrapping her arms around me in a hug. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

We shared a brief kiss before I turned my attention back toward the water. I removed my boots and took one tentative step in, finding the water colder than I would have liked.

“This is going to be a wake-up call,” I said, stepping further into the water.

I made it into my waist by the time that I started to shiver. Shrinkage was a real problem too, causing me to turn around lest the girls catch a peek.

Seraphina followed after me, stripping off most of her clothes in the process except for her underwear. In any other situation, I would have greatly enjoyed seeing her remove them, but I had other things on my mind as the water came up to my chest.

“I’ll see you on the other side,” I said. “Just keep an eye out behind you, okay?”

“I’ll go last,” promised Vaeda, just in case.

I nodded and put my entire head under.

The cold wasn’t so bad once my entire body was inside. I had to hold my breath, but I could see light filtering down through the water a few feet ahead of us. Kicking my feet, I swam over to the light and raised my sword and my head at the same time, just in case there were any threats.

There weren’t, at least none that I could see. Once I was through, I got out of the water as quickly as I could manage and pulled a towel out from my backpack, determined to dry off and redress.

One by one, I watched the rest of the women come through. Seraphina was second, emerging from the murky deeps as water cascaded off her massive chest. She made it look as easy as if she did it on the weekends for fun, or like she was some model used to the pose. Either way, I still had a hard time keeping my eyes off her while she dressed.

Mira and Elise came next, also in their underwear. I could make out Mira’s large, erect nipples under her bra, as hard as her tits were perky. Part of me wished for a Safe Zone just so I could enjoy them briefly, but I wasn’t about to be that lucky.

It was the appearance of Vaeda that really set my blood aflame. Of all of us, Vaeda was the one that dressed the most casually, relying on her forest-green dryad skirt and crop top to keep her clothed. She didn’t shed her clothing down to her underwear like the rest of us, meaning that once she was wet, there was very little left to my imagination.

I could see the generous swell of her breasts under that thin fabric, which nearly made me start to drool. To make it even worse, the skirt clung to the rest of her skin, showing me every contour of her mound. I had to bite my tongue, because the only thing I wanted to do was put my lips on every inch of her skin.

“Jeremy!” hissed Mira, giggling once she got my attention.

“Huh?”

“You’re staring,” she said, still laughing at me.

The other girls laughed at me too, especially Vaeda once she saw she was the center of my attention.

“Oops, sorry,” I said, turning red.

Vaeda didn’t say a word about it, but I noticed a mischievous twinkle in her eye from that point forward. Part of me wondered if she took her time drying off hoping to catch me staring at her again.

Not that I would have minded that at all.

Once we were all dry and ready to move, we kept going down the path. That was the only underwater portion in this section, and I was relieved to find a courtyard that wasn’t full of dungeon monsters a short time later.

This time, the courtyard only had a single exit point, which was directly in front of us. There was still a sign right in the middle, and we gathered closer to read it.

“A new game begins,” I read. “Follow the left wall to get to your destination.”

“More riddles. Just great,” mumbled Elise.

“If it’s a riddle, it doesn’t seem to be a good one,” said Seraphina. “If it’s anything like the last floor, we should start by following the right wall.”

“No, something seems off about this though,” said Mira. “A new game begins. Why would they say that?”

“Because it’s a new floor?” suggested Vaeda.

“Or the rules of the last floor don’t apply here,” I said. “They could be telling us not to expect trickery. Maybe this time, we ought to follow the left wall. Maybe they’ve switched things up?”

“Or they just want us to think they’ve switched things up,” said Seraphina.

“Where’s the Oracle down here?” said Elise, putting an arrow against her bow. “I’m ready to light that bitch up again.”

Mira turned to look at me. “What do you want to do?”

“We don’t know anything just yet,” I said, after thinking it through for a minute. “Usually the dungeon doesn’t tell us something for no reason at all. The first floor could easily be a riddle, but the second floor could be something different. I think for now, we should follow the sign until the dungeon shows us that it’s the wrong path. Otherwise, why tell us that a new game has begun?”

Mira smiled. “I was thinking the exact same thing.”

“Great minds think alike,” I said. “Everyone else good with it?”

“You two have gotten us this far,” said Seraphina. “It works for me.”

The other two didn’t have any objections either. Elise even walked over to the left wall and put her hand on it.

“I’m going to maintain contact with the wall just so we always know which one is left.”

Seraphina gave her a funny look. “Spoiler alert—it’s always the one to your left.”

Elise opened her mouth to say something but Vaeda came to her rescue. “What if we get turned around in a fight? We could lose track of our direction, and that would mean losing the left wall. What Elise suggested has merit.”

“See!” said Elise, putting her arm around Vaeda’s neck. “She thinks I’m smart!”

“Let’s not get too heated over this,” I said, stepping between the elf and the dryad. “We can’t make any assumptions just yet. We just gotta figure this out on our own.”

They were still glaring at each other when I stepped away. All I wanted to do was to maintain detente for a little while longer, but those efforts were getting increasingly more frayed.

Thankfully, I wasn’t the only one to notice. Mira grabbed Seraphina’s arm and led her away, and one glance at her face told me she was going to help run interference.

I said a silent thank-you to the brainy brunette and we decided to move on.

I thought that with so much focus being given to the left wall that we would face more choices in different directions, but the maze seemed to be decidedly easy to maneuver, without too many turns. We adopted Mira’s method from the upper floor of marking the left wall with a small stone when we could, scratching an X in various places as we walked.

The dungeon was quiet though—almost too quiet for my liking. I still expected to run into a dragon around every turn, and when nothing manifested, part of me thought the dungeon was just building up for an even larger battle.

The first sign of trouble came from a trap door. We’d just rounded one corner and were staring down a long hallway when a trap door opened from the opposite end, releasing five demons that immediately blew fire on us.

“Dispel!”

I reacted quickly, dissolving the fire and rushing forward while Seraphina and Vaeda did the same. We each targeted a demon, hitting them with our spells before resorting to our weapons.

“Stun!”

“Shadow Lance!”

“Lighting Strike!”

The demons down here seemed to be much stronger than the first floor. Only my spell was powerful enough to take down a demon, while the spells unleashed by Seraphina and Vaeda seemed to bounce off them harmlessly. I managed to get out another Lightning Strike on Vaeda’s demon before they reached us, leading with their staves.

In physical combat, I could feel their extra power too. I saw both Seraphina and Vaeda go flying as they were pushed backward. Vaeda needed to be healed by Mira while Seraphina leapt back to her feet and went charging with her quarterstaff.

As for me, the extra power in the ruby helped me hold my ground. I sliced a deep cut into my demon’s stomach before teleporting behind him and doing the same thing to his spine. When the demon crumbled in front of me, I teleported to the one that had gotten past Vaeda and sliced off its legs.

“Ice Freeze!”

Elise was able to slow down another demon but it wasn’t enough to cripple it. The demon roared loudly as it broke through the ice, taking a leaping kick that knocked Elise flat on her ass. He then raised his leg, trying to stomp on her skull.

I was too quick for him. I teleported between them and slashed at the bottom of his foot before yanking Elise to the side. The creature barked loudly as it pulled its foot back, allowing Elise the chance to get in another spell.

“Confusion!”

This time, the spell consumed the crippled demon, taking over its brain. He stopped snarling at us, and instead moved to the demon that was battling Seraphina. The demon ran into the other one at a full speed, sending its prey smashing against the stone wall.

“Thanks you two!” called out Seraphina.

There was one demon left, and he was being targeted by Vaeda and Mira. Both women were guarded by Peter and Matilda, and the tigers were stalking their prey, ready to leap into action.

“Let’s get him at the same time, okay?” called Vaeda to Mira.

“You got it,” replied Mira. “Minimize!”

“Shadow Lance!”

The demon shrunk right as Vaeda knocked it off balance with her lance. Once the demon fell to the ground, Peter and Matilda leapt into action—one ripping out its throat while the other clawed the beast’s face. Within seconds, the demon had evaporated, leaving us alone once more.

Vaeda put her daggers away and ran gleefully to the two tigers. She nuzzled them sweetly.

“I can’t get over how much I love these two,” she said, giggling as she pet their heads.

Mira grinned and sank down beside her. “Aren’t they amazing?”

Elise came over and started petting Peter, but she must have been just a little too rough with him, because he playfully nibbled her.

“Hey, don’t bite me,” she said, yanking her hand back. She crossed her arms in front of her breasts. “Peter doesn’t like me.”

“Peter is definitely more sensitive than Matilda,” said Mira, like it was an already established fact. “He’s a bit more of a troublemaker while Matilda is much more pensive.”

Elise pursed her lips and tried to pet him again, this time much more softly. Peter allowed it without nipping her. “Bit of a troublemaker, are you? Just like another boy I know.”

She glanced at me and fluttered her eyelashes.

“You know how to deal with troublemakers, don’t you, Elise?” asked Mira teasingly.

“Probably not, because she can’t sleep with this one,” joked Seraphina.

Elise elbowed the redheaded elf in the stomach. “You make me sound like a tramp or something!”

Seraphina’s eyes rolled up in thought. “Remind me again who was the first one of us to sleep with Jeremy?”

Elise opened her mouth to respond and shut it right away. “Ugh, me.”

Seraphina grinned. “See what I mean?”

“I’m not a slut though,” said Elise. “Well, maybe I’m Jeremy’s slut, but that’s it.”

That made all the women start to laugh, even Vaeda, who was taking careful notice. She slipped away from them and approached me, putting her arm around my waist.

“We have a very interesting team, don’t we?” she asked, her eyes dancing with mischief.

“They definitely call things like they see it,” I said. “Sorry if any of it makes you uncomfortable.”

“Not at all,” she said, giggling.

It was the kind of reaction that made me wonder if there was something else being left unsaid. Every time I looked into her eyes, I got the impression that Vaeda knew something I didn’t.

Now wasn’t the time or place to talk about though. She tucked her hair behind her ear after a moment. “Well? Should we get going again?”

By that point, Peter and Matilda had evaporated away, and we proceeded through the maze while keeping a hand on the left wall as much as we could.

I wondered when the dungeon would start to make things hard on us, and that moment came about twenty minutes later. Suddenly, the left wall that we’d been following abruptly ended, pushing us into a room with a large lake. Across the lake were three different paths, and none of them seemed straightforward with regards to which way followed the “left” wall.

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath. “Well played, dungeon. Well played.”


Chapter
Fifteen



“So it appears our left wall just disappeared on us,” said Vaeda, gesturing to the way the wall just seemed to end right before the lake. “What now constitutes the left wall?”

“The wall picks up right over there,” noted Elise, pointing a short distance away. “And it looks like it wraps all the way around the lake. “In this case, wouldn’t the left most option across the lake still follow the left wall?”

“Technically, each of the three paths in front of us have a left wall,” replied Mira. “So this could still be a riddle. In fact, I’m convinced it is now.”

“How should we play it then?” asked Seraphina. “Stay with the left path? Or more trial and error?”

Almost all of us let out a groan upon hearing the trial and error option. No one wanted to go through this more times than we had to, but there weren’t many options at this point.

Except maybe for one.

“I have an idea,” I said, pointing to the three options across the lake. “Do you remember how choosing the left path on the floor above us spawned more monsters than the right path? That marked it as being the right decision forward. What if it’s the same down here? What if we try each path and see which way spawns more monsters? The more difficult path is probably the correct one.”

Mira lit up with a smile. “You’re a genius! Yes, let’s do that!”

“I’ve just been spending way too much time with you lately,” I said, hugging Mira. “Now we need to get around this lake.”

Elise sighed and started to get undressed. “I hope this lake isn’t as cold as the last one. I almost froze my nipples off.”

“And you have such nice nipples too,” I added, mostly for Elise’s benefit.

She blushed. “Thank you! What else do you like about me? Tell me everything!”

“Maybe another time?” I said, pointing to the lake. “We still have a job to do.”

“Oh, right.”

Seraphina laughed as most of us started to get undressed. Vaeda was going to go through in her limited clothing again, and once we were all stripped down, we tested the water with our feet.

“Oh, it’s warm,” said Mira. “Maybe this might not be as bad!”

“Jeremy, why not just use Teleport to get to the other side?” suggested Vaeda. “At least you won’t have to get wet.”

Truthfully, the idea had occurred to me, but I nixed it just as fast as it came up.

“That’s okay,” I said. “Not that it doesn’t sound great, but I think the team needs to stay together but—”

I paused, right on the edge of the water. Suddenly, the idea of hanging back seemed like the wiser course. If all five of us were in the water, we would be sitting ducks to anything that wanted to attack us.

Perhaps it was best that I stayed behind to protect the girls while they made it across?

When I looked over at Seraphina, she seemed to be thinking the same thing I was.

“Jeremy and I will stay behind,” she said firmly. “Let’s do this in two waves. First wave will be Mira, Elise, and Vaeda. We’ll protect you and you can do the same for us when we cross.”

“Makes sense to me,” said Mira, who offered an encouraging smile. “I’ll feel better knowing you’re watching my back.”

“Try not to watch my butt too much on the swim over, okay?” said Elise, shooting me a sultry look.

I chuckled. “No promises, Elise.”

Seraphina and I took our positions as we watched the three other women wade into the lake. It was no more than fifty yards wide at this portion, so I knew they wouldn’t be swimming for very long. Still, I knew that if we were going to be attacked, it would happen right when they were in the middle—when they were at their most vulnerable.

Sure enough, it played out exactly as I expected. Right as the girls seemed to cross the middle of the lake, we heard a loud screeching in the distance.

“Another dragon!” hissed Seraphina.

“Not any ordinary dragon,” I said.

We saw it come swooping in above us. The first thing I saw were its eyes, an angry red color as its wings beat furiously above the lake. I watched the other three girls pick up their pace, but it wasn’t much use.

The dragon wasted no time in swooping in on them and shooting flames out its mouth.

“Dispel!” I roared.

My spell managed to break the flame, saving the girls. Next to me, Seraphina used Swirling Flames on her quarterstaff before barking out her Stun spell.

The dragon was too powerful for it. It bounced off his scales like it was nothing, flying over the edge of the walls and turning around, going for another dive on the girls.

“Dispel! Dispel!”

I was holding the dragon at bay, but I felt helpless where I was. The dragon wasn’t targeting Seraphina and I, mostly because we weren’t the easy option. I needed to find a way to distract it, and I thought I knew just what to do.

I waited until the dragon turned around again before shouting my next spell.

“Teleport!”

Suddenly, I found myself on the dragon’s back, straddling its spine as its wings on either side of me. From this angle, I could tell it wasn’t the same dragon as we’d faced before. This one was pitch black in color, and the creature seemed stronger and faster too.

Once it realized I was there, the dragon did everything in its power to throw me off. I hung on for dear life though, even as it flew chaotically over the lake.

At least the three girls were able to get across without any harm. I knew that was the case when I felt the dragon start to get hit with spells. I saw its wing take a direct hit from Ice Freeze, which wasn’t enough to cripple it, but was enough to disturb its flight path and send it barreling into the lake, me with it.

I flew into the water at the last second, feeling like a drowned rat as I struggled to catch my bearings. I lost my grip on the dragon and tried to swim back toward the top, at least to get a breath of air.

When I did, I didn’t see any sight of the dragon. What I did see was the edge of the lake. I used Teleport to get myself to the other three girls, and as soon as I did, I heard a rush of water from the lake.

The dragon burst out of the waves like a phoenix from the ashes. Water dripped from every part of its body, and it gave us a ferocious snarl before taking off into the air again. I think it knew that we were tougher than we looked, but I also think it realized there was new prey to be had.

“Seraphina!” I yelled from across the lake. “Get over here now!”

The redheaded elf wasted no time in diving into the lake and swimming as fast as she could. Meanwhile, the dragon came back for another swoop, its limbs extended as if to yank her from the water.

“Invisibility!”

I watched as Seraphina disappeared from sight right as the dragon swooped over head. It still tried to make a grab, but either Seraphina dived or it just missed because its talons came up empty.

From that moment, the dragon became even more enraged. Seeing its chances for an easy kill evaporated, it turned its full attention toward us. I couldn’t reach it with my swords, but we still had two members who could strike physically without being close to the dragon.

Elise shot an arrow just as Vaeda threw her daggers. All three projectiles embedded themselves in different positions of the dragon’s face and throat, causing the beast to shriek as it tried to breathe fire on us.

One of the daggers had struck its face, causing the dragon to fly erratically as it tried to dislodge it. Seeing it distracted was enough of an opportunity for me to strike back.

“Teleport!”

I landed on its back one more time, although this time I was able to keep my footing thanks to the extra Agility given from the ruby. I made my way toward the creature’s neck and yanked back on my swords.

The dragon buckled when I plunged my swords through its scales, causing a fountain of black, oily blood to erupt from its wound. It coated me in the spray, and I was thrown off again as the dragon made a beeline for the water.

I was prepared for that to happen this time though. “Teleport!”

I hit the ground hard, still carrying the momentum of riding the dragon. By the time I made it to my feet, the dragon was thrashing around in the water.

“It should be weak enough now for spells!” I told the girls. “Give it everything you’ve got!”

Seraphina and Elise were the closest to the dragon, using their spells first.

“Ice Freeze!”

“Stun!”

I could tell the dragon was on its last legs. I used a Lighting Strike on it just for good measure, trying to vaporize what was left of it. I was expecting to see it stop moving, but what I didn’t expect was for the tail to suddenly come whipping out of the water, catching me in the back.

I lost my footing as my body went flying into the water. At that moment, I could see the entire lake lose what was left of its tranquility, the waves becoming violently rough as the tail wrapped around me, trying to squeeze the life from me.

“Jeremy!”

I could hear the girls shrieking but I felt somewhat discombobulated. For a brief moment, I lost control of my body, and I felt like I couldn’t think clearly.

I knew one thing though—the lake was being emptied. It was like a giant drain had appeared at the bottom, sucking down all the water, the dragon, and me with it.

By the time the dragon died and its body evaporated, it was already too late.

I tumbled down the drain like a piece of old food, bashing against the walls until it spit me out onto a narrow plain, a door rushing across to cut off the entrance.

I was alone and trapped.
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I didn’t know how long it took me to get back on my feet.

My back ached. My entire body hurt in some way or another. Feeling that tail crush into me had pushed the air from my lungs, and it had almost knocked me unconscious. I knew I had some broken bones, and I needed to be healed.

But that was a problem. I didn’t see the girls anywhere. The opening that had sucked me through here had closed off completely, and I didn’t see a way to get it back open again.

I just hoped my Spell Forge still worked, even separated from my team.

“Healing Light,” I said through gritted teeth.

Thankfully, the spell worked. I felt my bones mending as I grimaced through the pain. When it was all over, I was able to stand, but I still didn’t feel much better off.

I had no idea where I was. Somehow, I was under the lake, but I didn’t get the impression that I was on the third floor, where the boss would be. Not that I wanted to be there on my own without my team.

I had to find them. I hated to think of them alone without me. Not that they weren’t capable of kicking all kinds of ass, but I loved them. I felt responsible for their safety.

And if something bad happened, I’d never forgive myself.

I checked to make sure I still had all my possessions. My swords had fallen through the hole with me, and they laid a short distance away. My pack was still attached to my back, and I was still wearing my badge. I pressed the button on it absentmindedly just to catch a glimpse of my stats.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 66

Experience: 1149/1800

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 15)

Stats:

Strength: 65 (+4)

Agility: 74

Magical Power: 69

Stamina: 72

Intelligence: 67 (+3)

Charisma: 66

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Extreme Speed

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames II

Teleport

Dark Wave

Dispel

At least I was level 66 now. I knew a good portion of that would be from fighting that dragon, though I didn’t relish the idea of fighting another one down here, alone.

Or thinking about the girls having to confront one without me.

I needed to find a way to rejoin them quickly. So far, there was only one option. Apart from the tube that spit me out of here, this seemed to be a dead end, with only one path forward. I picked up my swords and started down that path, moving with haste so that I could find them more quickly.

The walls down here weren’t very similar to the walls above. Down here, it seriously felt like I was trapped. The walls were mostly dark with blue cords of light that were spaced out every few feet or so. It gave it a very futuristic kind of appearance, but it was also kinda demoralizing too.

At least above us, I could maintain the fiction that I wasn’t really in a maze. Down here, that’s exactly how I felt.

In the first ten minutes that I ran, I didn’t find any demons or dragons. I also didn’t find any options where the path split, forcing a choice. I just kept running down this long hall until something looked familiar. I felt like I ought to be looking for stairs to get back up to the lake level, but I also knew that the dungeons didn’t follow traditional physics.

I ran into my first group of demons a short while later. This group of three seemed like they were waiting for me, since they blew fire the moment I flew around a corner.

“Magical Shield!”

The barrier came up just in time to prevent me from being cooked by the flames. Right then and there, I knew I had to slow down if I was going to survive. I might be able to reset my broken bones, but there would be nothing I could do if I died alone.

Once the demons were done blowing fire, it was my turn. Using my Spell Forge, I used Elise’s Confusion on the one in the center, which immediately caused it to attack the others.

It also gave me the chance to try out something I’d wanted to test since I first saw Mira use it. I raised my hand and used her Summon spell.

Two beams of light shot out from my hand. They didn’t stop until the light coagulated into a much larger shape. Whatever was forming was long and narrow, but thick in the body. I didn’t take a breath again until they formed into creatures that I immediately recognized.

And one that made me grin.

There in front of me were two dragons, cut in the same mold as the creatures I’d battled earlier. The one on the left was colored blood red, while the one on the right was colored a midnight black. Both of them looked vicious, and they attacked the demons as soon as they were fully materialized.

Their coloring wasn’t just for show either. The red dragon started to belch flames at the demons, while the black dragon seemed more tied to dark energy. Its main attack resembled my Dark Wave spell.

With both dragons attacking in tandem, the demons didn’t stand a chance. I wondered if my red dragon’s fire would be impervious to the demons like mine was, but it didn’t have any such handicap. It must have burned hotter, because the demon was reduced to ashes in a matter of seconds.

On the other side, the black dragon’s dark energy ripped a man-sized hole through the center of the third demon. His body evaporated, only to be replaced by a bag of loot.

The one remaining demon was the one that was confused, and as it turned to see both dragons bearing down on it, I thought I saw the demon quiver.

“Attack!” I told the dragons.

Both creatures opened their mouths at precisely the same moment, overwhelming the last demon with a tremendous amount of energy. When it was all over, I wasn’t surprised to see that there was nothing left of the beast, just a bag of loot that even seemed a little charred.

“Maybe you overdid it just a little,” I teased both dragons, seeing them snort as if they were offended by the notion. “Just kidding. You two did great—really great.”

They seemed to stand taller after that, like they thrived on the praise. It reminded me of Peter and Matilda, the way they loved attention after a battle. I could pet them on the head at least, but what was the best way to show affection to a dragon?

I didn’t have any fear as I approached them, knowing that they were still a spell and ultimately under my command. They still dwarfed me in size, and that made me approach this slowly.

I started with the red dragon. He eyed me as I made my way closer, and I couldn’t help but be blinded by the dazzling colors of his scales. I reached my hand out, touching him gently to find that the scales were just as hard as they looked.

“You did really well just now,” I said softly, petting his scales. “I’m really happy that you showed up, though I wish you could help me find the rest of my team.”

He spooked me for a second as he started to beat his wings. I took a few steps back as he took off, only to find the netting that reached across the top of the maze. He didn’t get tangled up in it, but I took the gesture as more to let me know that he would go find them if he could just get through the netting.

“I know, it sucks,” I said, patting his scales once he landed again. “We’ll figure something out. Don’t worry.”

I then turned my attention to the black dragon, who was stretching out his long hind limbs. He stopped when I started petting him, and I watched as his head came closer. It “bumped” into me, which was almost hard enough to knock me back a step. I realized that it wasn’t a hostile gesture though, more akin to a nuzzle more than anything.

“I know, I like you too,” I said, chuckling, which made him do it again. “I’m going to be relying on you both a lot from this moment on. We’re going to have a lot of danger in front of us. I really hope you’re ready.”

Both dragons snorted to let me know they’d be ready for whatever came at us. I grinned proudly, but the moment didn’t last. At that moment, they started to evaporate, their bodies going back to the ethereal plane from which they came.

Once they were gone, I felt oddly alone again. It was time to find the rest of my team.


Chapter
Sixteen



I took off down the hallway much more carefully than I did the first time around. The last thing I wanted to do was to stumble into something surprising, even though I had my dragons to back me up.

I found a few more groups of demons, but nothing that I couldn’t handle. Mostly, I was getting anxious to rejoin the team. I hoped that everyone was doing okay. I also hoped they weren’t panicking about my safety.

But how could I rejoin them? Where were they?

I received my first clue about their whereabouts about twenty minutes later in the form of an echo. Up until that point, the only thing I had heard were the sounds of my footsteps echoing off the tiled floor beneath me. Realizing that it did me no favors in terms of stealth, I borrowed Vaeda’s Light Footsteps spell to make me soundproof.

It turned out to be a wise choice. Not only did it give me an advantage in fighting the demons, but when paired with Seraphina’s Invisibility, I turned into my own form of rogue. Now I didn’t even need to rely on my dragons.

I could kill the demons before they even knew I was there. In one case, I used Teleport to kill a group of five before they knew something was wrong. It was an extreme amount of power to have in my hands, and I couldn’t help but relish how it would work in the future.

There was another added benefit of being muted. I could now hear more sounds than before, things that would have been drowned out by my loud footsteps. It occurred right as I rounded a corner. I heard . . . something a long distance away. Something that sounded like a cry or a laugh. Whatever it was, it was too muted for me to make out for sure.

I froze in my tracks as I tried to figure out a sense of direction, but it was so far away that I had a hard time doing that. The echo could have been from any direction.

I needed more noise if I was going to figure this out.

“Elise!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Mira!”

I shut up at that point, waiting to see if the faint sound would return. It didn't happen right away, which made me try again.

“Seraphina! Vaeda!”

This time, I heard something in the distance. It was too far away to make out for sure, but it faintly sounded like my name. If they were doing the same thing that I was doing, they had to be close by.

I took off on a dead sprint forward. I kept up my spells just in case, killing a pack of demons just ahead of me, but every few hundred feet, I would stop and call out their names.

And I would receive a response in the distance. The best thing about it was that it was getting closer.

I wasn’t sure how long I ran for. It felt like a solid hour of just running, yelling, waiting, and listening. I was deep in the heart of the maze, but I still hadn’t found any intersections where I had to pick a direction.

It was like the dungeon was just trying to tire me out, but I refused to let it win.

By the time the echoes were loud enough to hear, I could definitely make out that it was my name being yelled in the distance. It sounded almost muted though, making it hard to tell which girl was doing the yelling. It was like listening to sound underwater—I could make out my name, but the sound was heavy in the air.

I moved around another corner and then another until I came upon another group of demons. This pack was ten strong, and now that I was closer to the girls, I had no patience to deal with them in the traditional manner.

“Teleport,” I whispered.

I found myself right in the middle of the pack with my Invisibility and my Light Footsteps still intact. I extended both swords outward and started to spin rapidly, slicing each demon in the flank as they walked.

I heard their howls of desperation as they were attacked by an unseen enemy. To make matters worse, I used Confusion on two of them, having them attack their former comrades as I continued to plunge my sword into their bulging muscles.

It only took a minute before all ten of them were dispatched. As soon as it was done, I grabbed the loot and called out one more time.

My heart dropped when I heard the responding echo.

I was now further away from my team. And judging by the sound, they were going in the wrong direction.

Panic set in briefly, mostly because the direction I was supposed to go would continue to take me further away from the sound. If it was my team I was hearing (and I was 99% sure that it was), they were on the other side of this wall.

I clenched my fist as I looked up at the wall. I couldn’t see the invisible netting that covered it, but I still knew it was there, preventing me from getting up there. I wondered how strong that netting was.

“Perilous Flames!” I bellowed, aiming my hand at the top of the maze.

The spell erupted from my palm, shooting out in two strong jets of fire toward the netting. I could see the flames consuming the netting, which was much more intricate than I expected. What I didn’t expect was to see the flames having no effect on it, as the netting wasn’t anywhere close to burning up.

“Shit,” I swore, staring at the netting once the flames had dissolved. “There has to be some way I can get up there. But how?”

I glanced up at the netting again. Whoever designed it made it so that anything larger than a human wouldn’t be able to get through. I knew I couldn’t teleport through it because I’d already gotten stuck, but part of me wondered what would happen if I teleported near it.

“I hope I don’t break my back this time,” I grumbled as I readied my body. “Teleport!”

This time, my aim was just below the net. I was able to grab onto it before my body fell, using all of my strength to keep my grip tight. It was an incredibly difficult position to be in though, and I knew my strength wouldn’t be able to keep me up for long.

I needed to get closer to the wall, if only to give me another position to rest against. I climbed across the netting, just like they were monkey bars. When I reached the wall, I planted both feet against it, giving me a short window to rest.

It was better than hanging, but not by much. I was close enough to the top that I could think about climbing above the net, but I doubted my strength would last long enough for me to do so.

More than anything, I needed something to stand on—some kind of ledge to take the burden away from my arms. That was when I had another idea.

I removed my hand from the net just briefly, aiming for a spot right below my feet.

“Ice Freeze!”

Using Elise’s spell, I was able to add several layers of ice against the wall. The first time I did it, it was barely strong enough for me to rest for a few seconds before the ice failed and it crumbled. I had to grab onto the netting once more and try again.

After a couple more tries, I was getting better at “sculpting” the ice to give it strength. I was able to work a generous amount under the ledge I was going to stand on, making it sturdy enough to support my weight for a longer duration.

Once my feet were on somewhat solid ground, I let go of the netting. My arms burned with exhaustion, and I took a minute or two just to rest them before the next hurdle. I knew I needed to get through the net, but I also needed a place to grab onto to help me pull.

That was where another round of Ice Freeze came into use. I crafted just enough of a ledge that I could use to pull myself through. It wasn’t any more sturdy than the one I was standing on, and my plan was to immediately teleport to the top of the wall once I was through the net.

But first, I needed to get through this damn net. Now that I was here, I could see it was just wide enough that I might be able to slide through it if I went slowly.

I put my hands through the net and grabbed the ledge of ice, taking my first attempt to hoist myself through. Pulling myself up wasn’t the hard part. That came when my shoulders reached the netting, since they were the broadest part of my body. I had to angle them to get through, putting myself in an unnatural position before I could climb up any further.

“Thank the spirits I didn’t eat that many cinnamon rolls,” I grumbled once I had my shoulders through.

From there, it became progressively easier. By the time my legs were coming through, I had a good grip on the ice ledge and was pulling myself up. My hands were definitely chilled, but at least I was through the netting.

“Teleport!”

Finally, I found myself on the top of the wall. It was about four feet wide, which was wider than I expected, and allowed me to stand without having to balance. I looked over the edge, seeing the melting ice ledges I’d just created about ten feet down. Turning my attention elsewhere, I looked over the rest of the maze.

Any normal person would have been greatly dismayed at this point. The maze seemed to go on for miles in all directions. I couldn’t even guess which direction we had to go, mostly because I couldn’t see anything on the horizon.

I put that thought in the back of my mind. My first priority was finding my team, and now that I had the advantage of height, I yelled out their names again.

This time, my voice traveled much further. It also made it easier for me to figure out which direction the girls were in. When I heard the resulting response from my yell, I took off running down the wall.

Up here, I had to follow the turns of the maze, but I was able to cross over other walls into areas where I wouldn’t have been able to reach. Every few minutes, I called out their names again, waiting for their response so I could pinpoint their exact location.

“Jeremy! Over here!”

I was now close enough that I could make out Mira’s voice. She seemed to be just over the next couple walls. I ran as fast as I dared, keeping my balance until I reached that final wall and peered down into the maze.

That’s when I saw the four most beautiful women I’ve ever laid eyes on. None of them looked hurt, and all seemed to be just as excited to see me as I was to see them.

“How did you get up there?” asked Seraphina, craning her head to look up at the wall.

“I’ll tell you once I get down!” I yelled. “Is everyone alright?”

Mira nodded. “We’re fine now! We’ve been worried sick about you!”

“At least until we started hearing you yell back to us,” added Elise. “It was my idea to yell for you!”

Vaeda giggled. “Not now, Elise. Let’s get him down safely first before you start bragging.”

It wasn’t as much work for me to get down as it was for me to get up. I dropped down to the netting and wormed my way through before teleporting closer to the ground. As soon as my feet hit the floor, I had four gorgeous women slam into me, hugging the life out of me.

“Oh my goodness, we missed you so much,” whispered Mira, hugging me the tightest.

“Yeah, we are all way too young to become widows,” added Elise.

Seraphina giggled. “Elise, you have to be married first to be a widow.”

Elise scoffed. “Don’t rain on my parade, lady.”

I hugged all of them with just as much care. “I’m so happy to see all of you. I know you can take care of yourselves, but I never would have forgiven myself if anything happened to you while we were separated.”

“We managed just fine, didn’t we, girls?” asked Vaeda, giving me a flirty smile. “But I have to echo their sentiments. I just got you back into my life. I don’t intend to lose you again.”

It was the way she said it that sent blood flowing south. I needed to focus on getting out of the dungeon, but as soon as we were out, I intended to talk to Vaeda about what was developing between us.

“Did you see anything useful while you were up there?” asked Seraphina. “Like a way out of here?”

I winced. “I hate to break it to you but I didn’t see anything. Where we’re at right now, it looks like the maze goes on for miles in all directions. Nothing stood out to me.”

Seraphina’s shoulders slumped forward. “I was afraid you were going to say that. We haven’t seen anything either.”

“But we have kicked the shit outta plenty of demons,” added Elise. “And we’ve all leveled up a lot. Look at me now.”

Name: Elise Carlsberg

Class: Archer

Level: 59

Experience: 345/1500

Stats:

Strength: 58 (+14)

Agility: 56 (+8)

Magical Power: 59 (+14)

Stamina: 60 (+12)

Intelligence: 55 (+9)

Charisma: 55 (+8)

Abilities:

Never-Ending Quiver

Rain Dance

Spells:

Ice Freeze II

Illusion

Confusion

“Looking very good, Elise,” I said, scanning her stats. “Definitely the most powerful diver from Gardenia now.”

She beamed with happiness for a few seconds until Vaeda showed me hers.

“And look at me,” said the tiny dryad. “I’m now up to level 53!”

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 53

Experience: 794/1500

Stats:

Strength: 53 (+9)

Agility: 51 (+5)

Magical Power: 53 (+12)

Stamina: 52 (+10)

Intelligence: 54 (+11)

Charisma: 49 (+8)

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance

“I’ve never gained levels this quickly before!” continued Vaeda. “It must be due to your Experience Share.”

“That and my Rapid Promotion,” I added with a smile. “It’s helped all of us get massively over-leveled.”

“What are you at now?” asked Seraphina.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 69

Experience: 1743/1800

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 15)

Stats:

Strength: 68 (+7)

Agility: 77 (+3)

Magical Power: 73 (+4)

Stamina: 75 (+3)

Intelligence: 76 (+12)

Charisma: 75 (+9)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Extreme Speed

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper – NEW

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames II

Teleport

Dark Wave

Dispel

“Whoa!” said Vaeda. “Level 69?”

“It’s Jeremy’s favorite number,” quipped Elise, stroking my shoulder.

Vaeda giggled. “It’s not just his favorite number either.”

Before I had a chance to respond to that, Mira pointed out my new ability. “What’s that, Jeremy?”

Dragon Keeper – This ability allows the user to summon two dragons to fight alongside him in battle.

“Holy shit balls!” swore Elise. “We get dragons now too!”

“That’s really interesting,” I said, scanning it over. “I’m surprised to see it.”

“Why surprised?” asked Seraphina.

“I used Mira’s Summon spell while I was alone,” I explained. “As you’ve probably figured out already, I didn’t get tigers. I got two dragons—one red and one black.”

“Oh snap, that’s really badass,” said Elise.

“I assumed the only way I could get it was by using her Summon spell though,” I said, glancing at my new ability. “But now I don’t think so.”

“Why don’t you try it out right now?” suggested Vaeda. “Let’s see these dragons.”

I shrugged and uttered the name of the ability.

Suddenly, my two dragons manifested out of thin air. I think it shocked the girls, because they all jumped backward as two large dragons suddenly bore down on top of us.

“It’s okay,” I told them as I took a step closer to both creatures. “They’re friendly, I promise. Just as friendly as Peter and Matilda.”

I could tell it was going to take a minute for them to gain that trust. Surprisingly, it was Elise who made the first step forward, going toward the black dragon.

“He’s just so cute,” she purred, taking slow and measured steps until her hand touched his scales. “Wow! A real dragon that’s not trying to kill us.”

The black dragon turned its head and stretched out its legs, letting out a deep sound from its belly that almost sounded like a purr.

Elise giggled. “Yes, I like you too.”

Elise’s confidence spurred the other girls forward. Mira came next, mostly because she had the most experience with otherworldly familiars. She moved toward the black dragon too, staying close to Elise.

“The last dragon I met was trying to kill me,” Mira told the dragon. “So it’s going to take some time for me to trust you, but I’ll get there, I promise.”

The dragon tried to nuzzle her, knocking her a little off balance. Elise laughed and pulled Mira closer.

“Isn’t it just amazing?”

Mira pushed her glasses back up her nose. “Yes, it really is.”

On the other side, both Vaeda and Seraphina were checking out the red dragon. I wanted to see how the dragon would react, but part of me wanted to see how they would interact with each other. I hoped there wouldn’t be any more hostility, and thankfully, there wasn’t.

