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The Story So Far



A victor of the first four dungeons in the Path of Progression, Jeremy’s power is only exceeded by his fame. There isn’t a single person who doesn’t know his name, or the names of his lovely team of diving beauties. His reputation has ascended to new highs, while his former mentor/father figure Rico Cartwright has taken notice. Rico’s jealousy and lust for power has overwhelmed any attachment to Jeremy, making the two men indisputable foes. After several attempts to kill Jeremy and his team have gone awry, Rico decides to try a new method.

A showdown is coming. Will Jeremy be able to outwit and outlast the greatest diver in the world?


Chapter One




The sudden noise just off in the distance caught my attention immediately.

Within seconds, my adrenaline was pumping and my legs were moving in the direction of the sound that shouldn’t be there.

After all, I knew this house better than just about any other place in Volantis. This was the house that I was raised in, that I’d shared with only my mother for over twenty years of my life.

I knew every creak and groan the old wooden structure could possibly make, having learned the hard way when I tried to move around without notice. For example, I knew that the fourth stair on the staircase that led to the bedrooms groaned when weight was put on it. I’d forgotten about it one time when I stayed out just a little too late with my friends and tried to sneak home. My mother busted me, and I never forgot about that single noisy stair, knowing to avoid it if I didn’t want to get caught again.

How simple my problems used to be.

The noise that caught my attention wasn’t from inside the house but outside. Something that sounded vaguely like metal on metal. I was determined to meet it with a little metal of my own, drawing my swords as I barreled out the door to our backyard, expecting to find the only person in Aspatria that truly wanted me dead.

Instead, I saw nothing. The swing that hung from our tree, a swing that my father had put there decades ago, swung with a light breeze moving through it. Leaves left over from the fall and drenched by the winter snows took flight, kicking up across the yard. On the other side of the yard near the fence, I could see our shed with the door latched firmly shut. A quick peek inside revealed nothing out of the ordinary.

My senses were still primed, but when I moved toward the side of the house, I found the source of the likely noise. Mom’s gardening tools were always stacked here in neat rows near the corner. The wind must have taken one, causing the shovel to smash against the hoe before falling harmlessly to the ground.

I could feel my adrenaline letting up as I reached down to grab the shovel, pulling it upright and putting it back in its spot. I wedged it against the ground this time, making it all but impossible for it to fall on its own. I didn’t need this scare again, not when every new or unidentified sound caused this kind of reaction.

The worst part was that it had been going on for over two months now. That was how long it had been since that day in Mortimia—the dead city of Aspatria. The entrance to the fourth dungeon, the Forbidden Sanctum, was found in Mortimia, and it was there that everything I thought I knew about my life had been turned upside down.

The one thing that filled me with the most anger, and the most sadness, was the betrayal of someone whom I had considered a father figure for my entire life. Of all the people in the world, Rico Cartwright was one that I never would have pegged as wanting me dead.

And yet, it was Rico’s hand that was behind every attempt on my life since I started diving. He hired the fabled dungeon assassin Slayer to kill me while I was still building power, and when that didn’t work out, he brought an old-but-deadly Renard family out of retirement to do the deed before it was too late.

Neither plan had worked. Both Slayer and the Renards were dead, killed by my own team in self-defense. In doing so, we caused our ultimate enemy to reveal his hand, and we squared off against Rico in a battle near the bottom of the Forbidden Sanctum.

It was a battle I wanted to forget. Even when the odds were five against one, Rico still showed us why he’s the greatest diver of all time, surviving our onslaught and getting away before the situation could turn against him.

Rico had been unleashed.

He left a trail of devastation in his wake, throwing the entire diving community, and much of Aspatria, into turmoil. And ever since that day, I’d been stuck here, in the house I grew up in, trying to make sure that Rico didn’t make a move on the last connection that we still shared.

“Jeremy?”

My attention turned from the shovel to the door, where I could see my mother standing. For a woman that had looked younger than her years for most of her life, she certainly seemed to have aged a lot in the last few months. Ever since the day that I left Volantis to start my diving career, she seemed to have gained ten years overnight.

I knew how stressful it could be to know your loved ones were at the mercy of the dungeons. But with the Rico business added on top of it, I saw my mother for the first time, not as this ever-present parental figure, but rather as someone that needed my protection—a vulnerable loved one that I would do anything to protect.

“Are you okay, Jeremy?” she asked, her eyes still full of anxiety. “It’s not—”

“It’s nothing,” I said, shaking my head. “Sorry, I heard a noise out here, and I came to see what it was.” I gestured toward the shovel. “Just your tools. One of them fell over with the wind, I guess.”

Her face seemed to register what I said, but I knew she didn’t believe it. We both knew the real reason why such a simple disturbance was the cause for alarm.

I didn’t doubt that Rico would find another way to try to hurt me, and my mother was the obvious path. At one point in time, they’d been great friends. Rico and my parents were some of the most talented divers in the country, but it was obvious that Rico and my father, Henry Pollard, were destined for more.

Both of them were enamored with my mother, but she only had eyes for my father. It was something that I think Rico never truly recovered from, and it sowed seeds of discord between him and my father.

Seeds that were so potent that it would lead to Rico killing him inside the dungeon.

I swallowed hard as the thought raced through my mind. For so many years, I’d taken Rico’s story about my father’s death in the fifth dungeon for granted, believing that the dungeon overwhelmed him and there was nothing Rico could do about it.

Now I knew the truth. I knew that Rico killed him. Not just because he had my mother, but because in Rico’s mind, there was no one that was allowed to be better than he was. Anyone who attempted Serpent Hollows was a potential enemy that needed to be neutralized for daring to be greater than he was.

And ever since that day, he’d set himself on the path that brought us to where we were now.

I had to give my mother more credit though. Even with everything that was going on, she still managed to put on a brave face for me. And she still tried to live as if nothing had changed.

She smiled when she saw there was no threat. “Why don’t you come back inside? We have a surprise for you.”

I raised my eyebrow. “We? Who’s we?”

“Well, you’ll be happy to know that Elise has been showing me the better part of what she calls ‘Gardenia living,’” she joked, bringing a hand to her mouth. “It’s really quite funny.”

A smile broke through my lips. Of all the girls in my party, Elise was no doubt the quirkiest. And I could only imagine what “Gardenia living” would entail.

She’d probably tried to talk my mother into hiring our own cook or maybe even a carriage. It just seemed like something that the rich would expect, even in a quaint village like Volantis.

“I better check this out before she spends our money on something trivial,” I said, rolling my eyes as I moved toward the door.

“Oh, it’s not that bad,” said my mother. “Really, I think you’re going to like this surprise.”

She entered the house before me and moved toward the kitchen. I paused at the door, giving the backyard one more glance just to make sure that I hadn’t missed something. When I didn’t see anything, I closed the door and latched it behind me, following her footsteps until I smelled something sugary in the air.

My nose naturally followed the scent until I arrived in the kitchen, at which point I saw a gorgeous-but-sassy blonde girl standing over a tray of freshly-cooked pastries.

They weren’t just any pastries. These were cinnamon rolls. And that beautiful blonde was munching her way through one.

“Noph bad!” said Elise, her mouth still mostly full. “Maybe just needs a pinch more cinnamon, but definitely better than your first batch.”

“I’ve never been that great at baking,” Mom admitted. “But I’m glad you think I’m getting better at it!”

“I mean, I still know some bakers in Gardenia that would put you to shame,” said Elise, pulling off another bite with her fingers and inspecting it like she was judging some kind of competition. “But you’re definitely the best cinnamon roll baker in Volantis by now.”

“Volantis?” I repeated, addressing Elise for the first time. “Did I just hear that right?”

Elise gave me a confused look. “Yeah. What of it?”

“You pronounced it correctly,” I said, teasing her. “You didn’t call it Volamma or Volanta or Volcario or half a dozen other variations. You finally got the name right.”

A small smile formed on her lips. “I guess you can say that rustic living kinda agrees with me. Or maybe I’m just bringing the best parts of Gardenia here to Volamma.”

“Too late, you can’t take it back now,” I said, putting my arms around her waist. I knew that she knew how to say the name of my village, but it had been a long-running joke between us that she always got the name wrong on purpose.

“Here, try these rolls,” she said, pushing a cinnamon roll against my lips. “What do you think?”

I took a few bites, letting all that sugary goodness explode in my mouth. After just one roll, I decided I’d have no problem eating the rest of the tray.

“These are damn good,” I said, which definitely made my mother happy to hear. “But you know, you don’t need to make my mother cook these for you every day we’re here.”

“Oh, no, she doesn’t, Jeremy,” interrupted Mom. “I like baking with her. It helps us bond.”

Elise grinned. “See? We’re bonding, love. And very soon, your mother is going to be able to fit in with the best of Gardenia society. I can promise you that.”

I groaned. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

Elise smashed a cinnamon roll against my lips, which only made me retaliate by smacking her pert ass. She yelped and brought a fist against my chest playfully, which I caught and used to pull her against me.

Her eyes flashed with excitement, and something else.

“I love when your hands are on me,” she purred just loud enough for me to hear. “Maybe we should take a break from cooking so that we can do this a little more?”

Across the kitchen, I could hear my mother cough awkwardly. We both heard it, and we separated without saying another word. We were used to it by now.

After all, it was just a small house. There were only two bedrooms and not a lot of living space, which meant that when it came to keeping four women satisfied, my options were extremely limited.

In hindsight, Mom was actually really cool about the whole thing. She knew that powerful divers usually formed harems, and she accepted my relationships with Elise, Mira, Vaeda, and Seraphina without question. I just didn’t like to rub her face in it, which became very hard to do in a house this small.

And since she wasn’t working much because we wanted to keep her safe, that meant that our only option for true privacy was a short getaway to Seraphina’s house.

Seraphina’s parents lived close enough that our team of five mostly split our living between the two places. We all rotated between the two houses, with two or three members being present in one house at any one time. It helped with the cramping problem in this house, and with how spacious the Cultress manor was, it meant we could find time for intimacy without disturbing anyone else.

I mouthed the word “later” to Elise, which only made her eyes sparkle with excitement.

“Would you two like some coffee to go with your rolls?” Mom asked, already in the process of making a new pot.

“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” said Elise. “Here, why don’t you sit down and I’ll take care of it? Take a load off, Melanie.”

It didn’t escape my notice how Elise treated my mother. It was almost like she was trying to be the perfect daughter-in-law, but I also knew she wasn’t the only one. All the girls on my team treated my mother with reverence, which only made her gush over them more.

Even a certain bookworm did it very well, and she even refused to call my mother by her first name.

“Oh, wow, more cinnamon rolls?” asked Mira, who had just appeared in the kitchen. Like usual, she was holding a book in her hands, which wasn’t that big of a surprise. She pushed her glasses back up her nose before sitting down near the table. “Can I have one?”

“Coming right up,” promised Elise, already grabbing a plate.

“Would you like some coffee too, Mira?” Mom asked.

“That would be amazing, Mrs. P!”

My mother smiled. “Mira, how many times have we talked about this? Stop calling me Mrs. P and call me Melanie like the other girls. We’ve lived together long enough now, haven’t we?”

Mira turned a shade of red, but it wasn’t the first time that I’d overheard this discussion.

“Some habits are just hard to break, Mrs. P.”

“Melanie. Mel-an-ie,” my mother stressed. “Say it with me.”

Mira’s head shook from side to side before she finally came out with it. “Melanie,” she said in a very quiet tone of voice.

“That wasn’t so hard now, was it?”

Mira didn’t look so sure. “It was moderately difficult, yes.”

I reached across the table to squeeze Mira’s hand, noticing the book that she set on the table.

“What are you reading, Mira?”

She flipped the cover up so that I could read the spine. “Diving the Deep. Never heard of that one.”

“Oh, I know that one,” Mom said. “It’s about that one diver from a hundred years or so ago. What was his name again? Really famous for his time.”

“That would be Bradley Buford,” said Mira, who looked excited that my mother knew what she was talking about. “You know of him?”

“We learned about him in school when I was younger,” Mom explained. “Though I doubt they still teach much about him these days.”

“Not ringing a bell for me,” said Elise. “But then again, Gardenia education is so all-encompassing that it’s not surprising that I might have forgotten some of it.”

I elbowed her in the side. “Only some of it?”

“What do you remember about him?” Mira asked my mother. “Anything in particular? Or anything about his life?”

My mother let out a deep sigh as she tried to remember. “It’s been a long time since I’ve thought about that name, but I know he was one of the few to complete the Path of Progression. He had a talented team too, one that was made up of actual family instead of being, well, you know, a harem.”

“Sounds boring,” said Elise, still munching a cinnamon roll. “And not at all sexy.”

I elbowed her in the side. “Not everything needs to be sexy, Elise.”

She shrugged as if my statement was a mere difference of opinion. “Vaeda would disagree with you.”

“Things were a little different back in those days,” said Mira. “Not as open about the variety of relationships that we have these days. Harems were very rare and just not talked about.”

“Like I said—boring,” said Elise. “They were missing the fun in life!”

“Oh, I just can’t seem to place much more than that,” Mom admitted. “It’s been too long since I’ve thought about it.”

“That’s okay, I’m still super impressed that you remembered that much about him,” said Mira. “We didn’t learn about him at all, but my father suggested the book as something to read, mostly because he talks about diving Serpent Hollows.”

I could tell my mother heard what Mira had to say, but she didn’t immediately acknowledge it. For her, the thought of us going back into the dungeons was an unpleasant one, and that was even if we put the Rico situation to the side.