“Can we take rides on them after we get out of the dungeon?” asked Seraphina brightly.

“I think it would be a shame not to have at least one dragon ride in your lifetime,” I teased.

It was adorable to watch their eyes light up, and I knew that was something we’d have to do once we had some downtime.

For now though, the dragons weren’t going to stick around. They disappeared a few seconds later, much to everyone’s disappointment.

“We need to start thinking of names for them!” said Mira. “Something that really conveys their majesty?”

I put my arm around Mira’s waist. “I’ll leave that one to you. When you have the right names for them, just let me know.”

Mira seemed to take that responsibility very seriously. She nodded right away, and I watched as the wheels began to turn inside her head.

“I’ll come up with the very best names for them,” she promised. “The very best!”

I grinned. “I know you will.”


Chapter
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Setting aside the thoughts of the dragons, it was time to reevaluate our position. We might have been reunited, but we were still in the middle of the maze, and we didn’t know how to get out.

We had to go through a few more underwater portions until we came to the next fork in the road. But this time, it didn’t seem to matter which direction we picked, especially once we checked out both options in more detail.

“The left path comes back to the right one just a few hundred feet after the intersection,” announced Seraphina. “It doesn’t matter which path we take. They will both lead to the same outcome.”

“Some maze this is,” replied Elise. “Whoever made it didn’t know what they were doing.”

“Or it’s just part of the riddle of this place,” said Mira. “I’ve been thinking about this for the past thirty minutes. We lost track of the true left wall some time ago. Up until this point, I didn’t think it mattered, but we seem to just be getting sucked in further. Who knows how long this maze really is?”

There was a lot of truth to what Mira had to say. This could potentially be a path to nowhere.

“We’ve been walking for long enough now that I might be able to see something from the wall above us,” I said. “Do you want me to check it out?”

Mira’s head bounced back and forth. “I don’t know. I’m not sure what to do yet. It took us a while to figure out how the first floor’s riddle actually went, but I just don’t feel good about this one yet. Let’s keep moving for now and see what happens.”

No one had any better ideas, so we kept following the maze. Another hour passed where we didn’t have to make any turns. The maze seemed like it was getting narrower, and I was starting to get nervous about exceeding the time limit for the dungeon.

If our time expired before we defeated the boss, we would have to try again. And all the riddles and clues would change to something else entirely.

It was that thought alone that put a little extra pep in our step. We kept moving until we came to a very similar problem that we had earlier in the day.

After turning the last corner, we found ourselves in the entrance to the second maze, where the sign post for the left wall awaited us.

“Looks like we went in a giant circle again,” said Vaeda after a deep sigh.

“And we lost a few hours doing so,” said Seraphina. “So now what? What’s the riddle that we haven’t guessed yet?”

Mira was studying the sign. “Follow the left wall,” she repeated several times. “But if the dungeon opens up, the left wall advice doesn’t work. What are we missing?”

“Maybe we need to actually walk on the left wall,” said Elise, bending her body sideways. “Like get special boots that can let us walk on the side. Or we can—”

Mira grabbed hold of Elise’s arm suddenly. “Elise, you’re a genius!”

Elise smiled. “Yes, I know. I’m so glad you finally see it too!”

“What are you thinking, Mira?” I asked.

“Now is the time for us to get on top of the wall,” said Mira. “Follow the left wall to get to your destination. We don’t keep our hands on it. We walk on top of it! I bet you if you went up to the top now, you’ll see a way out of here!”

I turned my body to glance all the way up to the wall. At least this portion had stonework in it, meaning that climbing it wouldn’t be impossible (just impossibly hard). First though, I needed to be able to see from the top.

Since I couldn’t see the net, I had to use one of my spells to give me an idea of where it was, so I knew where to teleport to.

“Perilous Flames!” I yelled, my palm arched upward.

As the flames danced around the fireproof net, I got a general idea of where it was. Using Teleport, I found myself halfway in the air again, dangling from the net.

“Elise, use Ice Freeze against the wall!” I told her. “Give me a ledge to stand on!”

As soon as she made the ledge, I scurried over and climbed through the netting until I was able to teleport for the last time to the top.

I was finally where I needed to be. And now I could see just off in the distance something that was shiny, beckoning my attention.

“There’s something up here that I didn’t see before,” I yelled down to the girls. “But I need to get all of you up here first. We’ll need to run together to get there.”

I thought for a moment on the best way to do this until the idea hit me. “Seraphina, can you make a small stone wall along the edge of the maze, please?”

“Of course, Jeremy. Stonewall!”

Within seconds, an eight-foot-tall stone wall appeared right next to the maze. I dropped back down through the netting until I was standing on the wall, at which point I helped each of the girls onto it.

“This would be a lot easier if I’d just purchased the upgrade to Teleport,” I said, once the last girl was up. “Then we could have gone up at the same time without any trouble.”

Vaeda giggled. “I guess we know which spell you’ll be upgrading next then.”

Now that all of us were on the wall, I had Seraphina continue to raise it, bringing us with it. She continued to make it higher until we reached the net, at which point it got a little bit trickier.

“Seraphina, I need you to keep replenishing the wall,” I told her. “Don’t let the spell fade. That means you’ll have to go through last.”

“That’s okay,” she replied. “Let’s just focus on getting everyone through.”

“That’s my girl. Elise? Can you make those ice ledges again above the netting? We’re going to need enough ledges to climb our way to the top, as well as for all five of us to go through. Can you make them that strong?”

Elise scoffed as if I offended her. “Can I make them that strong?” she repeated. “Uh, duh!”

She immediately got to work, creating indentations that would allow us to climb up the wall as easily as if we had stairs. Once that was settled, I pulled myself through the net, positioning myself to help each of the girls through.

“Nice and easy now,” I coached them. “Keep climbing up, and if you feel yourself getting in trouble, call out to me.”

They went one by one until each woman reached the top of the wall. I followed behind Seraphina once it was all done, and Mira and Elise helped us over the last step.

“Yeah, you definitely need to upgrade Teleport,” said Elise, wiping sweat off her brow. “That wasn’t very fun at all.”

“No, it wasn’t,” agreed Mira, before pointing across the way. “But you know what will be fun? Finding the staircase to the boss.”

Mira was pointing at the shiny object in the distance. Now that we were all up here, it had caught the entire team’s attention. I could also see that the top of the wall was painted a different color than the other walls.

This wall was colored dark red, and there was a path that led from our current position all the way to the shiny object in the distance. All the other walls were just painted white.

We’d solved the riddle, and now we just had to get to our destination.

The wall was only large enough for us to move one person at a time. We formed a single-file line, with me at the head, followed by Seraphina, Mira, Elise, and finally Vaeda bringing up the rear. I didn’t doubt that the dungeon wouldn’t find one more thing to throw at us before we reached our shiny destination, and that seemed to come to fruition after about five minutes of moving.

It was Vaeda that spotted them first. They were too far away to hear the regular beating of their wings, but their large forms were visible just in the distance.

“Dragons!” shrieked Vaeda. “Five of them!”

My blood ran cold when I heard the number. Dealing with one of them had been bad enough, but five? Especially while we were so close to reaching that last staircase?

This was going to be the toughest challenge we’d faced yet.

Thankfully, I had a little more backup this time.

“Dragon Keeper!” I roared, toggling my newest ability. At once, the forms of the red and black dragons manifested on either side of us. From the moment they were fully-formed, they took off in the direction of the other dragons, spewing fire and dark energy at their foes.

“They’ll buy us some time!” I yelled back to the team. “Everyone run as fast as you can!”

Our speed felt like it doubled as we started to approach the shiny object in the distance. Once we were closer, I could tell that it was some kind of room that was perched over part of the dungeon, and the shiny parts I saw were the walls inside.

We were still a good minute out from the room, and every time I spared a glance to my right, I could see the dragons battling in the middle of the maze—their shrieks echoing across the entire distance.

I didn’t want to know how my dragons were faring. As far as I was concerned, every second of time that they bought us by keeping the other dragons off our backs was well worth the price.

Still, every time I heard a shriek of pain, I couldn’t help but turn my head to see which one made it. Even though I barely knew them, they were still my dragons, and I didn’t envy them going into a fight outnumbered.

Slowly but surely, my dragons were overwhelmed. The black dragon went down first, taking so much punishment that he simply disappeared when he couldn’t take anymore. Once the red dragon was on his own, he held off the others for a few seconds before he too was overwhelmed.

We were now on our own.

“Run!” I yelled. “Hurry!”

We were within the last few yards of the shiny room, but with five dragons now flying toward us with all possible speed, I doubted whether we could make it. I needed some kind of distraction—something that could buy us the time we needed.

“Everyone pick your main attacking spell and use it on the nearest dragon!” I told the girls, right as the lead dragon opened its mouth, ready to strike at us. “Now!”

At once, all five of us roared.

“Stun!”

“Ice Freeze!”

“Minimize!”

“Lightning Strike!”

“Shadow Lance!”

Watching our spells impact the dragon was like watching it fly into a brick wall. The creature stumbled as its wings stopped flapping, losing a great deal of altitude as it smashed into the wall under it. It landed on its feet, using them to push off in order to get airborne again, but the damage had been done. Its wings were wounded, mostly from the Lighting Strike and the Ice Freeze, and it was having a hard time flying.

The distraction bought us the time we needed. I could see the entrance into the room as clear as day right now, and one by one, we threw ourselves across the threshold as the other dragons tried to grab us before we were gone.

No sooner was Vaeda inside the room than we saw a pair of wings go by as well as a last shriek of frustration.

“Let’s move away from the door,” urged Mira. “Just in case they can still breathe fire in here, I don’t want to be anywhere near it.”

“I didn’t come all this way just to be roasted dragon food,” muttered Elise, following Mira.

All five of us moved through the shiny room, which was unadorned with anything that might give us a frame of reference. It was merely a long hallway, maybe a couple hundred yards in total, that led to some object in the distance that I couldn’t yet make out.

“Is that what I think it is?” asked Seraphina once we were closer.

We all broke out in grins when we finally saw it.

The second staircase awaited us just at the end of the shiny hallway.
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I felt like a second wind hit me as soon as we reached the staircase. I was ready to fight this boss, and I didn’t feel that tired despite the ordeal behind us. Looking at the girls, they seemed to be ready too.

“So does anyone have any tips on how we defeat this dungeon boss?” asked Elise, not surprising anyone. “Or just generally know what to expect down there?”

Mira rolled her eyes playfully. “Expect a bigger challenge than we faced with King Troll.”

“That’s not exactly saying much,” replied Seraphina. “King Troll wasn’t that big of a challenge for us.”

“And what do we call this monster?” asked Elise. “King Demon? King Maze? Just the King?”

“King Maze is the official name because it’s a mix of all the qualities of Shadow Abyss,” answered Mira, before waving her arms. “He can do this weird thing with his limbs. Generating new ones and then making old ones disappear. The textbooks say it’s a crazy ability.”

“But not to get distracted by it,” I added, knowing which book she was referring to. “King Maze’s biggest weakness is his back. If you can get through the maze of limbs that hide his back and strike at it directly, you can take him down quite easily.”

Mira turned red and fluttered her eyelashes at me. “Jeremy, I’ve never loved you more than I do right now.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Vaeda, grinning. “I know what that look means.”

I hugged both of them. “Just show me after we beat King Maze, okay?”

“Oh, that’s a promise,” replied Mira, touching my chest.

Once we’d caught our breath as a team, we descended the last staircase. After everything that had been thrown at us already, I didn’t see how this boss could be much of a challenge. I still considered us over-leveled, despite the nerfs that we faced during the first floor.

Even still, I knew what it meant to underestimate a dungeon boss. As close as we were to finishing, we couldn’t take him lightly.

Upon reaching the bottom of the stairs, I looked out on a familiar sight. I could see a small amphitheater in front of us, settled at the bottom of a sloping valley. Like the other dungeons, this amphitheater was open on one side, beckoning us forward to complete our task.

We approached while maintaining our formation, ready for any threat that could manifest. Once we were close enough, I could see the dungeon boss waiting for us on the opposite wall.

King Maze was just as massive as I’d read about. He was as large as a small building, being nearly four stories in height. His height wasn’t as much of a differentiator as the sheer numbers of limbs. The boss had as many as twenty different arms, but to call them arms didn’t seem to do them justice.

They were longer than arms, giving him the appearance of a spider. What made him so interesting was that the arms were constantly moving, generating and disintegrating. One limb grew at an exponential length while the one next to it shriveled as it was pulled back into its body, only to be replaced by something entirely new moments later.

Getting around its limbs would be our ultimate test.

“Remember your abilities,” I told my team. “Now is the time to use them.”

Elise nodded and used her Rain Dance ability, which boosted all her stats by +2 for the duration of the battle. Mira used Power of Knowledge, transferring her high Intelligence stat to her Magical Power and Stamina for the fight. Seraphina toggled both Turbo Boost and Grace of the Elves, elevating her Stamina and her Agility respectively.

As for me, I turned on Force Multiplier, doling out stats to whoever needed them the most. I didn’t find as much use in Extreme Speed now that I could Teleport, but I still toggled it for the battle anyway.

We were ready to go, and judging by the looks of him, so was King Maze. I watched as he started to grow more limbs, doubling and then tripling the count he already had. A good portion of those limbs went into protecting his vulnerable backside, but the other new ones joined his existing limbs, separating into five distinct groups.

It was obvious why he picked five. This boss was strong enough that he didn’t need minions of his own to do his bidding like the other dungeons. He could engage us one-on-five and still be strong enough to prevail.

I didn’t wait for him to start his attack. Instead, I aimed my palm at the group of limbs directly opposite of me and used my first spell of the fight.

“Perilous Flames!”

Multiple jets of fire erupted from my hand, consuming the limbs that were in front of me. I expected the limbs to have more durability, taking a few hits to be destroyed, but they burned up right away as the ashes hit the floor.

It wasn’t the breakthrough we needed though. King Maze simply regenerated more. Within seconds it was like nothing happened at all, and I was still looking at a thick array of whip-like limbs.

At least it gave me a starting point. I knew how quickly I could destroy them before they were regenerated. I would need to use that time to get around to his back.

“Cover me,” I told my team. “I’m going for his back.”

“Good luck!” said Seraphina.

“Teleport!”

I maneuvered to the back of the boss as the girls launched their attacks. I thought I’d bought myself a window of time to strike, but what I didn’t expect was the speed at which those limbs moved. Not only did the limbs from the front of the boss follow me, but they were joined by those protecting its weak back. I was surrounded instantly.

“Perilous Flames!” I yelled, burning some of the limbs before I teleported to a new spot.

I had at most a few seconds to strike before more limbs came. This time, two of them wrapped around each foot, yanking me to the ground. My head hit the ground with a dull thud, making me see stars for a moment. By the time I opened my eyes seconds later, I could see the creature raising its limbs to smash against my head.

“Teleport!”

I moved back to the front, where the girls were well underway. I landed next to Vaeda, who was throwing her daggers so quickly that she appeared blurry. The limbs just kept regenerating though, even after they’d been punctured by her daggers.

On my other side, Elise was having the same problem. Piles of frozen limbs laid on the ground in front of her, but there was no difference in the fighting. She still had her hands full with just her allotment.

I realized at that moment that this was how the boss preferred to fight. Any fight where it could break us down to fighting one-on-one was going to lend it the advantage. For us to win, we’d have to fight differently.

An idea formed, especially as I glanced over to see Mira fighting with the aid of Peter and Matilda. I teleported to her side.

“We’re going to need a little more help,” I told her. “Leave Peter and Matilda here to battle your allotment of limbs, and I want you to move over so that you fight another section of limbs.”

Mira gave me a strange look but she didn’t question the order. Especially when I used Dragon Keeper to summon my familiars.

I didn’t need to tell my dragons what to do. They seemed connected with my mind, and no sooner had they manifested than they were already helping Peter and Matilda. Now we’d opened up six fronts instead of five. All of us had one, and the familiars were fighting too, forcing King Maze to expend more energy.

But it wasn’t enough. I wanted one more front to distract the beast even further, and I knew what I wanted to do. If there was ever a time to use a loophole, it was now.

“Summon!”

I was curious if using Mira’s spell would work in tandem with my Dragon Keeper ability, generating another set of dragons. I could have really used them, but I doubted whether the dungeons would let me pursue that loophole if it gave us too much of an advantage.

It seemed though that the dungeons needed us to have all the advantages we could get against King Maze, because two more dragons appeared in the sky, identical replicas to the red and black dragons already fighting.

These two attacked from the air, breathing down fire and dark energy on King Maze. I scored my first victory on the monster, in that he wasn’t expecting to be attacked from above. It took him more time than usual to generate limbs in his defense, and now he was being engaged by seven different threats at one time.

It was soon to be eight when I had the dragons separate. One attacked from the left while the other attacked from the right.

I knew there was no limit to how many limbs King Maze could generate, but my hope was that by keeping the monster as distracted as possible, it would slow down its response time, allowing me to carve up its back when it least expected.

It turned out to be harder than I expected, and that was because of the multiple deaths we faced. The first was Vaeda who was picked up by a limb that she didn’t anticipate. She was lifted into the air and slammed against the rocks until her body was a mangled wreck. Mira healed her and brought her back into the fight, but the crucial seconds of delay allowed King Maze the ability to catch up.

The same thing happened when it was Elise’s turn next, followed by Mira after that. Every time someone died, it delayed our ultimate attack on the boss just a little while longer. Meanwhile, we weren’t the only ones getting worn out.

Peter died first, followed by Matilda a short while later. They had to be reconstituted by Mira, and after that, the same thing happened to my dragons fighting in the air. We were all getting tired, and I knew we wouldn’t have the stamina to keep up with King Maze for much longer unless something changed.

I couldn’t wait until the moment was just right any longer. I had to strike now, while we still had the strength.

My Extreme Speed had worn off by this point, slowing me down and forcing me to rely on Teleport just a little more than I already did. This time, I teleported to its back again, and immediately called down a Lighting Strike aimed for its head.

All I wanted was a distraction, and the attack bought me a few seconds of lull as I hacked away at its limbs trying to expose its back. It wasn’t long before King Maze figured out what I did, sweeping its limbs under my feet and throwing me backward once more.

“Illusion!”

Using Elise’s spell, I threw a replica of myself just behind me, but King Maze wasn’t fooled. As soon as its limbs shattered the illusion, it turned its full attention back on me.

“Perilous Flames! Perilous Flames!”

I kept walking closer, throwing repeated Perilous Flames as I burned up its limbs, as well as those limbs that were regenerated to replace the ones I burned. I kept up the pressure of the spell, but I just couldn’t throw the boss off balance.

I needed something just a little more. The boss was very good at defending while he was on his feet, but would the same thing be true if we could trip him up?

It was definitely worth a shot.

“Seraphina! I need your Stonewall right now!”

“In what direction?” she asked, still smacking limbs with her flaming quarterstaff.

“Send it right at the boss!” I told her.

Seraphina used the spell, creating a stone wall that rose from the ground near her feet toward King Maze. At the same time, I used her spell as well but from the creature’s rear.

The two spells met right under its feet, lifting the creature in the air but also causing it to stumble forward. I used it again, placing another barrier just in front of it, which the boss couldn’t help but trip over.

“Back up!” I told the other girls. “Get clear of his body!”

All the girls jumped backwards as King Maze began to wobble. He took a few direct hits from the dragons before his body jolted forward in a fall.

When King Maze hit the ground, it felt like the strongest earthquake I’d felt yet. I had the sense of mind to Teleport to the back of my red dragon in the air, but everyone still on the ground, familiars included, toppled over at the sheer force.

Once the impact was over, I teleported back and found myself staring at the holy grail—the back of King Maze. He was struggling to get off the ground, trying to use his vine-like limbs to push him upright, but he wasn’t quite succeeding.

Now was our best chance.

“I need everything you’ve got,” I told the girls. “Hit him now!”

The girls had mostly dusted themselves off from the earthquake and rejoined the fight. I could see Seraphina’s swirling quarterstaff as she used Stun against a small group of limbs while on the other side, Vaeda was batting them away with her Shadow Lance.

For me, I decided to use the last ability I had left—Heavenly Strike. Pouring all my Strength into my MP stat, I called down the most powerful Lighting Strike I’d ever launched.

The ground shook just as violently as it had with the earthquake. The sheer heat the strike generated was enough to force all of us back. King Maze let out the loudest roar yet as the beam of energy pulverized its now exposed back, taking the fragile limbs with it.

By the time the strike disintegrated, we were looking at a boss that had been mortally wounded. He could no longer regenerate his limbs, and he couldn’t stand either.

We needed one more push.

At once, we all attacked. I called down more Lighting Strikes as each of the girls used their strongest spells. From the air and the ground, all six familiars attacked, aiming their attention at its now-cooked backside.

Finally, the boss could take no more. The four-story-high body vanished in a puff of smoke, only to be replaced by a bag of loot that was practically the size of Vaeda.

We’d done it! We’d beaten Shadow Abyss, conquering three of the five dungeons in the Path of Progression!

And I’d never been more tired. My arms ached from swinging my swords. The muscles in my legs were sore due to being tripped and yanked so many times by King Maze’s limbs. The second wind that I had before we came down here had disappeared entirely.

More than anything, I wanted to rest. And I wanted to do so in the presence of my four stunning companions.

They all came rushing to me, colliding their bodies into mine until all five of us were together. I saw every emotion on their faces—happiness, exhaustion, and even apprehension about the future.

Anything other than happiness would have to wait. This was our moment, and we were going to enjoy it while it lasted.

“We really did it! We really did it!” shrieked Seraphina, kissing every part of my face that she could reach. “We conquered the boss! We beat Shadow Abyss!”

“Was there any doubt about it?” asked Elise coyly. “I mean, really! We’re Team Daredevils. Of course we were going to conquer it.”

“Elise brings up an excellent point,” added Mira. “When you look at our combined stats, the odds of our success went up greatly, especially when you factor in our recent spells—”

Mira never finished her sentence. Elise grabbed her by the side of the face and kissed her, which prompted the brunette bookworm to turn a heavy shade of red.

“Elise, what did you do that for?” asked Vaeda, laughing at the sight.

“It works for Jeremy when he wants to shut her up,” replied Elise, shrugging her shoulders. “I figured it would work for me too.”

Mira’s mouth dropped to protest but Elise merely hugged her. “I’m just teasing you. I still love you like a sister. It’s just so much fun to mess with you, dork.”

Not surprisingly, Mira wrapped her arms around Elise and hugged her tightly.

When our group hug ended, we all checked our badges to see the results. I was pleased to see that I was now in the low 70s for my level, putting me a good ten levels ahead of where I should be.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 73

Experience: 604/2400

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 15)

Stats:

Strength: 73 (+5)

Agility: 81 (+4)

Magical Power: 75 (+2)

Stamina: 78 (+3)

Intelligence: 79 (+3)

Charisma: 76 (+1)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Extreme Speed

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames II

Teleport

Dark Wave

Dispel

I could now afford two more spells, and I already knew exactly what I was going to be looking for. All the girls leveled up well too, including Seraphina, who’d earned another ability.

Name: Seraphina Cultress

Class: Mastermind

Level: 62

Experience: 1010/1800

Stats:

Strength: 60 (+17)

Agility: 59 (+16)

Magical Power: 61 (+16)

Stamina: 57 (+20)

Intelligence: 58 (+18)

Charisma: 58 (+19)

Abilities:

Grace of the Elves

Turbo Boost

Strategist – NEW

Spells:

Swirling Flames

Stun

Healing Light

Stonewall

Invisibility

“What does Strategist do?” I asked her, while she opened up the info box.

Strategist – This ability allows the user to see weakness points of all dungeon creatures.

“Wow,” whispered Seraphina, as she became really excited. “I can’t believe how powerful that is. Anything we face moving forward, that power will let us know what we need to do to defeat it.”

“It’s the perfect trait for a mastermind,” I replied. “That could not be more cool!”

Seraphina wasn’t the only one with a new ability. Vaeda also had a new one to contend with as well.

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 56

Experience: 1401/1500

Stats:

Strength: 55 (+2)

Agility: 52 (+1)

Magical Power: 54 (+1)

Stamina: 57 (+5)

Intelligence: 56 (+2)

Charisma: 55 (+6)

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Infiltrator – NEW

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance

When clicked on, the Infiltrator ability showed the following information:

Infiltrator – This ability allows the user to detect any hidden passages or doors within the dungeon.

“Now that could have been very useful for this dungeon,” joked Vaeda. “We might have gotten out of here hours ago!”

“But think of how useful it will be once we reach the Forbidden Sanctum,” I replied. “Or even Serpent Hollows.”

Vaeda’s smile only grew larger. “I got chills when you just said that. We only have two dungeons left.”

“Damn straight we do,” I replied. “Because this is the best diving team in all of Aspatria.”

“In just Aspatria?” replied Elise, scoffing. “In the whole damn world!”

“I couldn’t have done this without you,” said Vaeda, turning toward me.

She then reached up on her toes and pressed her lips to mine. It wasn’t a simple peck on the lips, but it also wasn’t a lover’s kiss either. It was somewhere in the middle, and judging by the look on her face after she pulled away, she meant for it to be that way.

“Okay, there will be plenty of time for making out, getting naked, and non-stop fucking later,” said Elise, grabbing our hands. “Let’s get out of here. I could go for a pizza!”

Vaeda and I glanced at each other, both of us embarrassed by what Elise had said. It still provided an interesting visual though, and I wondered what Vaeda would look like under me, without a stitch of clothing on her incredible body.

It was a thought I wanted to revisit, but now wasn’t the time. We made our way to the door on the first floor, where the DDU official was waiting to open it for us.

“Two team victories in as many days,” he said, giving us a high-five as we exited the dungeon. “That has to be some kind of record! Congratulations to all of you!”

I knew the official didn’t mean anything by it, but it reminded me that the Renards were still out there. And so was our secret enemy. Perhaps those two were one in the same, or perhaps not, but one thing was for sure.

We hadn’t escaped them forever just because they didn’t strike in Shadow Abyss. Sooner or later, they would have to answer for what they’ve done.

And we were going to be ready for them the day it happened.


Chapter
Nineteen



If I thought our reception after beating Cursed Chasm was great, it was nothing compared to the one we received after beating Shadow Abyss. There were well over two hundred people waiting for us as we climbed down the ladders from the DDU house, the vast majority of which I’d never seen before.

That didn’t stop them from trying to celebrate with us though, especially as I was hoisted in the air, followed by the girls right after.

It was something that I’d known my entire life—successful diving teams were famous throughout the entire country. They were beloved figures, with each hometown celebrating their native divers almost as highly as their own gods.

Our case was somewhat special because of our youth and relative inexperience. And even now, the crowd was wanting to know what our team of “hotshots” was going to do next.

“How soon until you go to Forbidden Sanctum, Jeremy?” asked one portly man just to my right.

“Are you going to try to cram in Serpent Hollows this year too?”

“Are you concerned at all about the Renards? They are a very powerful team. Do they make you nervous?”

The attention was almost overwhelming to a certain degree. I’d been a relative nobody just a few short months ago, and now I was a rising star. I wasn’t sure which questions to start answering first, but it soon became apparent that I might not have to.

The crowd of people around us, which had been roaring our names, suddenly started to die down. Everyone’s attention turned away from us and toward two people standing just a short distance away.

And when I saw who it was, I gulped hard.

I’d never seen Rico looking so pissed. The closest thing I had to a father figure was glaring at me with his hands planted firmly on his hips.

Rico’s cold stare cut me to the bone. “Jeremy, I need to have a talk with you.”

It was time to pay for the consequences of diving the dungeon.
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“You disobeyed me! I specifically asked you to stay out of the dungeons, and the first thing you do after our talk is get on the schedule for the next one! How do you explain that?”

I felt like a scolded child. The entire team did, judging by the look on everyone’s face. All at once, the jubilation we felt at conquering Shadow Abyss was destroyed.

We’d retired to a private room in a nearby inn, where we received the full brunt of Rico’s admonishments. At least it wouldn’t have to be in public, but I still didn’t want to be in this seat looking at him.

Or at the woman sitting next to him. I knew all the members of Rico’s diving team by sight alone, but it was rare that I actually got a chance to see them in person. This particular woman I knew as Celestia, someone who’d been diving with Rico for the last five years. She was a warrior class like me, famous for her great broadsword that hacked through dungeon monsters like they were made of plastic.

Her upper body showed this talent well, with rippling shoulders and large arms. Despite her bulk, she was still a very attractive woman, and it was obvious why Rico picked her to be in his team/harem.

Right now though, she was glaring at me like I was lower than the dirt on her boots. I’d never known Rico’s harem to be anything resembling friendly, but this stare was outright hostile.

Still, I knew I had to stand my ground in front of Rico. Even though he was my friend and the most famous diver in the country, he wasn’t my parent.

“I didn’t lie to you,” I said, gently but firmly. “I told you I would think about what you had to say. And I did think about it at great length, but ultimately, we wanted to dive Shadow Abyss before the moratorium.”

I watched Rico grind his teeth in response. His hand flexed involuntarily, but he still managed to keep his cool demeanor.

“And in the process, you put your entire team at risk,” he countered. “You could have been killed in there—all of you. Killed by this hidden threat that we haven’t even begun to get answers for.”

“I didn’t make the decision myself,” I said. “The entire team voted to go in. No one voted against it.”

“It’s true,” added Mira quietly. “We all voted. And we all agreed that—”

“The question wasn’t directed at you,” snapped Celestia, making Mira turn a bright shade of red. “Keep quiet until you are asked to speak.”

“Mira can speak when she pleases,” I said, glaring at Celestia. “This is a team of equals. I don’t claim to speak for all of them.”

In hindsight, I didn’t like how that came out. In a weird way, it sounded very accusatory. I knew that Rico was very clearly in charge of his team, often speaking for his women. Part of that was the reason why his name was so famous compared to the rest of his team—he was very clearly the face and the ultimate decision-maker.

And my statement seemed to clearly challenge the idea, which I wasn’t trying to do.

Rico didn’t look any more upset, but he turned toward Celestia, putting a hand over hers. “Leave us for now. I need to talk to Jeremy alone.”

Celestia opened her mouth to protest, but no words came out. She nodded calmly and left the room, but not before glaring at Mira one last time.

With Celestia now gone, the other girls followed suit. One by one they left the room until it was just Rico and I staring at each other across the table.

I didn’t know what to expect now that we were alone. Part of me wondered if I was really going to see his anger now, especially since we didn’t have an audience any longer.

“How could you do this, Jeremy?” he asked finally, putting his fingers in his eyes. “Do you have any idea about the danger you put yourself in?”

“Everything worked out the way it was supposed to, Rico. We did just fine. More than fine actually. I’m a level 73 now. The girls are in the upper 50s or low 60s. There were no threats down there like in the first two dungeons.”

“And what if there was?” he countered. “What would you have done?”

I shrugged. “Beat them like I did the first two times.”

“You’re being so blasé about this,” he said, scoffing in frustration. “People die in the dungeons all the time, and that’s not even talking about this threat against you.”

“This team isn’t like most people.”

The statement was more profound than it sounded in my head, but it was still the truth. It was obvious to me now that what we had was far from ordinary. I really believed that we had the most well-rounded team in generations. How else would we be able to conquer the dungeons so rapidly, especially when it took other teams months or years of preparation to do what we’ve done?

Rico relented. “You might be right about that. Your team is better than most. You have the chance to become the best diving team of all time—I have no doubt about that. Even bigger than me.”

It was those last four words that shocked me the most about that statement. Rico was many things, but modest he was not. Admitting that something or someone might be better than him was a very large step, and it didn’t go unnoticed.

“But that doesn’t mean you should go out looking for trouble,” he continued, bringing it full circle. “Or do something so stupid! The Renards are still out there, and if they’re behind all of this, they could have struck at you at any time. Have you given any thought to what I would have to tell your mother if something happened to you? Have you?”

“She would understand,” I said honestly. “She knows it was what I was born to do.”

He shook his head. “You’re not hearing me. Not at all.”

“No, I am hearing you, Rico. I think the problem is that you’re not hearing me. Asking me not to dive is not an option I’m willing to consider. I know you want to find out who’s behind this threat just as much as I do, and right now, I’m going to keep doing what I do best. Because we’re not going to stop.”

Rico stared at me for nearly a minute without replying to that. I thought I was tempting his wrath with the statement, but it was simply an honest reflection of how I felt inside. I needed him to stop trying to treat me like a child and to look upon me like the competent diver I really was.

There was something else to it too. I reached inside my pack and pulled out the ruby.

“I also pulled out this little number from the dungeon,” I said, putting it on the desk. “This helped to keep us safe. I pulled it out of the heart of the Oracle after we killed it.”

Rico’s eyes went wide as he examined the ruby. He reached across to touch it, poking at it briskly since he knew exactly what it was.

“A dungeon ruby,” he whispered in total disbelief. “How? Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just looked over, and it was sitting inside the Oracle, encased in a thin layer of flesh.”

“Do you have any idea how rare this is? There hasn’t been a recorded instance of a dungeon ruby recovered in nearly fifty years, Jeremy. I don't even have one.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. I stayed silent as he examined it by sight alone.

“The dungeon chooses who to give these to,” said Rico finally. “These aren’t given at random. This is a testament to your skill, not only where you are right now, but what the dungeon sees you becoming. It’s a high honor, but word of it must be kept quiet at all costs.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“It puts you at even greater risk,” explained Rico. “Anyone who wants the ruby just needs to kill you to take it. Whoever wants you dead would have an even greater incentive to kill you now. What level is it?”

“Level 15.”

Rico blew air through his lips. “Yes, that’s very powerful indeed. This would confer enough stat changes that would make it comparable to a dungeon dive. I can’t believe that it picked you.”

That last statement rankled me just a little. After everything that Rico always told me, why would he have trouble believing that I was good enough to earn a dungeon ruby? It bothered me more than I was willing to admit, especially as I grabbed the ruby and put it back in my pack.

Rico’s eyes followed it the entire time until it was out of sight.

“At least I know you will be safe now,” said Rico. “The moratorium starts the day after tomorrow. You wouldn’t be foolish enough to go straight to the Forbidden Sanctum tomorrow anyway.”

“No, but our plan is to train for it during the moratorium and then get on the schedule once it’s over.”

Rico gritted his teeth. “And there’s nothing I can say to you to dissuade you otherwise?”

“I’m sorry, Rico,” I replied, shaking my head. “This is who we are. This is what the team wants.”

Rico let out a deep exhale as if he’d finally accepted the inevitable. “So it seems. So it seems, Jeremy.”
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“So what was up his butt? Why was he being such a dick to us?”

After my meeting with Rico, I made my way back to our inn, where the girls were in the midst of celebrating our successful dive. Three large pizzas were sitting on the counter, and after grabbing a slice, I sat on the couches with all the girls.

Elise was the first one to bring up Rico’s odd behavior.

I shrugged. “It just comes back to the general danger involved. He doesn’t want us to get hurt, especially when someone is still targeting us.”

“Yeah, but no one tried to attack us in Shadow Abyss,” said Seraphina. “Maybe it really was just Slayer that was after us. After we dealt with him, there’s no one left.”

“Well, there are the Renards still,” added Mira before taking a bite that smeared pizza sauce over her upper lip. “But they could just be extremely competitive in the same manner as Cal was.”

I grinned and wiped the pizza sauce off her lip, earning a quiet thank-you from her. “Maybe. I don’t know what to think. I’m a little surprised by how much this has rankled Rico.”

Elise scoffed. “And that’s not mentioning that bitch, Celestia.”

“She’s the worst,” said Seraphina, rolling her eyes. “I always knew she was rough around the edges, but you never hear her talk. That’s probably a good thing in hindsight, because when she opens her mouth, she’s a total bitch.”

“Rico doesn’t pick his team for their social skills,” I added. “Just how they augment his strength in the dungeon. Celestia is more the rule instead of the exception, at least as far as the other members of his team goes”

“I think we’re missing a key part to this,” said Vaeda, speaking up for the first time since I got back. “What if there’s something deeper here than just concern for our well-being? What if this revolves around jealousy?”

“In what way, Vaeda?” asked Mira.

Vaeda shifted how she was sitting, uncrossing her legs and repositioning them. In the process, it made her skirt raise up higher than usual, something that definitely caught my attention. It reminded me of that kiss we shared in the dungeon, and I wondered if things between us had definitely changed.

“I think a case can be made that Rico is jealous of us,” explained Vaeda. “At the very least, he’s jealous of Jeremy. Think about it. All his life, Rico has been the star. Jeremy, you explained that Rico was like a fun uncle to you, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“Well, how would he feel if his fun but harmless nephew was starting to get more famous than he was?” continued Vaeda. “Probably pretty shitty. At the rate we’re going, we’re going to eclipse his fame. We only have two more dungeons ahead of us, and it’s a very real fact that we could have them both completed in the next six months if we chose to.”

Seraphina shook her head in disbelief. “So hard to believe, isn’t it? People train years for a dungeon dive, and here we are, talking about the Forbidden Sanctum and Serpent Hollows like we could do all of it in the course of a year. It’s unheard of. Definitely unprecedented.”

I smiled and wrapped my arm around Seraphina, pulling her toward me. We shared a brief kiss. “I got really lucky when it came time to pick teams. I’m surrounded by all of you.”

Elise patted my cheek. “Yes, we are very aware how lucky you are. Lucky in that you get to sleep with all of us. Well, almost all of us.”

Vaeda coughed awkwardly but she didn’t address that charge. I could see something in her eyes, something that looked like regret. It troubled me, but she quickly returned to the topic at hand.

“I really think that Rico might be threatened by you,” she said. “And maybe that’s where this is coming from. It’s something we should consider.”

I thought about it for a few moments before responding.

“It pains me to think of Rico in that light, but he’s still human,” I said. “And Vaeda, you might not be far off the mark. I know my relationship with Rico is definitely frayed as of late, but I think there’s just genuine concern on his part. It might be mixed with jealousy, but that’s something he’s going to have to learn to deal with, because we’re not going to stop diving.”

Mira then said the thing that we were all thinking about but no one wanted to admit.

“What if it turns into something deeper than jealousy?” she asked in a near whisper. “What if it turns into outright hostility?”

You could have heard a pin drop after she said it. The fact of the matter was that no one wanted to consider that, least of all me. We had enough enemies already, and the last thing I wanted to do was put someone on that list who’d watched over me for my entire life.

Still, I couldn’t afford to stick my head in the sand.

“If that’s the case, then we’ll deal with whatever threat arises,” I said. “Hopefully, it never comes to that. Besides, there’s more than enough room for another team at the top. I’m sure Rico will come to realize that in time.”

“He damn well better,” replied Elise, injecting some much needed comic relief. “Because with all this gold, I’m now the richest person from Gardenia. And you better believe I’m going to start spending it!”

Elise’s reply made all of us laugh, and we started talking about much lighter subjects while we finished our pizza. I didn’t stop thinking about Rico though, keeping those thoughts at the back of my mind.

There was something else I wanted to address tonight too, and when Mira and Elise left the room about an hour later, it gave me the perfect opportunity.

I was still aware of the lingering tension between Seraphina and Vaeda, and it was on perfect display now as we sat around awkwardly, without anyone talking. More than anything, I wanted the pair to become friends, but our time in the dungeon revealed that they were still not quite on the same page.

I didn’t know how best to handle it, so I dove in feet first and laid it out bluntly.

“Is everything okay between you two?” I asked, shattering the silence.

Both women gave me the same stunned look.

“What do you mean, Jeremy?” asked Seraphina.

“I mean what’s going on between you both,” I continued. “I could pick up on some tension while we’re in the dungeon. Is something still bothering you two? Something about the other woman?”

It was a risky question, and I felt like it was the equivalent of swatting a hornet’s nest. I was just hoping that I wasn’t about to get stung.

Vaeda’s eyes lowered as she glanced at the floor. “I’m sorry. That was mostly on me. I was a little . . . bitchy with Seraphina in the dungeon.”

I wasn’t expecting that, but it was a great start. I appreciated her honesty, but what I also appreciated was the way Seraphina replied to it.

“You might have been bitchy but so was I,” said the redheaded elf. “I guess I fell back into old behavior a little. I didn’t mean to, but I was just so frustrated by the dungeon. I felt like I took it out on you.”

Vaeda nodded. “I was frustrated too. I don’t blame you for feeling that way. I’m sorry about the way I acted toward you.”

“I’m sorry too,” said Seraphina.

I wasn’t expecting it to be this easy. I thought there still might be some hurt feelings between them that would be adding to this, but I was amazed at how quickly they were able to come to terms with it. Maybe it was due to the fact that they weren’t human, but I wasn’t about to complain.

I could tell they could be really good friends if they put the past behind them, and I just hoped they could reach that stage without any further trouble.

“So we’re all good?” I said finally. “No more eye-rolling or snapping at each other?”

“I mean, I might forget myself every once in a while,” admitted Seraphina as a smile grew on her face. “But I really believe I was just frustrated today. I’m ready to move forward if Vaeda is.”

I turned my attention to the sexy dryad next to me. Vaeda raised an eyebrow.

“As long as she promises not to be a total bitch,” said Vaeda, before letting out an adorable giggle. “Kidding! Yes, we’re good.”

I don’t think they were ready for a hug, but I got the impression that both were trying to make this work. I hoped that with the moratorium coming, it would give us enough downtime to really cement the relationships that were developing.

There was one relationship that I was still wondering about—mine with Vaeda.

Where did that stand?

As it turned out, I received my answer later that night. And it wasn’t what I expected.


Chapter
Twenty



I was getting ready for bed when Vaeda found me later that night. The other girls were still in the common room of the inn, giving us a moment of privacy.

I wasn’t sure what to expect from her ever since that kiss earlier. It was very clearly not just a peck, but it wasn’t a full-blown lover’s kiss either. Ever since Vaeda had reentered my life, we seemed to be jousting back and forth, but I didn’t know what the outcome was going to be.

I had an idea, or at least I thought I did, when she started talking.

“Can we talk?” she asked, sitting down on my bed. “About what happened earlier?”

That was my first inclination that something was wrong. I could also tell that she was having a hard time meeting my gaze, which was my second warning.

“What’s up, Vaeda? Everything okay?”

She winced and shook her head. When she finally met my eyes, she looked embarrassed.

“I’m sorry,” she started. “About that kiss in the dungeon. I wanted to talk to you about it, but this is the first moment of privacy we could get. I just don’t want you to . . . get the wrong idea.”

My heart sank as soon as she said it. Get the wrong idea about what?

“It’s just that I was really excited about our victory,” she continued, playing with her hands nervously. “I don’t know what came over me. I just went for it, not realizing what I’d done. I didn’t . . . mean to do it.”

“Oh, I see,” I said, feeling about three inches tall. “It was just an accident?”

She put her hand against the side of her face. “Yes. I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about me.”

“I don’t think poorly of you or anything,” I said quickly. “I think you’re great, Vaeda. I always have, going back to when we were kids.”

“That’s what makes this so hard,” she said. “Our shared history. I guess I just got wrapped up in the moment. It doesn’t help that all the other women are in your harem that I just, well, you know.”

“You’re not trying to join or anything,” I finished for her, letting out a light chuckle just to show her I wouldn’t be disappointed if she said no.

Vaeda shook her head. “No, I’m not.”

Oof. It stung more than I thought it would. I knew it shouldn’t have bothered me, especially since I had the other girls already, but it did.

Vaeda was in my life before all of them. She was more than just a fantasy girl for me. I’d pictured making her mine for years, with her one day seeing that I wasn’t just that same neighbor boy anymore.

Somehow, I felt myself further from this goal than ever.

“Don’t be mad at me?” she asked quietly.

“I’m not mad, I promise,” I said. “You can do as you please on this team. There’s no unwritten rule that joining the team makes you enter our relationship. I wouldn’t want to be a part of any team that had such a rule.”

“I know, I just wanted to talk to you before you thought too much about it,” she admitted. “I didn’t want you to get the wrong impression about me.”

I spread my hands apart. “Mistakes happen. It’s totally fine. We’re cool, I promise.”

It was a lie, but I wasn’t about to let her know how much it affected me. She smiled and reached over, encircling her arms around my neck. I was still fighting the lump in my throat, and I expected the hug to be brief before she went away.

But the hug lingered. It lingered almost too long, just like the kiss that she was now trying to take back.

When I looked into Vaeda’s eyes after she pulled away, I could see that she was fighting something. I guessed it was her feelings for me.

When I saw that, I didn’t feel so bad about it anymore.

“Well, have a good night,” she said finally, standing up from my bed. She made it to the doorframe and stopped. “I’m really glad we’re on the same team now. You’re even better than I thought you would be. And I thought you’d be one of the greats.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Vaeda. I’m really happy we’re together too.”

She let out a deep sigh and then she was gone. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that conversation, but I wasn’t going to linger on it. I figured she just needed a little time to figure out the way she really felt. If that was the case, I was going to make sure she had all the time she needed.

I thought my encounters with the girls were finally over for the night. I wasn’t expecting anyone to show up in my bed, mostly because this inn had smaller beds that couldn’t be easily pushed together. Mira and Elise were going to sleep in my room, but when they appeared at the foot of my bed, I could instantly tell that they had anything but sleep on their minds.

I gave them a weird look. “Are you two okay? You didn’t drink too much, did you?”

They both shook their heads at the same time—an adorable and frankly sexy gesture that I greatly enjoyed.

“Okay, so what am I missing?” I asked, staring at them. They were dressed in their normal nighttime clothes, which for Mira consisted of a longer gown that was colored baby blue. For Elise, it was her usual tight tank top that showed off her smaller boobs and figure, alongside a pair of white panties.

“I think you’re forgetting something,” said Elise in a sing-song voice. “Did you forget what I told you once we beat the boss?”

I racked my brain for a second before I came up on empty. “I’m lost.”

Elise sighed and glanced over at Mira. “He already forgot that we promised him we’d get naked.”

“And don’t forget the non-stop fucking part too,” added Mira, before shaking her head playfully. “Maybe we should just go back to our beds alone?”

They certainly had my attention now. I leaned up and grabbed their hands, pulling them into bed while they giggled. There wasn’t much room, but that only meant that each woman had to lay partly on top of me.

Once they were closer, Elise placed a very fiery kiss on my lips before giving me a coy look.

“I feel like a bad influence right now,” she admitted, as her hand snuck into my shorts and started rubbing my cock.

“Why’s that?”

She bit her lip. “Because I talked Mira into giving you the threesome of your dreams. Can you believe it? Sweet, innocent, semi-virginal Mira is going to fuck you alongside me.”

That statement alone was enough to make me harder than diamonds. When I glanced at Mira, I could tell she was a little nervous, but she had this twinkle in her eye that told me she was all in.

“How do you feel about that, Mira?”

She wiggled her eyebrows. “For once, Elise had a good idea.”

“Hey,” said Elise suddenly, now jerking my cock. “I have great ideas. Tell her, Jeremy.”

“She’s rubbing my cock right now so I kinda have to agree with her.”

Mira let out a playful sigh. “Men!”

She then pushed Elise’s hand out of the way, replacing it with her own. It didn’t take Elise long to sit up, at which point she raised her tank top over her well-defined tummy and threw it on the floor.

I loved seeing Elise naked. Ever the athlete, her body was lean and hard without a stitch of fat on it despite all the crap that she ate. Likewise, her boobs were tiny but firm, with upturned, perky nipples that I really enjoyed sucking on.

Some would say that Elise’s boobs were too small. If you asked me, I would say that anyone that said that ought to be shot with an arrow.

With her tank top discarded, it only took Elise a moment to get rid of those tiny panties before she laid back down against me, gloriously naked. She helped Mira pull my cock out of my shorts, throwing them on the ever-increasing pile of clothes on the floor.

“Come on, Mira,” urged Elise. “Time to get naked. Get those big, sexy titties out so we can look at ‘em.”

Mira turned red with embarrassment. “Elise! Can you be any more crude?”

“I can come up with about ten more names for titties if you let me.”

“No, thank you,” said Mira, shaking her head as she tried to wiggle out of her nightgown. “Let’s just save all of us the embarrassment.”

When Mira tossed her nightgown on the floor, I took in the heavenly sight of her body. In a way, it reminded me of how opposite she was from Elise. Where Elise had the athlete’s body, Mira wasn’t built that way. The woman had curves for days, with a voluptuous body that set my blood on fire every time I saw it.

What I loved most about Mira was her thick thighs and round, juicy ass. I had to smack it just because, delighting in the sound of it echoing throughout the room.

I also loved her big tits. Hers were huge compared to Elise’s, with the kind of nipples that were large enough that you just wanted to bite them. I had done just that many, many times, mostly because it was something that Mira really liked, making her cum quite easily.

With both goddesses laying next to me, I was fully hard and ready for whatever they wanted to do. I expected Elise to lead the show, but taking her clothes off gave Mira a little extra confidence.

She was still stroking me, but she started kissing my shoulder. She didn’t last there long, creating a trail that led across my chest, down to my nipple, along my stomach, and finally settling on my cock.

Mira grinned as she blew air against the tip, sending a shiver up my spine. A moment later, her tongue emerged, and she started to tease my cock with small, lingering licks.

It was a really different, but pleasurable experience, mostly because I had Elise in my ear. As usual, her commentary made everything so much better.

“Holy fuck,” moaned Elise as her fingers danced across my chest. “Look at her go. Maybe it was a mistake to call her a semi-virgin.”

Mira gave her a heated look as she pulled my cock out of her mouth. “I stopped being a virgin a long time ago. I’m happy to announce that Jeremy and I have had sex over twenty-one different times.”

It was just like Mira to keep count. I might have laughed if she hadn’t sucked my cock back into her mouth, making me groan.

“Twenty-one different times,” purred Elise before shooting me a grin. “She’s catching up to us. Guess I’ll just have to start riding you in the middle of the night again to catch up.”

“Whatever you need to do, I’m game,” I replied.

She giggled wickedly. “Somehow, I knew you’d say that.”

We turned our attention back to Mira, who now had half my shaft in her mouth, and she was sliding lower still. I could feel myself throbbing in her throat, and when she looked up at me with those pretty brown eyes of hers, I nearly lost it.

“Fuck, that feels so good,” I groaned.

That only encouraged Mira to go deeper. I still remembered a couple months ago when she could barely get past the tip. Now she was making a bid for being a deepthroat queen, and I was loving every second of it.

Elise was no longer idle either. Her hungry lips found mine, and we started making out furiously. She was grinding her mound against my thigh, and I could feel the wetness sliding along my skin.

I wanted more. I wanted so much more, and when Elise started to climb above me, I helped position her so that her wetness was right above my face.

“Oh, fuck!” moaned Elise the moment my tongue made contact with her clit. She settled her weight against my face, causing more pressure against her nub. “Do that again.”

I swiped my tongue back and forth, up and down. Then I brought my finger toward her opening, gently swirling it against her lips until it slipped inside.

“Mmm, yes,” whispered Elise, grinding her hips against me. “I love your tongue.”

I felt Mira’s lips momentarily leaving my cock. “What’s he doing to you, Elise?”

“He’s got his . . . mmm, tongue against my clit. Feels so fucking good.”

I loved this new dynamic of listening to the girls talk while we were in bed. I swear it made me even harder than I ever thought possible. Elise’s moans coupled with Mira’s slurping of my cock would forever be burned into my brain.

As turned on as I was, I didn’t want to be the first one to cum. Mira was doing an excellent job at bringing me closer, but I wanted Elise to be the first one to get there. I used two fingers to slide into her pussy, not stopping until I was buried down to the knuckle. Then I sucked her clit into my mouth, keeping gentle pressure against the sensitive nub.

“Oh, ffffuck!” moaned Elise, her body shuddering in response. “Yes, uh, fuck yes!”

She made a few more noises that I couldn’t decipher, but her body was telling me everything I needed to know. Wetness was flowing from her pussy and landing on my chin. I could feel the beads sliding down my neck as I worked my fingers, desperate to make her cum.

“Oooh oh! Ugn . . . ugh! Fuck. Fuck, oh fuck, it’s so good!” whimpered Elise.

She was past the point of no return now. I wanted this to be memorable, so I did every trick I could possibly think of until Elise was nearly comatose. When she finally came, I felt a small jolt of juices spray my chin as she thrashed above me, completely surrendering to the pleasure.

I could tell Mira was watching her, even without seeing her. She’d stopped sucking me and was now just jerking my cock, no doubt enjoying Elise’s stunning performance next to her.

Frankly, I didn’t mind. I didn’t want to cum too quickly, at least not before I had the chance to savor them.

When Elise’s orgasm faded away, she lifted her leg and rested against my side. I could see sweat on her forehead, but that smile on her face was unmistakable.

“There aren’t enough words to describe how much I love you,” she said, stroking my thigh. “You make me feel better than I ever thought possible.”

I chuckled. “I love you too, Elise. I’d do that every day if you let me. A guy could get addicted to the way you taste.”

I’d never seen her look so happy. She mouthed another “love you” before turning toward Mira. “It’s your turn now, sweetie.”

For a brief moment, Mira looked mortified once she realized what Elise wanted her to do.

“You mean you want me to? No, no, I can’t do that!” said Mira, suddenly embarrassed.

“Trust me, you really want to,” said Elise, who was now reaching between her legs to play with her clit. “Besides, I need some time with his big, fat cinnamon roll right now, and you’re hogging all the fun.”

“I can’t . . . sit on his face though,” said Mira, as red as a tomato.

“Why not?” we both asked at the same time.

“I don’t want to crush him,” replied Mira, averting her eyes.

I finally understood the reason for her sudden apprehension. Mira was still a little insecure about her body. I was planning to tread lightly around the subject, but Elise couldn’t tread lightly around anything.

“Mira, we’ve been through this already,” said Elise, stroking the brunette’s arm. “You’re beautiful. Jeremy loves you. And I bet you he’s dying to have you sit on his face.”

Mira looked at me for affirmation, and I nodded my head rapidly. “Everything Elise said is true. Get up here now, beautiful!”

A smile parted those worried lips. It was the shot of confidence that Mira needed because she started crawling forward. She angled her body upright and turned around, watching carefully as she lowered her butt down toward my face.

When she sat down gingerly, I wrapped my arms around her thighs and pulled her close. I wanted to make sure she fully got the message—she belonged here, and she didn’t need to be insecure about anything.

As soon as my tongue made contact with her clit, I heard her whimper. “Jeremmmmmy! Oh my goodness, that feels, amazzzzing!”

“Told ya!” said Elise, who was now positioning her body over my lap. I felt her take my cock and position it upward. Within seconds, I felt something very warm, wet, and snug slip around the tip.

“I needed this so bad after today,” moaned Elise, now sliding down on my shaft. “You have no idea!”

“Killing dungeon monsters makes you . . . oh! Ugn . . . hot?” asked Mira.

“No, watching Jeremy kill dungeon monsters makes me hot,” replied Elise. “That’s the big difference.”

Mira’s entire body shifted as she let out a full-body sigh. “I know exactly what you mean.”

As soon as Elise was all the way down, she wiggled her hips, sliding back and forth in a way that was pleasurable for both of us. She started to bounce on my cock, going halfway up before coming crashing down.

Above me, I was trying my best to concentrate on Mira. I wanted her to have the same earth-shattering orgasm that Elise just had, but with Mira, it was more difficult to achieve. Her body was wired differently, and I had to change my technique before I heard her start to moan.

“Oh my,” said Mira suddenly, shifting her weight when I slid my tongue into her juicy folds. “That’s so nice.”

With my tongue buried in her pussy, I moved my fingers to her clit. I kept pressure against the little nub while I lapped at her body, tasting her sweet, salty essence. To say it was heavenly was an understatement. I could have licked Mira all day just to get a little more of her nectar on my tongue.

My efforts were having the desired effect. Mira stopped being coherent, using little squeaks to tell me when I hit a good spot. Below us, Elise had now planted her feet against the bed, giving her an amazing amount of leverage to work her body up and down. Instead of just getting half of my shaft, she was now going almost all the way up to the tip before crashing down against me—a move that quickly made me forget everything but my need to cum.

Now it was a race to see who would be the next to cum. I knew I had as good a chance as the girls, but it was greedy Elise that stole her second one first.

“Holy fuck, I love this cock,” she moaned, bouncing rapidly before slamming all the way down when she came. Once again, I felt extra wetness around my shaft when Elise fell forward, doing this little bump and grind against me while her body was wracked with orgasm.

I didn’t know for sure, but I suspected it was watching Elise that made Mira cum next. The combined experience of my tongue inside her pussy while watching her best friend explode was enough for the brunette to finally let go. Her body seized up, and she trembled for as much as thirty seconds before she recovered. I could feel all the tension leave her body immediately.

“I really want to try something,” announced Elise once both women recovered from their orgasms. She stood up all the way, letting my slick cock fall from her well-worn passage. Mira followed suit, until I had my first unobstructed view of my women in nearly twenty minutes.

Elise helped me off the bed, and at first I wasn’t sure what she was getting at when she had Mira take my place, laying on her back. Suddenly, Elise lifted her leg and moved her body over Mira’s, causing the brunette to give her a strange look.

“Just go with it,” said Elise casually. “I heard about this at a garden party one time.”

“What the fuck kind of things happen at garden parties in Gardenia?” asked Mira nervously, once Elise was pressed against her.

Elise grinned wickedly. “Things that would blow your mind, sweetie.”

Once Elise was positioned, I couldn’t help but admire the view. It was like both women were hugging, but horizontally. It also meant that I had an amazing sight in front of me—both of their pussies waiting for me, one below the other.

Now I knew what Elise was trying to do. She motioned for me to come closer and took my cock in her hand as soon as I was near, reinserting me back into her pussy.

“Whoa, fuck,” she said suddenly. “I swear your cock gets bigger every time we fuck.”

Mira giggled. “This is definitely interesting. I can feel him humping you but it’s . . . different.”

Elise moaned. “Pretty good, right?”

“Just remember to share the love with me.”

“Oh, I got you.”

Elise didn’t hog me for very long. I was pumping her for about two minutes before she pulled me out and positioned me lower. I thrust forward, entering Mira for the first time that night.

“Mmm, that’s so nice,” whimpered Mira. “Elise is right—you did get bigger.”

“I think it’s just from being with both of you at the same time,” I said, grunting between thrusts.

“What he’s saying is we need to have more threesomes,” said Elise, with a wicked grin on her face.

I kept up my focus on Mira, occasionally using my fingers to pay attention to Elise’s patient quim. I didn’t stop until Mira came again, and once she’d recovered from it, I switched back to Elise.

“Mmm, fill me, Jeremy,” urged Elise, meeting my thrusts. “Are you gonna cum in me, baby? You know I can’t get pregnant right now. It’s so not say-fe.”

I couldn’t help but grin. I loved this little game that Elise and I played—how she would protest about me cumming inside her but how she secretly wanted it more than anything.

“I don’t know if I can pull out,” I grunted.

Elise pushed back harder. “Mmm fuck! You’re gonna knock me up then! You’re gonna put your baby in my belly.”

I could tell Mira was watching us with interest, but she didn’t say anything about it. Especially not when I slid into her next.

It was the weirdest game of round robin I’d ever played, not that I was complaining about it. I loved being with both of them—my sassy, dirty-talking Elise and my sweet, loving Mira. It was nothing short of bliss, but what really did me in was when Elise surprised me by leaning down to kiss Mira on the lips, reminding me of the lip-lock they shared in the dungeon.

My cock jolted when I watched the two beauties lock lips. I could tell Mira was surprised too, but she was so turned on that she surrendered to it instantly, kissing Elise back. Watching them make out together caused me to increase my pace until I was thundering against Elise’s pussy. The slick sound of her wetness and my balls slapping against her filled the room until it was painfully clear that I needed to cum.

I knew immediately what I wanted to do, but I needed a heavy degree of discipline and excellent timing. I waited until the cum was rocketing up my shaft before burying myself in Elise, letting her take the first couple spurts.

“Oh, fuck yes!” shrieked Elise, pushing her butt all the way against me. “Fill me, Jeremy! Cum inside me! Make me pregnant!”

As much as I wanted to stay buried in her, there was still one more woman I needed to think about. With all the discipline in the world, I clenched down and pulled out of Elise and reinserted myself into Mira.

“Ugh, Jeremy!” said a clearly surprised Mira. Her eyes turned glassy with happiness when she felt me spurting what was left in my cum inside her. “Oh, that’s so nice. Give me all that cum, baby.”

When I finished, I made sure every drop had left my body, deposited in the two women. I pulled back, my eyes instantly catching a sight I’d never forget. Both of their pussies were dripping with my cum. There was even a dollop about to fall off of Elise’s, splattering against Mira’s pubic hair while the two women giggled mischievously.

“Best night ever,” said Elise, sitting upright while cupping her pussy to prevent any more cum falling out. “Don’t I have the best ideas?”

Mira sat upright, unashamed of her nakedness after what we just did. “I have to admit that you had a really good idea. This time.”

Elise swatted her playfully. “See? I can be brainy too.”

Mira raised an eyebrow. “So what’s with the pregnancy stuff? Is that your secret fetish?”

A dreamy look appeared on Elise’s face. She bit her lip and nodded. “Isn’t it great?”

“It’s kinda hot,” said Mira, giggling as she turned toward me. “Maybe we can do that sometime?”

I chuckled and put my arms around both of them. “I love you two. I really do.”

“I know,” replied Elise. “What would you do without us?”

“I don’t ever want to find out honestly.”

Elise kissed me quickly. “That’s good, because you’re stuck with us.”

“For how long?”

“How’s forever sound?”

I grinned. “Perfect.”


Chapter
Twenty-One



The next morning, I received the best suggestion that I’d heard in some time.

It came as we were having a very leisurely breakfast at the inn. We devoured a small smorgasbord of food that was full of eggs, sausage, pancakes, waffles, and other pastries. There were no cinnamon rolls much to Elise’s disappointment; however, she let us know that the muffins were almost as good.

“I mean, it’s hard to go wrong with pastries,” said Elise, her cheeks still bulging with chunks of muffin. “I love my cinnamon rolls, but I’ll take muffins, donuts, eclairs, croissants, or even cupcakes.”

“You eat cupcakes for breakfast and still manage to look that thin?” asked Vaeda incredulously.

Elise nodded. “Yeah, don’t you?”

Vaeda opened her mouth to say something, but Seraphina touched her arm. “It’s okay. You just have to get used to it. She puts her foot in her mouth all the time.”

“Yes, I’m noticing that a lot,” replied Vaeda.

Elise protested of course, but I was more excited about the interaction between Seraphina and Vaeda.

I still didn’t know what to think about the small dryad woman. I had mixed feelings after our conversation the night before, but things were also a little awkward because she heard the whole orgy that happened with Mira and Elise, commenting on it first thing that morning.

It was a weird place for us to be, and I hoped that something would change soon.

“So I’ve been thinking,” said Mira as she nibbled on a small piece of toast. “About how we can spend the diving holiday. We have thirty days to kill, well, technically thirty-one days to kill. And I know we all want to train for the Forbidden Sanctum, but we could all use a little downtime too.”

“What did you have in mind, Mira?” asked Seraphina.

Mira smiled. “Maybe a little homecoming trip? Not for me, only because my father is the only family I have, and not quite for Elise since we were just in Gardenia.”

Elise glanced over at Mira. “You mean you don’t want to go back?”

Mira rolled her eyes playfully. “But seeing as we have three of our five members from the same place, I was wondering how you would feel about going to Volantis for the holiday?”

It was a great suggestion. I’d been meaning to go home to check in on my mom for some time, and I knew she’d be proud to see just how far I’d come in my diving quest.

“That would be really nice,” said Seraphina. “You all could come meet my parents!”

Her mood soured instantly right after she said, like she just realized everything it would entail. “Actually, you might not want to after all.”

“Nonsense, I’d like to meet your family, Seraphina,” I said. “They produced you after all. How could they not be great?”

She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “They’re a little much. Kinda like Elise’s parents but a lot more intense. Are you sure you want to do that?”

I’d never had the pleasure of meeting Alabaster Cultress and his wives, but I’d heard all about them throughout my life. It would be interesting to step foot inside their family compound and see how the other half lived.

“It’s part of you, so yes, I’d like to do that,” I said.

Seraphina’s smile grew wider, even if it still looked nervous to me.

We all then looked at Vaeda, who shrugged and nodded. “I’ll always welcome the chance to go home. I’d love to tell my parents that we completed Shadow Abyss. And I’m sure they’ll just die knowing that Jeremy and I are on the same team now.”

She leaned against me, letting her shoulder hit my chest. I could tell she didn’t mean anything from the gesture, but I would have loved to have wrapped my arms around her and held her close.

“So I think it’s settled then, right?” asked Mira. “Although, we might have to arrange alternative transportation. I don’t believe the Olypeppers fly directly to Volantis.”

“No, we’d have to get a carriage or something like that,” said Seraphina. “But I know all the ones that go between Volantis and Numeria so it’s not a big deal.”

“Well, while we’re in Numeria, we should upgrade our spells,” said Mira. “Now that we’ve all increased our MP, we can start our training with something new for the Forbidden Sanctum. Maybe we should head back to Numeria today, get our spells, and then be back in Volantis for dinner?”

I chuckled. “I think you just made my mother very happy. I can’t wait to have her meet all of you.”

“This is going to be awesome,” said Elise. “I’ve always wanted to see Volamma!”

Vaeda glared at her. “It’s Volantis—”

“I know,” replied Elise, putting her arm around Vaeda’s shoulders. “I say it wrong now just to get a rise out of all of you. Isn’t that fun?”

Vaeda had a few choice words for Elise, all of which made us laugh.
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From the moment we stepped outside the inn in Enaspah, we were mobbed with people. Word about our successful dungeon dive was still getting out, and I was still getting used to all the fame that went with it.

It hit me especially hard when a group of young teenage boys asked me to sign one of their bows.

“Here you go,” I said, handing it off after I signed my name. “You might not want to get it wet though. Not sure how long it would stay if it did.”

He gave me a weird look. “Get it wet? No way, I’m never going to use it! I’m going to put this on display. Thanks, Jeremy!”

It still didn’t make much sense to me, and I suspected it would be awhile before it did.

There was some special treatment that went with it too. We were in line waiting to board an Olypepper when the owner of the route noticed who we were. At once, he declared that Olypepper was too old and “bumpy” for us to ride, and he specifically called out a much younger creature to carry us to Numeria.

“I really could get used to being famous,” said Elise right as we were boarding the younger Olypepper. “I feel like fame suits me. Like I was meant to be famous.”

“How am I not surprised to hear that,” quipped Mira.

Elise’s mouth dropped open. “You’ve thought that same thing about me too?”

Mira swatted her, and we boarded the Olypepper and took off. The flight to Numeria was over quickly, putting us in the city right before lunch. We spent some of our hard earned G-coins at a local bistro, enjoying lunch while several city-goers tried to get a look at us while they walked by.

Everything was going almost too well. It gave me the feeling that something was about to turn, and that sixth sense proved to be accurate once we were crossing the city square after lunch.

“I really need to start thinking about which spells I get,” said Seraphina as we walked. “Do I get something new, or do I upgrade what I have? I’m definitely leaning toward upgrading.”

“Upgrading is your best bet, mostly because you have five already,” said Mira. “Anything more than five tends to get unwieldy. And don’t forget that you don’t need to keep one of the older ones if you don’t want to. You can trade it in for something else.”

Mira then glanced over at me. “The same thing goes for abilities too. I’ve been thinking about your Extreme Speed not being as useful now that you have Teleport. If you keep upgrading it, you might want to trade out Extreme Speed for something else.”

I smiled. “Are you in my brain, Mira? I was thinking something similar yesterday.”

“You know what they say about great minds,” she said, grinning at me coyly.

“Can abilities be upgraded?” asked Elise. “I’d love the chance to upgrade mine. I just feel like they are so bland compared to everyone else’s.”

“They can be, but they are expensive to do so,” replied Mira. “In fact, sometimes it’s just easier to—”

I couldn’t hear what Mira was saying because of the sheer noise coming from the central square of the city. Something was going on here, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. There was a large crowd gathered around the spot where Morgana’s funeral was held, and we started to move closer. When we did, my heart sank when I saw who was there.

I recognized the Renard children before anyone else. You just didn’t forget a face, especially one that was filled with so much venom. Seth and Camilla were standing front and center on the stage, displayed like they were some kind of superhuman athletes. Just to their left were three people—a man and two women—whom I guessed were their parents.

Kane Renard and his wives Raven and Lilith cut some very imposing figures. Kane seemed to be about Rico’s age, but he looked much older thanks to his snow-white hair that was several inches long and worn slicked back. I could see a large battleaxe strapped to his back, looking like he was ready to go diving right now. His face was mostly expressionless except his upturned lip that gave him a very cruel look.

Raven and Lilith looked as similar as if they could have been sisters. Both women had dark hair, high cheekbones, and pert lips that seemed like they hadn’t seen a smile in decades. I knew one of them had been with Kane since his very first dive, and the other came after the second dungeon, but I didn’t know enough to be able to point out who was who.

All I knew now was that they were whipping up a crowd, and none of it seemed favorable to us, especially as we got closer.

They seemed to notice us, which made Kane point his finger at me. “Well, if it isn’t our intrepid young divers themselves, here to grace us with their presence.”

Every word dripped with venom. The crowd fell silent as they waited for our response, but I noticed that most of them seemed angered by the sight of us.

“Why do we keep running into you assholes?” asked Elise, saying what we were all thinking. “Why the hell are you up our asses all of a sudden?”

There was grumbling from the crowd, but the smirk on Kane’s face only widened.

“I take a lot of offense to young, upstart teams that think they’re so much better than they actually are,” replied Kane. “And your team fits that description incredibly well.”

“Not from where I’m standing,” I replied. “We’ve conquered three dungeons together, just like you have. I wouldn’t call us upstarts at all. Not with how much we’ve achieved.”

“I’ve seen teams like yours come and go throughout the years,” said Lilith Renard, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Always thinking your shit doesn’t stink. Always thinking that you’re better than everyone else. You know what happens to those teams? They never return from their last dive.”

That earned a little chatter from the crowd, mostly in approval. I felt Mira push in against me.

“We should get out of here,” she said, eyeing the people around us. “These people are clearly Renard supporters. They could cause trouble.”

“Let them,” I growled. “I’ll be damned if I let them intimidate me.”

I raised my voice at that point, fully intending to let the Renards hear me. “You hear that? My team isn’t intimidated by you. I know all about you Renards. You’re a black stain on the diving community in general. You never have anything good to say about anyone, and your biggest crime was not staying retired. You can say what you want about my team, but you’ll never have a team as good as mine. And if you’re angered by what a group of ‘upstarts’ has achieved, you’re really going to be pissed when we conquer Serpent Hollows.”

My bold speech managed to turn a few members of the crowd—mostly those that joined once they saw something was going on. The Renard fans definitely looked angrier after I said that, but there wasn’t a single thing I said that wasn’t true.

“You’re so young and naive,” spat Kane Renard. “You think you’re so noble. Noble divers wouldn’t attack my children outside the dungeon, would they?”

There was an audible gasp from the crowd, and I felt the weight of a hundred glares coming right back at us.

“We didn’t attack anyone who didn’t already attack us,” I said. “Next time, tell your kids to learn a little manners. Maybe they can learn how to be brave too so they don’t have to wait until my back is turned to attack me.”

The situation was starting to get out of control. Seth Renard looked like he was ready to use his spells at that moment, and Camilla wasn’t that far behind him. Their fans were riotous but at least they’d drawn a crowd of people toward us, willing to stand up for our team.

When the constables arrived, they had to separate us from the Renards. I went willingly, mostly because I wasn’t going to allow myself to be drawn into a public fight just so I could get suspended from diving. As we left the square, I could hear Kane Renard’s taunting voice behind me.

“We’ll see which team gets to the bottom of the Forbidden Sanctum first!” he yelled. “I promise you that it won’t be the team of scabs!”

Their supporters laughed at the taunt, which definitely chapped my ass. I was still hot by the time we got to the other side of the square.

“I can’t believe the DDU hasn’t banned that asshole and his team yet,” I snarled. “That guy takes the cake for being the biggest dickhead in Aspatria.”

“They’ve always been like that,” said Mira, shaking her head. “It’s worse than ever now that they’re back. Your father would know exactly what you’re feeling right now. It’s just so weird that they were quiet for so many years and now it’s like they never left.”

“Just had to wait for their clones to come of age,” said Vaeda. “It looks like the children are every bit as bad as the parents. They must have friends high up in the DDU to stick around like that.”

“It’s going to be so satisfying to wipe that smug look off their faces,” said Elise. “Kinda like what we did with Cal’s team, except I just wanted to beat Cal’s team. I think I’d actually murder them if given the chance.”

“No doubt they would do the same to us,” I said. “We have to be smart about how we engage the Renards. Their dirty reputation just isn’t for show—it’s the real deal. No one knows that better than Mira and I. The last thing I want is for any of us to lose our diving licenses because of some fight with those assholes.”

“I’d rather just beat them in the dungeon,” said Seraphina. “That should be enough to humble them a little.”

I gave her a long look. “I think you’ll get your chance before this is all over.”

I didn’t want to let the Renards ruin an otherwise great day. It took me some time to cool down, but by the time we reached the main magic shop, Artemia’s Emporium, my mind had returned to thinking about spells.

Vaeda seemed to already be there. The biggest smile appeared on her face once she stepped inside.

“It’s been ages since I got to shop for anything new! I can’t wait to see what they have!”

She didn’t wait for our response before darting into the store, making me laugh.

“I think someone might need to keep an eye on her,” said Mira. “Make sure she doesn’t spend all her G-coins in one place.”

“I can do that,” I said. “I already know exactly what I’m going to get. It won’t take me long.”

“Same here!” said Seraphina, looping her arms with Elise and Mira. “Come on, girls, let’s find some new spells.”

Before I caught up to Vaeda, I made a stop at the upgrade section. I didn’t have to scan long before I found the upgrades for Teleport, both II and III. I had two spots available with my MP being set at 75, and I was already determined to get Teleport III since it would allow me to move the entire team at one time.

The price wasn’t too bad either. 600 G-coins, which didn’t put too big of a dent in my pocket.

That thought made me laugh. It wasn’t that long ago that even seeing one G-coin was a memorable event. Now, I was swimming in them.

With Teleport III in hand, I was mostly satisfied with my trip, but I did take a look at the upgrades for abilities before I left. I thought about getting one for my existing abilities, but there wasn’t anything that really stood out to me.

Force Multiplier II doubled the share time from ten to twenty minutes, but I didn’t find it that useful, especially with the recharge time staying the same. Rapid Promotion II looked interesting but the price tag on it would really have broken the bank.

I was still toying around with the idea of ditching Extreme Speed, but there wasn’t anything that really stood out to me. Maybe after our next dive, I would find something more worthwhile.

When I was done shopping for myself, I went to find Vaeda. I found the sexy dryad near the clothing section, where she was standing in front of a full-length mirror holding a dazzling green dress that was cut low enough to reach her stomach.