Only one in ten teams that actually attempted Serpent Hollows actually survived to tell the story. Even fewer than that actually completed it. For being the fifth and final dungeon, it was the ultimate test in the Path—one that few passed successfully.

And I had every doubt that Rico was going to do everything in his power to make sure we didn’t finish it.

“Are you learning anything good in there?” asked Elise. “You know that you’re our resident encyclopedia. We’re going to need every piece of information you glean from that book.”

Mira smiled. “I’m more than prepared to answer every question you have the moment we enter Serpent Hollows. Though like always, I suggest you do your own preparation beforehand so you don’t have to ask me. You know, like you do every single time we set foot in a new dungeon.”

“Hard pass,” said Elise, wrapping her arm around Mira’s shoulders. “That’s why I have you, Mira-boo.”

Mira scowled. “Don’t make me set Peter on you.”

Elise let go instantly at the mention of Mira’s tiger familiar. It all started a few weeks ago when we were practicing as a team. Mira’s tigers were fighting with us at the arena that was part of the Cultress manor. Elise made a wrong move, getting between Mira’s tiger Peter and one of the demons she was fighting. The end result was that Elise had her head ripped off by Peter.

She was brought back to life immediately without any problems, but ever since then, Elise had tread more carefully around the tigers than before.

Elise started rubbing her neck subconsciously. “We don’t need to involve Peter in this.”

“That was several weeks ago, Elise,” said Mira. “You’re not still scared of cute, cuddly Peter, are you?”

“That death machine?” snapped Elise. “You better believe I'm still afraid of him. He took my head clean off. I was actually headless, Mira! And I don’t look good without my freaking head. The headless archer doesn’t have a good ring to it, Mira. It’s not a good look for me.”

“Oh, Peter is so harmless,” said Mira. “Here, let me show you.”

Elise put up both her hands. “No, no, no, please don’t.”

It was too late for that. Mira opened her mouth to let one word come out.

“Summon!”

Immediately, three white tigers manifested themselves right in my mother’s kitchen. They all had the same black stripes that covered their entire bodies, though at this point I knew enough about their patterns to be able to identify who was who. Peter had this unique striping near his ears, and I could see him move closer to Elise trying to nuzzle her.

But Elise was already moving. She jumped up from the table and practically ran toward the stairs, all while Peter followed her unknowingly.

“Don’t let him get me again, Mira!” shrieked Elise, but not before grabbing a chair to try to defend herself.

“Peter, sit!” commanded Mira. She was instantly pleased when the tiger plopped his butt on the floor. “Good boy, Peter. Great boy!”

It was a comical game to watch. Every time Elise became just a bit too annoying, Mira only had to call out her tigers to have Elise reeled right back in. At some point, Elise would go back to her normal self around the tigers, but one look into Mira’s eyes told me that we were both going to enjoy it while it lasted.

“You know, I think I have some chores to do,” said Elise, dropping the chair and rushing up the stairs. “I left my clothes on the floor in Jeremy’s room. See you all later!”

All three of us laughed as Elise quickly disappeared from sight.

“You two really ought to stop messing with her so much,” said my mother, still laughing about it. “She’s going to be afraid of your tigers forever.”

“She’ll recover from it soon enough,” said Mira. “I wouldn’t do it if Elise couldn’t handle it. She’s always the joker on our team anyway so it’s about time the shoe was on the other foot.”

My mother just shook her head in amusement. “I’ll go take her another cinnamon roll. I’m sure that will calm her down.”

“We could send it up with Peter?” I suggested, which only made Mira start giggling again.

We didn’t end up doing that, but once my mother left, it gave Mira and I a rare moment of privacy. I also couldn’t put it past Mira to notice when I rushed out of the house earlier.

“I’ll be a lot happier when I feel like we don’t have to jump into action at the slightest noise,” she said, reading my mind. “It’s already been two months, and here we are without any answers or reason to expect that things are going to get any better.”

“Do you expect them to get better?” I asked. “Because unless the next thing I hear is that Rico has been apprehended or something like that, he’s going to be out there waiting for us.”

Mira pursed her lips. “My dad said they are getting close. They may not know exactly where Rico is hiding just yet, but they have a very good idea.”

That was one area where Mira and I differed in opinion. With her dad’s position within the DDU, there was a belief that any rogue diver could ultimately be tamed by the guild—that the situation with Rico didn’t need to escalate any further.

I didn’t share that belief. The situation with Rico was only getting worse. There was a massive amount of unrest in the country, and it had all been unleashed the moment he attacked us. Many people didn’t want to believe that Rico Cartwright could be behind such a thing. Surely the world’s great diver wouldn’t set out to kill the son of a former friend.

There were also many that decided that we had somehow earned his wrath. We were upstarts to the diving world, becoming too powerful too fast. Maybe we were the evil ones that should have the DDU after us while Rico’s reputation was maintained.

I’d heard every version of that turn of events, including from those who insisted they knew what really happened that day in the Sanctum, even though they weren’t even there. One thing was for certain—a small-but-vocal minority of Aspatrians were on Rico’s side, and they were giving him aid when it came to avoiding the DDU.

“I just don’t think the DDU is strong enough to take on Rico,” I said, shaking my head. “I know your dad means well, and I know they have considerable resources at their disposal, but this is still Rico Cartwright we’re talking about here. He’s past level 100.”

Mira raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, but so are you. He might be strong, but you are too.”

“That’s exactly my point,” I replied. “This is going to come down to us. We’re the only team experienced enough to bring him down. Rico knew what he was doing when he was removing the other great diving teams—he was destroying his competition. Bringing him to justice is going to come down to what we do.”

Mira wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “It’s not going to be easy. He’s Rico freaking Cartwright. The guy eats priestly mages for breakfast and duels dungeon bosses before lunch. I don’t mind a challenge in the dungeon, but telling us that we’ll have to kill even more people in order to stop this brewing conflict is a tall order.”

I grabbed Mira and pulled her closer to me. Of all of us, I knew she was still feeling the moral tug of the Renard family’s demise the most. Not that we did anything that wasn’t necessary. If we didn’t kill them, they would have killed us.

Still, it was asking a lot for my sweet Mira to have to kill something that wasn’t a dungeon creature.

“You know you have a choice in all this,” I said softly, pulling back to look at her. “I know your father offered to send you across the ocean, somewhere that’s far away from everything going on here in Aspatria. Somewhere that you’ll be safe. It’s not too late to take him up on that offer.”

Mira gave me the same determined look that she’d given me a hundred times before, when this offer had come up.

“You’re not getting rid of me that easily,” she said, grabbing my sides and pulling us closer until her large breasts were pushed against my chest. “Do you remember what happened the day we met?”

“How could I possibly forget?” I said. “I’ll always remember the first time I laid eyes on you.”

She sighed happily and began to play with my collar. “Before you agreed to let me be on your team, you asked me what my goals were. And you told me that you weren’t going to stop diving until you conquered the entire Path. Remember?”

I nodded.

Mira smiled. “I’m with you through thick and thin. I knew the stakes would be high from the beginning. Granted, I never knew they would be this high, but that doesn’t change the facts. I’d never abandon you. We’re in this until the very end.”

I found myself kissing her before she even finished speaking. She was the reason why I did this. The safety and well-being of Mira and the other girls was more important to me than anything else. They’d become my family, as important to me as my own mother.

And I was determined that we would get through this threat together. Nothing was going to stand in my way.

Not even the greatest diver in the world.


Chapter Two




I didn’t know how long Mira and I sat there, pressed together and enjoying the quiet comfort of each other’s presence. All I knew was that I felt so much better, not only in body but in spirit too.

We were still holding each other by the time my mother returned with an empty plate, and she cleared her throat again right as she stepped into the kitchen.

“Should I come back in a few minutes?” she called out, covering her eyes with the plate.

Mira turned red with embarrassment. She pulled away quickly. “N-no, it’s all clear, Mrs. P. I mean, Melanie!”

“Well, you two didn’t do any permanent damage to Elise,” said Mom as she put the plate in the sink and sat down at the table with us. “In fact, she’s talking about getting a new spell so that she can get her own familiar to protect her from those, and I quote when I say this, ‘devil tigers.’”

“Yep, that’s the Elise that we know and love,” I said. “Might not be a bad idea. We still haven’t gotten our new spells yet from all the experience we gained from the Forbidden Sanctum.”

“True, but there’s something I want to see first before we go shopping,” said Mira, tapping her book once again. “There’s another reason why I’m reading this account of Bradley Buford. I mean, I’d love to see his thoughts about Serpent Hollows, but he also has one distinction that is very relevant to us.”

“What’s that, Mira?” asked Mom. “He also had a homicidal maniac trying to kill him?”

Mira shook her head. “No, he was the last diver who gave an account of having a dungeon gem.”

The mere mention of the ruby made me reach for the gem that was resting around my neck. I was still wearing the necklace that Seraphina had given me to contain the power of the ruby, which kept it close to me at all times.

“I thought you said the last time the dungeon had given a ruby was fifty years ago,” I said. “But Bradley Buford was a hundred years back?”

Mira nodded. “Buford was the last person to talk about his. We don’t know much about the one from fifty years ago. But supposedly, Buford talks about its powers and what it did to his stats. I have a feeling that’s going to be important for some reason. Like we’re going to need its help before this is all over.”

“It’s already giving its help though, isn’t it?” Mom asked. “With raising Jeremy’s stats to above-normal levels?”

“On the face of it, yes,” replied Mira. “But I think there’s more to it than that. Dungeon rubies are so rare that there are many people that believe there’s more power inside. More power than what we’ve seen so far. And if we can find a way to unlock it, it could help us out of our current situation.”

“I’m ready to experiment with it if you are,” I told her. “I’ll take all the help I can get. Just don’t ask me to do something crazy like give it to Elise.”

“I’ll keep you posted with what I find out,” she promised. “One way or another, we’ll get to the bottom of this.”

I knew better than to doubt the ability of Mira to find an answer. More often than not, I was just grateful that she was on my team. She’d come a long way from that quiet bookworm I met in Numeria all those months ago, and she was always finding ways to amaze me with her inner resilience.

Mira stayed with us for a few more minutes to talk about Buford’s life before disappearing back upstairs, leaving me alone with my mother. By the time I met her eyes, I could see she was grinning at me.

“What?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “I just never thought I’d see the day when you were so grown up. Or when you would have such lovely girlfriends running around.”

Now it was my turn to be embarrassed. Not that I was some kind of Lothario growing up, but I’d definitely had a couple girlfriends come over to meet my mother. So where was this coming from?

“You like them all though, don’t you?” I asked.

She nodded quickly. “Of course! What’s not to like? Mira is lovely and intelligent, and Elise is just plain spunky. It’s obvious they adore you, as do the other two. Though I had suspected for a long time that something was going to come about from your obsession with Vaeda.”

I scoffed quietly. “I wasn’t obsessed with her.”

“Oh, yes you were!” said Mom, pointing her finger at me playfully. “I can’t even begin to count the number of times I caught you looking at her, especially when you thought she wasn’t watching. You’ve been in love with her for a very long time. It warms my heart to see that you two have decided to do something about it.”

Truthfully, it warmed mine too. Part of me always questioned whether or not I’d be able to have Vaeda finally see me as more than just her young neighbor. Even after she joined the team, I wondered if I could truly escape the friend zone with her. It had taken a morning encounter in the shower for both of us to come to our senses and figure out that we should be together, and everything had been cozy with her ever since.

“All I’m saying is that it makes me so happy to see you grow up and be surrounded by women you love,” continued Mom. “You probably know by now that having someone that loves you makes everything about your life better. And not having it is like learning to live with a missing arm.”

A look of sadness appeared on her face suddenly, like she was staring at something far off in the distance. It lasted for just a second too long, and I knew immediately what she was thinking about.

“I miss him too,” I said, reaching over to touch her hand. “I know that my time with Dad wasn’t as long as yours, but there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about him.”

“Me too,” she admitted. “Not an hour goes by. Not even a single minute. It makes it all the worse knowing what that absolute soulless bastard did to him.”

She didn’t need to elaborate on who that soulless bastard was. I didn’t know how Mom would take the news about Rico’s betrayal at first. I suspected she would have mixed feelings, seeing as their relationship went back so far.

That wasn’t the case though. It was like flipping a switch for my mother. All lingering attachments or emotional sympathy for Rico disappeared overnight after his attack, leaving behind nothing but extreme bitterness.

“Your father gave everything to that man,” she told me. “Practically his entire life. His free time, his money so they could buy spells. He even sacrificed his friendships so that he and Rico could train constantly. And Rico turned on him based on the one thing that he couldn’t give him. The total scoundrel.”

Of course, that thing was her. The one person that denied Rico, and it still haunted him more than twenty years after the fact.

“Dad will be happy when we get to avenge his death,” I promised her. “If his spirit is still out there, he’ll know that we know the truth now. That Rico couldn’t lie his way out of what really happened.”

She sighed whimsically and then glanced at me. “I just wish it didn’t have to be you that did it.”

It told her the only thing that made sense. “I’m the only one that can bring Rico to justice.”

I knew she didn’t want to believe it, but she did.
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I stayed with my mother for a few more minutes before she decided to take a nap. It was early in the afternoon, and in a short while, Elise, Mira, and I would go over to the Cultress house to do our daily training.

At first, I had gladly sacrificed training together unless it could happen in my own backyard, not wanting to be away from my mother just in case Rico tried anything. But since the DDU agreed that my mother was a likely target of Rico’s wrath, Mira’s father got them to station two DDU officials at our house at all times.