My eyes bulged as I tried to imagine her wearing it. It would actually show less skin than what I was used to with Vaeda, but it was cut so alluringly that I couldn’t help but enjoy it.

When she saw me approaching, Vaeda grabbed my hand and pulled me into a nearby dressing room, where she already had three more dresses hung up.

“Oh good, you’re here!” she said, tossing the dress she had already on the bench. “Can you help me pick one? They all give some kind of bump in stats, but I’m having trouble picking just one.”

Believe me, I wanted nothing more than to watch her change clothes, but I was feeling very confused after last night.

“Erm, are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked.

Vaeda waved her hand dismissively as she grabbed one of the dresses—a little red number that looked more at home at a cocktail lounge than it did in the dungeon. She turned her back toward me and started to shimmy out of her tiny top and skirt.

Holy shit, my eyes bulged out of my head. Vaeda’s naked ass was mere inches from my face. She was finagling with the dress like it was the most casual thing ever, giving me the best view in the entire world.

I’d never really gotten a good view of her ass, mostly because those skirts she liked hid her curves. I was pleasantly surprised at just how round and juicy it really was—the kind of ass you just wanted to grab and squeeze. It looked like the kind that would ripple while being fucked.

Of course, it didn’t take my brain long to go down that path either, trying to picture it. I could even see the dark portion in-between, where I could just make out that little dark hole.

I was quickly growing hard, but my view disappeared when a red curtain fell over that succulent ass and Vaeda turned my way.

My cock didn’t go down though. Not when I saw her in that little red number. She looked impeccable, and if she walked down the street right now, Vaeda would turn every head on the block—men and women included.

“What do you think?” she asked. “This dress gives me +5 Intelligence. And it’s really cute, though it does cover me a little too much.”

“I’m speechless,” I said. “I think you took those Intelligence points from me because I can’t even form words right now.”

She grinned and patted my arm lovingly. “See? This is why I’m glad we’re friends.”

Oof. There was that stupid word again. I was beginning to hate it. But then again, if we were friends, we were the kind that were constantly testing boundaries. How good of friends were we really? And would it always be that way?

Once she had my opinion, Vaeda turned around and stripped off that dress, letting it fall to the floor. My view of that phenomenal ass returned, and this time it was accompanied by generous views of her sides and even a hint of belly.

Vaeda quickly slipped into another dress, this one dark green like I was used to seeing on her. It definitely had more utility in the dungeon, and I could see from the tag that it gave +3 Strength and +3 Stamina.

“I feel like this one is just more me,” said Vaeda, adjusting her boobs from inside the dress. “Do you think I should just stick with what works?”

“Vaeda, when it comes to you, everything works,” I said, truly meaning it.

It was probably too bold for a friend to say, but I could tell the words landed right on target. She stopped what she was doing as if to study me for a few moments. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but I suspected she was still just as conflicted about this whole thing as I was.

Finally, Vaeda sighed and smiled slightly. She turned around and ripped the dress over her head.

The last dress she tried on was dark gray and looked like an oversized sweater. I vetoed it immediately, even if Vaeda made it look much better than it should have. As we wrapped up, Vaeda slipped on her little top and skirt and clutched the hunter-green dress.

“Thanks for helping me,” she said, leaning up to kiss my cheek. “You’re like the only person I trust with anything.”

“I’m sure Elise or Mira or even Seraphina would have helped you,” I said.

Vaeda nodded. “True, but I needed a man’s opinion. That’s why I had to get yours.”

At that moment, Vaeda suddenly noticed I was holding something. She lowered herself so that she could look at it. “Oh, wow! Teleport III, I bet that will be useful!”

“No more wall-climbing for us,” I joked. “It seemed like a no-brainer.”

“I’ve just been shopping for dresses this whole time,” she admitted. “I should really go check out the spells too.”

“Take your time,” I said. “You’ve earned it with how well you did in the dungeon.”

“Thanks, Jeremy,” she said, touching my hand.

“I’m going to check on the other girls.”

When I stood up, I had to readjust myself so that I wasn’t pointing the way forward. It would be a long time until I got the image of Vaeda’s naked backside out of my brain.

I could see Elise and Mira standing in the upgrade section, and it looked like Mira was trying to convince Elise of something. On the other side of the store, I could see Seraphina, who was near the magical charms section of the store. Since she was alone, I made my way over there first.

“What are you looking at?” I asked, putting my hands on her waist.

Seraphina turned toward me and smiled. “I was actually shopping for you. I found something that I wanted to give you.”

“What’s that?”

Seraphina extended her hand, showing a small metal chain. The chain looked like it was part of a necklace, and there was a small metal clasp on one side which was empty. Judging by its size, it couldn’t fit anything that was too large. I guessed it could hold a small stone or something like that.

Or quite possibly a ruby.

“Is this what I think it is?” I asked, taking the chain into my arm.

“We’re lucky they still have them here,” replied Seraphina. “There hasn’t been a dungeon ruby recovered in so long, most stores stopped carrying them. But this is meant to allow the user to wear it on their body.”

I gave her a sheepish look as I pulled the ruby out of my pocket. “How did you know that I was looking for another way to carry it? Keeping it in my pocket didn’t seem quite right for how powerful it was.”

“Just call it girlfriend’s intuition,” answered Seraphina as she grinned at me.

I placed the ruby within the small metal clasp and locked it in place. Now I was able to put the entire thing around my neck, finding that the ruby rested just a couple inches below my neck. Almost immediately it began to pulse, flaring with a deep red color.

And then I felt it. I could feel the raw power contained within it. It was like a small tidal wave, flowing through my body and making me feel awash with power. Something had changed, and I pushed the button on my badge to see what it was.
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“Look at your Agility!” said Seraphina. “And your MP! You’re so close to 100 now. I can hardly believe it!”

It really was remarkable. The ruby had added so much to my power, and this necklace only seemed to enhance its power.

I pulled Seraphina to me and hugged her tightly. “I love it. Thank you for this. I can’t tell you how much I like it.”

She kissed me tenderly. “I wanted you to have the best. You deserve it.”

“Trust me, I already have the very best,” I said, giving her a long look.

Seraphina’s cheeks turned nearly as red as her hair.

We spent a few more minutes checking out spells. Seraphina was going to take the same route I did, upgrading her existing spells. She came away with Stun III, which would allow her to stun a small group of monsters all at once.

As for me, I now had another decision to make. With my MP stat hitting 80, I could now afford a new spell. I wasn’t that enthusiastic about upgrading anything else that I had, but I wasn’t going to leave the store with an open slot.

Thankfully, it was Mira’s intervention that found something that would be perfect for me.

When I saw her, she was practically running across the store. She was wearing the biggest grin on her face, and she pressed a new ability box into my hands before she could even get a word out.

“This has you written all over it!” said Mira. “Go on! Look at it!”

Fire Mage – This ability powers up the user’s fire spells during battle. When a fire spell is used, the user gets +15 MP added to the strength of the attack. This ability also allows the user to employ a defensive Flame Wall.

“I thought of you immediately,” continued Mira. “Especially since you already upgraded Perilous Flames. It would help make it even more potent!”

I looked at the price tag on it and flinched. “Yeah, but this is incredibly expensive, Mira. Two thousand G-coins! That would leave us with nothing left.”

Mira shook her head. “Yeah, if you just purchased it outright. But if you’re willing to get rid of Extreme Speed, you should be fine, right? Especially since you have Teleport?”

That was a good idea. If I could sell Extreme Speed, it would definitely help with giving me the funds to purchase Fire Mage. When combined with Perilous Flames, I’d be nearly unstoppable.

“Okay, let’s see what we can get for Extreme Speed,” I said, making Mira clap her hands together in an adorable manner.

As it turned out, Extreme Speed was well worth its name. I came away with a thousand G-coins for selling it, which I used to funnel directly into my purchase of Fire Mage. I also found a spell called Lava Armor, which would make it very difficult for the dungeon monsters to attack me directly without getting burned.

In doing so, I spent the vast majority of my G-coins, but I was looking forward to testing out these new spells on the battlefield.

As for the other girls, they came away with some great new additions too. Elise upgraded both Illusion and Confusion, making the most of her two open spots. Mira upgraded Summon to the third level, allowing her to call on one more white tiger in battle. I suspected she was already trying to think of a new name for this creature as well. She also got a new spell called Time Warp, that would allow her to slow down time in battle, allowing for a critical advantage when we were engaging hundreds of monsters at time (which we were sure to see in the Forbidden Sanctum).

Vaeda was the only one that opted for entirely new spells. In addition to her dress, she purchased Demonic Wraith I and II, which allowed her to unleash demonic energy on a group of monsters for various effects, including confusion at worst and total madness at best. It was a great spell to cause chaos within the dungeon, and I was excited to see it in action.

Our funds were considerably lessened, but there wasn’t a single face that wasn’t happy as we walked out of that shop. I felt like I had an extra reason to be happy though.

After all, I was about to go home.


Chapter
Twenty-Two



It was late in the afternoon by the time we settled on the short road to Volantis. Since Olypeppers didn’t service Volantis, we had to take advantage of one of the carriage companies that Seraphina was familiar with.

I didn’t anticipate just how well they knew Seraphina and her family, especially when they recognized her by sight alone.

“Ah, wonderful to see you again, Miss Cultress,” said the owner, a very stuffy goblin with a crooked nose. “The usual, I suppose? The Cultress manor in Volantis?”

Seraphina winced. “Actually, not quite. If you could just drop us off in the town square, that would be fine.”

The goblin had no problem with that order, but that didn’t mean that Seraphina didn’t take some heat as soon as all five of us were inside the carriage.

Elise mimicked the goblin while holding a pretend cup of tea. Of course, she had to extend her pinky finger all the way in a display of snobbishness.

“Yes, please take me to the Cultress manor so I don’t need to be around the other lesser people,” she said playfully.

“You’re one to talk,” snapped Seraphina. “I’ve met your parents and you grew up the same as I did.”

“Yeah, but I managed to be much more humbler,” said Elise.

I coughed so loudly that Elise gave me a dark glare. “Have something to say?”

“You? Humble?” I said incredulously.

“Well, yeah. Duh!”

“I don’t think I’ve seen Elise be humble about anything,” noted Mira. “I don’t think that word is even in her dictionary.”

“There are lots of words in my dictionary,” snapped Elise, ticking off her fingers. “Like excellent, amazing, incredible, gorgeous, and courageous.”

Mira giggled. “Thank you for proving my point.”

The joke went over Elise’s head because she blew hair out of her face at that moment. “You’re welcome!”

We shared a laugh as the carriage took off toward Volantis. It wouldn’t be that far of a trip, and I knew we should get there right around the time that my mother typically ate dinner. I hoped that she wasn’t working at the diner that night, but if she was, I knew we could find a way to pass the time on our own.

Slowly but surely, the grand buildings of Numeria melted away, only to be replaced by gentle, rolling farmland. I could get the occasional glimpse of the sea to our left, and once that salty smell really became prevalent in the air, I knew we were getting close.

“It’s so peaceful here,” said Mira, admiring the view. “I bet this was a great place to grow up.”

“It wasn’t always,” I replied. “There were times growing up when I wished I was anywhere but Volantis.”

“Why’s that?” asked Mira.

I glanced over at Vaeda and Seraphina, who both seemed to know exactly what I was getting at.

“It’s just a really small town where everyone knows each other,” said Vaeda. “It can be suffocating at times to know everyone’s business. Especially when you don’t want to.”

“I thought about running away to Numeria many times,” admitted Seraphina. “Mostly when my parents were pissing me off. I love Numeria for what it is, but it took me a long time to really appreciate Volantis.”

“Would you ever come back here for the long haul?” asked Mira. “After we defeat the Path, I mean. Would you settle here?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know to be honest. If you would have asked me months ago, I might have said yes. Now, I don’t know. I almost don’t want to think about my diving retirement. Even though we only have two dungeons left to go, I thought it would take me much longer to get to the point where I could actually finish the path.”

“I know what you mean,” said Elise. “At the rate we’re going, we’re about to have the greatest speed-run ever. Completing the whole Path in a year. It would make us legends.”

“It’s been making us hated by a small group of people,” said Seraphina darkly. “And most of them are named Renard.”

“Well, at least we know we’ll never run into them in Volantis,” I said. “This is a holiday for us. A training holiday, no doubt, but still a holiday.”

“Amen to that,” replied Mira.

Finally, it happened. There was a break in the farmland where I saw some familiar houses. I saw the Boardley family homestead, who had the first house we came to. I went to school with their oldest son, and his mother ran the town library.

Next we came to the Conner family house, who came from a long line of fishermen. There were two Conner daughters, both sweet as can be but unfortunately neither of them were blessed in the looks department.

Familiar sights were hitting me all over. By the time we reached the center of Volantis, I was having nostalgia overload.

We were also drawing a crowd. Seconds after we stepped out of the carriage, someone noticed that Seraphina was with our group. Word always spread very quickly in a small town, and by the time we were trudging up the hill to my mother’s house, we were practically mobbed.

I expected special treatment for Seraphina, but not for myself. What was most surprising was that half the town seemed to be trying to get my attention, in equal amounts to Seraphina.

“Jeremy Pollard! Jeremy, you’re home!”

“Jeremy, you’re a hero! When are you going to dive Serpent Hollows!”

“You’ve made Volantis proud, Jeremy! Well done, son!”

The attention here was much more personalized than it was in Numeria or Enaspah for that matter. I knew these people. Many of them clamoring my name had been in my classes. I’d bought groceries from them or played with their kids.

By the time we reached my mother’s house, I could see her waiting outside for us. She must have noticed the commotion, and she was beaming with motherly pride as we opened the gate to our lot. I nearly ran to her and wrapped her in the biggest hug.

“I had no idea you were coming home today!” she said excitedly, nearly squeezing the life out of me.

“Surprise!” I said. “We had some time to kill so I figured I’d come home. I also wanted you to meet my team!”

Her eyes fell on all four of the women. Two of whom she knew already and two that she didn’t. She ushered us inside, putting an end to the loud circus outside.

Once we were inside, my mother hugged me again. I could tell she missed me greatly, and I started asking her questions about how she’d been since I’d been gone.

“Oh, don’t worry about a thing,” she said, laughing as she brought us to the kitchen. “I’ve been just fine. Vaeda’s parents have been a godsend, I tell you! Which, it’s so nice to see you here, Vaeda.”

The tiny dryad smiled and hugged my mother. “It’s great to see you too. Surprised to see me with Jeremy?”

There was a knowing look in my mother’s eye. She shook her head. “No, not really. I watched you two practice diving so many times in the backyard. I always suspected that one day you might find yourselves on the same team.”

I introduced Mira and Elise next, going over their roles on the team and where they were from. My mother greeted each of them warmly until finally we landed on Seraphina.

“And this is Seraphina—” I began, until I was cut off moments later.

“Jeremy, of course I know who Seraphina Cultress is,” said my mother, more surprised than anything to see her standing in our kitchen. “I’m just very shocked that she’s on your team. Nothing against you, dear, it’s just that you have a . . . certain reputation.”

“You mean as a spoiled princess?” offered Seraphina, laughing softly.

Mom covered her mouth as she laughed. “Well, now that you mention it.”

“I know,” replied Seraphina, nodding. “I like to think I’ve changed a lot. I don’t think I’m the same person I used to be.”

“She’s definitely changed,” I said. “Seraphina is our mastermind, and she’s absolutely incredible at just about everything.”

Seraphina turned a heavy shade of red. “He exaggerates. But I feel the same way about him.”

Mom seemed to appraise the situation well. She glanced at each of the women in turn before finally setting her eyes on me. “So you’re following in Rico’s footsteps by the looks of it? How long have you all been in a relationship?”

Yikes. I wasn’t ready for that conversation to come up yet. Not that I was embarrassed by my harem, but it was something else entirely to have to talk about it with your own mother. Thankfully, Elise had an answer already on the tip of her tongue.

“Almost since the first day we met,” said the athletic blonde. “The first time I saw Jeremy, it was practically love at first sight. I was a goner, and I know he feels the exact same way about me.”

We all laughed a little at that, but Mira and Seraphina hopped on that bandwagon quickly.

“I can honestly say I love him too,” added Seraphina. “I couldn’t imagine not being with him.”

“Jeremy is the first person I met who truly makes me feel worthwhile,” said Mira, showing more honesty than I expected. “I didn’t care for the person I was before I met him. He’s allowed me to come out of my shell, and I have to say that I love him for it.”

With three of the four girls having spoken, it was only natural that all the attention in the room turned to Vaeda. I wondered how she would take it, and internally I was bracing myself for the subtle rejection she was about to deliver.

“We’re not quite there yet,” said Vaeda, surprising the hell out of me. “I only just joined the team last week, of course.”

“Of course,” replied my mother, with a twinkle in her eye.

I was glad I was holding onto something, because I felt like I might topple over. Did Vaeda really mean that, or was she just saying that for my mom’s benefit?

Once again, I felt like I didn’t know which way was up with her. Why did she always have to make it so confusing about where we stood?

With the introductions out of the way, my mother had everyone sit down in the living room while she brought out refreshments and snacks. We got to talking about everything. We captivated her about our experiences—from that first day at the stadium all the way until we finished Shadow Abyss, leaving out only a few details.

Chief among them were the details about Slayer. I also left out the Renards. I expected that she’d heard about the diving family’s shit-talking recently, but I didn’t want to scare her about any additional threats to us.

I was still partly a mama’s boy, and I didn’t want her to give her something else to worry about.

“I always knew this day would come,” she said a little while later, when it was just the two of us engaged in conversation. “You’re so much like your father, but you have so much more of Rico’s influence in you.”

“You mean the harem thing?” I replied sheepishly. “I didn’t plan this, I promise you—”

“No, I know that,” she said. “But I think that idea came from Rico. It’s not a bad thing, mind you. He’s still the best in the entire world. How is he by the way? He still lets me know that he is looking after you.”

I winced. I couldn’t be too honest with her, because if I told her that Rico was upset with me, she would keep pulling that thread until she found out why. So I glossed over it as much as I could.

“He’s good,” I said. “Always looking out for me, as you said. He’s always been like a parental figure to me. Probably even more so than Dad was.”

My mother looked upset for a moment. “Yes, that is true. He always promised he would look out for you. They were such good friends, those two. It always surprised me because they were polar opposites in almost everything.”

“In what way?” I asked. “I thought they were relatively similar?”

She laughed and shook her head. “Goodness, no. I used to tease Henry about it. Every time one of them had an idea, the other one had a reason why they shouldn’t do it. I’m surprised they didn’t come to blows more often. Their friendship was always more important than any one decision. After your father died, I don’t think Rico was ever the same.”

“He was hit pretty hard when Morgana Hoffman died too,” I added quietly. “Rico’s seen a lot of friends die in the fifth dungeon.”

My mother let out a deep sigh. “Yes, he has. It’s hard to think about as a mother. I know I’ve never been able to talk you out of it, and I’m not going to try now. But you’re sure you want to keep diving?”

I nodded quickly. “I can’t imagine doing anything else. I’m strong now, Mom. It’s not just that. I’m . . . famous too.”

She started to laugh. “Oh, I know that well. I can’t even get through one day without people asking about you. People approach me all the time, even when I’m working! I can’t tell you how proud it makes me to hear people say your name.”

“Really?” I asked, feeling hopeful. “I know there are a lot of other things you’d rather I do. Things that are far less dangerous.”

“Yes, that is true too,” she admitted. “But I know when you tell me that this is your path, that I will respect it. And I will support you the best way I know how.”

I needed to hear that so badly. I wasn’t sure why. Part of me knew that gaining my mother’s acceptance for my choice of career was always paramount, but the other factor was Rico.

Could he support my choice one day like my mother did now? Could he accept that I was never going to stop doing this?

And if not, what would it mean for my relationship with him?


Chapter
Twenty-Three



We ended up staying up with my mother for most of the evening. It was getting dark by the time she started to yawn, and I knew that it wouldn’t be long before all of us needed to rest.

We made plans for Elise and Mira to stay the night with us. My mother didn’t bat an eye when I told her that my bed was big enough for us—not that I really expected her to. We were adults after all.

Vaeda and Seraphina were both going to see their families for the night. Vaeda’s trip would be easy, and I promised I’d come over to see her parents at some point while we were home. For Seraphina though, she almost looked like she’d rather stay with us than go see her parents.

“Everything will be just fine,” I said, after pulling her to the side to speak privately. “I’m sure they’ll be happy to see you.”

“It’s just that I know they’re going to pester me to meet everyone as soon as possible,” she said. “And they’re not going to see you for who you really are. They’re going to look at you as a diver first and see if they think you’re ‘strong enough’ to be with me. It’ll be the same with the girls too. They can be so difficult. I almost don’t want to do this at all.”

“Maybe they’ll just be happy to see you and they won’t bug you for details,” I said hopefully.

Seraphina raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “And maybe Mira will become a Lubber. And Elise will suddenly start giving to charity.”

“Elise will surprise us in the end, I think,” I joked.

Her shoulders slumped forward. “Wish me luck. And don’t leave me hanging long. You promise you’ll be there first thing in the morning?”

I nodded. If it wasn’t as late as it was, I would have gone tonight. I was really interested in meeting the Cultress family now. In a weird way, they had the same kind of mystique around them that the Renards had. They were both kind of snobbish in terms of reputation, but the Cultresses kept to themselves much more than the Renards did.

It was going to be an interesting morning.

I kissed Seraphina and wished her luck. Once she was gone, I said goodnight to my mother, and then I raced up to my bedroom to get some sleep.

As soon as I opened my door, I had a unique sight in front of me. Both Elise and Mira were laying on my bed, both using their hands to prop up their heads. They were a mirror image of each other, with Elise on the left and Mira on the right.

“Ready for bed, hot stuff?” asked Elise, wiggling her eyebrows.

I definitely was, and as I stripped off my clothes to join them, I only had one thing on my mind—keeping the noise down.
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“So remember, don’t give any ‘weak’ answers. Use decisive language around them. If you say ‘I don’t know’ around my parents, they’re going to think you don’t have control of your life. Every decision that you ever made was done so on purpose because it furthered your career.”

It was already the next morning, and all five of us were walking to the Cultress family compound, which was situated on a bluff outside the city. Seraphina had come to collect us early in the morning, and I could tell she was more on edge than usual after a night with her family. So much so that she thought to prep us on how to interact with them.

“Isn’t that being a little excessive, Seraphina?” asked Mira as we walked. “There’s a lot of things I’ve done that I just kinda fell into. And I think I had my life planned pretty well. Surely there’s a little wiggle room, right?”

“Absolutely not,” replied the redheaded elf, crossing her arms in front of her heavy breasts. “Alabaster Cultress doesn’t do anything unless he’s getting something out of it. He can’t fathom any other way.”

“Sounds like that’s more his problem than it should be our problem,” grumbled Vaeda.

I was inclined to agree with Vaeda. While I appreciated anyone that was willing to live their lives that shrewdly, not everyone was built to be the same way. And if I was willing to give appreciation to someone who was different from me, why couldn’t he do the same?

Seraphina gave us a pleading look. “I know, I know, believe me. You guys try being his daughter. But I want him to like all of you—I really do. And if he gets any inclination that you might be weak, I’m never going to hear the end of it. Diving is everything to my father.”

“Even more than your happiness?” asked Elise.

Seraphina didn’t hesitate. “Possibly.”

“That’s so fucked up,” said Mira, shaking her head.

We were as prepared as we were going to be. We entered the hills on the east side of the town, where most of the elves of Volantis lived. This part of the town was marked by green, rolling hills and unspoiled scenery.

No one needed to tell me which manor belonged to the Cultresses. I knew it instantly as soon as I saw it. They were the closest thing to royalty that Volantis had, and their house was a total reflection of that opinion.

The first thing I noticed was the sheer size of it. It sat on the bluff like an oversized hat might sit on a toddler, just dominating everything else in sight. It wasn’t tall, only occupying one or two stories from the looks of it, but the sprawl alone made it seem like getting from one side to the other might need to be a timed event.

It was built entirely out of stone too, the kind that shimmered when it caught the sun. It made the entire building have this whitish glow to it that was very beautiful. It made great use of the surrounding scenery too, with many different kinds of trees and shrubs dotting the property—most of which looked too expensive for anyone else in Volantis to afford.

Well, until now. I suspected I had enough funds to afford a place like this. But if you would have asked me six months ago, this house would have been the ultimate dream.

The only person who didn’t seem to be stunned was Elise, who nodded as soon as she saw it.

“Very respectable,” said Elise. “You’d fit right in with the families in Gardenia.”

“I’ll be sure to tell them that,” replied Seraphina acidly. “Okay, are we ready to get this over with?”

I nodded and grabbed her hand, squeezing it gently. Seraphina seemed to be the most anxious of all of us, and more than anything I just wanted to take away her anxiety.

As soon as we reached the door, it flew open quickly as a larger, blond-haired elf stood at the entrance. I could definitely see the resemblance in him and Seraphina. They both had the same nose and the same eyes, but his features seemed a little softer. I could tell at once that he was her younger brother.

“Well, is this them then?” asked the elf, appraising us with a raised eyebrow. “Mother and Father have been waiting ever since you left.”

“You could try saying hello to them, Bruno,” snapped Seraphina. “Don’t just judge them at the door.”

“Why not?” asked Bruno as a thin smile appeared on his lips. “I’m just preparing them for what they’re about to receive.”

Seraphina sighed and rolled her eyes. “Everyone, this is my little brother, Bruno. He’ll be eligible to start diving next year.”

“Dear spirits, Sera, you didn’t tell me your friends were so hot,” added Bruno, this time checking out Elise. “Want to be on a diving team with me, cutie?”

Elise scoffed, which was enough for me to get involved. I stepped up to Bruno and extended my hand.

“Jeremy Pollard,” I said firmly. “This is my team and my harem too.”

Bruno shrank away almost immediately. “Oh, sorry! Wait, you’re Jeremy Pollard. I’ve heard of you.” He then rebounded on Seraphina. “You’re on the same team as him? What happened to those airhead friends of yours?”

“They’re dead,” replied Seraphina. “Don’t you listen to a single thing our parents tell you? I sent that news home weeks ago.”

Bruno shrugged, and I could tell at that moment that he wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed. At least he made no more comments about the girls, and as soon as we were inside the palatial manor, Seraphina grabbed my arm excitedly.

“You’re doing great so far!” she whispered. “Bruno can be a little ass, and you put him right in his place!”

I cracked a smile. “You said your parents liked decisiveness.”

She kissed me out of nowhere and squeezed my arm. I guessed I was off to a good start, but all the anxiety I felt earlier came rushing back the moment we were introduced to Seraphina’s parents.

We found them outside, around the back of the house. It was like no backyard that I was used to. Mine was covered with a thin layer of grass, a woodpile, and an old swing that hadn’t been touched in years.

Seraphina’s backyard contained elegant gardens, a lazy river, and their own sparring arena for training.

Even Elise seemed to be impressed by it, and I could tell she was taking mental notes of all the things she wanted to replicate one day once we had enough G-coins to afford it.

Seraphina’s parents were inside the arena when we approached. I’d seen Alabaster Cultress and his wives Vivia and Bianca many times before. To live in Volantis was to be intimately familiar with the sight of the Cultress family, but this time was oddly different.

Mostly because their attention was squarely on me.

All three of them had this regal quality to them—a trait that was passed down to their children. Alabaster carried it most prominently, having a square chin and solid jawline that betrayed years of good breeding. His hair was reddish in color, but I could see it was gray at the temples, making him look all the more distinguished.

Though his wives were as old as he was, time hadn’t diminished their beauty in the slightest. Vivia, who was Bruno’s mother, was tall, blonde, and leggy. Her waist sat very high up naturally, and her legs were on display in this athletic skirt that showed every curve and swell all the way down to her feet. Her hair was still naturally (or perhaps unnaturally) blonde, and she looked like someone who would have had no shortage of suitors.

Bianca was Seraphina’s mother, which would have been obvious because they both had the same shade of auburn-red hair. Whereas Vivia had the legs of the family, Bianca was definitely more top-heavy. Even from this distance, I could tell how her large breasts strained the fabric of her top like they were trying to escape.

It was beyond obvious that Seraphina favored her mother greatly.

Once we were near, Seraphina raced forward to greet her parents. She kissed her father’s cheek before giving hugs to both Bianca and Vivia, which wasn’t surprising to me. Seraphina had explained before that she treated both women as mothers—a near necessity when it came to harem families.

“Father, mothers, I want to present my team,” said a very deferential Seraphina. “This is Elise Carlsberg, our archer. The brunette is Mira James, our caster. The dryad is Vaeda Trespert, our rogue. And lastly, this is Jeremy P—”

“I don’t think Jeremy needs an introduction at this point,” said Alabaster, striding forward with a casual stride until he could extend his hand. “The whole diving world knows about you, my boy. You’ve become quite famous.”

I gripped his hand tightly and nodded my head. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alabaster. Seraphina has told me all about you.”

“And yet she’s told us next to nothing about all of you,” added Bianca, also stepping forward. I got the impression that she didn’t mean that statement to be rude, especially when she hugged all of us in turn. “I’ve been most eager to meet Seraphina’s new team. I certainly hoped you’d fare better than the last one.”

I hated any kind of mention of Seraphina’s first team. Not because I was jealous or anything, but instead because I knew it caused her stress when she thought about their deaths. With her being the sole survivor of the team, I knew there was some survivor’s guilt there that she couldn’t save her friends, and I didn’t want her to have to relive that every time they’re names were brought up.

“Well, I’d say they’ve done that and more,” said Alabaster. “How many dungeons have you conquered now? Three? Her first team barely made it out of Twilight Depths.” Alabaster then gave his daughter a haughty look. “I told you those girls were weak.”

I saw Seraphina wince. I felt bad for her, and I knew instantly why she always struggled when it came to her parents.

“We’re not weak at all,” said Elise proudly, putting her hands on her hips. “In fact, we’re going to finish the Path. We’re training for the Forbidden Sanctum.”

That statement alone would have impressed the vast majority of people from Aspatria.

But not Alabaster Cultress. He almost seemed amused by Elise’s boldness, and I had a hard time guessing what he was really thinking.

“Perhaps you’d like to show your talent then?” he suggested. “I like watching strong teams just as much as the next person. Maybe a demonstration is in order?”

He’d barely gotten the words out before both he and his wives disappeared into thin air. I looked around rapidly, trying to find them, only to see them on the edge of the arena, confident smiles on their lips.

“Oh, no,” groaned Seraphina. “You didn’t.”

“Did what?” asked Mira worriedly. “What did they do?”

Seraphina opened her pack and pulled out her quarterstaff. “Grab your weapons. Right now. Hurry!”

“Let’s see what you’ve learned so far!” yelled Alabaster. He then clapped his hands together, which caused the outer doors of the arena to close, locking us inside.

As soon as they were closed, a gate at the opposite end opened. I’d just pulled my swords out of my bag when a great, hulking demon came rushing out of the gate.

My jaw almost hit the ground. The last thing I was expecting to see was a demon from Shadow Abyss.

Just what kind of game was this?

From behind that first demon emerged another, and then another still. Other demons appeared on the opposite side of the arena, using another gate. Where the Cultresses had gotten this many demons to appear was beyond my guess, but it must have cost a small fortune.

“Show us what you can do, Jeremy!” yelled Alabaster, like he was an announcer for a big-league sporting event. “Show us your talents!”

I was really annoyed but not angry. I expected a tough welcome from the Cultresses but not this. This was almost barbaric.

Still, my competitive side was always ready for a showdown. And I knew just how to handle a few demons from Shadow Abyss.

I couldn’t use my new ability with the demons, so I pulled back and bellowed the next most appropriate spell, right as Seraphina used her new upgrade.

“Dark Wave!”

“Stun!”

The front row of demons were toppled in a hurry. My Dark Wave took out two of them simultaneously while Seraphina’s upgraded Stun dropped another five to their backs, looking like upturned turtles.

“Lightning Strike!”

I had to use the spell twice, but I managed to destroy the demons that Seraphina had stunned. It took care of the demons on one side, while I turned my attention to the other. Vaeda, Elise, and Mira were taking demons down one by one. I could see an Illusion of the entire team being maintained on the other side of the arena, weapons and all, thanks to Elise. She was also using her newly-upgraded Confusion to cause chaos in the demon ranks while she picked them off one by one with her bow.

Vaeda and Mira were working in tag-team fashion. Mira maintained her Status Shield for Vaeda, who was throwing daggers like she’d been doing it her entire life (which, in reality, she had). No sooner had I thrown another Dark Wave than all the demons on that side were down too.

I thought we’d proven our worth by that point. Only a few teams could destroy that many demons in such a short length of time, but when I turned my attention back to Seraphina’s parents, it seemed like our fight had only just begun.

Alabaster clapped his hands somberly, which caused the gates to rise again. This time, a small army of trolls and minotaurs came rushing out of the clearing, putting us on the defensive once again.

At least now I had a chance to test out my new upgrades. I toggled the Fire Mage ability and unleashed a Perilous Flames on the crowd of monsters.

Suddenly, I felt a giant fireball erupt from my palms. It was spinning—a molten-hot plume of fiery energy that looked like a miniature sun. It kept building and building until it finally had enough mass once it was as tall as I was. Once it was unleashed, there was nothing to stop it from mowing through the army of trolls and minotaurs like a scythe through wheat.

While I hit all of them on my side, I was still being rushed from both my left and right by nearly a hundred other monsters. The girls were doing their best to keep up with them, but sheer numbers alone (and the small size of the arena) meant we were at a disadvantage.

Without even thinking about it, I used my swords to toggle the Flame Wall, shooting up a fiery barrier on both sides. The monsters that were too close had no choice but to rush through it, not being able to stop.

As soon as the flames hit them, they evaporated, not being able to withstand the pressure.

I had room to breathe, or so I thought. Within seconds, I heard the sound of hawks overhead—those pesky scavengers that littered Twilight Depths. I toggled my Dragon Keeper ability just as I saw Matilda take out a troll’s throat directly in front of me.

Now the fight shifted back in our direction. Both of my dragons took to their air, using their fire and dark energy attacks to destroy the helpless birds. Behind me, Seraphina had erected a stone wall to funnel all the remaining monsters to our front, allowing me to use Perilous Flames one more time to burn them to a crisp.

No sooner had I caught my breath than Alabaster Cultress clapped his hands again.

Seraphina groaned. “Father! Enough!”

He could only look on somberly as more monsters rushed us. Any other team in our age group might have been taking casualties by that point. In fact, one of the demons managed to sweep Vaeda’s feet out from under her, where it started eating her foot. Seraphina came to her rescue though, killing the demon and using Healing Light on the wound.

“Thanks, Seraphina!” yelled Vaeda, getting back in the action.

“Don’t mention it!” said a happy Seraphina, before bashing a minotaur with her flaming quarterstaff.

There was just no end to the monsters. The Cultresses must have paid a large fortune to afford this many monsters being pulled from the dungeon. I was more than just annoyed now, long after I lost track of how many I killed.

Now I was furious. This had to stop. We’d already “proven” our worth as much as I felt we needed to. I destroyed another group of demons before using my new Lava Armor to walk through the Flame Wall I’d created, putting me on the near side of the arena, near the Cultress family. I summoned my red dragon to fly low, using Teleport to get on his backside.

We took off just high enough that I had a great site of Seraphina’s family waiting in the viewer’s box.

Without thinking about it, I unleashed one more spell, this time directly at Alabaster.

“Perilous Flames!”

The Cultress patriarch had no time to react before a fireball as big as he was consumed his position. I watched as Bianca and Vivia gasped in surprise, using their own spells to reach Alabaster, but it was already too late.

He’d been consumed by the fire, cooked from the inside out. As charred as he looked right now, a simple use of Healing Light brought him back to life, removing the blackened skin until he was his normal pinkish self.

I expected him to be angered, but so was I. I hopped down from my dragon and pointed my sword at him.

“Enough!” I said firmly. “We’ve proven our worth. I don’t know why I need to prove it any further. I’m done with your little test. You can either accept the fact that Seraphina belongs on this team or not, but if you let one more monster attack my team, I’m going to burn down your entire manor.”

I could hear a gasp behind me, followed by another one. No doubt the girls hadn’t expected that display of righteous anger, but all of this was trivial to me.

Seraphina and I chose to be together. Whether that made us a weak team or a very strong team, it should be good enough for her parents.

I waited for their response. I watched as both Vivia and Bianca looked to Alabaster, who seemed to be studying me for several tense moments. He looked upset, as I would be no doubt if I was just burned like a cheap steak.

And yet, that hard exterior was only a front. Alabaster started to grin, and within seconds, he hopped down from the viewer’s box and walked over to me.

To my utter shock, he embraced me.

“Welcome to the family, my boy!” he said. “I’ve never seen a finer display of skill in my entire life! That was marvelous!”

And just like that, we’d been accepted by the Cultresses.


Chapter
Twenty-Four



Everything changed after my fiery dialogue with Alabaster.

For one, our reception at the Cultress house changed from untested, barely-welcome newcomers to full-fledged family members at the drop of a hat. I watched as both Vivia and Bianca morphed from matriarchal ice queens into overly-doting hostesses. Suddenly, I couldn’t get enough to eat or drink as we all gathered in the family room, with them wanting to know every detail about our experiences.

Even Alabaster had changed. I’d been accepted by the family, and now he treated me like a son that had just returned home after a long absence.

“You were magnificent out there,” said Alabaster, once we were having dinner with them later on. “I can’t get over how talented you are, Jeremy. I’d heard rumors, but you know how rumors could be. I had to see for myself if they were true. I just couldn’t be happier that you linked up with my Sera.”

“We didn’t join together just because it would make for a stronger team,” I said, intentionally holding back the real information of how we came to be teammates. “We joined together just because we’re a great fit. I love her for who she is, and her skills in the dungeon are very much secondary in that regard.”

Alabaster beamed with pride. Despite his hard exterior, I could tell that he was a man with whom every facet of his life revolved around his family. He truly wanted the best for them, even if that manifested itself in some very bizarre ways.

“I think that it’s a little prophetic as well,” he said. “Two great diving families are united in the two of you. The Cultresses and the Pollards, coming together as one. It’s poetic, isn’t it? Tell me, Jeremy, have you thought about children?”

I turned red with embarrassment. “I’m only twenty. I wouldn’t mind kids someday, but not until after my diving career is over.”

I didn’t need to add any further caution to that statement. As soon as Alabaster heard that I wanted them eventually, he’d gotten the answer that he wanted.

“Can you imagine the kind of children you two would produce?” he said, which almost made me chuckle. “You’d make some diving legends! Just like their parents and their grandparents.”

I looked across the table and caught Seraphina’s eye. She seemed to be just as embarrassed about the conversation as I was, but underneath that embarrassment I could tell she was secretly thrilled about the idea. That was something I filed away to talk to her about later.

The rest of the evening was incredible. I found that I quite liked the Cultresses even after our unorthodox introduction. It also gave me a better understanding of Seraphina, and how she came to be the person she was—no small bonus in itself either.

By the time night came, I’d already been invited to stay over. The entire team received invitations, but I could tell something was up when Vaeda approached me right after the offer was made.

“Hey, so Mira and Elise have agreed to have a girl’s night at my parents’ house,” she told me. “I figured you wouldn’t mind. It would give you some private time with Seraphina.”

“Are you sure?” I said. “You don’t have to go.”

“No, I know. It’s just that today has kinda been Seraphina’s day,” said Vaeda. “I figured you might as well have the night with her too.”

Vaeda gave me a knowing look, and I could tell what she was getting at right away. After she slipped away, Seraphina grabbed my hand, wanting to show me her room. There was a look in her eyes that told me that this whole thing had been planned with the others, and once I knew that, I let her lead the way.

“I hope today wasn’t too terrible,” said Seraphina, as we walked along the quiet halls of the house. “If I’d known we were going to have to battle, I would have warned you somehow.”

I chuckled. “It’s okay. Yes, I was pissed in the beginning, but I think I understand your parents a little more now. They’re incredibly driven, and they really want the best for you.”

Seraphina’s hand crept into mine. “Well, I did get the best. So I know that’s why they’re so happy.”

I squeezed her hand. “I think I got the best if you ask me.”

She sighed happily and we walked in comfortable silence to her room. When we reached it, I nearly gasped.

The size of her bedroom alone was nearly the size of my entire house. She had a massive king bed that took up the center of the room, alongside a walk-in closet that could have doubled as a second bedroom. There were windows on every side, which would let in plenty of natural light during the day. It had a lot of girlish decoration to it, but it also seemed oddly pretentious, like it matched the way its owner used to be.

“It’s a little much,” said Seraphina, reading my thoughts. “I really should take down most of the things in here. It’s too . . . gaudy.”

“Well, it seems to match the rest of the house,” I said, trying to be pleasant.

Seraphina giggled. “It’s okay—you can say it. My parents have more money than they know what to do with.”

“Your words, not mine.”

Seraphina walked closer to her bed, laying back on it once she was near. I joined her on the edge, both of us laying while facing each other, our hands propping up our heads.

I could never get over just how beautiful Seraphina actually was. Even back in the days when she was the princess of Volantis, I could think that she was spoiled, rude, airheaded, and even pompous, but never ugly.

She was femininity defined. From the swell of her hips to her large breasts, Seraphina was as close to the ideal as you could possibly get. I loved her impossibly-red hair, those bright blue eyes, and those pert lips.

Even if she wasn’t an amazing diver, I would have loved her all the same. Everything else was just the cherry on top.

“I think you’re the only person who could have taken this day and made it what it was,” said Seraphina, after a few moments of silence. “Seriously, everything you did today only made my parents love you.”

“You really think they do?” I asked, chuckling. “It’s only been one day.”

She rolled her eyes playfully. “Are you serious? My dad was talking about us having babies at dinner. I think it’s safe to say that he really likes you.”

“Well, your dad can say that, but that decision comes down to you too,” I said. “And it’s not something we ever talked about before.”

“Why, because I don’t beg you to impregnate me like Elise does?” she said, raising an eyebrow.

We both laughed a little. “Not quite. And we don’t even have to have this conversation, especially not now. I just think it’s funny that it came up.”

Seraphina reached over to touch my hip. “Jeremy, one day you’re going to knock me up. You’re going to put so many babies in my belly that I’m going to topple over from the weight alone. Is that what you want to hear?”

Surprisingly, it was. My cock became hard in seconds at the thought of seeing Seraphina with a swollen midsection.

She took notice as well, especially now that I was indenting my pants. Her hand drifted lower, rubbing it on the outside. “So you really do like that idea? Perhaps as much as Elise?”

“Hard not to when you’re involved in it,” I said.

“There you go being a sweet-talker again. I think I know just what to do about that.”

Without any further words, Seraphina took the strap that was resting on her creamy shoulder and lowered it. The strap didn’t cover much skin to begin with, but the simple act of it only seemed to make me harder still.

“Do you want to know what I was thinking about during dinner?” she asked while removing the other strap.

I nodded.

Seraphina wiggled a little lower, until her top was clustered around her large tits. “I was thinking about how much I wanted to skip the rest of the evening until I could get you in here. And now that we’re on my bed, with the door locked, and my family is asleep, there’s only one thing I really want to do.”

“Don’t tell me it’s playing a game of chess.”

She giggled, which made her breasts heave. “Not even close. But I was thinking you might want to play with my chest. Chest with a T.”

With those words, she lowered her top until her tits slipped out of their tight confines. As many times as I’d seen Seraphina naked, to me, each time was always like the first. If they gave away medals for great tits, Seraphina would have them all. As perfectly perky, soft, and bouncy as they came, I couldn’t help but stare at them.

Of course, my fingers had minds of their own. They crawled up those jiggly, subtle mountains, bit by bit until they reached the crest in the middle. Seraphina let out a small hiss when I pinched her nipples gently. I could see her squeeze her thighs together, like whatever I just did had sent a signal straight to her pussy.

“Can I admit something to you right now?” said Seraphina suddenly.

“Now would be a really ideal time,” I joked, still entranced by her breasts.

“Watching you navigate my parents today was so totally amazing. I’ve seen them eat people before. Not literally but metaphorically. Just devour them and spit them back up on the other side. You didn’t let that happen. If anything, you did it to my father in the best possible way. And seeing you do it turned me on so much.”

“You like when my dominant side comes out,” I teased.

She really did because she whimpered at that moment. Her lips became pouty as she nodded up and down. “I really, really do.”

“You also like when I have my way with you?”

I swore that Seraphina had a mini-orgasm right there. Her eyes closed right as her mouth opened. Her body jolted just a little before returning back to center.

“I live for those moments,” she whispered. “I love them so much.”

Ever since the first time we had sex, it had been obvious that Seraphina liked being submissive. She liked watching me take charge. That’s why when she gestured to something hanging off her bedpost, it took me a minute to figure out what it was.

It was a bed sheet. Or rather, two of them—one wrapped around each post.

Instantly, I knew exactly what she wanted. And my cock had never felt harder.

“So that was your big plan?” I asked, putting it all together. “Were the other girls in on it too?”

A nervous smile appeared on her face. “They didn’t know the full details. But enough that they were willing to help me out.”

“We have such a great team, don’t we?”

Seraphina giggled and put her wrists above her head. She grabbed the sheets with both hands, and I marveled at the sight of her body. I loved how her tits were still proud and high, and I even enjoyed seeing how her rib cage was exposed. I traced my finger along the bone, which made Seraphina shudder.

“Are you going to do this or what?” she asked finally, once I’d delayed too long.

“Sometimes, I just have to stop to admire you.”

“I really want you to do a lot more right now than just admire me. A lot more, Jeremy.”

I wasn’t exactly a professional at this. I never had a girl ask me to tie them to the bed before. I suspected I could have probably asked Vaeda, and she would have told me the perfect knot to use, but that was probably a step too far.

Either way, I was going to figure it out. I put Seraphina’s hand right on top of the sheet and then wrapped it around her wrist just hard enough to hold. I then tucked the sheet between the outer knot and her skin, giving it extra strength.

I doubted it would actually hold if Seraphina wanted to get out of here in a hurry, but when she gave it a taut pull and it didn’t move, her smile grew two sizes bigger.

“Don’t forget the other one, okay?”

By the time I had both arms pinned, Seraphina had this dreamy look in her eyes that was impossible to ignore. I had to admit that she looked really fucking sexy tied to the bed like that, her legs spread and every inch of her available for whatever I had in mind.

“Is this what you wanted?” I asked, kissing her neck softly. “You wanted to be completely at my mercy?”

“Uh huh,” replied Seraphina, nodding her head. “I needed this. Badly. Need you. So much.”

Her legs spread wider still, and I knew exactly what she wanted.

She wasn’t going to get it though. Not yet anyway.

I moved further down her body, not stopping until my mouth reached her nipple. I teased the little erect nub with my tongue, flicking it until it was covered in my saliva.

Seraphina must have figured out what my plan was because I could feel the tension leave her body. Most of it anyway. She wasn’t coiled like a spring anymore, but her little shudders told me she was still very much engaged.

Once I’d teased both nipples, I continued to move lower. I dragged my tongue across her tight stomach, not stopping until it dipped into her belly button and came out on the other side.

“Oh, Jeremy,” she muttered, barely loud enough to hear. The bed squeaked as she tried to use her arms.

Finally, I reached my destination. Seraphina’s pussy waited for me like a gift that needed to be unwrapped. Just beneath that small spattering of red hair, I could see that her lips were drenched in anticipation. I guessed being tied up had helped out a bit with that too.

“Holy fuck,” she moaned, once my tongue made contact with her outer lips.

She tasted sweeter than she normally was, but there was still a hint of tang that I found to be particularly addicting. I drove my tongue into her, invading her body while my hands settled on her thighs.

Seraphina thrashed against me once I started to assault her wet honey hole. She was completely at my mercy, unable to do anything but sit back and enjoy the ride. She seemed to prefer it that way too, because her body was producing wetness faster than I could lick it up. She was creamier tonight, and it wasn’t long before she seized up in her first orgasm.

When I glanced up to see her body, Seraphina looked like she was in the middle of a fever dream. Her eyes were closed, mouth was open, and her upper chest was colored a dark red to match her hair. Her legs were shaking now, and I suspected she was going to cum again very soon.

“Mmm fuck!” moaned Seraphina, now wiggling her hips back at me, fucking herself with my tongue. “Oh, Jeremy. Oh, baby. So good. So . . . ugn! So fucking good.”

I could see that her hands were now gripping the taut sheet where it connected to the bedpost. Where I was, I might as well have been swimming. I could feel her wetness all over my face, even sliding down my neck. There was even a dark spot against her sheets that only seemed to grow.

Either way, I had enough teasing by that point. My cock was like fucking granite, and all I wanted to do was bury myself inside my beautiful Seraphina.

When I moved back up her body, my cock found her opening like it was meant to go there all along, no positioning needed.

“Ugn, yes!” yelled Seraphina when my cock slid in her drenched, needy hole. “Fuck yes!”

Sliding inside Seraphina was always indescribable. The lovely elf’s body was just made for me, her pussy very clearly being contoured to every part of my shaft. We fit like we were meant to, and my eyes rolled to the back of my head once I felt that sweet nectar coat my cock.

“Fuck me please?” she whimpered, her eyes finally opened and locked on mine. “Make me yours forever, Jeremy. Have your way with me? Tell me I’m yours?”

“You’re fucking mine,” I growled, punctuating the statement with a hard thrust that made Seraphina gasp.

“Again! Please? Oh fuck, tell me again!”

“You’re mine!” I practically yelled, thrusting hard against her body. “You belong to me, Seraphina. Forever. And always. You’re mine.”

She threw her head back as she had her next orgasm. It was a big one judging by the expression on her face, but that didn’t stop her from trying to meet my thrusts. We were rocking the entire bed now, and at that moment, I was thankful her room was so far away from the rest of her family’s.

Once she came back from the brink, her eyes shone with adoration. I leaned down, capturing her lips while I continued to plunder her body. We stayed connected like that, lips on lips, cock in pussy, for several long minutes.

It was a passionate moment, one full of heat but sprinkled with a heavy dose of love. Beneath me, she writhed in pleasure—so caught up in what we were doing, in me fulfilling her fetish.

“Don’t. Ever. Stop,” she mewled, shifting around as she kept her grip tight on the sheets. “Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me!”

I was getting really close. It was hard not to, with this beautiful siren underneath me. All I wanted to do was fill her body with my cum, and I knew it wouldn’t be long until it happened.

Seraphina wasn’t making it any easier for me to hold on either. I could feel her pussy squeezing me, trying to milk me with her tightness. On and then off. On and off.

It was driving me crazy, but in a really, really good way.

I was losing control. All I could see was this gorgeous redheaded elf under me, writhing in pleasure as her hands were restrained. Just when I thought I could take no more, Seraphina’s eyes locked on mine and made it fact.

A deep guttural moan erupted from my throat as I slammed in hard, unloading every bit of my seed inside her. I could watch the reaction on her face, her eyes blinking every time a new jet splashed the back of her pussy.

Enthralled. Needy. And ever so sexy.

When it was all over, Seraphina was kissing me. Her lips were landing all over my shoulders and my chest—really any place that her lips could reach in her current position.

“Unbind my hands please?” she begged. “I want to be hugging you. Kissing you.”

One by one, I set her hands free, and she did exactly what she said she was going to do. Seraphina didn’t stop kissing me for what felt like an hour.

Not that I minded. I was drained, but very satisfied, and I could tell that this day had meant so much to her. There was no better way to end it.

When we fell asleep, it was practically sideways on the bed. My arm hung off the side. My foot was uncovered, but Seraphina was glued to my side with a smile that wouldn’t go away.

And I felt pretty damn good about that.
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Seth Renard

“Your team keeps drawing attention to yourselves. In a negative way. In a way that is contrary to what I’m paying you to do.”

Seth grimaced as they were chastised. He wasn’t upset as much as he was angry. Next to him, he could tell his sister, Camilla, felt the same way. Although, she looked even angrier.

Woe to anyone who pissed off Camilla. Her bite was probably the worst in the whole family.

“I’m setting the stage for our later encounter,” said Kane, Seth’s father. “That way, our plan can succeed without any outside influence.”

The man in the shadows snarled. Seth had never seen the man’s face before, but Camilla claimed she had, once. She said it was horribly scarred, but he had no way of verifying that, mostly because the man never stepped into the light.

And yet, he was the one organizing all of this. He was the one that put their family on this path, paved by generous amounts of gold.

Seth might have been persuaded to do it for much less. The thrill of killing Jeremy Pollard and his team of sluts would feel good even if there wasn’t money involved.

The gold was just an added benefit.

“People are beginning to take notice,” said the man in the shadows. “If they connect the dots—”

“They won’t,” promised Lilith. “We’ve done this kind of thing before. Our reputation is well-earned.”

“Your reputation is the very thing that works against you,” said the man, shaking his head. “Perhaps I was wrong to trust you with a task of this magnitude. Perhaps I should have picked someone else.”

“There is no one else,” said Kane. “No one who can do a job like we can. I just wanted to get under their skin a little. Those fucking upstarts. They make a mockery of the entire diving community.”

Seth had to agree with his father on that line. This team of “Daredevils” as they called themselves were nothing but juvenile pests. They should have been struggling in Twilight Depths with the other new divers.

Seth was partly of the belief that this problem would take care of itself. If they really were upstarts, the dungeons would kill them eventually. It was the same fate that happened to anyone that dived into a dungeon they weren’t really prepared for.

And yet, Seth didn’t want it to come to that. He wanted to wield the knife personally.

Besides, if he didn’t do it, Camilla would. One glance in her direction and she was practically foaming at the mouth. The little psychopath.

What Seth didn’t know was what was in it for the man in the shadows? Why was this bounty so important to him?

“I don’t care what they are,” snapped the man suddenly. “Just get it done. After the moratorium, they will dive again. It needs to happen inside the dungeon. Just see to it that it does. Or the next time someone mentions your family, it will be at your funeral.”

The man disappeared in the next moment, leaving only smoke in his wake. It was a neat spell whatever it was, but it still made Seth uncomfortable.

The man didn’t seem like someone who was used to not getting their way. Seth only wished he knew who the man was.

Why did he want Pollard to die so much? And why remain in the shadows like he did?

Ultimately, Seth shrugged it off. The team of upstarts could enjoy their time in the sun right now.

It was about to end.


Chapter
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Jeremy

Our time in Volantis turned into a much-needed vacation. It was almost comical how easily we fell into a routine during the month-long holiday in my hometown.

We usually started the mornings at the Cultress manor. All five of us were treated like part of the family now that I’d earned the respect of Seraphina’s parents. They also graciously allowed us to train in their arena, frequently purchasing monsters just so we could practice on the real thing. The monsters were expensive, especially if we wanted to practice with demons from Enaspah, but we all chipped in to split the cost with the Cultresses, and it worked out just fine.

I was also enjoying my new powers. Fire Mage had turned into my favorite ability, and I loved the way it complemented Perilous Flames on the offense, as well as the Flame Wall on the defense.

Fiero seemed to really like it too. That was the name that Mira came up with for the red dragon that was part of my Dragon Keeper ability.

“It’s just perfect!” pronounced Mira after she came up with the name. “It’s fiery and majestic, just like he is.”

I was more than a little relieved by the name. “I was just hoping you weren’t going to name him Sebastian or Bernard or something.”

“Those names aren’t terrible though,” said Mira, especially as she gazed at the black dragon. “I wonder if that would be better for Azrael?”

“No, Azrael as a name is much more badass than Bernard,” interjected Elise, crossing her arms in front of her small chest. “I have to put my foot down on this. We can’t have a badass black dragon named Bernard. It like, defeats the whole purpose.”

Mira lifted an eyebrow and I nodded, agreeing with Elise. “So not badass, Mira.”

Mira giggled. “Okay, okay. Fiero and Azrael it is. Both are still regal if I do say so myself.”

We laughed with her until Seraphina moved nearby, her quarterstaff blazing but not spinning.

“If you three are done with your break, Vaeda and I could use your help!”

To emphasize her point, she hit a group of three demons with Stun, paralyzing all of them so she could go in for a quick kill.

Elise notched an arrow in her bow. “We just thought you could handle it without us!”

Equipped with our new spells, we threw ourselves into our training harder than we ever had before. During the entire month, we trained during the morning and the early afternoon, wanting to be as prepared as we could possibly be before the dungeon.

I knew there was a difference once you got to the Forbidden Sanctum. The fourth dungeon was considered the big leagues. Beginners tried Twilight Depths. Most people did Cursed Chasm, or maybe they made it Shadow Abyss before they retired to normal life.

Only professionals continued diving into the Forbidden Sanctum, and beyond. And I wasn’t about to take it lightly. I wanted to prove to the entire country that we weren’t just a team of upstarts, as it seemed we’d been branded by a small group of Renard supporters.

We belonged in the dungeons. And we were going to be the first team to beat Serpent Hollows since Rico.

Speaking of my frazzled relationship with him, we were still a little shaky but not as bad as we were coming out of Shadow Abyss. I think Rico finally accepted who we were, and that we weren’t going to stop. I also think he stopped looking at me as just a kid, and he was now treating me like a man.

I just wished he was more helpful. Twice in the past month I had asked him for guidance on what we could expect from Forbidden Sanctum, and twice he’d promised to come train with us. There was always an excuse though—something going on, or reasons why he needed to be called away.

I didn’t take it personally, mostly because I knew the offer was still genuine. Part of me wondered if Rico was thinking he could delay our training, and hence delay our next dive, but that wasn’t going to happen.

I was going to go with his help, or without. I just would have preferred some practice time with the greatest diver in the world.

With most of the days taken up with training, our nights were spent much more leisurely. We rotated each night between the three houses, spending time with each group of parents. For sleeping though, we usually retired to the Cultress manor, since they could easily afford the space.

The days started to pass quickly. By the time we neared the end of the diving holiday, I felt like I knew all my girls as well as I possibly could. I felt closer to Seraphina than ever, especially now that her family accepted us. Mira and Elise were having a grand time seducing me when I least expected it, and those threesomes were definitely a highlight of our time in Volantis.

The only one that I still felt on the fence with was Vaeda. I just didn’t know why we seemed to be stuck in the same position. Every time our relationship took the slightest step forward, something else happened to take us two steps back.

It was very frustrating. Not because I was lacking in sex or anything (I wasn’t), but because I knew there was something there. There was a spark that I felt when I was with Vaeda, something that just felt right when those sexy green eyes found mine.

I just didn’t know why she didn’t feel it too.

It was especially frustrating because it felt like she was being careless when it came to her body. I’d seen Vaeda in various states of undress now, from that time in the magic store when she tried on dresses in front of me, to walking in on her just waking up while sleeping in the nude.

In both cases, I didn’t get the chance to see “everything” but I’d seen enough to have a great idea what Vaeda looked like sans clothes.

And let’s just say that friends should never have a full picture of what the other person looks like naked.

It all came to a head one morning when I was taking a shower. Up until this point, I’d been the one to see Vaeda nearly naked, but it was never the other way around. That all changed when I grabbed my towel and started to dry off.

The door to the bathroom opened, and I saw strands of light-brown hair poke through, accompanied by those same haunting green eyes.

“Oh, it’s you,” said Vaeda cheerfully. “Are you almost done with the shower? I want to get mine.”

I panicked when I realized it was Vaeda, draping the towel halfway over my body. I wouldn’t have cared if it was one of the other girls, but Vaeda had already made her intentions with me very clear, so I was trying to live up to them.

“Yeah, I just need to dry off,” I replied, still shielding myself with the towel. I was dripping wet from head to toe, and I expected that she would give me a few minutes to dry off and use the shower once I vacated it.

That wasn’t what Vaeda did though. Instead, she flung open the door and stepped inside, only wearing her traditional skirt and tiny top. She shut the door and looked into the mirror, fixing her hair for a moment until she skipped past me to turn the water back on.

At that point, my jaw hit the floor because Vaeda grabbed the hem of her skirt and lowered it all the way down her legs.

There was that flawless backside again, with two pert cheeks and miles of unblemished skin. I could even see around the front this time, where a small tuft of dark hair teased me.

I knew I shouldn’t have been that shocked. This was becoming commonplace now. Vaeda’s lack of modesty around me was nothing new, but it had never been total. It had been more like little slip-ups that were easily excusable between two people that had known each other forever.

But when Vaeda reached behind her to take off that little top, everything changed. My eyes bulged as I took in the sight of her gorgeous tits for the first time.

They were perfect, perky mouthfuls. Sized just right for her tiny frame, I marveled at how soft they looked. And I knew I wasn’t imagining it when I saw her nipples were hard like diamonds.

Did she have any idea what she was doing to me? There was only so much teasing one man could take before he lost control.

To further illustrate that, Vaeda turned toward me without a hint of pause. I could now even see the faint outline of her lips between her legs. She was absolutely perfect.

“Do you think you can grab me a towel?” she asked. “I forgot mine in my room.”

“Yeah-kay,” I mumbled, blurring two responses into one. I shook my head at my lack of smoothness. I left the bathroom for Vaeda’s room, which was just down the hall. Her towel was waiting on her bed, so I grabbed it and came back in.

The sight had gotten better, if that was even possible. Vaeda had stepped into the shower spray. Her chest was thrust out, her head was lifted, and her eyes were closed. Her hands were glued to the side of her head, pushing the water out of her hair and down her back.

My view was so clear that I could practically see the beads of water as they fell down her smooth skin. Needless to say, I was so hard that my towel betrayed me. When I looked down, I should have seen a rounded circle, but instead I saw a very pointy triangle. I knew Vaeda could see it too, and her eyes lingered on it momentarily before turning around to grab some more soap.

“Thanks for getting my towel,” she said, with her eyes locked on mine for just a moment too long.

I was hoping she would finish that statement. I wanted her to say something else, anything else. Address what was going on between us. Friends didn’t get naked in front of each other for no reason. So why did she keep doing it?

The longer the silence persisted, the more frustrated I became. Part of me wanted to put an end to this right now. I wanted to step into that shower and kiss her just to see what she would do. I must have been spending too much time with submissive Seraphina to have that idea, but it was clear that I wasn’t going to get any answers from Vaeda willingly.

If I wanted them, I was going to have to take the initiative myself.

Part of that thinking frightened me, knowing that I could ruin a friendship that had lasted for most of my life. The other part of me said to move forward anyway. I could only take so much of this, and it was time to start getting some answers.

So I did it. I let my towel hit the floor as I stepped into the shower, letting the spray hit my freshly-dried skin once more. I didn’t stop there. I put my arm around Vaeda’s lower back, pulling her close to me, and kissed her like I always wanted to do.

I didn’t know what to expect. I wondered if I was about to get the tongue-lashing of my life. I felt like there was a chance she would end the kiss, slap the shit out of my face, and then tell me to get out of her life. A small chance, but still a chance regardless.

What actually happened was that Vaeda’s face registered shock for all of two seconds before I felt her arms wrap around my shoulders. Her tongue started to push into my mouth. And after about twenty seconds, she jumped into my arms, wrapping her legs around my waist.

For someone as small as Vaeda, it was nothing to hold her up with all my strength as we went colliding against the shower wall, kissing the entire time.

It was the best outcome that I could have hoped for. I kissed her lips like I thought about doing thousands of times before. I marveled in the taste of her mouth—surprisingly minty but ever so delectable. Even the feeling of her body next to mine was intoxicating. I loved how her skin seemed to rub against mine as we kissed against the wall.

To make matters even better, Vaeda was grinning from ear to ear when we finally stopped kissing.

“Fucking finally!” she said, letting out a loud exhale in the process. “I was beginning to think you didn’t want me!”

I’d never been so confused in my life. My brain tried to go three directions at once, leaving me tongue-tied as I tried to respond.

“What? How? Why would you—how could you think I didn’t want you?”

“I’ve been trying to create moments where you could make a move or something,” she explained. “Like a few weeks ago, in that dressing room. Or that time I was laying in your bed. Or that kiss in Shadow Abyss.”

“But you apologized for that kiss,” I said, frowning. “You said the kiss didn’t mean anything. That you just got wrapped up in the moment.”

She smacked my shoulder playfully. “Don’t you know that what a woman says and what she means are usually two very different things? I was trying to get you to come out with it! I wanted to see if you’d tell me how you felt about me. Because I think it’s been painfully obvious how I felt about you!”

“I mean, it’s been obvious for the last few weeks now,” I said. “But you’ve always lacked reservation with me. I just thought you were being . . . well, you.”

She gave me a knowing look. “It took me stripping naked in front of you in the shower for you to finally give in?”

I chuckled. “You just had me confused. I didn’t want to do something that you might not like.”

Suddenly, Vaeda looked very insecure. “I knew I liked you. I have for a long time now. Ever since you grew up, you’ve become . . . just amazing, at everything. And I can’t control the things that you make me feel. It was just really strange, you know? I felt like I was corrupting you all the time. Like I was still your sitter and you were just that boy in the backyard.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that?”

“Because I was embarrassed to take the risk,” she admitted. “The risk of telling you. The risk of rejection.”

The pieces of the puzzle were starting to come together. We were both scared of the same thing, and it paralyzed us. It took something this extreme to break through the artificial barriers that we erected.

It might have seemed silly on the face of it, but there was a lot for both of us to lose. And as much as we like each other, the outcome that neither of us wanted was the total loss of the other person.

“I just needed to hear it from you,” she continued. “I thought that kiss in the dungeon might spur you forward, but when it didn’t, I thought I could do something else. I thought maybe if I said that it was a mistake, you might say something about it. Correct me, you know? Yes, I know it’s stupid, but I’m not brave like you.”

“You’re very brave when you’re holding daggers.”

Vaeda smiled. “Well, I’m not holding daggers now, am I?”

I looked down. “You’re right. It seems I’m the only one holding a dagger.”

Vaeda bit her lip and wrapped her tiny hand around my shaft, giving it several quick jerks. “And then there’s this thing. So perfect. But it just felt unreachable. I didn’t want to feel like I was corrupting you. I just wanted to know that you wanted it too. I needed to hear you say it.”

“I want you too,” I said, loudly and firmly. “And I don’t ever want you to doubt that. I felt like I couldn’t read you. Like you were hot one moment and cold the next. And the endless teasing and undressing made me feel like I was losing my mind.”

She looked a little embarrassed by that. “I was just trying to get your attention.”

“Vaeda, we’re both adults now,” I said, laughing. “We can talk things through. You don’t have to get naked in front of me to make me pay attention.”

She grinned wickedly. “What if I want to get naked for you though?”

I couldn’t help but glance down at the utter perfection that was her body. Now that it was here, in my arms, I had everything I ever wanted.

“The next time you need to tell me something, let’s try talking,” I said, still amused by the whole thing. “But I understand why you didn’t say something sooner. I didn’t want to lose your friendship either.”

“Do you think we can do it?” she asked earnestly. “Move across that boundary? Go from friends to lovers? Because that’s what I want. I see how the other girls are—they couldn’t be happier, and I know a large part of that is because of you. I want that too. I want to be happy with you. And I want to be yours, Jeremy. I’ve wanted that for a long time now. When we ran into each other in Numeria, it just felt like . . . fate.”

I grinned and then kissed her. “I know what you mean. We might have taken a couple wrong turns, but I feel like we were always going to wind up together eventually.”

Vaeda let out a relieved sigh. Her chest heaved several moments, like all the tension was leaving her body. She looked like she was about to say something else that was important, but suddenly she just smiled.

“Can we keep kissing?” she asked. “I feel like we have a lot of years to make up for.”

I answered her by pressing my lips to hers.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



“In the shower? Really? That sounds hot . . . and a little kinky.”

Elise was enraptured when Vaeda told her the story later on. The other girls were too, and even I had to admit that Vaeda’s retelling of it made it sound a lot hotter than my own version.

“Oh, yeah, right against the wall,” said Vaeda. “He held me up with his arms. Water cascading on both of us. Sweaty, but passionate. It was perfect.”

She caught my eyes at that moment and grinned. I could only smile back. I was incredibly happy about what happened between us, knowing that we’d put the confusion of the past few weeks behind us.

“So did you go all the way?” asked Mira curiously. “You know, did you have . . . the sex?”

“The sex?” snickered Seraphina. “It’s an activity, not an event, Mira.”

Mira turned red. “I know that. But it’s a big moment!”

“No, not yet,” replied Vaeda, toying with the bottom part of her skirt. “There’s plenty of time for that in the future.”

The girls seemed disappointed to hear that, but I wasn’t. All we did was make out in the shower, but something as simple as that opened a lot of doors that were previously closed. There would be time for more fooling around, and even sex.

For now though, I was just going to enjoy exploring Vaeda’s body. Judging by the look on her face, we were entirely on the same page with that.

“Well, I would have loved to hear more details,” said Elise, still munching on a cinnamon roll. “But I guess we don’t have much time for an actual reenactment.”

That was certainly true. We were in the midst of packing up our things. The diving moratorium expired today, and that meant things could go back to normal. We all felt ready to tackle the Forbidden Sanctum, and we agreed to fly out of Numeria later that day alongside Rico.

Rico’s addition was something that surprised me. I think he finally accepted that he wasn’t going to stop us, especially when he made one last plea to me last week when he came to Volantis.

“You sure there’s nothing I can say to get you to hold off?” asked Rico. “I understand I can’t talk you out of it permanently, but what’s the rush? Why do you have to go to Forbidden Sanctum as soon as the diving holiday expires?”

“Because we’re all a little bored,” I admitted. “And with as much training as we’ve done, I believe we’re ready. We’re not going to level up any more fighting monsters from the lower levels, so if we feel comfortable enough with our skills, why shouldn’t we dive?”

Rico winced, but I could tell he bit his tongue for my sake. He didn’t look pleased, but at least the discussion wasn’t about to devolve into an argument.

“So there’s nothing I can say to change your mind?” he asked.

I smiled and shook my head.

“You’re just like your father, Jeremy,” he said, grimacing at my side. “You’re as stubborn as he was.”

“I guess the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

“I guess not, but you know the fourth dungeon is the big leagues. Those that keep diving after Shadow Abyss are considered the best of the best. In most cases, it’s considered wise to keep someone outside the dungeon that you can call for help in case you find trouble that you can’t handle.”

“Is that why you wanted to meet with me today?” I asked. “Do you want to be our backup just in case?”

“It’s what I’ve been doing all these years,” he said, ruffling the hair on my head. “Keeping you safe. Trying to keep you safe, as it’s been lately, but still. So yes, I’m coming with you. And if something happens down there, you know you have me to call in to help you.”

That was relieving for two reasons. I knew Forbidden Sanctum would be next-level compared to Shadow Abyss, but there were also the Renards. They’d been very public about their desire to dive the Sanctum after the holiday was over, which was something I thought they were doing in spite of us. They’d turned into full-blown rivals with us, and what better way to shut them up for good than to complete the fourth dungeon before they did?

Besides, messing with us meant messing with Rico Cartwright. And no one in their right minds would do that—not even the Renards.

After saying goodbye to our families and making the short ride to Numeria, we were able to board an Olypepper for service to the fourth dungeon. We caused quite the spectacle when we arrived, not only because of our fame but because Rico was with us. The reporters seemed to have a field day comparing old and new, or Rico’s existing career with my rising one.

“Reporters can be so annoying,” said Elise, who was sitting next to me on the Olypepper not long after we took off. “Where do they get off asking some of those questions? So rude!”

“I don’t think I’ve ever met one that was pleasant,” replied Seraphina. “They always used to show up outside our house to try to interview my parents. One time, I caught one sneaking through our gardens because he thought he was stealthy.”

“I can only imagine what happened to him once he was caught,” I said.

Seraphina giggled. “Yeah, let’s just say we had to use Healing Light on him once my father was through.”

“Serves him right,” grumbled Mira.

While all five of us were talking, I noticed that Rico wasn’t engaging. He sat a little bit away from us, toward the front of the Olypepper. After about thirty minutes of flying, I finally stood up and joined him, sitting right next to him.

“You’d think that we were flying in two separate groups,” I joked, elbowing him in the side playfully. “I know the girls can get a little animated at times, but we’re not bothering you, are we?”

Rico turned his head to glance at the girls for a brief moment before turning straight ahead. “You have a solid team, Jeremy. A very good one. I wish I had half the team you did when I was your age.”

“I wasn’t trying to stir anything up,” I replied. “Just wanted you to come back and sit with us.”

“I know,” he said wistfully. “So many things have changed, Jeremy. You’ve changed for one.”

“A lot has happened to me. We’ve been through a lot.”

Rico chuckled and nodded. He grabbed his backpack and opened it up. “Do you want to see something? I bought this in Numeria right before catching this flight.”

He passed a small figurine into my hand, something that I’d seen already. It was a figurine that was made to look like me. It was a child’s toy, yes, but it was also a sign of just how famous we’d become.

Like Rico and Morgana before us, our names were famous enough now that our likeness was being used to sell toys to kids.

“You want to know something?” said Rico. “The store that I bought this at—for the last fifteen years, they sold my likeness. It was the top-selling toy in the store for the whole year. This year though? I found out the sales of my likeness have cratered. Everyone was rushing out to buy your toy. Little kids that dream of diving are playing with your figurine all throughout Aspatria.”

“That doesn’t bother you, does it?” I asked, not really sure where he was going with this.

Rico chuckled and looked away. “Things have changed between us, Jeremy. I need to stop treating you like you’re Henry’s son. Now, you’re just as famous as he was. Everything has changed. It upsets me to think that, but I have to live in the real world. I can’t keep burying my head in the sand.”

“Yeah, but not like we’re about to be rivals or anything,” I said, elbowing him again. “You’re still practically my Uncle Rico. Everything doesn’t have to change.”

Rico turned to look at me, and at that moment, I realized that he didn’t share my sentiment. I knew that the fun-loving, rascal-like uncle had left forever.

I’d planted myself into Rico’s world, and our relationship would never be the same.

I was thankful that the flight didn’t last any longer than it did. I missed the old Rico, and I wasn’t sure I was ever going to get him back. At least arriving at our new city distracted me from it, even if the distraction wasn’t exactly a pleasant one.

The city that housed the Forbidden Sanctum was more akin to a graveyard than a city. It was distressingly bleak, more so than even some of the things I’d seen in the dungeon. In a way, it reminded me of some of the levels in Cursed Chasm—that barren sense of nothingness that seemed to haunt your thoughts.

The city’s name was Mortimia, which had something to do with death according to Mira. Truthfully, calling it a city was too much. I thought at its current size it would barely qualify as a town.

“What happened to it?” asked Elise as we flew over the barren wasteland. “It looks like a war was fought here.”

“You’re not that far off,” answered Mira. “At one point in time, Mortimia was called Lucretia—named after the family that founded it. The Lucretian family owned most of the land, started the first farms, and financed the first buildings. One of their members even discovered the Forbidden Sanctum. The city was prosperous as long as they were, but their, shall we say, unsavory appetites became their undoing.”