It allowed us to get back to training at the much more equipped Cultress manor, and it let me relax about her safety just a little.

After saying goodbye to my mother, we made the short journey to Seraphina’s house. I’d stopped walking the short distance to her house a few weeks back, choosing instead to fly the distance there on the backs of my dragons.

“Oh, Fiero!” called out Mira. “Come to momma now, sweetie!”

Elise shook her head. “It hurts my brain to think of you calling a fire-breathing dragon a sweetie.”

“But he is a total sweetie!” insisted Mira. “Though Azrael seems to be developing an attitude problem. I might have to stick him in time-out if he doesn’t shape up soon.”

Elise stopped and planted her hands on her hips. “Mira, they’re not children. They could easily be dungeon creatures!”

Mira reached up to stroke Fiero’s scales. “How could anyone mistake you for a dungeon creature, hmm, sugar?”

“You’re just going to have to get used to it,” I told Elise, when she shook her head a moment later. “Mira is our familiar whisperer.”

“You make that sound actually cool,” said Elise. “Familiar whisperer. That almost sounds like an ability. I wonder what my cool whisperer ability would be if I had one?”

“Cinnamon roll whisperer?” suggested Mira.

“Come on, I’d get something a lot more badass than that!” said Elise.

“I was going to say cock whisperer but cinnamon roll whisperer sounds a lot nicer,” I teased.

Elise actually thought about it for a moment before a smile broke out on her lips. “Actually, I’m okay with cock whisperer. Makes me sound like a sexy seductress.”

“You do tend to bring me to life very easily,” I said, remembering the night before, when I feared that Elise was going to wake up the entire house with her moans.

With Elise now satisfied with her new “title,” we jumped onto Fiero’s back and waited for the dragon to take off. I had to admit that as much as I enjoyed flying with my dragons, they were no Olypeppers. Especially when it came to the take-offs and landings, which could be quite jarring if you weren’t holding on tight. There was no platform or comfy chair available when flying with a dragon. Instead, you just sat on its back and did your best to hold on without getting tossed off.

What amazed me the most was that Elise took to it with no problems. The same girl that was petrified to even step onto a plush Olypepper platform that was commanded by an experienced pilot was also the same that hopped onto Fiero’s back with no issue.

“So is it just something against Olypeppers then?” I asked her, trying to get to the bottom of it.

“Well, duh!” she said. “They’re your dragons. They’re not going to drop me because they know you’d be unhappy about it.”

“Well, there have been times when I’ve considered it.”

Elise poked me. “The Olypeppers are different. They’d have no reason to try to catch me if I fell off. They’d just let me fall to my death. Fiero and Azrael would save me just because I’m practically your wife.”

I raised my eyebrow at her throwing around such an impressive title. “Graduating from cock whisperer to wife in the course of one afternoon, eh?”

She grinned. “Lover, a good wife is also a great cock whisperer. Should I provide a demonstration?”

My cock lurched in my pants and I swallowed hard, which made Elise only giggle. It was an offer I was definitely going to take her up on later.

As soon as we were in the air, we were joined by Azrael who flew next to us during the short jaunt to the Cultress manor. I noticed that my dragons tended to do things together, being almost like brothers. Even though his back was empty Azrael was more than happy to stretch his wings over the lovely skies of Volantis.

It wasn’t long at all before we left the coast and made our way up into the rolling hills outside the city, where many of the elves in this area lived. The Cultress manor was easy to identify even from the air, being one of the biggest houses in this part of the village. Of course, seeing their very own arena in the backyard helped to point out the correct house too.

It was an arena that I could tell was occupied. I could see bursts of magic down below, telling me that the rest of my team was already working on their afternoon practice session.

“Bring us down right there,” I told Fiero, gesturing to part of the arena itself. “We’ll jump headlong into practice.”

“Oh, goodie!” said Mira. “I’m ready to kick some demon butt.”

“Some demon ass, Mira,” corrected Elise. “It doesn’t sound menacing when you say you’re going to kick demon butt.”

“Okay, some demon . . . ass,” said Mira, testing out the word like it was the first time she ever swore. Though I’d heard that and worse come out of her mouth before in the bedroom.

Elise started to laugh as she listened to Mira struggle with it. “You know, you’re too damned adorable to dislike.”

I nodded in agreement. “That’s a significant part of Mira’s charm.”

Mira didn’t have the chance to respond because Fiero dove low into the arena for his landing. The timing was fortuitous because I could see Seraphina and Vaeda surrounded by dungeon creatures below, and even a few that I was surprised to see.

“Priestly mages?” I questioned. “When did Seraphina’s parents spring for a few Sanctum monsters?”

I hopped off Fiero’s back and drew my swords, leaping headfirst into battle while rushing to Seraphina’s side.

“Stun!” said the beautiful redheaded elf right before I reached her, halting four demons in their tracks as they attempted to surround her. As still as statues, Seraphina stepped between them while her quarterstaff spun so fast that all I could see were the thin lines of color from the flames. In an instant, she’d bashed every demon to the point that the creatures toppled over on their sides, allowing her to finish them off one by one with the pointy end of her quarterstaff.

I’d never seen anyone move that gracefully before. There was always something magical about watching the gorgeous elf perform her battle dance, like every move had been choreographed to look as elegant as possible. She was the siren of death to these dungeon creatures, even as she took on an even larger group.

“Care for a little help?” I called out to her, already slashing the guts out of another minotaur.

“If you don’t mind!” she answered.

I put my swords together and used my most potent spell. “Perilous Flames!”

Within seconds, a fireball had erupted from the end of my swords, building and compacting itself until it was this fiery inferno that was the same size as I was. Looking into it was like looking into the bottom of a volcano—all that scorching magma that was just ready to tear through anything in its path.

Once the fireball was fully formed, I unleashed it on a group of trolls, imps, and minotaurs standing in my way. It melted through them like a raging river would obliterate an army of ants. Left in their wake was nothing more than small bags of loot, ready for us to grab them when we were done.

There were two demons in the way of my fireball, which managed to absorb the power of the flames to make themselves stronger. They grew in size, rapidly enlarging to double their previous height with the same amount of extra bulge. Stronger, bigger, and now faster than they were before, both demons thought to charge me next.

It was all part of the plan. The truth was that I was one of just a few divers over level 100 in Aspatria. Fighting these dungeon creatures from the first four dungeons was no longer a challenge for me, so I looked for ways to make it harder on myself so that my skills could keep growing.

Infusing fire into the demons was one of those ways. I pulled back one sword to strike while my other sword defended, waiting for the demons to close the distance.

Right before the first demon could swing back its fist and launch it in my direction, I uttered my next favorite spell.

“Teleport!”

Instantly, I was moved to the space behind the demon, out of its immediate eyesight. In doing so, now I had its unguarded flank as my target, slashing with both swords as I made deep cuts into the creature’s red flesh.

The demon howled and whipped around, nearly catching me off guard. The other demon, which was now on my flank, dove headfirst, hoping to crush me against its body and the ground.

“Teleport!”

My movement took me about ten feet to the right, removing myself from its raging path. In doing so, the second demon hit the ground with nothing to break its fall, tumbling across the arena’s pit until it came crashing into the first demon.

The collision was so great that both of them needed time to recover. I jerked my body around, prepared to offer help to anyone that needed it.

Luckily, my eyes found Vaeda, fighting with both daggers just a few feet away. If Seraphina was the elegant dancer of death, Vaeda was the secretive spy with swift movements. She was light on her feet, almost to the point of appearing dainty, but that was before her daggers plunged into the eyes of a troll right in front of her. Nothing that Vaeda did was intended to be a feint or a false attack.

She didn’t make a movement unless it was designed to totally immobilize the monster in front of her. She was a wraith of death, made all the more potent because they never heard her coming with her unique array of spells.

“Light Footsteps!” she called, renewing her spell so that any movement she made didn’t come with an accompanying sound. She then made a running leap over the body of one troll in order to engage the next. Angling her daggers upward, Vaeda slid through the small gap between the creature's legs while simultaneously stabbing into the vulnerable flesh around its groin.

It was almost enough to make me wince. The troll screamed in agony before it collapsed, at which point Vaeda rebounded around it to engage the first again. The second troll pushed on through pain alone, determined to rip the diminutive dryad to bits for the transgression.

Not if I had anything to say about it.

“Dark Wave!”

A beam of dark matter erupted from the tip of my sword aimed right at the troll’s chest. It passed through the creature’s chest easily, emerging out the other side and taking the life right out of it. By the time the troll hit the ground, Vaeda figured out what happened. She grinned and blew me a kiss.

With her threat now over, it was time to reengage those two demons that I’d been working through. I turned around, only to find them back on their feet after their sudden collision and ready to do everything in their power to rip me apart.

A minotaur was foolish enough to step in the space separating me from the demons. One of the demons reached down to grab it as if it were no more than a stuffed animal. With two mighty jerks of the arms, the minotaur was ripped apart in the center, causing its guts to fall to the arena floor before both ends of its body were tossed aside.

“That’s a neat trick,” I called out to them. “Now it’s my turn.”

I toggled my Heavenly Strike ability, imbuing me with even more power. When I could feel it surging under my skin, I unleashed my next move.

“Lightning Strike!”

It was a testament to my power that before the beam of lightning could form, the light in the entire sky flickered. For a brief moment, it was like an early darkness had settled over Volantis. It dispelled as quickly as it appeared, but not before all those light particles were absorbed into a single beam that was thousands of feet tall.

That devastating beam of power made a zigzag course down to the ground, striking both demons at the same time.

Now they knew how the minotaur felt. It was the equivalent of using a magnifying glass on an ant. Both demons were reduced to nothing more than atoms by the time the bolt of lightning dissipated, leaving charred black marks in the sand where they’d been standing.

In my mind, there were no demons standing there. I pictured none other than Rico taking the brunt of my attack, being shredded from existence by my power. It was a fate that I vowed he would meet someday for what he did to my family, and I would stop at nothing to make it so.

With such a theatrical display as my Lighting Strike in the center of the arena, all the remaining monsters seemed to lose heart. It was a familiar sign to me—when even these mindless dungeon creatures figured out there was no way they could win a battle. They shirked backward, huddling closer together while being defended by a single priestly mage.

At least the mage still had a spine. He pointed his staff at me before unleashing some kind of new pestilence on us.

“Magical Shield!”

At once, a shield that was large enough to protect all five of us appeared in front of my body. The shield was a solid wall of energy, but it still allowed us to see through it, watching as the pestilence bounced harmlessly off the boundary.

The mage pulled his staff back, seeming to figure out that it couldn’t penetrate our defenses. In the process, I saw arrows flying in, with Elise picking off the creatures on the edges while Mira’s tigers leapt into action, nipping at their flanks.

It was time for my finishing move, one that I’d developed with all the spare time I had since diving the Sanctum.

“Lava Armor!”

My entire body was now coated in a powerful fiery armor. What I liked most about the spell was despite the power of the armor, it didn’t impact my speed or agility whatsoever. Now that I was protected, I stepped out from behind the shield and ran headlong into the remaining groups of monsters.

I didn’t even bother to use my swords. I simply didn’t need them. One touch from my lava-wrapped hands was enough to kill the remaining creatures. Even the mage couldn’t withstand my fury. I reached my hand into the creature’s chest, puncturing it like a cheap balloon. Its body dissipated a second later.

From that point, it was only about mopping up the resistance. I went through about ten more minotaurs, imps, and trolls before the last one finally fell to the sand.

It brought a whole new meaning to me about killing with my bare hands. One punch was all it took to completely defeat this low-ranking horde.

With our last enemy dead, my Lava Armor faded away, as did Mira’s tigers and my dragons, flying harmlessly overhead. All that remained was a small audience on the other side of the arena, standing near the edge watching our fight.

“Just marvelous!” said Alabaster Cultress, clapping his hands. “Masterful! I’ve never seen anything like it!”


Chapter Three




“You’re getting more powerful, Jeremy. I can feel it every time you practice. You really have the potential to be the greatest diver of all time.”

It was no more than twenty minutes after our battle. The entire team had taken a break by moving back inside the manor, sitting around the dining table with bottles of water and a light snack. I was sitting next to Alabaster Cultress, which had become my usual spot at the table.

My relationship with Seraphina’s father couldn’t have been more interesting. I was intimidated by the man when I met him, but then again, who wasn’t? There wasn’t a single person in Volantis who hadn’t heard about him and his team, composed of his two wives, Bianca and Vivia. They dove around the same time that my father and Rico were making their bones, becoming one of the more talented families out there.

And yet, I seemed to win him over from our very first visit. From the first time he watched me in his private arena, Alabaster judged me strong enough to not only have his daughter on my team but also strong enough to join his family. From that moment on, we’d been as thick as thieves.

“What do you call that move at the end?” he asked, grinning at me as he leaned forward. “That one with your Lava Armor? Where you just start punching out trolls instead of using your swords?”

“I don’t have a name for it,” I said, feeling a little bit of embarrassment at the theatrics. “Just something I came up with on the fly. I figured with my stats as high as they were, I could use the defensive armor in an offensive way and it would work out for me.”

“It’s definitely something you don’t see everyday,” said Alabaster. “Most divers out there aren’t strong enough to come up with a similar advantage of turning the defensive into the offensive. Speaking of which, what do your stats look like these days? I imagine you’re not gaining much while fighting these low-level creatures, but are you still at level 103?”