“Oh! I think I know which one you’re talking about now,” said Elise, sticking her finger in the air. “This is the family that started a cult, wasn’t it?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” confirmed Mira. “Although it didn’t start that way. It just became much more decadent over time. There are some that say they took influence from the dungeon in creating the cult, but either way, each successive generation of the Lucretian family became poorer and more effete until they ran out of money. At that point, Lucretia descended into a hundred years of conflict and violence as the city tried to find someone to replace the Lucretian family. They never did and people started moving away for greener pastures. Eventually, there was nothing left, and they renamed the city to what it is now. Mortimia—the dead city.”

“It certainly looks that way,” said Seraphina, staring at the scorched land below.

“You won’t find much here,” said Mira. “Mostly everyone has left. The only places that are well-maintained are owned by the DDU for the purpose of diving. Everything else is . . . squalid.”

“Are we still going to be able to continue our pre-dive tradition?” I asked Mira. “What are we going to do for date night?”

Mira smiled coyly. “We might have to improvise, but I’m sure we’ll come up with something.”

“You mean the premise of having a candlelight dinner in that graveyard below doesn’t turn you on?” asked Elise, swatting me playfully.

“Does it turn you on?” I asked.

Elise shrugged. “I’m not a hard woman to please.”

“Tell that to the maid that cleaned your room,” said Seraphina sourly.

The Olypepper came in for a landing, in a field that was only slightly less bleak than the city. As soon as my feet were on firm ground, I just wanted to get right back on the Olypepper.

This place gave me the creeps, and I could tell I wasn’t the only one.

“Let’s get to the inn that the DDU runs,” said Rico, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “Before we draw any attention to ourselves.”

It didn’t take us long to get there. The DDU facility was easily the biggest that I’d seen yet. It was a large three-story building that not only contained dorms for sleeping, but it also had a small magic shop on the premises, a cafeteria, as well as the entrance to Forbidden Sanctum, which was in the basement of the building.

It was also the only part of Mortimia that had any signs of life. It stuck out like a sore thumb with its fresh coat of off-yellow paint and intact windows.

In the other cities we’d been to, I often wondered how long the wait would be to get on the diving list, but not here. Here, I felt like the DDU facility was too big for the number of divers.

Forbidden Sanctum only received about five attempts for the entire year. This place was liable to be empty.

We had no trouble getting rooms—a big one for the team and a separate space just for Rico. I asked him if any of his harem were planning to join him and he said no, which I suspected was for the best.

I didn’t exactly relish the thought of having to interact with Celestia again. I knew Mira would probably pass on that too.

“Why don’t I see if I can get you guys on the schedule?” offered Rico once we booked our rooms. “First available diving date, right?”

“Right,” I confirmed. “If they can get us in tomorrow, that would be great.”

“Anything that would mean getting out of this creepy city sooner rather than later,” added Elise.

“Let me see what I can get you,” said Rico. “Here, will you take my bag up to my room?”

I grabbed his luggage and we separated, making our way to our block of rooms. I put Rico’s bag inside his first, finding the interior spartan yet surprisingly comfy considering our surroundings.

Our room was just as nice. It was a little on the small side, with only one large bedroom instead of two, but it would do for the night.

Not much longer after we settled in, Rico returned. And I could tell something was wrong from one look at his face.

“Is there a wait to get on the diving list?” I asked.

Rico winced. “Not exactly. It’s been so long since I’ve dived Forbidden Sanctum that I forgot that you can’t dive everyday. The dungeon is only open once a week. You’re on the list for two days from now.”

“That’s not that bad,” I said. “Two days we can spend training. I thought you were going to say something worse.”

“That’s not all of it,” added Rico. “You’re scheduled to go in with the Renards.”

That certainly caught my attention. We wasted no time in telling the girls too, wanting to make sure they fully understood the situation.

Almost all of them took it somberly, with the exception of Elise.

“Good,” she growled, shaking her fist. “So we can beat them down there fair and square. First one to get to the boss is the better team. Maybe then they’ll lay off us.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be that easy,” said Mira, before turning to Rico. “What do you think about this? Should we wait another week before we go in? The dungeon is one thing, but I’m not trying to invite any trouble to join us.”

“In any other circumstance, I would say wait it out,” said Rico. “But they saw me. They know I’m here for you. I think that will work in your favor. I don’t think the Renards would try anything if they know that I’m a short distance away. It’s your call ultimately, but my experience with the Renards has mostly been that their bark is bigger than their bite. I think your father would agree with me, Jeremy.”

I was definitely willing to consider all options. I didn’t relish the thought of having to be on guard from the Renards, but Rico had a point.

No one in their right mind would try to go against Rico. Just knowing he was here might keep them in line.

“I think changing our schedule to go after them only sends the Renards the wrong signal,” I added. “Like we’re scared of them, which we most definitely are not. I wouldn’t choose to dive with them willingly, but I’m not going to back down just because they’re diving too.”

“I’d have to agree with you, Jeremy,” said Rico. “You know the Renards are looking for any ammunition against you that they can use. They wouldn’t miss that opportunity.”

“You know what I say then?” asked Elise, taking a moment to step up on the couch. “Fuck them! We’re going to show them that we’re not just a team of upstarts. That we’re a great team, a better team than they could ever possibly be.”

Seraphina’s eyes went wide. “Elise! Where did that come from?”

Elise planted her hands on her hips. “That’s one thing I learned in Gardenia—how not to take shit from anyone.”

I think we were all amused by Elise’s display, but when we talked about it later on, there was a unanimous desire to see the Renards humbled. And that contributed to us keeping the schedule as it was, without a delay.

We were going to dive Forbidden Sanctum with a little competition. And we were going to prove who was the better team once and for all.


Chapter
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Time passed slowly while we waited for the opportunity to dive into the fourth dungeon.

Part of it was that there wasn’t anything else to do in Mortimia other than train. All the other dungeon cities we’d been to were thriving in their own way.

Mortimia was the exact opposite—as dead as the name implied.

It even affected our date night, just like I suspected. Mira and I ended up getting food sent straight to our dorm from the cafeteria. The food was cold and soggy when it arrived. I apologized to her for the poor display, but she was a good sport as always.

“It’s the effort that counts,” she replied, worming her way into my arms. “And at least I know we won’t be back here anytime soon.”

By the time we woke up on the morning of the dive, I was more than ready to put Mortimia behind me.

I was also nervous. It started to hit me the night before when I was getting ready for bed. I could tell I wasn’t alone either. All four women joined me in bed, making us a tangle of arms, legs, and hair that was hard to escape from.

Not that I minded, of course. I just savored that opportunity for closeness. It was the only means that we had to combat our anxiety about the dive—one last moment of weakness before we had to be strong tomorrow.

Now that the day had arrived, I put on my game face. I downed my coffee quickly, made sure I had everything I might need in my backpack, and I even stretched a little as I prepared to exert myself for the rest of the day.

It wasn’t just my nerves that were showing. Elise sat down next to me with a plate full of pastries. Cinnamon rolls they were not, but she was downing them as quickly as she could find space in her mouth.

“Roll?” she mouthed, handing one to me as we sat.

“Nah, I had one already,” I replied.

“I had one too. Actually I had ten. I always eat when I’m nervous.”

“I’m nervous too. It’s a good kind of nervous though. I’m nervous just to get this over with, not nervous because I don’t want to do it.”

Elise nodded and took another bite. “I knowf. I’m fready to stichk it to the Renarphs too.”

I grinned. “That too.”

“And then after that, I want to have an all-day orgy,” she said. “Maybe we can tempt Seraphina into it this time? I’m just ready to let loose.”

That made me laugh. There were two things Elise was always thinking about—sex and food. If it wasn’t one, it was the other.

“I’m so happy I met you,” I said earnestly. I didn’t know where it came from, but it was the first thing I thought of as I watched the athletic blonde stuff her face.

Elise quickly swallowed her food and jumped into my lap. She wrapped her arms around my neck. “I love you, Jeremy.”

“I love you too.”

She kissed me tenderly before trying to stuff a small pasty into my mouth. I took a bite, but only for her sake. By the time we separated, Vaeda appeared looking as nervous as we both felt. She had on the same forest-green dress that I saw her buy back in Numeria—the one that gave her stat bonuses.

We were going to need everything we could get today.

“I just have this feeling that I’m forgetting something,” said Vaeda, searching her pack. “I feel like I’m about to walk out of the dorm without one of my daggers.”

Elise scoffed. “I know that feeling. I must have double-checked that my bow was still in my pack at least a half dozen times. I’m a mess this morning. Speaking of which, I need to make sure I grabbed my quiver!”

Elise darted back to her bedroom, leaving Vaeda and I alone. She took Elise’s former spot in my lap pretty quickly, which was a remarkable change of pace from where we were just a few short weeks ago.

“Are you doing okay?” she asked softly. “You seem tense this morning.”

“No more than usual, I guess. So many things on my mind—the dungeon, the Renards, even Rico.”

“Everything will be okay,” she replied. “I just keep telling myself that. Even if something feels off, it’s just my brain being weird.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Something feels off to you?”

Vaeda shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not. I think it’s just the jitters.”

“You’d tell me though if you really felt that way?”

She kissed me. “Of course. I wouldn’t ignore a gut feeling. Would you tell me if you felt like something was off?”

I nodded. “Just the jitters like you said.”

I couldn’t explain my feelings any more than that. I couldn’t tell if something really didn’t feel right or if I just had more nerves than usual. The Renards being involved put me on edge, and I was mostly blaming that for the reason I felt more anxious than normal.

But what if it was something more than that?

The thoughts stayed with me until it was time to depart. As a team, we made our way through the dorms and down the main staircase until we came to the cellar.

The cellar might have been the worst part of the building. It was here that the door to Forbidden Sanctum was located, and it seemed like the decor seemed to fit the ominous feeling of the dungeon. The walls were made of heavy stonework that seemed to predate the DDU building by a few centuries. They looked to be perennially wet with condensation, making it appear like the stone was crying.

The wet stone just made the entire cellar feel creepy. More so than what I felt a traditional cellar would already feel like. The extra coolness down here made it a little harder to breathe, and now that I was down here, I just wanted to dive.

I could see one DDU official near the door, but I could also see that our competition had arrived. The Renards looked much more like a team than they looked like a family. That manifested itself best in their dress, with the dominant color being black. All the women were wearing some form of black dress, from entirely non-revealing in Raven’s case to actually revealing a little too much in Camilla’s case.

In another universe, Camilla might have actually been attractive if not for that look on her face that made it seem like she was constantly smelling shit.

Of course, they seemed to be waiting for us as soon as we arrived.

“You know what I’m going to look forward to the most today?” said Lilith Renard, her lip curling up into a cruel smile. “The dungeon killing these little twerps one by one.”

“Oh, bitch, you did not just go there,” said Elise, already flying toward the Renard matriarch with her bow drawn.

“Step away from my wife, you silly girl,” growled Kane, pulling his battleaxe off his shoulder. “Or I’ll make you pay.”

“It will be the last thing you ever do,” I said to him, stepping in front of Elise. “You ever think of touching anyone on my team, I’ll cut your damn arm off. And then I’ll take care of the rest of you.”

“You and what army?” asked Seth, getting in my face. “You’re full of shit if you think these sluts are going to protect you down there.”

I was grabbing my swords before I knew what I was doing. Seth carried an oblong shield as part of his defense, and he moved it quickly so that my swords battered against it.

As soon as the sound of metal on metal echoed throughout the cellar, I thought it was on. Elise had an arrow notched and she let it loose, but it was quickly deflected by Camilla, who shot a spell directly at the blonde archer.

“Dispel!”

I obliterated the spell and was about to strike with something far more deadly when I felt all ten of us being lifted into the air before we were abruptly slammed onto the ground.

It wasn’t enough to hurt anyone, but it certainly got everyone’s attention. When I glanced back at the door, I found Rico alongside three other DDU officials, all of whom got between us and the Renards to separate us.

“They attacked us!” yelled Kane, pointing his finger directly at me. “Destroy their diving licenses! Scabs!”

“What the hell are you doing?” hissed Rico, pulling me to the other side of the cellar. “I turn my back on you for one second and you’re fighting the Renards?”

“They started it,” said Seraphina, crossing her arms.

“I don’t give a shit,” replied Rico, turning his glare back at me. “You know better than that. If that fight would have turned any uglier, you could have lost your license for good. Is that what you really want?”

“I’m going to defend my team against all threats,” I said firmly. “Even from one like that.”

“That’s not using your head,” said Rico, touching my temple. “That’s exactly what they want. You can’t give it to them.”

I stopped to consider what Rico had said. Even though I hated it, he was right.

The best thing that could happen to Kane Renard was for us to drop out because of a stupid fight. I wasn’t going to give him that satisfaction.

“I got it,” I replied after a few tense seconds. “I’m just heated.”

That was when Rico said something I didn’t expect. He pulled me closer and gave me a knowing look.

“Save it for inside the dungeon,” he said, his eyes saying much more than that.

I gave him a shocked look. It didn’t matter if teams battled inside or outside the dungeon—a fight between two teams meant losing your diving license for good.

So why was he subtly advocating for it now?

I didn’t get a chance to ask him what he meant when a DDU official came over to us.

“Everything alright here?” he asked. “Is your team ready to dive?”

“We’re ready,” I said, after glancing back at the girls.

“Fine, follow me.”

On the other side of the cellar, I could see another group of officials giving a stern warning to the Renards. That made me smile. At least the DDU was onto them, and their rebuke was much stiffer than the one we received. Kane Renard glared at me when the officials walked away, but he said nothing as his family moved closer to the door.

Before they could be let in though, I saw a new official move closer, pushing the button on Kane’s badge and then putting in some kind of code. I questioned what was really going on until Rico came over to me and did the same thing.

“What are you doing?” I asked as he fiddled with my badge.

“Putting in a way for you to call me for help,” replied Rico. “The fourth and fifth dungeons are bad enough that you might need to be rescued. If that’s the case, I need you to have a lifeline to me. This links our badges together so that we can send messages back and forth. It’s based on the same system the DDU uses.”

That made a lot of sense, and I remembered how I witnessed that in action back at Cursed Chasm, when Charlie had been able to pass news to us from the outside world.

Once Rico was finished, he tapped me on the shoulders. I glanced over at the door to see the Renards had already gone through, and now the dungeon was rotating its position to allow us to go into a different part than they’d already entered.

“Remember what I said,” said Rico, giving me a knowing look. He lowered his voice greatly. “If you’re going to fight, do it inside the dungeon.”

“But Rico, that’s—”

“It doesn’t matter,” he growled. “Put those fuckers in their place.”

I could only stare back at him. I never imagined the day when Rico of all people would be telling me to break the rules. It was almost a sacrilege.

He tapped me on the shoulders one more time, and then it was our time to go. I could see the vibrant change of scenery in the dungeon on the other side of the door as we neared it. We all readied our weapons, and I took the first step through the dungeon.

The first thing I noticed was the change in temperature right away. As soon as I was through, it felt like the whole place had warmed considerably. I’d been in hot places before. Volantis in the summertime could be particularly toasty. This was just slightly hotter than that. I rolled up the sleeves on my jacket just as Vaeda came through the opening.

She noticed the same thing I did, breathing in the warm air. “Glad I always dress light,” she said simply, giving me a toothy grin.

“I don’t mind that either,” I replied, taking a moment to eye her slim midsection and the swell of her breasts under her top.

“I figured you didn’t.”

One by one, the rest of the girls came through and commented on the heat.

“I don’t suppose you have that really cute skirt and top you usually wear, do you, Vaeda?” asked Elise. “I’m not going to last long in all this heat.”

“You just have to suck it up for now,” said Mira. “The heat will go away after the first two levels.”

“What about the smell?” asked Seraphina, waving the air in front of her nose. “It smells like death.”

She wasn’t far off the mark. I wasn’t used to the smell of death that was hitting us right now. Sure, we’d all died in the course of diving the dungeons, but we didn’t stay dead long enough to smell. This reminded me of the time when a possum died in our backyard growing up. The little critter stunk to high heaven for several days while it decomposed. Even though it happened many years ago, the smell always stayed with me.

Being inside the Sanctum though, it was like that smell was multiplied by ten.

“Unfortunately, the smell never goes away,” said Mira quietly.

“Jeremy, do you think you can use some of your fire mage stuff to permanently cinch my nose closed or something?” asked Elise sweetly.

I chuckled. “Tempting, but no. We’ll just have to deal with it.”

After adjusting to the heat and the smell, I took stock of our surroundings. I knew that Forbidden Sanctum was made up of ten levels in total, most of which were clustered around a certain setting for one or two levels before it changed.

Right now, we were on the first level, which looked remarkably similar to Cursed Chasm. It was a barren landscape without much in the way of trees, with dark clouds overhead and an eerie feeling that just seemed to permeate everything in the dungeon. I couldn’t see any kind of monsters, but then again, I couldn’t really see anything at all.

Mira seemed to be reading my mind. “We should come to the graveyard in a little bit. It’ll be the first thing we see.”

“Graveyards, just great,” muttered Elise. “There better not be any mummies.”

“I heard there’s a great deal of mummies,” teased Seraphina. “And their limbs are made up of snakes. And they make you ride Olypeppers.”

Elise scoffed and elbowed the grinning redhead. “I liked you better when you were the quiet one of the group, Sera-boo.”

Seraphina giggled. “Love you too, Elisey-boo.”

I would have been more amused if I wasn’t so focused. As a group, we formed our usual trapezoidal formation and started to push forward across the barren plain. I tried to walk with as little noise as possible, not only for the threat of the dungeon, but just in case we caught a glimpse of the Renards.

The problem was that I just didn’t see anything. For fifteen minutes we walked until I caught the first sight of something on the horizon. Something that was unnatural. When we approached, I could see a wrought-iron fence that stretched out from one horizon to the other without any end in sight. There was an opening in the fence about a hundred yards away, and once we neared I could see just what the fence was wrapped around.

Graves. Thousands of them. Maybe even hundreds of thousands.

“Shit,” mumbled Elise, clutching her bow a little tighter. “I hate graveyards.”

“I’m not exactly a fan of them either,” added Vaeda.

“You’ll have to get used to it,” said Mira. “Because now the dungeon really begins. Remember what to look for. Most of us remember the priestly mages from Cursed Chasm. They’ll be the first monsters we run into.”

We took our first steps into the graveyard, at which point any “path” truly dissolved. The bigger struggle became weaving throughout the various graves, which came in all shapes and sizes. There was lettering written on the headstones, but it wasn’t in any language I’d recognized. Most of it looked like scribbles to me, like someone was trying to mimic a language without actually knowing it.

“You ever wonder how this all came to be?” asked Seraphina as we walked. “Like who put all these down here? Who made the iron for the fences? Did someone create the monsters?”

“Modern studies believe that the dungeons are all linked together into one omnipresent being. One that mimics our society but may not truly understand all of it. Of course, it gets a lot deeper than that, but I’d be willing to discuss the finer points of it with you at some point.”

Seraphina just smiled politely. “I think I’ll pass on that. Thanks anyway, Mira.”

If Mira was offended, she didn’t show it. I figured that was the story of her life anyway, so she was probably used to it.

“So do we just keep strolling through this creepy place?” asked Elise. “Or is there any actual strategy here?”

“Let me check,” said Vaeda, toggling her new Infiltrator ability. “If there’s something here that we need to find, this should tell us.”

Vaeda did a quick scan of our surroundings and then shook her head. “No trap doors, secret passages, or quick escape routes. It seems we just need to keep walking.”

“Fucking figures,” grumbled Elise. “Just my luck.”

We kept walking through the silent graveyard for another ten minutes before we found our first threat. This time, it wasn’t a rampaging minotaur or muscle-bound demon that came charging at us.

In fact, nothing charged at us at all. I saw something ahead of us that was sitting on the top of a grave, its legs dangling like it didn’t have a care in the world.

Which, for a dungeon creature, was probably pretty accurate.

As we approached, I could see something familiar about. Enough so that I remembered just who we would be facing inside this dungeon.

“A priestly mage,” I told the team. “Get ready to fight.”

Both Mira and I instantly raised our shields. Elise huddled behind Mira’s while the other girls came closer to me. I knew the mage was capable of a plague-like attack that could kill us within a minute’s time, and I didn’t want to be an easy target.

Upon seeing us, the mage dropped off the tombstone and promptly smashed his staff against the ground. I thought he might be calling on that plague, but something else happened instead.

Within seconds, I could see monsters emerging from the ground all around us. An entire horde that completely surrounded us appeared, heads first, followed by shoulders, and finally legs. Most of them were demons from the third dungeon, but there were a few minotaurs thrown in for good measure too, alongside some other creatures that I’d never seen before.

The mage smashed his staff against the ground again as if giving the signal to attack. At once, more than a hundred monsters rushed our position.

My instincts kicked in immediately.

“Lava Armor! Perilous Flames!”

If I thought the heat had been bad before, it was nothing compared to the flaming armor that now surrounded my body, making me nearly impervious to attack. No sooner had it formed than the giant fireball was being summoned in front of me. I unleashed it a second later, sending it plowing forward into a group of nearly twenty monsters.

It didn’t just knock them down. It completely destroyed them, subsuming their bodies into the inferno.

Even with twenty less creatures, there were still plenty to target. I used Perilous Flames again to strike another group, while Vaeda used her Demonic Wraith spell. I could see haunting shadows emerge from her hand, swirling around groups of monsters like black ghosts in the night. They wrapped themselves around the monsters before “swimming” right through their chests, which was potent enough to kill them before they got any closer.

“I like that attack!” I yelled to her as I hit another demon with a Lighting Strike.

“It’s pretty useful!” she replied back, resorting to her daggers.

On the other side of me, Seraphina had already engaged her Invisibility spell, making the only part of her that was visible her flaming quarterstaff. I heard her use Stonewall in an effort to protect Mira and Elise while she stunned groups of monsters before dealing swift death with her weapon.

Behind us, Mira and Elise were working together. They were fighting back-to-back, with Elise’s bow working overtime to remove the nearby threats. She had an Illusion of us fighting nearby, which had managed to pull off a few monsters. Other than that, her Ice Freeze was doing the job of casting out the fire of those demons.

Mira was joined by her tigers—Peter, Matilda, and the newest tiger, Benjamin. The three creatures surrounded her like she was their mother and they were desperate to protect her, which wasn’t that far from the truth. I could tell when Mira used her newest spell, Time Warp, because she appeared to speed up for as much as fifteen seconds before returning to her usual cadence.

I would have liked to say fighting all these monsters was a bigger threat, but they didn’t offer much beyond numbers. Fighting minotaurs these days was almost a joke—like a grown man fighting a toddler. The demons could be strong in numbers, but I’d leveled so highly now that even they weren’t much of a threat anymore.

The real threat was the priestly mage. This one still hadn’t cast the plague on us, but he was raising more monsters to replace the ones that had already fallen. He was the key to ending this battle, so I used Teleport to get to his side, hoping for a quick kill.

The mage must have felt the energy from my spell, because he wasn’t there after I’d moved. I looked around, bewildered, for his new hiding spot, finding him standing atop another tombstone. I teleported again just behind him only to find he moved again.

It was obvious to me now that I wouldn’t be able to use that spell to get to him, so I needed to try something else.

“Dragon Keeper!”

In the skies above us, the scaly bodies of Fiero and Azrael manifested themselves. I set Azrael to mopping up the battlefield, mostly because his abilities weren’t as strong as Fiero—the fire dragon. I set Fiero to tracking down the mage as I used Perilous Flames to keep the mage off-balance.

My strategy worked. Fiero and I kept the mage occupied, having to move about the battlefield just to stay alive. In the meantime, the girls and Azrael mowed through the remaining monsters until there were none left, and we could all focus our attention on the mage.

I had to give the mage credit—this one was craftier than the others we’d faced in Cursed Chasm. There didn’t seem to be a limit to what kind of spells they could call down either. More than once I had to use a frantic Dispel to get rid of beams of energy heading for me—all different spells too.

In the end, the mage wasn’t defeated as much as he was overwhelmed. His use of Teleport happened to be in precisely the wrong spot. It was an area already being covered by Elise, and a simple use of Ice Freeze covered him with ice crystals.

The upgraded spell encased him in a solid layer of ice that was at least a foot thick. The mage’s face was contorted into an expression of shock—forever frozen in that block. Without much thought to it, I used one last Perilous Flames to melt the ice and destroy the mage forever.

“Well, he was a bit of a pest, wasn’t he?” said Vaeda cheerfully while grabbing bags of loot that were dispersed around the graveyard.

“And they’ve learned a few tricks since the last time we battled them,” said Seraphina. “That one felt stronger than the ones we battled in Cursed Chasm.”

“Well, technically, you’re correct,” added Mira. “The monsters lose a bit of their power when they are removed from the dungeon that they belong to. So the mages and demons we faced in Cursed Chasm were weaker.”

“Thanks for the notification, Miss Technical,” said Elise, rolling her eyes.

“I’m curious how much all of that was worth,” I said. “How much did we level up?”

“Let me check mine,” said Mira, pressing the button on her badge.

Name: Mirabel “Mira” James

Class: Caster

Level: 63

Experience: 1653/1800

Stats:

Strength: 63 (+4)

Agility: 60 (+3)

Magical Power: 65

Stamina: 63 (+4)

Intelligence: 66

Charisma: 60

Abilities:

Power of Knowledge

Status Shield

Spells:

Healing Light

Minimize

Reanimate

Summon III

Time Warp

“Not too bad,” she said. “I went up a couple levels. A ten-minute battle in the dungeon was worth more experience points than a whole month of training. It’s just crazy how that works.”

“Crazy indeed,” I replied, checking my own badge next.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 75

Experience: 249/2400

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 20)

Stats:

Strength: 76 (+3)

Agility: 86

Magical Power: 80

Stamina: 83

Intelligence: 79

Charisma: 77 (+1)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames II

Teleport III

Dark Wave

Dispel

Lava Armor

“Level 75! Holy shit balls!” swore Elise. “You’re probably going to be level 100 by the time this is all over with!”

I couldn’t help the grin that appeared on my face. “That would be pretty cool, wouldn’t it?”

“Cool? It would be so totally ba—”

“Badass?” suggested Vaeda innocently.

“Well, yeah!”

The other girls checked their levels too, finding they’d all gone up at least one. We were off to a good start, but I knew there was still a whole lot of dungeon ahead of us. The mages might have been one thing, but we would still have to contend with the Renards eventually.

As well as find out if there was something to their reputation after all.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



“Do you guys see that up there?” asked Vaeda suddenly, not long after our last battle with the mage. “Is that what I think it is?”

Elise’s mouth dropped open. “There’s no way that’s a staircase. No way, no how.”

Sure enough, that’s exactly what it was. The staircase to the second level stood just in front of us, positioned in such a way that it was wrapped by tombstones on all sides.

“Stay ready though,” I said as we approached it. “Just in case this is some kind of trick.”

I reached out to touch the railing, and sure enough, it felt solid to me. We all looked at each other and shrugged before descending down the staircase.

“I already like the Sanctum a lot better than Shadow Abyss,” said Seraphina as we walked to the next level. “No tricks or mazes. Just one big battle that we have to win and then here’s your staircase.”

“Don’t get too used to it,” warned Mira. “It’s only uphill from here.”

Seraphina groaned. “I had a feeling you were going to say that.”

Upon emerging on the second floor, it felt like we hadn’t left the first. We were still in an identical graveyard, in the middle of nowhere, with overcast skies. I knew the sky wasn’t really the sky. It was probably just done up to look like the sky, but it was good enough that it could pass for the real thing.

“Well, we could go north, south, east or west,” said Elise as we stepped out from the staircase. “Though I imagine any direction will work.”

“I don’t really think it matters,” agreed Mira. “Let’s just go . . . this way.”

We set a new pace moving east from the staircase because why not? I sent up my dragons just in case, so they could scout the area around us, but there was nothing more than a sea of graves.

“I wonder if this graveyard serves a purpose somehow,” questioned Mira as we walked. “Like what if every dungeon creature that has ever been killed ends up here?”

“It would explain why there’s so many tombstones,” I said.

“Kinda creepy to think about though,” added Vaeda. “All of these were once deadly monsters. I wonder what it looks like on the edges of the cemetery. Do new graves get added when we kill the monsters?”

“I’m more than willing to do my part to increase the size of it,” quipped Elise.

As endless as it was, I figured it would be a whole lot harder to find the next staircase; but it wasn’t. We had to deal with two fights with priestly mages before we found the next staircase, meaning that two floors were already completed after about an hour’s time.

“At this rate, we’ll be out of here in no time,” said Vaeda as we took the steps down.

“Does anyone think it’s weird we haven’t run into the Renards yet?” asked Seraphina.

“Maybe a little,” admitted Mira. “But this dungeon is quite large. Much larger than Twilight Depths, and we didn’t run into you until we almost hit the bottom.”

“I thought for sure they’d show their ugly faces by now,” said Vaeda, giving Seraphina an affirmative nod.

I just so happened to catch that little glance. It made me smile to see those two getting along, especially now that we were in the thick of it once again.

Going down into the third level meant a change in scenery—one that we all hated from the very beginning.

“Oh, no, no, no, no,” groaned Elise, putting her fingers in her eyes. “Not another fucking maze.”

Mira winced. “Sorry to break it to you. We have two levels like this. I believe level six is like this too. But look on the bright side—you already did one maze. You can definitely do another.”

“That’s your definition of looking on the bright side?”

“It usually works for me, yes.”

“How lucky for you,” growled Elise.

I wrapped my arm around Elise’s midsection. “Nothing we can’t handle. Besides, I don’t think this one is nearly as bad as Shadow Abyss.”

“Those sound like famous last words to me,” said Vaeda impishly.

We would find out soon enough. There was one glaring difference in this maze than the one in the third dungeon. This maze was made up of dirt walls, incredibly low ceilings, and makeshift holes that doubled as graves.

It was more like a crypt than it was a maze. And there were several sections of it without any lights at all, which made us have to rely on Seraphina and me (using her Swirling Flames on my swords) to light the way.

“At least if we die, we’ll already have graves right here,” said Mira, trying to be cheerful.

“Stop looking on the bright side already,” snapped Elise. “Can’t you be pessimistic for once?”

Mira’s face contorted in an odd way before she kicked a mound of dirt. “You’re right. This whole thing is just . . . bologna.”

That earned a snicker from most of us. “Bologna?” said Seraphina. “You couldn’t have said this whole thing sucks ass or something like that?”

Mira frowned. “I’m the smart one, not the funny one.”

We kept moving through the crypt, dealing with a few places where we had to crawl because the ceiling was too low. They were relatively few and far between, but it made me wonder just what kind of monsters we were going to encounter down here.

No sooner had the thought occurred to me than I heard a small shriek from just down the maze. I whipped my sword across my body, peering into the darkness to get a better look. The shriek didn’t sound like it came from anything too big, but then again I doubted whether something the size of a demon could even fit down here in the first place.

Suddenly, I saw movement right in front me. A set of red, beady eyes appeared, and before I could react, something the size of a toddler jumped on me, knocking one of my swords to the ground while it made a dash for the other one.

The first thing I felt were teeth, followed by the rough exterior of jagged fur. Whatever this thing was, it wasn’t meant to be touched by human hands because I could feel it cutting my flesh, drawing blood while it tried to chew through my throat.

It was heavier than I thought it would be, and it took me a few seconds of wrestling on the ground before I could dislodge it. When I did, I tried to retrieve my sword, which I dropped when it leapt on me, and make an attempt to stab it.

I didn’t get that far, but the creature still smashed into the hilt, which had to have dazed it slightly. It pulled back and launched itself at me again.

“Stun!”

Within seconds, the creature went limp against my chest, allowing me to push it off and get back on my feet. I found myself covered in blood, requiring the use of Healing Light to bring me back to center.

When we all looked down at the creature, it was about the ugliest thing I’d ever seen. It looked like a demented wombat with all black fur and about double the size of a real one. It had long claws on each limb, and canine incisors that could get through skin quite easily.

“Ugly little fuckers, aren’t they?” said Elise. “What the hell are they?”

“Chompers,” said Mira. “Aptly named, I’d say. Rico gave an account of them in his book about the fourth dungeon. He lost a hand to them initially.”

“Not hard to see why,” I said. “Touching their fur felt like running my hand through glass. What was with that?”

“Protective measure,” she said. “Keeps them from being eaten by the other dungeon monsters.”

“Any weak points?” asked Vaeda. “Something we should know about?”

We all looked at Seraphina, who toggled her Strategist ability.

“They live in total darkness, and that’s what they prefer,” she said. “But they hate light of all kinds, especially fire. The brighter the fire, the more you can blind them and throw them off center.”

“No. wonder it went for my sword first,” I said. “Trying to remove the source of light.”

“If it’s fire they hate, we have just the cure for that, don’t we, Mister Fire Mage?” asked Mira.

It took a little bit of improvising but we managed to increase our fire usage so that we could ward off the chompers. I used my Flame Walls but instead of using them as barriers, I directed them to light the way forward, making a walkway for us that would keep the chompers at bay. Elise also cast an Illusion of us just ahead of the main group, which mimicked our sources of light too.

With the additional fire, we managed to keep most of the chompers at bay. I could hear them scurrying along in the opposite direction once we neared. The few that did attack us seemed almost toothless because they couldn’t see what they were doing with all of the light.

“You know, it’s almost a real shame,” said Elise, right after we’d killed another chomper. “They’re almost cute in a disturbing kind of way. It’s too bad they had to be dungeon creatures. They could almost be pets.”

“Yeah, until you came home one day to find out they ate all your other pets,” joked Vaeda. “I think they’re best at home down here and not in the real world.”

“Maybe they just need to be trained?” suggested Elise.

“I think Vaeda might be right on this one,” I said. “The last thing anyone wants is to deal with these above ground too.”

“Plus the light would probably blind them,” added Elise, like that part was the actual dealbreaker.

“Erm, right,” I said, agreeing with her.

The crypt kept us on the same path for much of the time we were down there. Calling it a maze was a little off. We had some decisions to make, but like the previous two levels, I suspected it wouldn’t matter which way we truly went.

I was just glad that no one died from those chompers. They were nasty little creatures, and when the crypt finally opened up to something with a lot more space, I hoped we had put them away for good.

“We should probably be coming to the Safe Zone pretty soon,” announced Mira. “If the crypt is almost over, it should be the next thing we see.”

“Any chance there’s food there waiting for us?” asked Elise. “I could go for a burger, fries, and several pints of beer. Maybe even a nice couch to sit on.”

Mira raised an eyebrow. “I bet there will be a chair or two. But probably not soft. The hard-backed kind.”

“You really know how to ruin a moment, don’t you?”

Mira only grinned in response.

This new space turned out to be anything but straightforward though. Honestly, it reminded me of being back in Shadow Abyss, except the walls weren’t natural. I couldn’t tell what they were made of despite the fact that I could touch them with my bare hands.

“You think we need to go to the top again?” asked Vaeda, noticing how high they were.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “But maybe. I’m not seeing an exit.”

No sooner were the words out than we heard a ferocious roar behind us. This large . . . beast stepped out of the crypt from where we’d just come from. Saying that it stepped out was a bit of a misnomer. It practically leapt, moving so fast that it was hard to keep track of. It was large and completely devoid of any fur, having this dull gray skin that didn’t show much in the way of muscle striation.

I had to react quickly. I pulled back on Perilous Flames and released it, but as soon as I did, the monster was already gone from the spot it had been in.

Then before I knew it, it had grabbed Mira and was racing up the walls while she screamed.

“Stun!

“Ice Freeze!”

“Teleport!”

The girls let loose their spells in an effort to halt it while I tried to cut off the beast by teleporting to the top of the walls. At least there was no net to stop me this time, but my window of opportunity was only going to last a split second.

As soon as I saw its gray features cresting the wall, I jumped on it.

I had enough weight that I threw it off balance, which made us tumble down the wall with Mira coming along for the ride. One of the stray spells from Elise hit the beast, causing it to freeze up, which just so happened to blunt its fall against the ground. The ice shattered and it was mobile again.

Mira wasn’t so lucky. She was lower than I was, and when the creature dropped us, she had the misfortune of breaking my fall. I survived but she didn’t, requiring immediate attention from Seraphina as I called my dragons into play.

“Fiero! Azrael! Scour the battlefield!” I roared, letting the two dragons breathe fire and dark energy on the creature.

It was almost overkill. The gray-faced beast didn’t stand a chance against the two dragons. When the fire was finally blown away, the only thing that remained was a bag of loot.

I thought we’d settled that for good, but its death was only the beginning. I could hear screeching coming from the crypts, and within seconds, I could hear more of them coming.

A lot more.

“Get ready to use your spells!” I told my team. “Focus all your attention on the opening!”

The shrieking grew louder still as I pulled back a fireball, ready for action. Just above us, Fiero and Azrael waited until my command and then unleashed more of their main attack.

“Perilous Flames!”

“Stun!”

“Ice Freeze!”

“Minimize!”

“Shadow Lance!”

All at once, our five spells were joined by the dragons, directing a concentrated beam of energy at that tiny opening. I thought it might have been overkill at first, but that was before the beasts started pouring through the hole.

Literally, hundreds of beasts came rushing through all at once.

There was no counting them. No sooner had my brain even registered their existence before they were vaporized. The problem was that they just kept coming. And those that were in the rear benefited from the monsters in the front, who were taking the full brunt of our spells.

Slowly, they were inching their way out of that hole, gaining ground on us. I was forced to divert attention away from the opening with Fiero, who now had to mop up those monsters that were escaping out the sides. What started off as a trickle was now becoming a stream.