I toggled the stats on my badge so we both could take a look.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 103

Experience: 4286/5000

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 20)

Stats:

Strength: 109

Agility: 106

Magical Power: 115

Stamina: 109

Intelligence: 119

Charisma: 113

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

“Getting closer to 104, but not quite there yet,” I said. “I’d be surprised if killing trolls even gives me half a point of experience.”

“Even still, it’s something that I haven’t seen in a very long time,” he said. “Someone even approaching the level of power you have right now. Tell me though, have you given any more thought to what spells you’d like to pick up? By my math, you still have three open slots.”

“Dad, will you stop pestering him about spells?” said Seraphina, who was sitting across from me. She gave me a coy smile before turning her attention back to her father. “We’ll get more spells before we dive Serpent Hollows. What’s the rush?”

She just made me smile. Not just because she was gorgeous, but that was definitely something too. Seraphina was unique in that her family’s diving pedigree was just as strong as mine. She knew what it meant to have expectations put on you just because of the last name you carried. I often found that she knew better than anyone just what it meant to be a member of a diving dynasty, even when we had already created one of our own.

And did I mention her beauty? Maybe it was just because of how she looked today, wearing only a thin white tank top and hot-pink shorts for her training. She wasn’t dressed to impress but she never failed in that measure. I didn’t think it was remotely possible for Seraphina to look anything but beautiful, even when she wasn’t trying.

“I’m not pestering him,” replied Alabaster. “I just want to know what he’s thinking. It’s very important that he picks the right ones. The wrong spell could mean disaster.”

It amused me to see how their relationship evolved. When I first met Seraphina at the bottom of Twilight Depths, her relationship with Alabaster couldn’t have been more strained. Angered about their perceived differences about team formation, Seraphina made it sound like there wasn’t any common ground they could find.

And yet, they both managed to bend a little without breaking. In doing so, they’d repaired their relationship in a way that brought harmony back to the Cultress house—enough so that I considered this my second home after my mother’s house.

“I haven’t decided yet what I’m going to look for when we eventually go check out new spells,” I said. “I have a few ideas, mostly around upgrades, but I want to check out the most advanced spells that I can find. Something that would truly give me the edge over Serpent Hollows.”

And the edge over Rico. I didn’t say that part out loud, but I was definitely thinking he was just as much of a threat as Serpent Hollows, if not more.

Alabaster had this unique quality where he could figure out what I was leaving unsaid. It was an ability he definitely shared with his daughter.

“Not to mention Rico,” he said, uttering the other man’s name so softly, like he was afraid that the diving giant might hear him. “Did you hear the news from this morning?”

I shook my head. “What news?”

“I just got a communication from the DDU earlier,” said Alabaster, which wasn’t a surprise to me. I knew the DDU briefed him regularly because of his status, and the fact that we were staying at his house. “Apparently, there were reports of a battle between Rico and DDU officials last night.”

That sparked my curiosity. “A battle? Where? What happened?”

Alabaster shook his head. “They didn’t give me many details, though I tried to ask. They’re holding this one close to the chest. From what I could gather, someone reported the presence of very powerful magic about an hour north of Enaspah. When the DDU went to investigate it, they ran right into Rico and a few of his followers. They managed to chase him off though.”

“And no one was killed?”

“Supposedly, there were no casualties on the DDU side.”

I sat back in my chair. “It couldn’t have been Rico then. Rico wouldn’t have left them alive if he could help it. He’s more powerful than most of the DDU personnel.”

In my mind, anyone that Rico wanted dead was living on borrowed time. Most of the DDU officials I met were in the 40s or 50s in terms of levels. None of them were strong enough to stand up to a diver that was rated over level 100, not even if they banded together.

“He’s probably even more powerful than the DDU president,” said Mira, who was listening to the conversation next to me. “My dad said that the DDU president is only around level 60.”

Alabaster spread his hands apart. “It’s so hard to tell what’s fact or fiction these days. I appreciate that the DDU is trying to keep a tight lid on this, but the fact of the matter is that they can’t contain this threat. If Rico went after them with his full might, they wouldn’t be able to stop him.”

“They’re just trying to keep the people from panicking,” I said. “That’s a hard enough task as it is. The majority of people looked at Rico as our greatest hero until he became public enemy number one. And now they have the huge task in front of them of trying to contain this mess. And they’re failing if you ask me.”

“I think that it will come eventually,” said Alabaster. “Someday soon, Rico will strike against the whole DDU. And I agree with you, Jeremy. They won’t be prepared for it.”

“What I don’t get is why Rico hates the rest of the DDU?” asked Elise, who was sitting beside Seraphina. “I can understand why he hates us if we’re trying to shit on his legacy, but what’s the DDU have to do with it?”

“The DDU controls every aspect of the dungeons,” explained Mira. “Even down to who enters them by giving out licenses. They are the gatekeepers, and as long as they maintain that control, they have more power than anyone else in Aspatria. There are even some that argue that the DDU president has more power than the king, and honestly, they’re not wrong. When you have someone like Rico who is single-handedly looking to acquire the most power he can possibly gain, it’s understandable that he would eventually come to odds with the DDU. They’re the only thing that stops him from having total mastery over the dungeons.”

“Mira is 100% correct,” said Alabaster, which made Mira smile a little. “As long as the DDU exists, Rico will never be fully in control. And his biggest character flaw is that he will never accept being second place to anything or anyone. There are a few other factors to it though too. For one, the DDU will protect all of you, and Rico will have to go through them to get to you. That’s reason enough to write them off even leaving the ego portion aside.”

“And there’s also been Rico’s disputes with the DDU over the years,” added Mira. “He’s never been a huge supporter of them, and that’s public knowledge too.”

“Disputes are one thing, but to actually try to kill them off is something else entirely,” said Elise, shaking her head. “The man has some serious screws loose, and that’s putting it lightly.”

“He’s a creature of the dungeon,” said Alabaster. “He’s been molded by it like the rest of us. In the dungeon, the only way to prevail is by killing your enemies. It wouldn’t surprise me if that eat-or-be-eaten mentality has bled into Rico’s psyche after all these years.”

“Not to mention his reputation,” I added. “The world’s greatest diver. When you only have a hammer, every problem looks like a nail. It’s corrupted the way he thinks. Combined with an ego problem from the very beginning, and it’s not hard to see how we’ve arrived here.”

“And that’s what makes him so deadly,” whispered Mira.

There was a silence around the table after she said that. Looking into the eyes of the people I trusted most, I knew we were all thinking what nobody wanted to admit out loud.

We were the only team that had a chance of stopping Rico. Not the DDU, not another family, not even the dungeons themselves could stop him.

For the second time that day, I knew it would all fall on my shoulders. I had to be the one to defeat him.
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The evenings were the only time that I truly had to myself.

When we weren’t training or hopping between houses, I spent my downtime trying to forget that someone out there was trying to kill me and my team. It was the only time I could relax, even if I still had to be semi-guarded about any threat that might appear.

At least I had the girls. They were one of the few ways I could remember just how good life could be. Especially tonight, because there was one girl in particular waiting for me in my bedroom after I turned in for the night.

I should have been used to the way Vaeda dressed by now. Dryads were known for being impishly horny at all times, and that manifested itself by just how little clothing they actually wore. It wasn’t unusual to find Vaeda in a tiny skirt or a tube top at all times of day. Today, she took it one step further by wearing a very short skirt that showed off the generous swell of her ass.

She was laying on her stomach on my bed, both feet kicked up in the air as she read a magazine. Her position made her cleavage even more impressive, framed as it was by her soft brown hair cascading down her head. She was humming as she read—a sight that I found sexy and adorable at the same time.

“There you are,” she said, grinning at me as she looked up from the magazine. “I was about to send a search party for you in the shower.”

“I wasn’t in there that long,” I said, hanging up my towel and joining her on the bed. “What are you reading about?”

“Nothing in particular,” she said, closing it and facing me. I watched as her breasts shifted under that flimsy top, which was so thin that I had no trouble making out the bumps of her nipples. “I was just waiting for you to join me.”

“Oh, yeah? What did you want me for?”

Vaeda started tapping her lips playfully. “I wanted to see if you wanted to make out with me? And then after that, I need you to fuck me silly.”

I loved how forward dryads were. It was nothing for them to just spontaneously ask for physical intimacy. Something that would have made Mira squeak out, Vaeda had no trouble asking for an impromptu sex session.

And of course, one look at Vaeda’s soft lips made my answer an easy one.

“I’d love to,” I said, barely getting the words out before she threw her arms around me and smashed our lips together.

Kissing Vaeda was like a teenage dream that had finally come true. It was the culmination of so many fantasies from my younger years—when my hormones were positively raging at the thought of seeing her in those skimpy outfits.

Never would I have imagined that we would be where we are now, but I was grateful every day that it was a reality.

Vaeda moaned into my mouth. Her tongue slipped past the defenses of my lips, searching for mine. I met hers eagerly, probing, caressing, and enjoying every second of our lips locked together.

The next thing I felt was her hand. It landed on my hip stealthily, but it wasn’t bound to last there. She moved upward first, feinting toward my back before snaking it back toward my thigh. Finally, it inched closer to my groin, passing just under my stomach until she settled it on the bulge forming in my shorts.

“You’re as happy to see me as I am to see you,” she said in a breathless whisper, still rubbing me on the outside of my shorts.

“I don’t think there’s been a single moment in my life when I wasn’t happy to see you,” I told her, being totally honest.

Vaeda’s eyes opened and locked on mine. “I need to tell you something.”

It might have been the worst six words in existence, but she had my attention at once. “What’s wrong?”

Vaeda took a deep sigh. “I’m . . . horny.”

I waited a few more seconds to see if there was going to be anything else further to that statement.

“And what else?”

Vaeda giggled. “Nothing else.”

“You made it sound like it was going to be something bad!”

“It’s terribly bad,” she replied. “Seriously, you don’t know what it’s like to be soaking fucking wet all evening!”

“Oh, yeah, so terrible,” I mocked. “Like how you used to leave me with a raging hard-on every time you showed up at my house.”

She fluttered her eyelashes at me. “You know I noticed just about every time, don't you?”

Now there was a thought. I coughed awkwardly, thinking that I’d done a good job at the time of obscuring it. “Seriously? You knew?”

She threw her head back and laughed. “Of course, I knew! It wasn’t that hard to figure out. You used to get so embarrassed when it happened, and you’d do anything to cover it. Every time you were reaching for a pillow to put in your lap, or a blanket when it was a million degrees out. I just knew.”

“Thanks for telling me now,” I said acidly. “I guess it could be worse. You could have told me back then.”

She reached over to stroke my face. “Don’t worry, I found it endearing. I always wondered if you’d ever grow out of your crush, but you never did. I think it was back then that I started falling in love with you. It was enough to make me have a crush of my own.”

“Maybe we should do something about that then? Seeing as we’re both painfully horny and have more than enough time to handle it?”

“Have I ever told you that I really like the way you think?”

Vaeda leaned up slightly and grabbed the hem of her top. She ripped it over her head quickly, and I watched as a blur of white cloth went sailing through the air, landing on the chair nearby.

Oh, how I loved Vaeda’s boobs. They were just the right size and totally perky. My hands were on autopilot after that, reaching over to caress them. I most loved making her nipples erect with my fingers, rubbing the area until those little nubs popped up. Vaeda liked it too, because I always saw her get goosebumps as I touched her chest.

“Now this is something your mother definitely wouldn’t have approved of years ago,” she said, her voice a little strained as I touched her.

“Things have a way of changing,” I said. “She’d welcome it now.”

“Thank the spirits for that,” Vaeda hissed.

I was enamored with her body. Every inch of it, including the part that I couldn’t see at this moment. To that end, I left one hand massaging her breasts while the other slipped even lower, past her skirt until I reached her bare flesh. I then reversed course, slipping under the material.

Vaeda parted her legs willingly, and I didn’t stop until my hand hit something incredibly wet. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath, and I knew at once that she wasn’t lying about being drenched.

Vaeda exhaled suddenly as my finger brushed over her clit. “Right there,” she moaned.

Now we were playing a game, both of us touching to see if we could find the right combination to really make the other let loose. And Vaeda seemed to be winning. My shorts were tented so bad that I was ready to make camp for the night. Vaeda noticed the problem and quickly ripped them lower, releasing my cock.

“Mmm, there he is,” she cooed, wrapping her hand around me. “I want this in me, Jeremy. I want it so bad.”

“You want it where?” I said, using my fingers to spread her lips apart. “Right here?”

Vaeda nodded as her eyes latched onto mine. “Uh huh. Right there. Put it in?”

“How bad do you want it?”

“So bad. I need it so so so so fucking bad. I’m so wet right now.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. I could hear how wet she was just from using my fingers alone. I slid one finger inside, using it to gently rub against the spongy part within.

Vaeda’s hips suddenly jerked forward, but she started shaking her head.

“No fingers,” she said, stroking me harder. “This. Cock. Put it in me.”

I wanted the same thing just as badly as she did. I wanted to be buried in the gorgeous dryad next to me, having fantasized about it most of my life. No sooner were the words out than I found myself moving closer, inching across the bed until more of our bodies were touching.

Vaeda lifted her skirt as high as it could go, until the fabric was resting against her exposed stomach. I positioned my body so that I was hovering over her, with an amazing view of her slightly-parted lips that seemed to beckon me forward.

Vaeda rested her hands against my shoulders as I moved her legs wider apart, creating the perfect space for me. I glanced down into her eyes, watching them move right as I placed the tip of my cock at her damp entrance.

She only mouthed one word to me. “Please?”

My only response was to drive myself forward. Vaeda’s legs squeezed tightly around my hips the moment she felt the tip push inside her body. Rather than lock me in place, her legs seemed to pull me forward, pushing my fleshy shaft deeper into her depths.

“Yes, yes, yes, yes, oh fuck yes,” moaned Vaeda, thrusting her chest forward as her back arched. Her eyes were glassy and full of emotion as she took one hand and placed it against my chin. She just looked so beautiful like that, so I leaned forward and kissed her.

In the process, more of my cock slid into her body, making Vaeda moan into my mouth.

“You have no idea how good this feels,” she cooed, once my entire shaft was fully encased inside her wet pussy. “I can feel you . . . pulsating inside me.”

“You feel amazing too,” I said, truly meaning every word. This was my Vaeda under me, the culmination of my greatest fantasy. The fact that she was looking back at me with nothing but love in her eyes was only the cherry on top.

“I’ve wanted this for so long,” she said, echoing my thoughts. “There were so many times when I thought we’d never get here. That we were just on two different paths that would never cross.”

“We’re here now,” I told her. “Everything worked out the way it should.”

She smiled and rubbed my cheek gently. “Thank the spirits for that.”

I pulled my hips all the way back, leaving only the tip inside her. Vaeda groaned at the loss of contact, and I could feel the pressure against my ass as she tried to pull me back in. I savored that feeling of desire for a few seconds before I slammed forward, making Vaeda let out the loudest moan.

Her eyes rolled to the back of her head when I did it again. “Get deeper. Go so deep. I can take it. You won’t break me.”

It was like I was operating on instinct alone as soon as I heard that. My hips started pistoning forward with a rapid pace, slamming against her body. Vaeda was moaning louder now, spewing all kinds of dirty obscenities that I never thought possible from her.

“Fucking pound my pussy!” she urged, meeting my every stroke with her hips. “Make me your dirty slut! Oh fuck, Jeremy! I belong to you. Own my filthy, wet pussy. Give me the fucking you’ve always wanted to give me!”

It was like seeing a switch being flipped. One moment my sweet Vaeda disappeared, only to be replaced by this sexual siren under me with a foul mouth. I had to admit that I secretly loved it though, with every successive word out of her mouth only making me want to cum more.

“Oh, oh, oh, oh!” she moaned, squeaking at the end as her body trembled. “Oh, Jeremy, you made my slutty pussy cum. Uh huh, you did. You really fucking did. Here’s another. Mmm, it’s coming. I can feel it. Pushing forward—fuck! Oh, Jeremy. Oh, you big beautiful man. Keep fucking my wet pussy.”

Vaeda came again seconds later, leaving her mostly limp under me while I continued to pound against her. I knew she’d need a moment to recover, but I also wanted to try something a little different.

“Oh no,” she whined when I started to shift. “Where are you going? Jeremy? Oh, Jeremy!”

Vaeda was small enough that I had no problem bringing her with me. I felt her legs wrap around my waist as I stood up, holding her in my arms with my cock still buried inside her. I moved toward the closest wall and immediately pushed against it.

Vaeda’s back hit the wall with an accompanying thud.

Her eyes rolled back with pleasure. “Fuck yes! Do that again!”

I pulled back slightly and slammed her against the wall with just a little more force. I swear Vaeda came again, and this time I could feel the wetness sliding down my shaft. Her grip around my shoulders couldn’t have been any tighter, and I could feel her nails digging into my flesh as her lips eagerly sought mine.

When she stopped making any sense with her dirty talk, I knew Vaeda was feeling good. Her words were now jumbled, like a drunk after a night out on the town. All the while, she kept cumming around my shaft.

“Ughn! Mmm, Jermy, yes. Good. Uh huh mmm. Ughn!”

By that time, I was having trouble forming words myself. I could feel that tingle at the base of my balls, and I was consumed with shooting my entire load into her waiting body. When the moment came, I plunged my hips in as deeply as I could go and completely let loose.

Vaeda shuddered once, twice, and then three times as she felt my cum shoot into her greedy pussy. Before it was all over, she looked like someone that had just woken up from the best dream they ever had.

“Don’t let me down,” she said, giggling as she pulled her hair out of her face. “I don’t think I could stand if you did.”

“Want me to carry you back to the bed?”

“Yes, please?”

We walked awkwardly back over. Or rather, I walked and she held. As soon as I deposited Vaeda on the bed, her limbs spread out like she was some kind of dead insect.

“Hold me? Kiss me?” she begged, as I went to turn off the lights.

I crawled back into bed still naked and wrapped my arm around Vaeda. In return, she pivoted so that her entire body was cocooned next to mine.

Soon I could feel her sweet lips latched onto mine. “That was so amazing,” she whispered.

“It was worth all those years of waiting, wasn’t it?’

“Mmm, you better believe it.”

Vaeda smooched me one more time, and that was when I figured out the truth.

The night wasn’t over yet.


Chapter Four




It was two days later when we received the first of two surprise visits.

So far, my day had started just like all the others in the past two months. It was midmorning, and I was in the field above my mother’s house working on my training. Two of the girls were with me. Seraphina, who was my battle partner today, and Mira, who was sitting on an old tree stump with her nose buried in a book.

Battling the girls was something that I liked to do. In addition to it being a good bonding experience, it was also great for our training. I’d found that a human opponent was much harder to defeat than much of what the dungeons could throw at us (which was probably part of the reason it was banned in the first place).

It also afforded me the chance to work my sword skills against an opponent that utilized a weapon perfect for blocking them.

“You can’t get me,” taunted Seraphina, a determined grin on her face as she threw up her quarterstaff to block a double downward thrust of my swords. “You’re going to have to be quicker than that if you hope to kill me.”

“I hope you feel safe behind that quarterstaff,” I said, playing into her game. “Because I’m about to chop it into two pieces.”

“Actually, Jeremy, that would be highly improbable,” chimed Mira, now looking up from her book. “That quarterstaff isn’t made of regular wood. It’s been infused with mage metal from the western border towns, and it’s quite impervious to—”

“I know, Mira,” I said. “I’m just . . . trying to get into her head.”

Mira smiled and pushed her glasses back up her nose. “Oh! Well, in that case . . . Smash that crappy quarterstaff in half!”

Mira’s sudden onset of fury made both Seraphina and me stop battling. We turned to look at her, both of us trying not to laugh any harder than we already were.

“Mira, you’re really one of a kind,” said Seraphina, covering her mouth as she laughed.

The brunette bookworm turned red. “I’m really not cut out for smack talking.”

“No, but you excel at just about everything else, which is why we love you,” I said.

That made her perk up, and she resumed reading just long enough for Seraphina and me to get back to practice.

I was hoping we’d get most of the morning to train, but dark clouds were coming in from the west. They soon passed overhead until they blotted out the light of the sun. By the time I felt the first drops of rain, I knew we wouldn’t have long until it turned into a heavy downpour.

So we did the only thing we could. We ran.

We ran as the rain soaked us, unleashing a torrential downpour in a matter of seconds. I saw Mira try to stick her book into the cleavage of her dress to keep it dry, but in this kind of weather, it bought her only seconds at most. Not wanting to see her book ruined, or to look like a drowned rat, I gestured for my mother’s shed which was the closest closed space that we could use as shelter.

No sooner had we practically leapt into the enclosed space, the sky really let loose, reducing all visibility to only a few feet. I could barely even see the house, and now the entire ground outside looked to be a flooded marsh because of the rain.

“That’s one thing I’ll never get used to,” said Mira, whose glasses were all fogged up because of the rain. “It doesn’t rain like this where I’m from.”

“Just a fact of life in Volantis,” said Seraphina, taking her long red hair and wringing it out. “We probably should have stopped training a minute sooner.”

Mira pursed her lips. “I think my book got wet.”

The book was still resting in her cleavage, partially covered by the dress but mostly not.

“Just when I thought your boobs couldn’t get any bigger, Mira,” joked Seraphina. “I had no idea you’ve been stuffing them this entire time.”

Mira looked down at her chest with the book bulging from it. “I think I’d die if my boobs were really this big. My poor back could never take it.”

She pulled the book entirely out of her dress, and I could see that only part of it was damp. It made the lettering run together on the cover, but I could still make out that it was about some kind of diving legend.

“Already finished with the Buford book?” I asked her. “Moving on?”

“Oh, sweet Jeremy,” she said, giggling as she shook her head. “I finished the Buford book the night I told you about it. This is the third book I’ve picked up since then.”

“Uh, Mira, that was only two days ago.”

She gave me a knowing look. “Have you met me?”

Seraphina poked me. “You’re starting to sound like Elise now, Jeremy.”

I groaned. “Just stick a sword in my back if I ever start comparing things to Gardenia, will you?”

“Let’s have a simple test,” said Mira. “How do you feel about cinnamon rolls? If your answer is that they’re totally badass, we may have to put you out of your misery.”

“Shit, I’m a goner.”

We kept bantering for several minutes while the rain thundered down. As common as these midmorning storms were, they usually didn’t last. All it took was about ten minutes of the hardest rain you’d ever seen before it went away and the sun came back out again.

“And it looks just about done,” said Seraphina, sticking her hand out of the shed and feeling for rain. “Enough for us to get back to the house at least.”

“I’m still going to run,” said Mira, sticking the book back between her boobs. “Just in case!”

She took off in a headlong charge while Seraphina and I just grinned. We made it back in one piece, throwing open the back door and stepping inside.

“Let me grab us some towels,” I said. “Get some of this wetness off our skin.”

I stopped by a closet and pulled out some fresh towels, letting us all have a chance to dry off. It was at that point though that I heard sounds of commotion coming from the front of the house.

At an instant, all thoughts of a leisurely morning with the girls were put on hold. I unleashed my swords and stepped forward, ready to use any spell in my arsenal to protect my team and my family.

Instead, I charged straight into the kitchen, where I found an array of familiar faces. Not only was my mother there, but so too were Elise and Vaeda, as well as Seraphina’s parents and her brother, Bruno. Vaeda’s mother was there, an incredibly sweet woman named Iris who always treated me like the son she never had.

And there was one more parent in the room that I didn’t expect to see.

“Dad!” shouted Mira, rushing across the room to hug her father, Mathias.

“Everything okay, Jeremy?” my mother asked, her eyes frequently glancing at my swords.

I put them away sheepishly. “Sorry, I just heard louder noises than I expected out here. I just wanted to be prepared in case of . . . anything.”

I felt slightly embarrassed, but the looks I received from Alabaster, Mathias, and even Iris told me that they understood exactly why I was so skittish.

“I definitely didn’t mean to cause a fright,” said Mathias, reaching over to shake my hand. I found that he was just as damp as I was. “I think we both got caught in that storm on the way over here.”

“I didn’t even know you were coming,” Mira told her father. “What’s this all about? Why do you have everyone gathered together like this?”

Iris put a protective hand on Vaeda’s shoulder. “Is there something we should be worried about?”

“I’m not sure yet,” said Mathias. “But something is in the works right now that I wanted you all to know about. Something that involves the DDU president.”

“Is it about . . . Rico?” my mother asked. “Has the DDU found him?”

Mathias shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure. They won’t tell me. All I know is that the DDU president is on his way to Volantis as we speak.”

The kitchen became painfully quiet at that moment, with not a single person saying anything in response. Shock was the most preeminent emotion on most people’s faces as I glanced around, and I knew it was probably on mine too.

The DDU president didn’t just make unannounced trips like this. In fact, he rarely left Numeria. The president was a somewhat secretive figure, one that spoke on behalf of the DDU but rarely maintained a public persona. I knew they only elected presidents that were powerful divers, as they had the entire DDU at their disposal, but they were never authoritarian figures, or very political for that matter either.

The bottom line was that I knew more about deep sea fishing than I knew about the president.

And I’d never been on a real boat.

“Volantis?” my mother repeated. “How is that possible? I’m surprised he even knows where Volantis is on the map.”

“Surely, that’s not a coincidence either?” asked Bianca, Seraphina’s mother. The older but no less beautiful elf had her hand entwined with her husband’s. “It has to do with this team, doesn’t it?”

“I’m afraid so,” said Mathias, nodding his head. “And that’s what makes me so nervous. I don’t know what he’s going to ask of you. All I know is that he wants to meet with this team.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a bad thing, right?” asked Elise. “Doesn’t the president meet with prominent diving teams all the time?”

“You could say that,” said Alabaster. “From what I’ve heard, the last president was extremely chummy with Rico.”

“It’s not unusual for the president to take a personal interest in the great diving teams,” added Mathias. “And Rico had most of us fooled until very recently. Myself among them.”

I saw the first flashes of tension as Alabaster’s brow furrowed. “Perhaps if you’d been paying closer attention to the man, we might have seen some warning develop before he unleashed his private war on my daughter.”

“Really, Alabaster, that’s not entirely fair,” said my mother, interjecting on Mathias’ behalf.

Mathias was ever the diplomat though. He didn’t seem to take Alabaster’s attack personally.

“No doubt you are probably right about that, Alabaster,” said Mira’s father soberly. “There are many things about my past I wish I could change, Rico being one of them. Unfortunately, no one has developed a spell yet that allows you to go back in time.”

Alabaster didn’t respond to that, but I could feel the tension in the room cool slightly.

“You don’t think he’s going to take their diving licenses away from them, do you?” asked Iris. “The kids did nothing wrong.”

“Surely it wouldn’t come to that,” said Bianca. “If anything, I’m sure this has to do more with their overall safety.”

“Or the safety of their families,” added Mom quietly.