The situation was getting completely out of hand. It was downright fucking nuts. Even with our full power, we couldn’t stop the flow of monsters coming out of that hole, and it was only a matter of time until they swamped the room.

We needed to leave now.

I stopped using my spells and made a rapid dash to the girls, gesturing for them to come closer to me. One by one, they shut off their spells too, running toward my position as the room swarmed with gray-faced beasts—more than Fiero and Azrael could keep up with.

When we were finally all together, I did the only thing I could.

“Teleport!”

The upgrade moved us all the way to the top of the wall, about fifty feet higher than we’d just been. It wasn’t a safe spot for long though, as the gray beasts could climb the walls. Frantically, I looked out in the distance and saw a spot in this maze that wasn’t connected to the portion we were in.

Using Teleport again, I moved us to that wall, and then finally down into a new section of the crypt.

Then we did the only thing we could do—we listened. No one moved a muscle for several tense moments, wanting to know if we truly managed to put the danger behind us.

When nothing manifested, it was Elise who broke the silence.

“What the fuck was that?” she whispered furiously. “What were those things? And how is it that there were so many of them?”

For the first time in our career, Mira didn’t have an answer. “I’m not sure. There are parts of the fourth dungeon that aren’t entirely mapped out. Monsters that haven’t been accounted for. I don’t think Rico faced those in his last attempt, so it could be something he’s never dealt with.”

“Not hard to see why,” said Vaeda. “If we’d stayed a little longer, they would have overwhelmed us completely. There were hundreds of them.”

“More like thousands,” said Elise. “I don’t know how else we would have gotten out without Teleport.”

“Can’t tell you how grateful I am that I purchased the upgrade,” I said. “Either way, there’s a reason these dungeons are so deadly.”

“Can you hear that?” asked Seraphina suddenly, pointing to the section ahead of us. “I can hear something just ahead.”

Elise grabbed her bow tightly. “More gray-faced monsters?”

Seraphina shook her head. “It’s a different noise. It sounds like . . . talking.”

That didn’t make me feel better. Any actual talking could only be from one source—the Renards. And if they were just ahead of us now, we weren’t out of trouble yet.

“Be ready for anything,” I said. “We won’t be taking any shit from them.”

“But what if they start a battle?” asked Mira. “We can’t fight them back. Should we just call for Rico?”

I remembered what Rico told me just before we stepped into the dungeon. It was hard to believe the advice to fight back had come from him. Still, I didn’t like the idea of backing away from a challenge, especially not from that family of jackasses.

“Just follow my lead,” I told Mira finally, aware of how vague that sounded. She didn’t question it though, and together the team pressed on through the dungeon as the plain walls turned back into a crypt.

It was a tight squeeze to get us all inside again, and no sooner were we in that we had to deal with chompers once more. The little critters were easier to kill than the gray-faced ones, but the further we got into the crypt, the more I could hear echoes of the Renards in front of us.

Suddenly, I heard something that sounded like laughter—a woman’s evil cackling laugh. It sounded like it could have been that little witch Camilla, and we all prepared for something ahead of us.

What I didn’t expect was to step into mud. I saw it before I stepped into it thanks to the fire, but it coated the entire floor and seemed to be getting deeper. The further we went into the crypt, the muddier it became until now we were trudging up to our ankles.

“This dungeon really wants to kill me, doesn’t it?” groaned Elise, pulling her foot out of the mud with an audible slop.

“It’s getting deeper too,” said Seraphina. “Should we turn back?”

“To what? More of those gray bastards?” replied Mira. “That’s not exactly ideal.”

“Something has to give here soon,” I said. “Keep pushing forward. And Vaeda? Keep running your Infiltrator ability. Maybe there’s a secret door around here somewhere.”

“On it,” promised Vaeda.

I tried to use Dispel, just in case all this mud was the result of Renard tampering. Nothing happened though, which told me this was an entirely natural happening within the dungeon.

I don’t know if that made me feel better or worse about the situation. Possibly neither.

By the time the mud came up to my chest, I knew we were in trouble. It was flowing like a small river now, the current pushing us backwards. Sooner or later we’d run out of room to breathe, and it was at that moment that I decided that going any further was foolish.

As much as I hated the idea, we had to backtrack.

“We have to get out of this mud,” I said. “And it’s only getting deeper. We need to turn around.”

No one argued with me, but the girls looked less than pleased. I understood their feelings though—backtracking was the last thing I wanted to do too.

We’d made it back no more than fifty feet when we heard the shrieks though.

The same shrieks that came from the gray-faced beasts. They were now directly in front of us, coming from the portion we’d just come from.

“We’re trapped,” said Elise, no small amount of panic in her voice.

“There has to be a way out of here,” I said. “Something has to change.”

The girls were now almost to their necks in the water. Poor Vaeda had it the worst since she was the shortest. She was practically swimming in it.

“There’s something just ahead of us!” she yelled. “I can see it. A trap door or something! But I can’t get there on my own!”

She was having trouble moving through that thick mud. Without thinking, I moved toward her, and pulled her onto my shoulders. It raised most of her body out of the mud, but it made it harder for me to move.

“Tell me where to go,” I told her. “Just hurry, Vaeda.”

“Keep moving forward! It’s on the wall about twenty feet from us!”

Every additional step through the mud became that much harder. All I wanted to do was to let go, to let it push me out to give my aching muscles a break.

But I knew that option meant certain death. And so we kept pushing on.

One step became two. Two steps forward became four steps. We kept moving slowly but surely through the mud as I felt it up to my chin. Finally, we reached where we needed to go without a moment to spare. The rest of the girls were clinging to the walls of the crypt, and I feared that they would be swept away before we figured out this trap door.

“It’s just right around here,” said Vaeda, fiddling with the dark ceiling right above the door. “Some kind of latch or something. A handle. Where is it?”

“Hurry, Vaeda!” urged Elise. “I can’t hold on much longer!”

Vaeda wrapped her hand on something and shouted out. “I found it! Hold on!”

I felt her pour all her strength into turning that handle but it didn’t budge. She tried again, coming up with the same result.

“Jeremy, help me! You’re stronger than me!”

I reached up and grabbed onto it with my hand and pulled. I pulled with all my strength. It didn’t budge at first but soon I felt a sliver of movement. That sliver became a small yank until it suddenly popped and released.

Just in front of us, an entire section of wall fell away. Gravity did what it did best—sucking in all the mud and us with it. I felt like we went from the frying pan into the fire, but when we hit water shortly after getting sucked in, I knew we found a brief respite.

My head poked out of the water as I tried to avoid the still falling mud. We were in a small room, maybe twenty by twenty feet. Half of it was this small pool of water, while the other half was dry. We’d all fallen into the water, and I did my best to pull all the girls over to the dry portion.

“Anyone hurt?” I asked, once I pulled the last girl out.

Elise coughed awkwardly. “I think I have mud in my lungs!”

That forced me to laugh. Judging by the way she was talking, she was just fine.

“Let’s not do that again,” said Vaeda, who looked a bit like a drowned rat. Actually, all of us did.

“I think it’s your lucky day,” said Mira. “Look over there.”

When I craned my head, I could see a small hole in the wall that I hadn’t noticed before. There was a glow coming from the other side—something that seemed promising from the looks of it. We stood up and pressed closer to the hole, until we found just what we’d been looking for—the stairs to the next level as well as the first Safe Zone.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



The Safe Zone was as spartan as Mira described it earlier. I saw there were five chairs inside—nothing that comfortable but enough for us to rest for a little bit. We entered the Safe Zone and sat down, taking a deep breath once we were secure.

“Well, that was fun,” said Seraphina cheerfully once we’d caught our breath.

“Yeah, so much fun,” replied Elise sarcastically, as she ticked off her fingers. “Chompers, gray-faced beasts, crypts, almost drowning in mud—seems like a regular party to me.”

“Yeah, sure, but have you checked your badge recently?” asked Seraphina. “See how much you’ve leveled up from all of that?”

Elise dropped the act and checked her badge, bringing it up for all of us to see.

Name: Elise Carlsberg

Class: Archer

Level: 69

Experience: 978/1800

Stats:

Strength: 67 (+9)

Agility: 69 (+11)

Magical Power: 71 (+12)

Stamina: 67 (+7)

Intelligence: 68 (+10)

Charisma: 68 (+8)

Abilities:

Never-Ending Quiver

Rain Dance

Shower of Arrows – NEW

Spells:

Ice Freeze II

Illusion II

Confusion II

“Yes!” shrieked Elise in excitement. “A new ability! Thank you, thank you, thank you. Finally!”

She pressed the button to display it.

Shower of Arrows – This ability allows the user to cover one portion of the battlefield with a shower of vertically-falling arrows. It can be used five times in a 24-hour period.

“Vertically-falling arrows?” questioned Seraphina. “So like you get to rain death on the monsters?”

“Or the Renards,” added Elise glibly. “Whoever pisses me off first.”

“That’s pretty cool,” said Seraphina. “Let me check mine.”

Name: Seraphina Cultress

Class: Mastermind

Level: 70

Experience: 511/2400

Stats:

Strength: 69 (+9)

Agility: 71 (+12)

Magical Power: 69 (+8)

Stamina: 68 (+9)

Intelligence: 68 (+10)

Charisma: 71 (+13)

Abilities:

Grace of the Elves

Turbo Boost

Strategist

Spells:

Swirling Flames

Stun III

Healing Light

Stonewall

Invisibility

“No new abilities,” she said with a shrug. “But I’m level 70 now. Hello to 2400 experience points.”

“You’re really coming along,” I told her, putting my arm around her waist.

The other two girls had also gained six or seven levels. I was pleased to see that Vaeda was now at level 66, and she wasn’t lagging that far behind from the other girls. I was now a level 82, with a staggering 3,000 experience points needed before I could go up to level 83.

Still, I knew that wouldn’t take long. That was probably only about three or four priestly mages, which I knew we were certain to find in the next level of the dungeon.

We took about fifteen minutes to check our stats and take a rest before stepping out of the Safe Zone and approaching the next staircase.

“Here we go, fourth level,” said Elise with a positive attitude. “Now what are they going to throw at us?”

I knew it was a bad sign when Mira didn’t immediately answer the question. One look at the brunette’s face told me all we needed to know.

That’s why I was semi-prepared for it when we stepped out onto the fourth level into absolutely nothing.

Or at least, what appeared to be nothing. It was total darkness on this level—the kind where your eyes couldn’t even adjust after a few minutes of it.

“I think I’d rather go back to the crypt,” said Elise sourly, as we tried to stumble our way forward.

“Hang on, we can have some light,” I said. “Seraphina, use your Swirling Flames.”

Seraphina used the spell while I toggled on my Fire Mage ability, lighting a wall of flames out from us.

I don’t know if having the light was better or worse. While I could see now somewhat better than before, it still seemed like the walls, floor, and ceiling were painted black.

“I didn’t think this dungeon could be any more of a mindfuck than it already was,” muttered Vaeda as we walked. “But I was wrong.”

“Supposedly, this lasts for this level and the fifth,” added Mira. “Total darkness.”

“That’s why we have light though,” I said. “Keep your eyes open. No doubt this darkness was put here to capitalize on our lack of awareness. I could see chompers thriving in this mess.”

It was difficult to get an impression of just how big the room was that we were in. There was a total lack of anything resembling features, and there were a few times that we bumped into the outer walls by accident.

The pathway was wide enough for Seraphina, Vaeda, and I to walk three abreast without too much trouble, but we reached one point where it seemed to widen dramatically.

At last the artificial floor fell away too. I was almost happy to see grass under my feet because it reflected some level of light better than the black tile.

We’d been walking through the grass for no more than ten minutes when I heard something above us. It wasn’t a shriek as much as it was a beating of wings—a soft, thunderous sound that caught our attention and made us hit the deck.

We did so not a moment too soon. Something large—as least as large as my dragons—came swooping down. I could only see a hint of talons for a brief moment before it soared back into the sky.

“Lighting Strike!”

My spell helped us out in two ways. It lit up the sky enough for me to see how big the room was that we were currently in—big enough that we could spread out and have plenty of space. It also struck the bird-like creature that had swooped down, giving me an idea of its size.

And now I knew it was definitely bigger than my dragons. Maybe double if not triple the size.

And not only was it coming back, it had some friends with it.

“Dragon Keeper!”

We took off running as soon as Fiero and Azrael took to the skies. Mira used Summon as well, bringing out her tigers. This proved to be the first time they weren’t effective though, as it wasn’t long before one of the flying monsters scooped up Peter in his talons and tossed him once it got high enough.

Above us, I could see my dragons tangle with the creatures. Fiero was the only one I could track since I couldn’t see the dark energy with the lack of light. Even still, they were barely having any effect. I winced when two of the creatures ganged up on Azrael, forcing him to fly into the wall.

“Seraphina, use Strategist!” I yelled towards her. “Tell us what their weakness is!”

I could see her messing with her badge. After a few tense seconds, she whipped her head around to Elise.

“Use your new ability. They are vulnerable to arrows!”

Elise had been using Ice Freeze, but the spell had been bouncing off them harmlessly. She whipped out her bow instead and took aim at the first creature that came near us.

The creature roared with pain as it was pierced by her arrow, directly in the wing. I’d just managed to throw a Perilous Flames at it, illuminating its body enough that I could see what it was.

It looked like an overgrown crow. Black, ugly, and entirely too large for its own good, the crow had this nasty looking beak that was full of razor-sharp teeth.

It started flying awkwardly once it had been hit, allowing Elise enough time to get off a second shot. This one embedded itself through the other wing, which made the crow crash into the ground moments later.

It was amazing to me that such a little weapon could take down such a big beast. Once it was on the ground, it was effectively helpless. I destroyed it with help from the other girls, and then it was time to concentrate on the others.

We managed to take them down, but it was an incredibly slow process, and that was even with Elise on her game. Those big, ugly bastards just did not want to die, but when they did they left behind a generous amount of loot for us.

Finally, they were called off after we’d killed about five of them. There seemed to be that many still left in the skies, but they disappeared and left us alone right as we entered a nearby forest.

“Everyone okay?” I asked, as we stopped to catch our breath. “Did anyone get hurt?”

“Just a few scratches of a talon,” said Mira, showing me her bloody arm. “But other than that, I think I’m fine.”

She healed herself before we started to move through the forest. As weird as it might have sounded, I was actually happy to see the dark, creepy forest. It was another break from the true blackness that we’d been moving through, and I could see a little better once my eyes adjusted.

I thought the forest might go on for a long time, but it was only there briefly. We emerged on the other side after about fifteen minutes of walking, and then we found the staircase to the next level.

The fifth level was another repeat of the fourth. Again, we started off in total darkness, but this time, there were more creatures down here. We had to take down three of those gray-faced monsters before we encountered a priestly mage, who unleashed pestilence on us before I even knew it was there.

It wasn’t the first time I dealt with pestilence, but it didn’t get any easier with time. My lungs burned as I inhaled its poison, only giving me a limited amount of time to work with. I felt Seraphina’s Healing Light working on me as the girls tried to keep us all alive, but I knew the only way for us to stay alive for good would be to defeat the mage.

“Mira and Seraphina, stay busy healing the entire team!” I told them as I gestured to Vaeda and Elise. “Let’s see if we can trip up this mage.”

I used Teleport just to see what the mage would do, but like the one a few levels up, it was gone before I got a chance to get to its position. The monster moved to a position that was closest to Vaeda, and she threw her daggers at it next.

It disappeared right before the daggers hit home, moving to Elise’s side of the battlefield. She used an arrow, which then sailed right through the space the beast had just been occupying.

Which brought it back to me. I was ready for it this time, using my swords to disembowel it as soon as I saw it appear next to me.

Mortally wounded, the mage clutched its guts and fell back. It blew one last spray of pestilence on us before disappearing into a cloud of smoke.

After another round of healing, we were battered but still doing okay. We had to deal with a few more chompers before we came to another clearing where the path widened considerably.

“Keep an ear out for anything above us,” I told them. “This is a prime area for the crows to strike. Elise, stay ready with that bo—”

“AHHH! JEREMY!!”

No sooner had I heard Vaeda’s voice than I saw what scared her. Out of nowhere, a crow had swooped low enough and snatched Vaeda before any of us knew what was happening. The beast leapt off the ground and took to the air, carrying Vaeda with it.

Our instincts kicked in first. I heard the rest of the girls use their spells while Elise got off a shot of her bow. Her shot missed, and the crow was close to getting away.

Not while I had anything to say about it.

“Dragon Keeper!”

As soon as Fiero appeared, I used Teleport to get on his back and we started a mad chase to recover Vaeda. I could see her now, wiggling in the creature’s talons, trying to free herself.

“Jeremy! I think I can get out!”

I saw her slashing with her daggers, and when that wasn’t enough, she used her Shadow Lance in an attempt to cut off the legs of the crow. The beast roared in pain as I saw part of its foot fall from the sky, but that didn’t stop it from carrying Vaeda with the one it had left.

I was afraid to see her sever it too, mostly because I knew the fall would kill her. I knew we could bring her back, but I still didn’t want anyone to die if they didn’t have to.

While Vaeda worked on the remaining foot, I urged Fiero to pick up speed. We closed the distance between us and the crow, swooping low enough that we could hope to catch Vaeda if and when she managed to sever it.

The only problem we ran into was that Vaeda severed it about a second too early. She fell before we closed the gap, falling just ahead of Fiero and out of our grasp.

My grip on Fiero was so tight that all of my knuckles were white. We dove with as much speed as we could possibly manage. The only thing I could see was my Vaeda falling through the air with nothing to break her fall.

I didn’t know if it was possible that we could go any faster, but Fiero pulled out some kind of hidden reserve as it got closer to her. Suddenly, the large dragon snatched her in his mouth and then spread its wings, slowing our descent. When we landed, I hopped off his back and approached its head, where I found Vaeda safe and secure, having already been released.

“I thought we lost you for a second,” I said, moving closer to Vaeda. She didn’t even respond to that. Before I knew it, she leapt in my arms and nearly toppled me over as she kissed me with as much passion as she could muster.

I liked to think that I was always in control when I was in the dungeon. Sure, the girls usually got what they wanted outside the dungeon, but in here, I was in charge and able to control what happened.

During that moment, I just surrendered. I kissed her back with every every ounce of passion I had. Our bodies rubbed against each other, and had we been any other place, I had no doubt that Vaeda might have fished out my cock and slipped it inside herself.

When she finally stopped kissing me, her eyes shone with love. “You saved me, Jeremy. You fucking saved me!”

By that time, the other girls had caught up to us. They were amused by our awkward position but no one said anything.

“Technically, Fiero saved you,” I said, pointing at the red beast next to me. “I was just along for the ride.”

“Now you sound like Mira,” said Vaeda with a giggle.

I craned my neck to look at the brunette bookworm. “That’s definitely a good thing if you ask me.”

Mira grinned at me, and Vaeda started kissing me again. “I can’t wait to get you out of here and into a bed.”

I raised my eyebrows, not expecting Vaeda to be so blunt. I did expect Elise to have something to say about it, and she didn’t disappoint me either.

“Yeah, you better take a number, sister,” said Elise. “That line is already three women deep.”

“Really?” asked Vaeda, pouting a little bit.

“Really,” confirmed Seraphina. “Though if you’re nice, I’ll let you join my ticket.”

I watched a very rare occurrence take place—Vaeda actually blushed. “I think I might like that.”

I knew I certainly would.


Chapter
Thirty



With Vaeda saved and our party secure, it wasn’t much longer until we came to the sixth floor. By this time, we’d been down in the dungeon for about four hours. There was still plenty of time to get to the bottom, but I was also still nervous about running into the Renards.

We hadn’t seen any sign of them since we were last in the muddy crypt, but now that we were on the sixth floor, we found ourselves back in our least favorite place.

Elise sighed as she stepped into the darkened crypt. “No mud this time, okay? I know you can hear me, dungeon. No more mud! Throw more chompers or even mages or something else, got it?”

There was no response or acknowledgment of what she said. I think it was only wishful thinking on Elise’s part when she patted the side of the wall and said, “okay, thanks!”

“I don’t think it’s going to listen to you,” said Seraphina, once we were inside.

“No, it will,” insisted Elise. “Don’t worry, I’ve got this.”

We all thought that Elise was slowly losing her mind, but when we got through the entire crypt without seeing so much as a speck of mud, we thought that maybe there was something to Elise’s bargain.

Like the third floor, the sixth floor also contained a large, featureless room after getting out of the first crypt. I was on my guard for more of those gray-face monsters, but the dungeon still had a few surprises up its sleeve. For one, it made us walk through three empty rooms of increasingly-smaller size until we came upon the fateful fourth one.

As soon as we were in, the entrance and the exit sealed up in less than a second. I watched as the exits just disappeared, leaving us trapped in a room that didn’t appear to have any other way out. I could see a ceiling above us, and the walls met the ceiling without any gaps.

To make matters more alarming, a four by four door opened on all four walls around us and water started to flood the room.

We became drenched immediately, but that was far from the worst part. The doors that opened were covered by metal gates, which meant that there was no way to escape from this room.

And the water was now starting to build up quickly.

“How do we get out?” asked a panicked Mira, now checking the entrance that we’d just come through. “We’re locked in here!”

It was like the entrance had been sealed shut. There wasn’t even a sign of where the opening used to be. I used Perilous Flames against the spot on the wall, but it was no good.

There was just no getting through it, even with our most powerful spell.

We then raced to the other side of the room, where Seraphina and Vaeda were trying to open the space where the exit door used to be. They were having the same luck, and there appeared to be no way out.

“Maybe we can cut through the metal?” I suggested, as the water now came up to our stomachs.

Vaeda used Shadow Lance while I used Dark Wave, both of us working on the same metal gate. It must have been enchanted or something, because our spells didn’t even make a dent. I tried to use Dispel just in case there was magic involved, but even that didn’t change a thing.

“We need to figure something out fast!” yelled Elise, as the water was now lapping at her neck. “Or we’re going to drown!”

The water was flowing into the room at a faster pace. I wasn’t walking anymore now—I was swimming. We’d all been swept away, and I watched as we started to rise. Soon enough, we were as high as the gates. I swam over to one, using all my strength to get it to budge, but nothing happened. I tried again, this time using multiple Perilous Flames against it but it was no use.

There was no just no getting out.

Had we finally pushed just a little too far? Were the Renards right? Were we a team that hadn’t been tested enough?

As much as I wanted to despair, I couldn’t allow myself to do it in front of the girls. I put on a brave face for their benefit, still trying anything I could think of to get out of here.

Finally, it occurred to me. “Vaeda, use Infiltrator! Is there any way out of here?”

She was so panicked that I didn’t know if she could do it properly. It took Vaeda a few moments to get going, but when she did, she scanned the entire room.

“The ceiling, Jeremy!” she yelled. “The ceiling is weak in the corner! Use Perilous Flames!”

We were now close enough to the ceiling that I could practically touch it. We had at most a minute or two before the room was full. I pulled back with everything I had and launched Perilous Flames, aimed directly at the corner.

Relief flooded my body when I saw it give way, letting a piece that was about three times bigger than my body splash into the water.

“Swim over quickly!” I yelled at the girls.

We moved as fast as we could. Mira wasn’t as good of a swimmer though, so I had to stop to grab her, kicking my feet while I held onto her arm. At the last moment, we had to tilt our heads up lest we get a face full of water, but we made it.

Water was pouring out of the hole by the time we crawled out of it. We might have been drenched to the bone, but at least all five of us were safe as we moved away from it.

“Someone really had a sick sense of humor when they designed this dungeon,” raged Elise, playfully “kicking” the water off the side.

“No kidding,” said a very serious Mira. I could tell that she wasn’t used to being in that much water, and she needed a little extra care after we were free. “I’d take the mud over that.”

“Hopefully there won’t be too much more than that,” I said.

“I’d rather have more monsters,” said Vaeda. “Crazy shit like this makes me wish for simple monsters that can give us loot. I don’t see a single bag that we can get for surviving this.”

Vaeda had a point. We weren’t gaining that much experience either, even after a few more battles. My stat sheet hadn’t changed much from the last time I checked it, but I felt that this dungeon was going easier for us than the last one.

I suspected much of that was because of the ruby. It hadn’t changed levels at all, but I felt faster and stronger with it around my neck.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 84

Experience: 45/3000

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 20)

Stats:

Strength: 83 (+7)

Agility: 87 (+1)

Magical Power: 83 (+3)

Stamina: 83

Intelligence: 80 (+1)

Charisma: 77

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames II

Teleport III

Dark Wave

Dispel

Lava Armor

“We’re only on the sixth level,” said Mira. “We’ll have plenty more monsters to go. Three full levels and a boss fight. Let’s just hope all the tricks and last-minute escapes are mostly over with.”

“Let’s hope,” muttered Seraphina.

At least the sixth floor was mostly over. Our position on top of the flooded room had a covered walkway that led us over the top of other, similar-looking rooms. The walkway was thin, requiring us to walk only one abreast for much of its length, but when we got to the end, we saw a very welcome sight.

The second Safe Zone.

This one had a few more amenities than the first, including a few beds to rest in, as well as a table full of snacks to replenish any lost energy.

That wasn’t the most noticeable thing about the room though. There was a second table inside, but it was what was on the table that caught our attention. It was a gray-faced beast. It was very clearly dead, having been bludgeoned by an axe several times.

The axe was nowhere in sight though. Instead, a cheap sword was used to impale the creature’s body to the table. Why it hadn’t disappeared yet was anyone’s guess.

To me though, it was a warning. A warning from the Renards.

“I guess our friends have been through here already,” I said, staring down at the dead body of the dungeon monster.

“And they left us a parting gift,” added Seraphina. “Too bad. I’d hoped they drowned.”

“We’re not going to get that lucky,” I said. “But we know they’ve been one step ahead of us this entire time. It’s not going to stay that way. Eventually, we’re going to have to deal with them.”

“It’s going to take more than just a gray-faced asshole to scare us,” said Elise. “We left scores of dead ones back in the dungeon. This does nothing for me. I’m still going to shove Seraphina’s quarterstaff up their asses when I find them.”

Seraphina raised an eyebrow. “Why my quarterstaff though? Why not shoot them in the ass with your arrows?”

Elise clutched her bow possessively. “Because I don’t want to get shit on them.”

Elise’s remarks broke some of the tension we were feeling. With the girls deciding to rest, I got rid of that monster, throwing it outside the Safe Zone. Within seconds it dissolved.

Undeterred by the threat, I grabbed something to snack on and joined Vaeda, who was sitting down on her bed checking her stats. I glanced over to see her go through them.

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 68

Experience: 222/1800

Stats:

Strength: 66 (+11)

Agility: 70 (+18)

Magical Power: 67 (+13)

Stamina: 72 (+15)

Intelligence: 68 (+12)

Charisma: 68 (+13)

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Infiltrator

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance

Demonic Wraith II

“Pretty impressive,” I said, looking at her stats. “A big change from level 39.”

Vaeda smiled. “Since I’ve been on your team, I’ve gained more levels in six weeks than I have in nearly six years.”

“My Experience Share helped with that a little,” I said. “It makes all the difference when I can spread the love around. And look how much you’ve caught up to the other girls. You’re only a few levels behind them.”

“Oh, I’m very familiar with how you spread the love around,” teased Vaeda, bumping into my shoulder. “You have all these women here who adore you.”

“What can I say? I love my life.”

It was the most honest thing I could say. I really did love my life. I loved everything about it—from my diving career to my girls, I couldn’t have asked for anything better. It was the life I created, which was why I was going to defend it against any threat out there.

“I love my life too,” said Vaeda, smiling. “Our life. Our team. All of it.”

She leaned into me, arching her neck until we started to kiss. I let myself go into her lips, surrendering to them. I wanted nothing more than to just give into this, maybe ravish her in the Safe Zone.

But we still had a job to do. And that was what made me pull back.

At least Vaeda understood. She felt the same burning desire that I felt. And even though now wasn’t the time, there would be downtime later on.

“Maybe we should get going,” she said, standing abruptly while still holding my hand. “You know, there are things I want to do when this is all over.”

She didn’t need to say anything further. I knew exactly what she was talking about. I grinned and squeezed her hand.

I felt a second wind coming, and it wasn’t just the idea of spending some time in private with Vaeda. Mostly, it was the idea of finishing this thing.

We only had a few more floors to go, and so far, the dungeon hadn’t thrown anything at us that we couldn’t handle. Sure, there were a few close calls, but we were still standing here, weren’t we?

It was time to move on.

With my second wind, the next floor seemed to go by in a blur. The seventh floor of the dungeon brought us back to the cemetery again, though this time we had to cross several sections where the ground fell away, leaving only tombstones as isolated planks to move across. That was hard enough to navigate if not for the arrival of the crows, but we crossed it quickly enough that finding the stairs to the eighth floor wasn’t that hard.

There was something fateful about stepping onto the eighth floor, but I wasn’t sure what it was. It was a gut feeling more than anything, like my body was screaming for attention. Something was going to happen on this floor that was out of the ordinary, but I didn’t know what it was going to be just yet.

“I have a bad feeling about this floor,” I told the girls as we started trekking across the cemetery again. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

“Monsters?” asked Mira. “Or Renards?”

“It could be both,” I replied. “I don’t know. Something feels off to me.”

“We’re on our guard,” said Seraphina, swirling her quarterstaff. “After what we’ve seen so far, I doubt the Renards could be much of a threat.”

Seraphina might have been right, but I was determined not to be caught off guard. We moved slower than usual, waiting for the grass to fall away like it did on the previous level.

That didn’t end up being the case, but when we neared a large mortuary temple in the middle of the cemetery, I heard a voice that was instantly familiar to me.

“Mind Control!”

Suddenly, a spell shot out from behind the temple that was aimed directly at Vaeda. It hit her square in the chest, and I watched as her calm demeanor was replaced by something that looked like angry rage. She turned toward me and threw her daggers.

My instincts saved my life. I batted the daggers out of the air with my sword, letting them fall to the ground. Vaeda used her Callback spell, and it was at that point that I laid eyes on our wayward enemies.

“It’s about time we ended this once and for all,” said Kane Renard, stepping out from behind the temple, alongside the rest of his family. “This ‘team’ has been a thorn in my side for way too long.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” purred Lilith Renard, standing next to her husband with a long, silverish trident that was dripping with monster blood. “These upstarts have reached the end of the line.”

“What is it with you people?” growled Elise, notching an arrow in her bow.

“You hate us just because we’re a good fucking team?” asked Mira, her face grimacing with rage.

Raven Renard snickered and shook her head. “We hate you because we’re being paid to hate you, to torment you, to destroy you. The fact that you’re a good team is just icing on the cake.”

“Who’s paying you?” I demanded.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” replied Kane. “Show us a little spine and maybe we’ll tell you before you die.”

“I’m getting really fucking agitated with all of this,” said Elise. “Time to settle this once and for all! Ice Freeze!”

A blast of ice crystals struck Camilla Renard at exactly that moment, knocking her off her feet. In any other situation, I’d be pissed at Elise for attacking another team and putting our credentials at risk, but not this time.

This was only going to end with one team taking down the other. And since the Renards had drawn first blood, any ethical questions went firmly out the window.

“Perilous Flames!” I yelled, crafting a fireball that was aimed right at Kane Renard.

The Renard patriarch saw my fireball and was able to dodge it, but only at the last second. I managed to scorch part of his black clothing in the process, making him roll away to put out the flames.

This fight was definitely on.

From that moment on, we paired off, with each of us taking a Renard. Vaeda was swiftly healed by Mira, allowing a true five-on-five battle.

“Is that all you got, Pollard?” yelled Kane, using a new spell on me next. “How do you like this?”

“Axe Attack!”

Within a matter of seconds, nearly ten different axes appeared in front of Kane, in addition to the one he was holding. Those axes targeted me and they came rushing forward with all possible speed.

“Dispel!”

They shattered before they could reach me, reduced to nothing but smoke. I used Teleport to move behind Kane, and then used a Lightning Strike.

Kane leapt forward, hitting the ground and rolling out, dodging the strike. He showed more dexterity than a dungeon creature, making him much harder to hit.

Around us, the girls were staying busy too. Seraphina was battling Seth Renard with her quarterstaff, parrying his blows with his sword. She managed to hit him with Stun, which rendered him immobile for just enough time for him to take a nice bash on the head.

With Seth on the ground, Seraphina finished him off with the blade on quarterstaff, killing him instantly.

The opposite situation unfolded on the other side. Vaeda started to tangle with Raven Renard, who was quite adept at dodging Vaeda’s daggers. Raven’s main attack was called Cursed Blessing, which was very like Seraphina’s Stun except that it lingered on the skin, causing it to deteriorate, weakening your opponent.

At first, Vaeda was able to power through it, but it eventually weakened her enough to kill her.

Seeing Vaeda’s body on the ground was enough to attract my attention. I called out Fiero and Azrael to keep Kane busy while I turned my attention to Raven, hitting her with Perilous Flames.

She tried to take refuge behind a tombstone, but she definitely underestimated my power. The tombstone was melted by the heat of the fire, which consumed her next, turning her into a pile of ashes.

I earned the renewed focus of Kane’s fury by that move. As each side set out to heal Vaeda and Raven, Kane and I squared off again while Camilla and Mira did the same right next to us.

“Animal Rage!” yelled Camilla, bringing up her otherworldly creatures in an effort to attack Mira.

Mira’s tigers were waiting and ready to dispatch the threat. Mira hit each of the creatures with Reanimate, turning them against Camilla before using Minimize to shrink her down to size. When Mira used her boot to crush Camilla, a very satisfied smile appeared on her face.

“Serves the bitch right,” quipped Mira.

By this point the balance of power was turning against the Renards. They were being put on the defensive the longer this battle went on, and it was clear that they didn’t have the raw power to overwhelm us. I was throwing waves of Perilous Flames at Kane while he tried to dodge them. He was lucky a few times, but there were quite a few times when he was burned and had to be healed.

Just when I thought we were getting the upper hand, Kane used a spell that caused a heavy amount of black smoke to appear on the battlefield, completely shielding the position of his family. I used Dispel to get rid of it, but by the time it did, they were gone.

“Where’d they go?” yelled Seraphina, still swirling her quarterstaff. “Where are they?”

“They were losing,” said Mira, pushing her glasses back up her nose. “So they disappeared.”

“That’s not fair,” said Elise. “I was looking forward to destroying Lilith’s creepy face.”

“I don’t think ‘fair’ is even in their vocabulary,” I said. “I’m sure they’re just regrouping. They’re going to hit us again, so be prepared.”

“And they’re being paid too,” added Mira, giving me a troubled look. “There’s someone else. It wasn’t just Slayer.”

That fact alone was troubling. After a clean run through Shadow Abyss, I thought there was a chance whatever threat to us died with Slayer.

But Kane’s warning hadn’t been hollow. Our secret enemy was still very much out there, and he still wanted us dead.

“I’m going to get word to Rico,” I said, opening up my badge. “He’ll know what to do.”

“Do we have enough evidence to get the Renards permanently disbarred from diving?” asked Vaeda. “We have to, right?”

“You better believe it,” I said. “But I have a feeling we’re going to have to kill them before the DDU gets involved. They’re not going to go willingly.”

It was just a gut feeling of mine, but I don’t think anyone was surprised by how true it turned out to be.


Chapter
Thirty-One



It wasn’t surprising that facing the dungeon took a little bit of a backseat after the Renards attacked. I was so focused on countering their threat, that it hardly dawned on me when we found the staircase to the ninth level not long after our battle.

Of course, we still had to deal with several monsters, including gray-faced beasts and priestly mages, but we were so heated because of the personal threat that they went down almost too easily. I was pushing level 87 now, and the girls had similar gains of about three levels each.

Upon entering the ninth level, I noticed two things. For one, we were back in the total darkness, and we were under attack by the crows almost from the very beginning. Elise had a chance to test out her Shower of Arrows ability, which worked wonders at keeping the crows at bay.

The other thing I noticed was flashes of light just ahead of us. I suspected those were the Renards, and that was confirmed when we caught up with them, starting another battle with only the light of our spells to ward away total darkness.

“Why can’t you just die?” raged Renard, as he tried to hit me with his Mind Control spell. “We’ll tell the world what it already knows—that your team just couldn’t handle the Forbidden Sanctum and there was no way to recover your bodies.”

“Not the first time you’ve said that, is it?” I countered, hitting him with a Lightning Strike. “How many times have you killed for your patron, Kane? How many times have you spilled blood in his name?”

“This would be the first,” he replied with a cruel smile, resorting to his battleaxe to attack me. I blocked his thrust with my blades, swinging across the bottom of his feet in return. “But the payment, and the glory, are too much to resist!”

“I guess you don’t care about infamy then!”

“Why would I care about that?” he sneered. “A new order is coming, boy! The DDU might reign supreme in the dungeons for now, but after today, there will be a new power block. Too bad you won’t be around to see it.”

I growled. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

We cast our spells at the same time, and they bounced off each other with enough energy to throw us back. I hit the dirt near Seraphina, right as she was being attacked by Lilith Renard. At that moment, Lilith used the spell Acid Rain, throwing down a highly-concentrated beam of poisonous rain that drenched Seraphina, causing her to go into shock.

It seemed to be part of the plan. No sooner was Seraphina immobilized than the rest of the Renards gathered around her, putting them between us and Seraphina. She was quickly dispatched by a heavy blow from Kane’s battleaxe, killing her.

“Now you just need to get through the rest of us before the dungeon claims her!” snarled Camilla.