“Like I said, I don’t know the reasoning for his visit,” said Mathias. “Though I did ask. I’m not deemed high enough in the food chain to be informed of such matters, even when it concerns my own daughter.”

“Perhaps you should have been more forceful,” grumbled Alabaster.

“Father,” hissed Seraphina. “Lay off.”

It was a testament to Seraphina’s rebuilt relationship with her father that saw him look like a scolded child for a moment until he reluctantly nodded his head.

“Perhaps,” replied Mathias, with another nod of his head. “But either way, here we are.”

“What would we do if they asked us to stop diving?” said Elise, throwing a glance my way. “We’re not going to stop diving, right?”

I shook my head. “No, we’re not.”

I wish the answer sounded firmer than what came out. When Rico asked me before the third dungeon, my answer hadn’t been any easier. I still managed to turn him down despite our connection, but if the DDU president asked me to stay out, then who was I to deny him?

The DDU had means at their disposal to keep me out if they really wanted to.

And yet, I hoped that wouldn’t be the case. Not now, not when we were so close to achieving the pinnacle of success. Taking our licenses in the name of safety might as well have been a death sentence.

“Do you think they’ve found Rico?” asked Vivia. “Could this be to let us know that he’s been captured?” She pointed to her husband. “Could this be linked to that news we heard the other day? About a battle with him?”

Mathias winced and shook his head. “News like that would travel fast in Aspatria. If Rico had already been captured, we’d know about it. As far as the battle, well, the DDU takes a more optimistic view of our skills than the public would.”

“What does that mean?” asked Vaeda.

“It means there was no battle,” I said, reading between the lines. “Right, Mathias?”

“Oh, there was still a battle,” he said. “But Rico definitely wasn’t there. Whoever set off that magic was a supporter of his, out to cause trouble. It’s nothing new. Rico supporters across the country are doing the same. Those that are just so angry about how he’s being treated that they allow themselves to be caught.”

“And those that don’t?” asked my mother.

“A vocal but powerful minority,” said Mathias. “When we don’t find them, the prevailing theory is that they’ve gone to join Rico.”

“His numbers keep growing,” grunted Alabaster. “Meanwhile, the DDU is powerless to stop him. I should hope that the president has an idea on how to turn this around, or very soon we will find ourselves surrounded by those that sympathize with Rico. And all that goes with it.”

“Truthfully, I think that’s the heart of the reason why the president is coming to Volantis,” admitted Mathias. “It’s my opinion that the DDU doesn’t have the resources to deal with Rico by itself. His supporters, yes, but Rico is too powerful. Something else will be needed.”

“Something like us?” I suggested quietly, confirming what I’d suspected all along.

All eyes fell on me at that moment. Most of them seemed to come to the ugly truth at the same time.

“I really wish I knew, Jeremy,” said Mathias. “But I suppose we will all know soon enough.”


Chapter Five




The agony was in the waiting. We all knew the DDU president was on his way to Volantis, but no one knew when he would arrive. That meant the entire group was on pins and needles as we awaited any kind of word of a sudden visitor.

“How’s he getting here?” I asked Mathias. “Olypepper or carriage?”

“His carriage,” replied Mira’s father. “President Warner likes to travel as inconspicuously as possible. From what I hear, he’s not big on flying.”

“Sounds like he has good sense then,” muttered Elise.

“I still can’t figure out why he’s coming here though?” asked Seraphina. “He’s the president of the entire guild. I’m surprised he didn’t ask us to visit him in Numeria?”

“I think that would have been the case if not for the present circumstances,” said Mathias. “Especially in regards to your families.”

That made a lot of sense to me. If all of us went to Numeria to meet with the president, it would leave Volantis unprotected. At least this president had enough sense to know that our families deserved protection.

With a million questions and no answers until the president arrived, we waited. We all stayed congregated in my mother’s tiny house, making the best use of the cramped space as we could. At one point, I found myself squeezing onto her couch with Seraphina and Mira. The couch was so tiny that Seraphina was mostly on my lap, not that I was complaining.

“So, are we prepared to deny the president if he tries to confiscate our licenses?” asked Seraphina. “You know, in case their angle is trying to keep us safe?”

“I don’t know that we can do that legally,” said Mira. “We might find ourselves in a whole heap of trouble if we refuse.”

“We’re already in deep shit,” said Elise, who’d overhead Mira and was now making her way closer to the couch. She plopped herself down in Mira’s lap unceremoniously. “Or did you forget that the greatest diving legend in the world is trying to kill us?”

“Exactly my point,” said Mira. “I’m not trying to make even more enemies right now. I don’t want to be on the president’s poopy list either.”

“Let’s not let the unknown get us riled up,” I said, calming the girls. “We can speculate all afternoon until he gets here, or we can just wait for him to tell us what this is about. I know that everyone’s emotions are running high right now, and we’re all stressed. Let’s just wait this out before we start panicking.”

I watched as Elise and Mira glanced at each other and nodded silently.

“Do you remember when life was relatively calm and without so much stress?” asked Seraphina, tugging at a loose thread on my sleeve. “When we didn’t have so much on our shoulders?”

Mira giggled. “Or when our biggest threat was getting to the bottom of the first dungeon before Cal’s team. Remember?”

Elise sighed. “As much as I like signing autographs these days, there was a certain charm to being a nobody back then. I wouldn’t ever take it back, of course, but charming nonetheless.”

“This will pass,” I told them. “Things can’t stay like this forever.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” admitted Seraphina. “I don’t want to be under siege for the rest of my life.”

I shared her worry, though I would never tell them aloud. That’s not what they needed to hear right now. More than anything, the girls needed me to be brave and tell them everything was going to be alright, and that’s exactly what I was going to do.

Even if my mind constantly questioned just how the hell we were going to stop Rico.

As it turned out, we weren’t waiting for the president for very long. It was late in the afternoon when Vaeda and Iris stepped back inside the house, having been standing in the yard to catch some fresh air.

“There’s a carriage coming up the road right now,” said Vaeda. “I think it’s him.”

I had no idea what etiquette was needed in regards to the DDU president, but luckily that was where Mathias came into play. As a group, we all left the house in order to see the carriage stop right next to our mailbox. At that point, one of the DDU officials who was posted at our house rushed toward the carriage to open the door, where another one proceeded to get out.

The entire thing struck me as far too flashy for any one person, and it made me question just what this meeting was going to be about.

I had an idea of what to expect before I even saw the man. I’d seen a few of his speeches in the past, mostly the end-of-the-year kind that was more about the status of the DDU than it was about anything else. I knew he was an older man, but nothing prepared me for the man that actually stepped out of the carriage.

The best word I could have used to describe him was frail. He just looked so old, older than even I remembered. I was surprised when he stepped out of the carriage on his own two feet, having expected him to be carried to the door. His hair was completely white, and he had these big, thick spectacles on that seemed to magnify his eyes to two times the normal size.

Even his carriage seemed to be frail. I could hear it creak as soon as it was relieved of his weight. It was still obvious to me why he chose the carriage. I couldn’t even picture the man riding an Olypepper.

As far as first impressions went, this wasn’t a great start.

It was Mathias who went forward first, offering his hand to the elderly president.

“President Warner, welcome to Volantis,” he said, shaking the older man’s hand gingerly.

That was where my perception changed slightly. For looking so feeble in the body, there was no lack of sharpness in the tongue when President Warner replied back to him.

“Beat me here already, Mathias? You sure know how to bust ass,” said Warner, as he was handed a walking stick. “Quaint village, this is. Never been to Volantis before.”

“I haven’t had the pleasure before today either, sir.”

Warner smacked his cane against the back of Mathias’ legs. “Well, come on then. Let’s get this over with. Are these people the families of everyone involved?”

I had to say that the man quite amused me once he was talking. Crotchety might have been the best word to describe him, and I could tell that he was the type that didn’t have much time for small talk.

“So you’re Jeremy Pollard,” he said, once he got to me. “You’re younger than I pictured you.”

“With all due respect, you’re a lot older than I pictured you,” I replied.

Warner snorted. “Full of vim, I see. I like you. No wonder you’ve taken the country by storm. But you find yourself in the wrong kind of pickle now, eh? What to do, what to do?”

He didn’t say anything further before he used his cane to smack against the front door. “Will someone open this blasted door? My ‘gams are already aching.”

Finding that the tension had already been somewhat diffused by his appearance, we all filed back inside, crowding around the kitchen as President Warner took the head seat at the table. He rested his cane against the side, using the hook to balance just off the ground.

“Now, uh, Melanie?” he called out. “Been a long time since I’ve heard your name connected with the diving community. How about some tea, dear? If I don’t have my afternoon tea, I get all sorts of cranky.”

“He doesn’t say,” Elise whispered to me. “If this is him normal, I wonder what cranky looks like.”

I elbowed her in the side, which made her shut up quickly.

“Ah, wonderful,” said Warner, once he had a steaming cup of tea in front of him. “Look at that steam. Yes, hitting my nose just right. Lovely, thank you, dear.”

I glanced over at Alabaster, who seemed to already be getting impatient with trying to figure out the purpose of this meeting. He’d been holding his tongue, but after a glance at me, he decided to come right out with it.

“President Warner, I know we’re all wondering why you’re here,” he said, stopping when the president gave a feeble wave of his hand.

“Yes, yes, I know. I’m sure all of your brains are positively turning over at the idea of what I have to say,” he said. “So let’s get right down to it. I need the Daredevils over here around the table. All five of them. Come now, lads, I don’t bite. Come sit here.”

I looked at Elise and shrugged as we approached the table, sitting one by one. I ended up with the lucky seat that was right next to him, which I couldn’t tell if that would be a good or a bad thing just yet. Potentially bad since it put me within striking reach of his cane.

“Yes, get comfortable,” he said. “We might be here a while. Now, I’m forgetting something. What was it else that I needed to say? Oh yes. All you parents in the kitchen? I need you to scram. Get out!”

Confusion appeared on the faces of the parents as they all tried to figure out if he was serious, but when President Warner started banging his hand against the table, he left no illusion about his true meeting.

“Surely, we should stay though, right?” asked Iris. “This concerns our children!”

“What I have to say is for their ears alone at first,” said Warner. “They can tell you if they choose to after, but they’re adults. And I need to make sure they are thinking clearly and rationally. So out you go. Quickly now, I’m already missing my early evening nap, and I’m feeling quite tired. I’d hate to have this delayed any further!”

By that point, the rest of the DDU officials were serious about getting everyone else out of the kitchen, and no one seemed too desperate to resist them. I think most of the parents followed the lead of Mathias, following him out the front door, but I did hear some grumblings.

“Really, this is getting quite absurd,” muttered Bianca right before they were led outside.

“Absurd, yes, quite absurd,” agreed President Warner. “But we live in absurd times now, don’t we?”

He never got an answer to that, not that he expected it. It wasn’t until the six of us were truly alone that he let out a deep breath and looked at each one of us sitting around the table.

“Thank you for humoring me with that,” he said. “What I’m about to tell you is something that you’re going to need to decide for yourself. I don’t want your parents making your decisions for you. All of you are adults and have earned your licenses, so I trust you to make the best decision for yourself.”

“You’re not taking our licenses away, are you?” Vaeda blurted out.

“No, I’m not,” he said firmly. “Though the idea has crossed my mind. I’ve decided against it though. Taking away a diver’s licenses is akin to cutting off one of their hands. And despite what my enemies say, I haven’t lost all of my marbles yet.”

That was relieving to hear, but it still didn’t give us any clues about what this was about.

“I’m assuming this is about Rico then?” I asked. “How could it be anything else if not Rico?”

I received the full brunt of his stare in the next moment. Those eyes that were two sizes too large centered on me, making me feel profoundly uncomfortable.

“There are very few things in Aspatria these days that aren’t about Rico Cartwright,” replied Warner. “I know him, of course. Every president in the last twenty years has known him. Maybe knew him is the better way to put it. Never suspected he was capable of this. Never for a moment. Though working with the man was never easy. He’s always had an ego problem, but I’m going off on a tangent now.”

He then turned to look at Mira, who was sitting next to him on the other side. “You appear to be an intelligent lady. Tell me if I start going off on tangents again, will you? Just a simple poke in the side is all that’s needed.”

Mira looked absolutely petrified at the idea of poking the DDU president in the side, but somehow she managed to nod.

“Ah, excellent, now where was I?” asked Warner. “Oh, right, Rico. Yes, I’m afraid the entire country is up in arms about this thing. All the way up to the king and all the way down to the beggars on the streets of Numeria. There hasn’t been this much uproar in the country since the dungeons were discovered, which was a very crazy time. You see, when they were first discovered, the ancient Aspatrians thought that they were some kind of—ouch, oh yes, thank you, dear. I was doing it again, wasn’t I?”

I saw Mira straighten up from having poked him. Now that the deed was done, she looked a little relieved, but no less anxious.

“Okay, so back to Rico’s backstory,” said Warner, before I cut him off.

“President Warner, you told us when you arrived here that you didn’t have much time for small talk,” I said. “Now I got the impression when you arrived that you’re not much for small talk anyway, so I’d really appreciate it if you got to the bottom of what you’re going to ask us.”

I was taking a massive risk, but a necessary one. For someone so used to speaking bluntly, he seemed to be doing an awful lot of beating around the bush. And the more he talked without giving us any answers, the more anxious we were becoming.

“Very well,” he said, straightening up and putting away the old, talkative man guise. “I can tell you’re a team that doesn’t split hairs, so I won’t attempt to do so any longer. The truth of the matter is that Rico Cartwright has thrown this country into a tailspin, and he’s taken several like-minded people with him. People that support his ideas or have a bone to pick with the DDU. Some are just such ardent fans that they believe in any idea that Rico can espouse, no matter how half-baked it really is.”

“How can people be so stupid as to think that Rico is the innocent one here?” asked Elise.

President Warner gave her a very pointed look. “My dear, you should probably stay far away from politics if you really don’t want to know how stupid people can be.”

He then looked at me. “The fact of the matter is that the entire country looks at the DDU for the protection and maintenance of the dungeons. It’s our only task to ensure their safeguard. And this business with Rico has exposed a fatal flaw in our current setup.”

He touched on something that I’d already suspected on my own. “The DDU doesn’t have the manpower to take down Rico, let alone his followers?”

Warner grunted at me. “Hmm, you’ve been talking with Mathias, have you? He spilled the beans too early.”

“Just something I’ve suspected on my own,” I said. “I’ve also gone head-to-head with Rico already. All five of us have. And I know the results of what happened even in a five-on-one battle. He still got away, and there wasn’t anything we could do about it.”

“Yes, well, Rico’s reputation is well-earned,” said Warner. “There aren’t many people in our history so uniquely created to be a diving legend. Some talk about you, Jeremy, as a man cut in Rico’s mold, but I see something in you that he never learned.”

“What’s that?” asked Seraphina.

“Humility,” replied the president. “And that’s what makes Rico so deadly. He’ll stop at nothing to ‘right’ the perceived wrongs against him. And that’s where I need to face the fact that the DDU can’t stop him, not even if we wanted to. I shouldn’t be telling you this. My inspector general would have my eyes for his marble collection if he knew, but I can’t see what else it would harm now. We’ve already lost several DDU personnel to Rico and his team.”

“Several as in? How many?” I asked.

“More than I’d like to admit publicly,” replied Warner, looking down his long nose at me. “And we’re not getting any stronger.”

With those words, President Warner pulled a small scrap of paper from inside his jacket’s breast pocket. “Now, I’ve sat with the diving council about this matter, and it was their suggestion that we come up with a few options on how to deal with this threat. And more importantly, how do we keep you safe? Well, this is one option.”

He passed me the scrap of paper, on which one word was written. The word was Pola.

I found myself squinting at it, not knowing the meaning of the word until I passed it over to Mira. She took one look at it and guessed exactly what it was.

“You want us out of the country?” she said. “You want to send us to Pola? Across the ocean?”

President Warner made it very clear that it wasn’t his suggestion. “No, that came from the diving council. They believe, as mostly old curmudgeons that watch shoestring budgets, that the problem is best solved if the problem is no longer in Aspatria. That if we remove your team from the country, that Rico will lose interest in you. Pola is on the other side of the world, and their belief is that he won’t follow you there.”

I couldn’t help it. I shook my head at such a naive idea. Warner noticed my actions and started to watch me.

“Something to add, Jeremy?”

“The diving council believes that we’ll be safe from Rico if we leave Aspatria and go to Pola. What do you think of this offer, President Warner?”

He didn’t mince words. “Personally, I don’t believe the offer to be worth the paper it’s written on,” he said. “It’s complete ass-fuckery. But you’re not dealing with many geniuses on this council. Calling them nitwits would be a compliment.”

“And they sit on the council?” grumbled Elise. “That’s a frightening thought.”

“Indeed, young lady,” said Warner. “But nevertheless, I’m obligated to make the offer to you in the interest of your safety. And to hear any concerns you might have about it.”

“Concerns are all I have about a move to Pola,” I said, checking off my fingers. “For one, what happens to our parents? Do they come with us? This threat just isn’t against us. Rico would strike any one of our families as a way of getting to us. Which brings me to number two. Running from Rico sends the wrong message. We’re not a team of quitters, sir. And I’m not about to start now. Which brings me to number three. If you really think that putting an ocean in front of Rico will get him to stop, then you haven’t met the man. He didn’t get to his position without being stubborn and very resourceful. He’d find a way to reach us over there, and I’m sure we’d have a lot less DDU resources to rely on when he did find us.”

“But lastly,” I continued. “Rico’s private war isn’t just against us. It’s against the DDU. And right now, we’re the best protection that Aspatria has against Rico. Taking us out of the country would weaken our position and yours too. It’s the wrong move to make on so many levels that I have a hard time believing that anyone with even half a brain came up with it.”

To my surprise, President Warner actually grinned. “You could be president of the DDU someday, Jeremy. You just echoed the exact words that I told them when I heard the offer for the first time. Of course, I had a lot more cursing in mine.”

“If that’s the case, then why are you here?” asked Seraphina politely. “I’m not trying to be rude, but if you knew we were going to reject the offer, then why come?”

“For one, I’m obligated to present any offer as the official mouthpiece of the DDU,” said Warner. “But that’s just the easy answer. In reality, I needed to sit down with your team and really talk about this threat.”

“We’re here now,” I said. “So talk.”

“The DDU isn’t strong enough to take on Rico and maintain the dungeons at the same time,” admitted Warner. “Not by a long shot, and us attempting to do so for the last two months have seen too many deaths. We are also responsible for our divers, making sure that they stay safe from other predatory teams, but in your case, it’s like asking a group of toddlers to look after a pair of adults. It’s not recognizing the realities on the ground.”

“You need our protection,” said Mira. “You need us to be the ones to stand up to Rico?”

President Warner closed his eyes and nodded. “It’s the only way. I share your opinion. If your team left Aspatria, nothing would change. Rico would wage his war until the DDU was destroyed, and he had total control over the entire country. And then he would come after you in Pola. Your team is the only thing standing in his way. The only thing.”

“That’s why I’m here to ask you to stay,” he continued. “Stay in Aspatria. Find that bastard and kill him. Not only for yourselves, but to avenge the deaths of those that already died. You’re the only hope the country has.”

Hearing those words confirmed every recent thought I’d had since the Forbidden Sanctum. The only way Rico would be taken down was by our hands. We’d grown so powerful that we were now fully out of the control of the DDU.

In a way, it was liberating. Our destiny was truly in our own hands, and we could merit a very personal style of justice on the person that needed it the most.

In another way, it was entirely frightening knowing we were truly on our own.

Ultimately, our answer was obvious.

“I’ve suspected this was going to come down to us for a while now,” I said. “And I can promise you that I won’t rest until I see Rico brought to justice. But I’m going to do it my own way, and that means breaking some rules.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Rules such as?”

I took a deep breath. “I’m going to kill him, sir. I have to. He’s too dangerous to be left alive. The only way this goes away is if he dies.”

“I agree to that,” said Warner. “And I can offer this team protection. These are extraordinary times, and I recognize that. Anything you do to save the country will not be held against you. Including the deaths of Rico and his team.”

I glanced over at Mira to see if I could read the expression on her face. With so much open talk about death, I thought she might balk at the idea of getting more blood on her hands. To my amazement though, she looked just as stern and committed as I did.

So did all my girls.

“Is there anything else you can get us that would help in taking Rico down?” I asked him. “Access to the dungeons? Advanced spells? Any kind of advantage that we could take? We’re going to need everything you can get us.”

“I’ve already started making a few inquiries,” said Warner, a thin smile spreading on his lips. “And there’s one major one that I need to talk about with Mathias. Either way, you’ll have anything you need for this upcoming fight. I promise you that.”

I was happy with the response, knowing we would need the extra resources. With a few top-of-the-line spells and some extra practice, I knew we could stand toe-to-toe with Rico, but I would still need some other kind of advantage if we hoped to truly kill him.

I glanced over at the girls, and something came to mind.

“I’d like to talk privately with my team,” I told Warner. “Will you permit us a second alone?”

The old man sprung up from the table rather quickly considering his age. Part of me was amused by it, watching him hop to our command with the same respect for authority as our parents did with his.

I guess he wasn’t that far off. We really were the only other force powerful enough to take on Rico.

“I’ll say one more thing,” he said, right before he left. “Rico is trying to remake this country into an image that nobody wants to see. He wants to upturn everything that we know as right and decent. This team, and the DDU, are the only things standing in his way. Whatever you need to talk about, just keep that in mind.”

The old man tapped the door frame with his cane and then stepped outside.

Once Warner had left the kitchen, I glanced into the beautiful faces all around me.

“I can’t say I’m really surprised right now,” I said finally. “Because I suspected this was coming. I had a feeling they were going to need our help.”

“We should have asked about a reward,” said Elise, putting her fingers together and rubbing her thumb on the inside of them. “How much is it worth to the DDU to take down Rico? If we’re going to be their mercenaries, we should work on some kind of a commission.”

“Elise, be serious for once,” said Seraphina, elbowing the blonde in the side.

Elise yelped. “I was being serious,” she muttered. “If you’re good at something, never do it for free. It’s practically the Carlsberg family motto.”

“My family doesn’t have a motto,” said Mira. “But if they did, it would probably be ‘do the right thing.’ In this case, our options are pretty black and white, wouldn’t you all say?”

“Leave the country on permanent vacation but get potentially killed by Rico?” said Elise, raising her left hand before raising her right. “Or stay and fight and get potentially killed by Rico. Yeah, not much of a difference there.”

This time, Seraphina elbowed her so hard that Elise had to cough.

“What did I ever do to you, Sera-boo?”

Seraphina just smiled at her. “You’re being a brat and I thought you ought to know. And for calling me Sera-boo.”

Elise pouted and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Okay, fine, I’ll be serious like everyone else. Obviously, we only have one choice here. We need to stay. We can’t just run away from our problems, and leave everything and everyone we know behind to fend for themselves. Our families need us. Aspatria needs us. And we can’t abandon them.”

I was surprised at how much sense she made when she wanted to act serious. I couldn’t help but feel proud of her, and I reached across the table to grab her hand.

“Well said, Elise,” I said, making her smile and squeeze my hand in return. “I’d like to say that it’s easy to run. The harder decision will be staying behind to fight. No matter where we go, Rico is going to follow us. The only real solution is staying here to protect everything we know.”

“We are at a disadvantage though,” added Vaeda, looking fearful. “We all remember what happened at the bottom of the Sanctum. It was the five of us against him, and he still managed to get away. We might have gained a few levels from the boss fight, but as a team, we still don’t have an advantage over him, and that’s not even bringing up his team.”

“His team of biatches,” chimed Elise. “I for one would love the chance to put an arrow up the ass of Celestia.”

“We need a trump card,” I said. “And from the sounds of it, President Warner is committed to getting it to us. I’ll say this though—we don’t move to engage Rico until we feel like we have an advantage. I won’t be pushed by Warner or anyone else to fight before we’re ready. Is that fair for all of you too?”

I watched as the girls looked amongst themselves and started to nod.

“I’ll do some research of my own,” promised Mira. “Maybe I can find some rare spells on my own, something that will give us an advantage.”

“I’m already feeling better about it,” I said, making her smile. “Especially if Mira’s on the case.”

“I guess we’re all in then, right?” said Seraphina. “Team Daredevils to save the day?”

Vaeda nodded. “I had a feeling it was always going to come down to this.”

She couldn’t have been more right. The stakes might have been the highest we’d ever faced, but if there was one thing I believed in, it was this team.

And I wasn’t going to let us fail.


Chapter Six




President Warner looked more relieved to hear the news than anything else. Even though he tried hard not to let it show.

“I think you made the best decision available today, my boy,” he said, stamping the ground with his cane. “The country needs you, and your team is the only thing standing in the way of Rico and total victory.”

“We’re not going to go into battle with him blindly though,” I told him. “I need your help in finding any advantage that we can get. Anything that might help us defeat Rico without sacrificing everything we have.”

“Heh, I’m already on that,” he said, using his cane to point at Mathias. “We had an idea that has two parts to it. We were just discussing it privately before you came out, but I think it will definitely help.”

“What is it exactly?” I asked, as Mathias came over to close the distance between us. “What is this idea?”

Mathis and Warner both winced. They looked uncomfortable to actually say what they were thinking.

“We might need to keep this one close to the chest for the time being, Jeremy,” explained Mathias. “Not because we don’t trust you, but rather because we don’t want any information getting back to Rico. Let me and the president work our magic, and as soon as we know more, we’ll be in touch.”

It made me uneasy to hear them say that, but I didn’t feel like the time was right to press the issue. We weren’t going to battle against Rico just yet. We still had time.

The president didn’t stay for long after getting the answer that he wanted. He took another glass of tea for the road before we escorted him back to his carriage. Once he was settled inside, he wiped the sweat off his brow.

“You have a direct line to me now should you ever need something,” he told me. “Just go through Mathias if you need to talk. But I want you to know that you have the full backing of the DDU behind you. Whatever you need, I will provide as long as it’s within my power.”

“I hope that we'll be talking soon then,” I said. “Whatever this trump card is that you and Mathias are working on, we’re going to need it.”

Warner nodded. “Just give me time.”
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Later that evening, I finally had some time to decompress. All the families had gone home, and that left only Mira and I in my bedroom to spend that night at my mother’s house. It was already late, and I knew that my mother was already sleeping because the light wasn’t visible under her bedroom door.

My mind was still racing with thoughts about our earlier meeting. It was one thing to be told that the entire fate of the country was resting on your shoulders, but it was another to really let it sink in. Failure wasn’t an option here, not only because it meant that Rico would win, but it also meant that he was going to remake the country in an image that would only satisfy himself and his power-hungry team.

The weight of all those expectations sat on my shoulders like an anvil, and I knew that I wouldn’t be able to sleep very well that night.