You could have told me I needed to dive Serpent Hollows alone, killing every monster along the way, and I still would have thrown myself into it with just as much zeal. What they were doing was playing dirty—trying to kill off Seraphina for good.

We hit them with everything we had. They seemed prepared for this moment, like it was their strategy all along to pick us off one by one. It didn’t help that the dungeon was still throwing monsters at both teams. I had to deal with gray-faced monsters in-between my battle with Kane.

It was just enough to keep us off-balanced, and the minutes ticked away as we struggled to reach a now-ashen Seraphina.

“Only a few minutes left until the dungeon claims her for good!” taunted Lilith. “And then which one of you will be next?”

My rage had been boiling ever since they first attacked us. Now, it spilled over into a fury that I’d never felt before. There was no way I was going to let this team of assholes steal Seraphina from me for good. Or any of my women for that matter.

My dragons were above us fighting off crows when I called them back down. I used a feint maneuver with Azrael, getting Lilith’s attention while I was able to throw Perilous Flames at her unguarded side.

The distraction worked, but what I did next surprised even me.

Through my mental link with Azrael, I had the dragon fly low, scooping her up with its talons and taking off before the rest of the Renards knew what happened.

“Azrael!” I yelled. “Take her to the horizon and dump her body!”

Even saying the words made my blood run cold. Now all attention was diverted from preventing us from reaching Seraphina. Every member of the Renard family became consumed with rescuing Lilith.

I wasn’t about to give them that chance. As far as I was concerned, they surrendered that right when they tried to kill Seraphina permanently.

“Keep up your pressure on them!” I told the other girls.

With stoic but strained faces, the four of us unleashed what was left of our power on the remaining Renards. We even managed to recover Seraphina, using Healing Light to bring her back to the fight.

Of course, she had no idea how close she’d actually come to the dungeon claiming her life.

Now the tables had turned. We chased after the Renards as they tried to take down Azrael, but the black dragon had the advantage in the darkness. When he dumped Lilith’s body, there was no chance of recovering her.

Lilith Renard was no more.

When Kane realized this, I saw the same look of rage on his face that had just been on mine.

“You’ll pay for this,” he seethed. “You’ll fucking pay!”

Before I could respond, he used a spell called Detonation, which caused a series of explosions to rock our current position. It was a deadly spell, taking the lives of Mira and Vaeda right away, requiring an immediate heal. We launched back with every spell in our repertoire, and I relied on my Fire Mage abilities to power up my Perilous Flames attack, alongside my Magical Shield to keep me safe.

Something changed permanently after Lilith’s death though. We had the advantage when both teams had even numbers, but now that it was five-on-four, we were really pressing them back. In their anger, they started to make mistakes too.

Seth was the one that was most noticeable, dying several times and requiring a healing from Raven. He was also the one to be the most reckless, which caused his death more times than naught.

We were at the point where we were winning. Even as we all came upon the staircase to the tenth and final level, we fought the Renards every step on the way down. There was a brief moment of respite when I managed to call for Rico again, letting him know that we were engaged in a deadly battle with the Renards, but I doubted whether he could get here in time to stop the battle.

And so it continued. I could see the amphitheater now behind Kane Renard as we shot spells back and forth. It was Camilla that was the next to die, being frozen by Elise before being completely dismantled by Seraphina’s quick-moving quarterstaff. We stepped between her and the rest of the Renards, preventing them from getting to her in time.

Eventually, the dungeon claimed her, absorbing her body into its flesh.

Now there were only three left. I was waiting for something to change, for one last trick that might have been up their sleeves. Surely they weren’t going to fight us to the death, but at the rate they were going, we were going to kill all three before we came upon the boss.

“You made the biggest mistake attacking us today,” I told Kane, using a Dark Wave attack in tandem with Azrael flying above our heads. He barely moved fast enough, getting his leg caught in the main attack and having it sawed right off. His ass hit the dirt as he screamed in pain, trying to inch himself away from us.

“You haven’t won shit, boy!” he yelled. “You have no idea who we’re working for!”

“Surrender to us right now,” I said. “If you surrender to us, I’ll let the DDU take you into custody. You’ll live instead of becoming dungeon food. Isn’t that a better fate than what Lilith and Camilla already suffered?”

He became so enraged that he threw another Axe Attack my way. I dispelled it easily, keeping the pressure on him. I was just about to cast another spell when to my right, I noticed a circular portal being opened right next to our position.

It was large and bright enough to attract attention from both teams. I found myself shielding my eyes as a figure appeared in the middle of the portal, walking toward both us. When the portal melted away, I saw a very familiar face standing in front of both teams.

It was Rico. And I’d never been more excited to see him. Finally, we could put an end to all of this.

“Rico, you’re here,” I said, calling off my attacks and taking a deep breath. “They attacked us. They tried to kill us. We need to get the DDU involved right away.”

I watched as a look of emotional fury appeared on Rico’s face. Before I knew it, he’d raised his hand and uttered a spell.

“Force Torpedo!”

The only problem was that his fury wasn’t directed at the Renards.

Instead, his hand was raised against me.

That flash of light conjured against his hand before being released right at me. It was only my quick reflexes that saved me.

“Dispel!”

Rico’s Force Torpedo disappeared in an instant, only to be replaced by another.

“You stupid little shit!” raged Rico, keeping his full pressure on me while I tried to dodge his attacks. “I’m going to kill you for this, Jeremy. You should have listened to me when you had the chance.”

This battle was far from over, and now our best ally had just turned against us.

Fuck.


Chapter
Thirty-Two



I didn’t know what to think.

I didn’t know what to feel.

If not for the adrenaline, I think I would have been in shock.

Rico was as much a part of me as my own mother. And now to find him here, joining the Renards in the attack against us, was unfathomable.

“What did you do?” I asked, feeling at a loss for words. “Why, Rico? Why this?”

He gave me the cruelest expression I’d ever seen—one that showed total indifference to me, like we were not even friends, but complete strangers.

“It was always going to come down to this, Jeremy,” he replied calmly. “I can’t have another competitor to my throne. Not now, not ever.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked. “There’s no throne. We’re not competitors.”

“Oh, but we are,” he said. “Just because you haven’t thought about it doesn’t mean that I haven’t. You show just as much naivety as your old man. And look what it got him? I have to say though, you battle better than he did. My Force Torpedo went through the back of his head before he even knew what hit him.”

Unspeakable rage surged through my body at that moment. I pulled back and unleashed a Perilous Flames, but it was smacked down by the use of Rico’s spell, Destroy.

“Amusing,” said Rico. “And more powerful than your old man. But not as powerful as me.”

“You don’t need to do this, Rico,” said Mira, standing right next to me. “Don’t go down this road. It’s not right and you know it.”

“Shut the fuck up, girl,” snarled Rico.

He didn’t even need to say the name of the spell for it to shoot out of his hand. Mira didn’t have my reaction time, and it caught her right through the middle, killing her instantly.

Bile filled my throat as I saw Mira’s upper half fall away from her lower half. I saw Seraphina rush over to heal her, but all I could think about was the betrayal right in front of me.

“How could you?” I growled, pointing my sword at Rico. “You were like a father to me.”

“And you were nothing to me,” he replied. “Nothing but whelp who didn’t listen. It runs in your family though, not just from your father, but also your mother. None of you ever listened to me. Your mother should have been mine, but she didn’t see my greatness. Your father should have stayed away from her, but he didn’t listen either. And now you, you should have stayed out of the dungeons. You shouldn’t have challenged my throne.”

“I’m hardly the first diver to go after the Path, Rico. Every diver dreams of it.”

“But only so few divers ever find the ability to actually complete,” he replied. “That’s what makes me so famous after all. I, Rico Cartwright, am the only diver in the world that can complete the Path of Progression. I’m the best living diver in the entire world, and there is no one else, no one else, who can compete with me.”

He sneered. “Not even Morgana Hoffman.”

At that point, all the questions finally came together. I figured out how Morgana really died.

“It was you, wasn’t it? You killed her too?”

He shrugged. “It pained me to do it. Morgana should have joined my harem, and then she could have had a taste of victory too, but no. She had to do things her own way. She rejected membership on my team, and in the end, it cost her life. Just like the others before her.”

It all made sense now. For the last twenty years, no other diving team had gotten close enough to complete Serpent Hollows, and thus complete the Path of Progression. Only Rico and his team held that honor, but it wasn’t done because Rico and his team were the only divers capable of beating it.

Rico had just been removing all the competition.

“You could have had an easy life, Jeremy,” he said quietly. “Son of a well-known diver. Enough money to get by. You could have been something else. A blacksmith or an Olypepper pilot. You didn’t have to dive.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I challenged. “This was always going to be my path. It’s in my blood. Both of my parents did it.”

His upper lip snarled in contempt. “I despised your father. You’re just like him. Too headstrong to see what’s right in front of him.”

I raised my sword to point at him. “I see exactly what’s in front of me. An enemy that posed as a friend. As far as I’m concerned, you might as well be a Renard.”

He glared over at the Renards, battered and beaten as they were. “Pathetic. Just like Slayer was before them. They were supposed to kill you, not make you stronger.”

“Why didn’t you strike at me directly?” I asked. “If you wanted me dead, then why have others do your dirty work?”

“I had to,” he replied, as if the answer was obvious. “I can’t be seen holding the knife. Not with my reputation. People need to believe that Rico is the best and that he got that way because no other diver comes close. It ruins the myth of my success to be seen doing the dirty work. No one should ever suspect that the great Rico Cartwright would ever do something like this.”

“And you almost succeeded. Almost. Because after we get out of here, the whole country is going to hear about what you did. You’re going to go from the greatest hero to the worst villain in a matter of seconds once the news breaks.”

Rico sneered. “Only if you win.”

He cast his hand out suddenly. “Elemental Armor!”

Flashes of light appeared all around his body, strengthening him. His body seemed to glow by the time it was done, making him more impervious to magic.

He wasn’t the only one with an armor trick though.

“Lava Armor!”

Just like Rico, I was now suited up with my protected armor. Rico pulled a sword from off his back and faced me calmly.

“Time to join your father, Jeremy.”

I charged him. Our swords came together with a mighty roar of steel as our fury was unleashed. Behind me, I could hear the Renards pushing off the ground, using the last of their strength to distract my girls. It left Rico all to me, but that’s how I wanted it anyway.

He was going to pay for everything he’d done.

Our swords crashed together. A battered blow became a frenzied parry before turning back into another strike. We danced around each other, dipping, ducking, and diving while trying to stay out of trouble.

“Your old man used to fight with a sword too,” said Rico, taking a few steps back. “He was decent, but he wasn’t me. It was always obvious that I was more talented than him. More famous too. Why your whore of a mother couldn’t see it was beyond me, but some people just aren’t worth saving.”

“There’s more to life than just your skills with a sword,” I said. “Besides, I have a feeling my mother saw you for what you really were. That’s why she never joined your harem.”

“Your mother was too stupid to realize what was right in front of her. I thought that if I just dangled the carrot in front of her, she’d eventually come to her senses, but no. She’d rather spend her entire life in near poverty than take a taste of the good life.”

“She made the right choice,” I growled. “What’s she going to say now when she hears about this?”

“The only thing she’s going to hear is how heroic you were in the dungeon,” mocked Rico. “When I tell her the dungeon killed you and your entire team, she’ll cry. She’ll even break down. She’ll have lost the two people she loves the most in the world to these fucking dungeons. But it didn’t have to be that way. I’m not above giving seconds chances, Jeremy. You ought to know that by now.”

“All I know is that you’re a monster who posed as a friend. And the world will know about your betrayal before this is all over.”

“You still don’t know what you’re dealing with,” he said, shooting another Force Torpedo at me, which hit my Magical Shield. “I’m the only diver in the world that is over level 100. You can’t hope to beat me!”

He sneered at me, right as he tried to bring his armed fist down on my head. “That’s right, Jeremy. I’m a level 121. I’m the only person in the world that’s rated this highly. You’ve been accumulating power so quickly, but you’re still not me. What are you, hmm? Level 90?”

I didn’t answer him, but I didn’t have to. Our link through my badge probably told him that I’d just hit level 95 when battling the Renards.

“You can’t hope to stand up to me, Jeremy. Not even with that fucking ruby around your neck.”

Instinctively, my hand went to the ruby. I could feel it pulsating under my fingers while Rico glared at me.

“I’ll be taking that from you,” he snarled. “You’re not worthy of it. The only ruby found in fifty years doesn’t belong with you. It belongs with the best diver in the world. It belongs with me!”

“The dungeon chose me,” I replied calmly. “You couldn’t have it even if I gave it to you.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “You truly have no idea, do you? How powerful that ruby is? It could change the fate of all of us. And I won’t permit your inexperienced hands to retain it any longer.”

You’re have to come take it from me,” I said, gripping the ruby.

Rico scoffed. “It’s only a matter of time. You’re going to die, and so are those fucking sluts that you call a team. Who did I kill by the way? What was her name? Mira, wasn’t it?”

“Keep. Mira’s. Name. Out. Of. Your. Fucking. Mouth!”

I toggled my Heavenly Strike ability while coupling it with a Perilous Flames. The fireball became bigger than both myself and Rico combined. It was so big that it seemed large enough to even destroy the amphitheater.

When I launched it at Rico, I saw a very real emotion appear on his face—fear.

The fireball consumed him. It didn’t dissipate right away either, lingering over his position. I didn’t wait to see if it killed him, but instead, I brought out Fiero, having him breathe fire over the general position too.

I wasn’t going to take any chances. Rico was too dangerous to underestimate, so I kicked up the damage. I set Azrael loose next, using several more Perilous Flames just to keep piling on the damage.

Behind me, I could hear the Renards falling one by one. Kane was the next to fall, being killed by Vaeda with a dagger through each eye. Raven fell after that, taking away any chance they had at being healed.

That left only Seth. No doubt he felt like a cornered rat at that point, and with four extremely-talented women converging on him, he was probably scared out of his mind.

I couldn’t afford to spare him any focus now though. Rico still hadn’t emerged from the fiery maelstrom that had engulfed him. I had a brief moment of hope that maybe he’d really been killed after all. Maybe the world might be spared Rico’s fury?

That hope evaporated with the flames. When it was all gone, he was still standing there—battered, a little burned, but very much still alive.

“Spirit Binding!”

He caught me off guard with a quick use of the spell. I felt myself rising to my feet, unable to control my limbs or even operate my mouth. I didn’t have the speech necessary to say any of my spells, and I just hung there in the air without any way to free myself.

To make matters worse, I could even feel the ruby trying to separate from me, being pulled away from my neck.

Fiero tried to come in to free me, but Rico used his Destroy spell, sending the dragon back to the ethereal plane that it came from.

“You think you can challenge me?” sneered Rico. “You’re just a mere boy! Barely a man! I’ve been diving since before you were born! I’m the world’s greatest diver, and I won’t be bested by a mere child!”

“You might be good, but we’re better.”

Rico’s attention was quickly diverted by the girls, all of whom had finished fighting the Renards. They banded together, unleashing all their power at once on him.

“Ice Freeze!”

“Shadow Lance!”

“Minimize!”

“Stun!”

Now it was Rico’s turn to be taken by surprise. He managed to block the first three spells, but it was Seraphina’s Stun that sent him tumbling backward, face right into the dirt.

The power of Rico’s binding spell was released, letting me hit the ground. In the time it took for him to get back on his feet, I was surrounded by my entire team, and we were ready to counter whatever he threw at us.

Rico raged at seeing all of us united. He glared at the women, and then tried to shoot another Force Torpedo at us collectively. I used Dispel to keep it at bay, but before anything else could happen, a second portal opened near our position. Out of it came three men, all of them DDU officials that I’d recognized from above when we were preparing to dive.

They took one glance at us, the fallen Renards, and then Rico. When they saw how we were taking the brunt of Rico’s fury, they tried to intervene.

“Rico!” said the one in the lead—a dour-faced man with heavy jowls. “What’s going on here?”

Rico snarled and directed the Force Torpedo at the man. The DDU official’s face turned fearful before he was struck, blasting his body several feet away.

The other two men were caught so off guard by Rico’s behavior that they didn’t know how to react. Rico managed to hit one more of them before Mira went to their rescue, healing them back to life.

By this point the battle had turned against him definitively. I think Rico knew that, because he used one last ability.

“Portal Door!”

It was one that I’d seen before. I remembered how Slayer used it to try to get away from us in Cursed Chasm. Either Slayer had taught it to Rico, or Rico stole it from him.

Somehow, I suspected the second option was most accurate.

This time, there was no stopping him though. Rico glared at me one last time.

“I’ll see you very soon,” he promised just before the door closed.

Rico was gone.


Chapter
Thirty-Three



There were no words to describe the emotions we all felt at that moment. I think we were all still in shock. I knew I was, even as I felt Mira wrap her arms around me.

“I’m so sorry, Jeremy,” she said in a hushed tone of voice.

I can’t remember if I replied to that. I hugged her tight to me, not knowing what to say.

I’d always wanted answers about my father’s death. Now that I had them, I wanted to go back to not knowing.

One by one, the other girls came toward me until we were all hugging. Seraphina was crying, and so was Vaeda. Elise was stoic for the first time in her life, but I could see her eyes brimming with tears.

We’d truly gone through the ringer, and even though we were alright, we knew our lives would never be the same.

It took us a good ten minutes before we could attempt to talk to the DDU officials. Rico’s attack on them had done more for our cause than anything else.

“I have to admit,” said the official with the heavy jowls. “I didn’t know what to think when I saw you battling Rico. I thought that maybe the Renards were right after all, but seeing him attack us. He’s lost his damn mind.”

“Pride will be his downfall,” I said. “Too much of it, it seems.”

“Is your team truly okay?” he asked. “We know the Renards attacked you and you had to defend yourselves? Where are they?”

“They’re dead,” I replied quietly, without a hint of emotion. “Every single one of them.”

The official nodded. “I figured as much. You’re not in trouble for that, by the way. We know they attacked you, but will your team be alright? Are you going to be okay, son?”

I shrugged. I didn’t know how to answer that question. Would we be okay? The most powerful diver in the world wanted us dead, and sooner or later, we’d have to face a final reckoning with him.

The official put a friendly hand on my shoulder. He could tell I was troubled but not to what degree. I was fine with that. I didn’t want to talk about it anyway.

“What about the dungeon?” he asked us suddenly. “You’re on the tenth floor. The High Priest is just over there waiting for battle. There’s no shame in doing another attempt if you’re not in a good place mentally. Or you can battle him if you are. It’s up to you.”

I glanced over at the amphitheater and then back to the official. “Let me talk it over with my team. I’ll see what they want to do.”

The official nodded and stepped away, leaving me alone with my girls.

I studied all of their faces before I said anything. They might have been demoralized, tired, and in serious need of a pick-me-up, but I could tell there was still a group of badasses underneath.

“The DDU let us know that we can still defeat the boss if we want to,” I said. “But I don’t think anyone is going to think twice if we just want to go home and rest up. We’ve been through a lot today, from the Renards to . . . Rico. So I won’t care if you just want to go back up and try again another time.”

I honestly meant that. I didn’t care what we did. As far as I was concerned, we’d done enough today to warrant the fourth stamp on our licenses, and I didn’t care what anyone else had to say.

My girls came first. I loved them all, not just for what they brought to the table, but because of who they were in their hearts. And I wouldn’t ask them to do something they truly didn’t want to do.

All four of them looked amongst themselves for several seconds. There was plenty of eye contact but no words being exchanged. That’s when I realized that the conversation was still being had, but it wasn’t by using their mouths.

Finally, the person who spoke up was exactly who I expected it to be.

“I’m ready to fuck up this High Priest,” said Elise, a smirk appearing on her face. “After all the shit we’ve gone through today, I think we deserve to be rewarded with a big pile of loot.”

That was my Elise, always true to herself. As I looked around at the others, I could see a begrudging acknowledgment of what Elise had to say.

“We didn’t come this far for nothing,” said Seraphina. “And now that we know exactly who’s been targeting us, I’d say we could use all the experience we can get. The road’s not going to be easy from here on out.”

“Seraphina brings up a great point,” said Mira. “As emotionally drained as I am from today, I think we owe this to ourselves. We need to get stronger.”

“I’m not as good with words as the rest of you,” added Vaeda right at the end. “But I’m going to fight this boss and pretend that it’s Rico.”

That was one thing of many that I loved about this team—their strength. Not just their outer strength but their inner strength as well. I knew that when we worked together, nothing could stand in our way.

And that even meant Rico.

“We made our decision,” I told the DDU official. “We’re going for it.”

I think he was surprised to hear me say it. Not many teams would have chosen that route, but then again, we weren’t many teams.

We were exceptional. And we’d just proved it by taking on Rico and living to talk about it.

“I’m having more DDU backup sent over this way,” he told us. “You’ll be protected while you battle the boss. We don’t need any more . . . mishaps in here while you’re diving.”

I appreciated the gesture, but I wasn’t that confident in his ability to stand up to Rico if he really wanted to get to us. Still, I had a feeling that Rico had played his hand today and lost, and that meant we’d earned a brief respite.

As more DDU officials arrived, we made our way toward the amphitheater with one last goal in mind—the defeat of the High Priest.

“So what can we expect from this guy?” asked Elise, continuing a pre-fight tradition. I knew Elise knew what was in front of us—I heard Mira tell her days ago—but this was more for show than it was for actual knowledge.

This was us trying to reset and get back to zero.

“The High Priest is the second-deadliest dungeon monster of all time,” explained Mira, who seemed happy to explain for once. “Like a beefed-up version of the priestly mage, the High Priest combines a high level of Magical Power with Agility and Strength. Stamina is its weakness, and if you can wear it out, defeating it also becomes much easier.

“You also need to destroy the staff,” added Seraphina. “My Strategist ability is telling me that if we can take his staff from him, we’ll remove the biggest source of his powers.”

“Seems fairly straightforward to me,” I said. “Let’s get this job done, team.”

We entered the amphitheater only to find the High Priest already awaiting our arrival. He wasn’t as tall as the other bosses we’d faced—only about ten feet high, which was on the shorter side. He had a wide-brimmed hat that hung low over his shoulders, as well as silverish robes that came all the way down to his feet.

I could see that his staff was precious to him by the way he clung to it, both as a magical instrument and a weapon. The end by his feet was spiked, and I suspected he swung it around to deal with any threats that got too close to him.

“Remember the plan,” I said, toggling my remaining abilities. I used Force Multiplier to dole out increases to the girls while also setting up my Magical Shield and Lava Armor for good measure. I saw Mira engage her Status Shield as well, and I was glad to see that it had gotten larger with her added powers.

The High Priest didn’t wait for us to be ready before starting his main attack. Like the priestly mages, he started with blowing the plague on us, but this was no mere shower of pestilence winds that spread out over our team and was gone in a few seconds.

No, this was like a hurricane. The entire amphitheater was filled with the black powder, making me inhale it without any other option. The High Priest didn’t stop there either—he cast another spell that caused these little flesh-eating microbes to appear on our bodies, immediately munching away at our skin.

At least mine were fried up by my Lava Armor, but the other girls weren’t so lucky.

“Seraphina and Mira, make sure you’re always healing us!” I told them. “And don’t forget to do yourselves too! We have to outlast him!”

With those two on healing duty, it would be up to Vaeda, Elise and I to get that staff away from him. It was a weird feeling though, fighting while suffering from the plague. It weakened me, made me slower than I normally was. I didn’t feel as fast, nor that my blows carried the full weight of my strength. I could tell the microbes were making that feeling even worse, especially as a sluggish Vaeda and Elise tried to attack.

Our strategy for the three of us was simple. I would engage the boss directly while Vaeda and Elise did everything they could to remove his staff. I called out a Perilous Flames, which smashed directly into the chest of the boss, but left him standing seemingly without any wounds.

The High Priest sneered at me before smashing his staff on the ground, which sent me flying back through the air. He then extended it outward from his body, wielding it like he was some kind of martial arts master awaiting my next attack.

I took him up on that challenge, diving forward and using my strength to crash down on his staff with my swords. Surprisingly, the metal bounced off the wooden staff, and I was pushed back when he suddenly kicked me in the chest with the bottom of his foot.

I shot through the air and landed on my ass. Before I could get back in the fight, I needed to be healed, giving me a few seconds to think of another strategy.

Elise and Vaeda weren’t having much luck either. Elise had cast an Illusion of the two women on the other side of the High Priest, but he wasn’t fooled by it. He stayed focused on the real target, and he waved away any attempts at other spells such as Ice Freeze or Shadow Lance. Once he closed the distance between the two, he swept their feet out from under them with his staff and then brought his staff crashing down on Vaeda’s head.

I winced as I saw her skull smashed open, requiring an immediate heal from Mira. I could tell that Vaeda was still a little disoriented from that blow, moving slower than usual once she was back up.

“You alright, Vaeda?” I yelled.

“Just a splitting headache!” she replied. “Can we kill this thing already?”

The High Priest was living up to his name so far. More powerful than any mage we’d faced, he seemed to know exactly what to do, and when, to put the five of us off guard. He was also nearly impervious to spells too, as his staff was able to swat away Vaeda’s Demonic Wraith effortlessly.

I had to get that staff away from him somehow or we weren’t going to last much longer. But how?

Finally, I had an idea.

“Seraphina, use Stonewall to lock him in place!” I yelled. “We need to wear him out!”

Seraphina nodded and used her power, raising a stone wall that completely surrounded the High Priest, which was nearly as tall as he was. For a brief moment, the Priest was immobilized as he tried to free himself, not able to swing his staff as freely as he could before.

I called out my dragons at this point, using Mira’s Spell Forge to double their numbers so that four beasts were flying overhead. While the Priest struggled to climb out of the walls, I had them take turns raking his position with fire and dark energy.

It didn’t have much of an effect, but I needed to keep him off-balance. As soon as he was freed, I had Seraphina do it again, surrounding him with another wall.

This time, the Priest raged with anger at finding himself trapped behind it once again. As long as he was trapped, he couldn’t fight physically, which seemed to be the source of his greatest strength. He climbed over again to free himself, at which point Seraphina summoned another wall.

We kept this going for about five cycles until the High Priest was completely enraged. I was waiting for something though—for the stone wall to land just right so that it appeared between the Priest and his staff, allowing us the chance to separate it.

It finally occurred on the sixth cycle. The wall appeared right between the two, at which point Mira set her tigers loose.

“Go get the staff,” she urged them. “Bring momma the staff!”

The tigers leapt into action, with each of the three latching onto the one end and then pulling together.

Now the High Priest had a serious problem. He was tired from all the climbing over the walls and he was distracted by the dragons flying above him, and Vaeda’s daggers, which she kept aiming at his face. He was a lion that was being continually attacked by wasps, and I knew that if we just kept up the pressure, we could eventually take him down.

“Perilous Flames!”

“Shower of Arrows!”

The attacks launched by Elise and me proved to be his undoing. The High Priest was burned by my flames and then he howled in pain at receiving the endless arrow attack from Elise. In the process, his grip on his staff loosened just enough that the tigers were able to pry it away.

It was Peter that brought it to me, dropping it at my feet. I picked up the staff and tossed it up to Fiero, who flew high into the sky and away from the amphitheater.

Without his staff, the High Priest was weakened greatly. He seemed to realize it too, as his aggression tampered down without the magical help of the staff. He managed to free himself from the stone wall prison only to be knocked off his feet by Azrael and stunned by Seraphina.

“One last push!” I yelled. “Let’s get him!”

I saw the High Priest scream in pain as he was hit by Vaeda’s daggers this time, centered directly on his eyes. She called them back and did it again until the Priest was blinded.

Elise got him next, shooting him full of arrows while Seraphina dashed to the top of the wall, bringing her quarterstaff down on his head with all her strength.

Mira sped up to super speed, which made me realize she’d opened a Time Warp as her tigers leapt to the top of the wall, going after the Priest’s throat and wrists. Each tiger’s attack landed true, bringing the High Priest to his knees.

Finally, it was my turn. I teleported to the back of Fiero once he returned from ditching the staff, riding my dragon toward our prey. Fiero pulled his head back just as I unleashed my Perilous Flames. Both streams of fire joined together to form the ultimate fireball, engulfing the High Priest while he screamed in pain.

The fire lasted longer than I thought it would. The strength of the attack lingered over the High Priest’s position until it finally dissipated a full minute later.

The High Priest was still standing, but there was nothing left to him. He’d turned completely black from the flames, looking like a charred gingerbread man. With one last puff of smoke from his mouth, he fell forward and evaporated.

The Sanctum was ours.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



It was a very weary and tired team that emerged from the amphitheater a short while later. We’d done it—defeated the High Priest and earned the right to dive the final dungeon in the Path of Progression, Serpent Hollows.

We should have been celebrating, and yet, we were still mostly speechless.

Everything had changed, and we were caught in the storm now more than ever.

The team came together silently. I wrapped my arm around Vaeda and pulled her close as we walked. Mira rested her head against my shoulder. Elise grabbed my hand. They were little gestures, but it was the only way we could express how we were feeling at that moment.

We found a small crowd of DDU officials waiting for us just outside the amphitheater. I think most of them were still shocked that we chose to finish the dungeon, and they were even more shocked to see that we won.

“They stood up to Rico Cartwright and beat the Sanctum on the same day?” I heard one of them whisper to his colleague. “They might be the most powerful team that’s ever dived.”

I wasn’t the only one that heard that. I caught Seraphina’s eyes and she smiled and nodded to that.

I had to agree with her. We weren’t a team to be taken lightly, as the Renards and Rico found out today.

Rico. I still didn’t know what to do about him. My life was so entwined with his that I didn’t know how to function now that he revealed his true colors.

“We’re searching for Rico all over Aspatria now,” informed the DDU official with the heavy jowls. “Don’t worry—he won’t get away with this. And when we catch him, we’ll bring him to justice. He won’t ever dive again.”

To hear that was like being in a fever dream. How could someone like Rico be banned from the dungeons? It was like banning a bird from flying. Practically unthinkable.

I didn’t tell the official what I was really thinking. I doubted whether the DDU had the strength to take on Rico with how powerful he was. That also wasn’t mentioning the fact that Rico had a lot of support from the common people, many of whom would easily believe that we were the aggressors instead of realizing the ultimate truth.

“What about the country?” I asked. “They’re going to find out what happened in here today.”

The official winced at me. “The President of the DDU is planning to go live to talk about it in the next hour. But I think the news has already gotten out. You ought to see the DDU house.”

That statement was troubling to me, especially as we made our way back to the first level and exited the dungeon. When we arrived back in the cellar, I didn’t even recognize it.

It had been completely destroyed. Beams from the floor above us scattered the floor. The stonework had toppled on one side entirely. I could see the darkened skies of Mortimia in one corner.

We had to take a long route to get out of the house without getting hurt, but when we stood back to look at the DDU residence, I realized the official was right. It had been destroyed.

“Rico did this?” I asked.

The official nodded. “As soon as he left the dungeon. He appeared outside of here and used his power to destroy the house. I’m not sure if he was trying to trap you in there, but it was only the rapid response of the DDU that chased him off.”

Yeah, that or Rico had other reasons for leaving.

“Either way, Rico Cartwright is a fugitive of justice now,” said the DDU. “We’re engaging law enforcement all over Aspatria. We’ll bring him down—you have my word.”

“You’re going to need a lot of help,” I replied.

I didn’t mean that to sound rude, but I think it came out that way. The official pursed his lips and walked away, leaving the team alone.

“Now what do we do?” asked Elise, raising a great question. “Where do we go now?”

“We should check on our families,” I said. “We saw the lengths that Rico was willing to go to kill us. He knows he won’t be able to get us easily now, but he also knows that we all have a weak spot—our families. We need to warn them about what’s going on.”

It was something that had already occurred to me in the dungeon. I mostly feared for the safety of my mother. Rico’s vitriol for her had been readily apparent, and I worried that he would try to hurt her in order to hurt me.

“My dad probably already knows,” said Mira. “But I’ll get word to him anyway. He lives and works near the stadium in Numeria, so he’s always surrounded by the DDU. He’ll be safe that way.”

“I’ll tell my parents too,” said Elise. “I know another diving family in Gardenia. They can stay there, where they’ll have strength in numbers.”

Vaeda looked at Seraphina and then me. “What about us? What should we do?”

“I think that answer is obvious now,” I replied. “We’re going back to Volantis.”
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“Are you okay, Jeremy?”

I turned my attention toward Mira, who was sitting next to me on the Olypepper ride back to Numeria. I had zoned out right after taking off from Mortimia, my eyes scanning the countryside below without much in the way of thought. I was still holding the ruby in my hands, brushing my fingers against the polished surface.

I didn’t even realize it when Mira sat down next to me.

I shrugged. “It’s just harder than I expected. Of all the people in the world who could do this, I just never thought it would be him.”

Mira glanced at my hand. “I can’t tell yet if that ruby is more trouble than it’s worth. For Rico, it was worth destroying a relationship that spanned twenty years.”

“I need to find out more about this,” I replied, right before putting it back around my neck. “Rico said this ruby could change the fate of everything. Maybe there’s more to it that we haven’t unlocked yet? Something that could help me beat him?”

“I could ask my father,” she said. “I’m sure he could point us in the right direction.”

I swallowed heavily. “I just have a feeling I’m going to need all the help I can get. If there’s something more to this ruby, I need to figure out what it is. I need to unlock its potential. I need to do whatever we can to give us a fair shot against Rico.”

Mira’s hand crept into mine and she squeezed. “It doesn’t change anything, you know? You’re still an amazing diver and a great leader of this team. Rico is a bastard, but the whole reason he’s doing this is because he’s afraid of you. He knows what you’re becoming.”

“What am I becoming, Mira?”

She smiled at me. “The greatest diver of all time. That’s what scares him so much. That’s why he kept talking about all that throne bullshit. He has the throne right now, but you’re coming for him. Everything he did was to try to strike you down before you became too strong for him to stop. And he’s failed miserably.”

“How do you figure?”

She reached across to caress my face. “Because you’re already stronger than him. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

“It’s going to take me a long time to get to level 120,” I said, turning my head away.

Mira giggled. “I don’t think it’s going to take as long as you think. Take a look at your badge.”

I hadn’t done so since before our fight with the Renards. Opening it now, my jaw almost hit the floor.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 103

Experience: 3691/5000

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 20)

Stats:

Strength: 109 (+33)

Agility: 106 (+19)

Magical Power: 115 (+35)

Stamina: 109 (+26)

Intelligence: 119 (+40)

Charisma: 113 (+36)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames II

Teleport III

Dark Wave

Dispel

Lava Armor

“Holy shit,” I swore. “I expected a jump but not that much!”

Mira nodded somberly. “My dad told me why. Apparently, it’s one of the reasons why teams fighting other teams is banned by the DDU. Fighting other humans causes our experience to increase at a faster pace. All that fighting with the Renards and Rico helped to push all of us up. Look at mine.

Name: Mirabel “Mira” James

Class: Caster

Level: 94

Experience: 13/4000

Stats:

Strength: 97 (+34)

Agility: 91 (+31)

Magical Power: 101 (+36)

Stamina: 92 (+29)

Intelligence: 94 (+28)

Charisma: 90 (+30)

Abilities:

Power of Knowledge

Status Shield

Telekinesis – NEW

Spells:

Healing Light

Minimize

Reanimate

Summon III

Time Warp

“Wow, Mira,” I said, scanning it over. “And you know Telekinesis now!”

She smiled. “That would definitely come in handy, don’t you think?”

“We’re going to need everything we can get in this next fight.”

As it turned out, all the girls were now at similar levels. Even Vaeda had practically caught up to us, reaching the 90s too.

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 90

Experience: 3412/4000

Stats:

Strength: 89 (+34)

Agility: 93 (+41)

Magical Power: 86 (+32)

Stamina: 92 (+35)

Intelligence: 88 (+32)

Charisma: 87 (+32)

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Infiltrator

Dryad Magic – NEW

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance

Demonic Wraith II

Her Dryad Magic was especially interesting, allowing her the ability to manipulate nature by creating trees, grass, bushes, or shrubs where she was fighting. At first glance, I questioned the utility of it, but Vaeda thought it could be as useful as Seraphina’s Stonewall.

“Or I could just shove a tree up Rico’s ass,” she said with a grin. “One second he’s fighting us, and in the next, he’s become just another branch for a large thick-bodied tree.”

“That’s an interesting visual,” I replied. “And he’s definitely earned that fate.”

“That and worse,” said Vaeda, as her mood darkened.

I agreed with her. Rico deserved every bad fate that could happen to him for what he did, but I was sure of one thing—I was going to avenge my father’s death.

I still didn’t know how I was going to do it, but with my last breath I was going to bring Rico down for how he tried to destroy my family.

But first, I had to protect my mother.

When we landed in Numeria, we booked the first carriage out of the city. I could already tell the mood in the city was dark upon our arrival, and no one came out to greet us. I suspected most people had already heard the news from the DDU president. No doubt they were scared or questioned what this would mean for the country.

Either way, it was a quiet ride into Volantis. We didn’t make any stops until we arrived at my mother’s front door. Not surprisingly, she was waiting for us right as we pulled up.

I’d barely hopped down from the carriage when she ran out to embrace me, tears in her eyes.

I hugged her tightly, as she did the same. When I pulled back to look at her, she could only say one thing.

“Tell me it’s not true,” she said with glistening eyes.

“It’s true,” I said with a subtle nod. “I’m going to stop him, Mom. I promise you that I’ll stop him.”

I’d always known my mother was made of a stiff spirit. A hardened look appeared in her eyes, and she nodded while wiping away the tears.

“I know you will, Jeremy.”

The story will continue soon with Dungeon Heroes 3!
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