At least I had a few distractions. Mira was one of them. My lovely bookworm was sitting at my desk at the moment, her nose buried in another book. I didn’t have the heart to ask her, but I would have bet money that it wasn’t the same book that was stuck in her cleavage earlier today.

Speaking of cleavage, she was really on display. Elise’s ways had really started to rub off on her, because she was only wearing a thin, pink tank top that was cut dangerously low for someone with Mira’s breasts, threatening to spill them out on my desk without a moment’s notice. Underneath, she was wearing just a small pair of white panties. She was currently playing with a strand of her hair, and it was moments like these when she’d never looked sexier to me.

Every time she shifted, my eyes would fall on her, hoping to catch just a tiny glimpse of extra skin. She was so beautiful that it made it hard to focus on anything else.

The other thing that held my distraction was a dartboard in front of me. It had been in my room for years, and I often played with it when I had nothing better to do growing up. I wasn’t the best at throwing darts, but it was a comfortable distraction most of the time. I noticed that my aim was terrible tonight though, since I had enough things on my mind (and not to mention, this beauty that was sitting at my desk).

After realizing my game wasn’t going to get any better no matter how many times I practiced that night, I finally collected all the darts and put them away. Seconds later, I heard Mira call my name.

“Come check this out,” she said, pointing at a passage she was reading.

Once I moved closer, I could see she wasn’t reading a biography of a famous diver, but instead, she was settled on some kind of section that was about dungeon gems.

“Anything in particular that I’m supposed to be looking at?” I asked. “Or just scan the whole thing?”

“Look right here,” she said, moving her finger. “Once equipped, dungeon gems provide more than just one source of additional power. The obvious benefit lies in the increase to stats, but a second, hidden benefit is in the type of gem that is produced by the diver. While this field is still mostly unknown, dungeon diver Bradley Buford spoke about unlocking his dungeon ruby for additional powers.”

“Unlocking the ruby?” I repeated. “Something that is different from just getting a stat increase from the sounds of it. But how?”

“This is the breakthrough I was hoping to figure out,” she said, smacking the text with excitement. “Do you remember when Rico told you that ruby could change everything?”

“Right as he tried to kill us at the bottom of the Sanctum? I remember.”

“I’ve heard before that dungeon gems, while extremely rare, can often be unlocked for more benefits, but it’s been years since I’ve heard that. It made me realize just how little about them that I actually knew, so that’s why I’ve been researching them more lately.”

“Wait, you’re saying there’s something out there that you don’t know?” I teased. “I don’t believe it.”

Mira smacked my arm playfully. “Truthfully, not many people out there know about dungeon gems. And they’re not always rubies, though rubies are the most common. There was a diver two centuries ago that believed there was a tiered structure to the gems, where certain types were more powerful than others, but he died before he ever finished his findings.”

“So that’s why you’ve been reading about old Bradley Buford,” I said. “You’re hoping to see if he managed to unlock his ruby?”

Mira winced. “Yes, but from what I can tell, he never did. At least if he did, he never put it down in his memoirs or talked about it to anyone. It’s entirely possible that he never unlocked his, or if he did, he kept it a secret.”

“You keep saying this unlocked word,” I said. “But what exactly does that mean? How would we go about unlocking it?”

I pulled the necklace off my head, placing the ruby in the palm of my hand. Glancing down at it, I could see the dark red ruby pulse in color upon contact with my skin, making it seem alive.

“Let me see it more closely,” she said, examining it with her hands. She picked it up, testing the weight several times while she scanned the surface. “I don’t see any place on it that would trigger something to happen. No buttons or grooves or even a latch that would keep it closed.”

“We probably would have noticed that by now,” I said.

“Hold it out in your hand and tell it to unlock,” she suggested. “I don’t think it would be that simple but let’s try it out.”

Feeling a little foolish, I held it all the way out from my body. “Unlock!”

When that didn’t happen, I tried to embellish a little.

“I, Jeremy Pollard, a dungeon diver at the 103rd level, command this dungeon ruby to unlock.”

I wasn’t sure what to expect, but nothing happened. Not even so much as a pulse of color. Whatever it meant to unlock it wouldn’t be that easy.

“We must be missing something,” I said.

Mira bit her lip. “The passage doesn’t say anything more than that, and this book is one of the few that talks about dungeon gems to this length. I was hoping the unlocking part would be intuitive once you had it out.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

“We just need to keep working on it,” she said. “There’s got to be some way to do it. And there has to be some kind of account of just what kind of power it unlocks.”

“Is it necessarily a good power?” I questioned. “What if it’s something that’s meant to be kept away? And that’s why it’s so hard to unlock?”

Mira shook her head. “I don’t think so. From the accounts I’ve read, unlocking the gem seems to be a personal benefit to the holder. It’s not like you’d be unleashing a plague, unless all my accounts are flawed.”

Mira put a finger to her lips while I set the ruby down on the table. To be honest, I wasn’t that thrilled with holding something with such a great power that no one knew what it contained. For all we knew, we could unleash a plague just by saying the wrong thing, making me want to be extra careful with it.

“This could be the advantage that we’re looking for,” said Mira, bending forward to look at the ruby. “The one advantage that would put us over Rico. If we could just unlock it to reach the hidden power inside, maybe we could stand against him without fearing that it will be the last thing we do.”

“I’d feel better if I knew more about it,” I said. “What is this hidden power and how do we unlock it?”

“Oh, that’s interesting,” said Mira, examining the ruby extra closely. “There’s a . . . crack inside. Like a corruption in the ruby. Do you see that? Look closely, right near the center.”

I brought it closer to my eye. Beyond the basic geometric patterns on the outside, I could see the reddish patterns that crisscrossed the entire gem. And sure enough, I could see the crack Mira was talking about.

“I never noticed that before,” I said, tracing the crack with my finger. “It runs almost the entire length of the ruby, but inside instead of out. I wonder what that means. Maybe the quality of the ruby isn’t as high?”

“Or maybe it’s a sign that we haven’t unlocked it yet,” she said. “Either way, I have a feeling it might be important.”

“Did the other accounts mention a corruption inside their rubies?” I asked. “Or were they even rubies? Were they another kind of gem?”

Mira shook her head. “No, none of the others. And the only other gems I know of that the dungeon gives are diamonds and emeralds from one account four hundred years ago. But no mention of any corruptions in them. In fact, that account seems to go over how smooth the gem was, so I think a corruption would have been noted.”

“Did that diver unlock the power of it?”

“No, he died not long after getting the gem, which was an emerald.”

“I’m seeing a disturbing pattern here, Mira. Death follows these gems all too quickly, it seems.”

She managed to look hopeful for a second. “Maybe just a coincidence?”

At this point, I wasn’t willing to believe in any coincidences. This ruby could bestow great power on the user if they were able to unlock it, and I was willing to believe that there were people out there that would kill to get their hands on it.

People just like Rico.

“We need to keep researching,” I said. “But above all else, we need to make sure it stays in our possession. That stat increase alone is incredible enough, but in the wrong hands, this could be the tool that Rico needs to complete his power grab.”

“That’s something I’ve been wanting to know more about too,” she added. “The gems pick the diver, Jeremy. All of the accounts mention the dungeon finding a way to bestow the gem on a fateful diver. I’m not sure that Rico could take it from us if he wanted to. What if you’re the only person that could unlock the power of that ruby?”

“We can only hope you’re right,” I said. “But we can’t afford not to be cautious. Let’s see what else we can dig up. Maybe some kind of clue toward unlocking it.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” said Mira, reaching under the desk and pulling out two more books and depositing them into my hands.

“Diving in Sixteenth Century and Dungeon Creatures & Creations,” I said, reading the titles on the covers. “Okay, how do you keep procuring books like this, Mira? I’m beginning to think you have a whole library in your bra.”

Mira giggled. “My backpack, silly. And that’s not far from the truth. Thank the spirits the backpacks are enchanted because I have a few thousand pounds of books stacked in there.”

“A few thousand pounds of books?” I repeated. “Are you serious?”

She patted my shoulder lovingly. “You better start reading. I already have the next two books selected that I want you to check out. Sit down with me! We’ll be reading buddies!”

It was only with a great amount of reluctance that I sat down and buried myself in the book. I didn’t mind doing it with Mira, but I wanted answers more than anything. And I wanted to know that we weren’t on some fool’s errand.

What if there wasn’t a secret power to the ruby? What if this was just a distraction from the real enemy?

That thought weighed heavily on my mind as I started flipping pages.


Chapter Seven




The next few days were some of the strangest that I’d experienced since being back in Volantis. For one, the DDU’s presence in Volantis increased even more than it already was. Instead of just two officials posted at my mother’s house, there were now six at all times, rotating throughout the day to allow for a fresh presence.

There were even the same number posted at the Cultress manor, though they had a lot more ground to cover with the sheer size of the property owned by the family.

I had to get used to being within their line of sight at just about all times. About the only moments of privacy we were afforded were at night in our rooms or while using the bathroom. Otherwise, they were present all the time.

My mother didn’t seem to mind. I think it gave her peace of mind to see them ready to move at a moment’s notice. She got into the habit of feeding them with the rest of us, always making sure they had enough to eat.

I wasn’t nearly as patient with them. And there were quite a few times when I told them to scram, mostly when I just wanted a moment of privacy with one of the girls.

“Listen, if Rico Cartwright breaks into my house looking for a fight, you’ll hear about it just as quickly as I will,” I said, shooing away one particularly intrusive agent while Seraphina and I relaxed together on the couch one evening. “I need a break from seeing you here constantly. Go outside.”

At least they listened when I said something. I suspected that President Warner told them to obey my orders like they came from him, because they never challenged me on most things. The only rule I couldn’t get them to bend on was leaving for good.

“Jeremy,” snickered Seraphina, her head resting against my neck. “You don’t need to be mean to them.”

“They also don’t need to be watching us make out on the couch,” I growled. “I get that they want to be protective of us, but they need to remember that the president came to us asking for protection, not the other way around.”

“He’s trying to do what he can,” said Seraphina. “And if we give Rico the impression that we’re united with the DDU, he’ll think twice about any random attack.”

I wanted to believe what she was saying, but I just couldn’t. Last night, I heard about some other fight between DDU officials and an “unknown group of troublemakers.” This attack took place far to the north, in the town of Dunshire, which housed the second dungeon in the Path. I suspected it had something to do with Rico because they didn’t elaborate on just who those troublemakers were, and they didn’t mention any casualties suffered on the DDU’s side.

Either way, these attacks were becoming more frequent, and I knew sooner or later, the DDU would have to make a move. I just didn’t know that move would come tonight.

The first indication that something was off was the sudden knock on the door, followed by the quick entry of the two DDU officials usually stationed out front. They were followed by a hooded figure, who only revealed himself once he was inside and the door was shut.

It was none other than Mathias.

“Mathias, is that you?” my mother asked. “I didn’t realize you were coming over tonight!”

“I should hope not, because this has to be kept a secret,” he said. “Things are in motion right now that we need to keep under wraps. The time has come. Where is Jeremy?”

“Over here,” I said, pushing up from the couch alongside Seraphina. “What’s going on, Mathias? What do you mean the time has come?”

“Jeremy, we don’t have a lot of time, and I’m not going to mince words,” he said. “We need to move you. We need to move the entire team and all the families.”

I could feel my adrenaline pumping right away. “Are we in danger? Is Rico on his way here? The other girls are at Seraphina’s place, but I can get my dragons out to help if needed—”

“No danger,” said Mathias, shaking his head. “At least not yet. But this move is to keep you from danger and to introduce you to someone that can help you beat Rico. But we need to make the movement in secret lest Rico find out where we’re taking you.”

“Where are we going?” asked my mother. “Do I need to pack? What should I bring?”

“Just pack lightly,” said Mathias. “This won’t take long. I need all of you to come with me. I have one of my most trusted people going to find Mira to bring her here, to go with you. This move is only going to occur in small groups, but it needs to be completed by tomorrow morning.”

“Traveling throughout the entire night?” my mother asked, turning ashen-faced.

Mathias closed his eyes and nodded. “I’m afraid it has to be this way. We need the cover of darkness just in case Rico has someone spying on the village.”

There was a further knock on the door, at which point Mira appeared with yet another official. She looked just as bewildered as the rest of us, but once her father gave her a quick rundown, she was more than willing to put on a brave face.

We were allowed no more than ten minutes to put some of our belongings together. Since we had to pack lightly, we focused only on clothes as well as any other smaller sentimental items.

Luckily for me, most of my important stuff was already in my dungeon backpack, and the same could be said for Mira and Seraphina.

When we were all done, there were only a few suitcases placed by the door with our belongings. Once we were ready, Mathias had us move toward the backdoor.

“Only one of my people will come with us,” he said, right before opening the door. “He’s plotted the way to the drop-off point so that we’ll be able to find our way in the dark.”

“What about if it’s raining?” I asked, holding out my hand as I started to feel drops on my bare skin.

Mathias grimaced. “Like I said, our timing was fortuitous tonight. I hope no one minds getting a little wet.”

A little wet turned out to be an understatement. Another one of those famous Volantan storms was moving through the area. Before we were more than thirty yards from the house, I felt like a drowned rat, but Mathias explained the importance of moving without being seen.

And it certainly seemed like we were going to the middle of nowhere. I was familiar with the backwoods behind my house, having spent much of my childhood here. I’d crisscrossed these paths with Vaeda growing up, never suspecting that I’d be taking flight through them now.

Once we reached the point that I’d usually turned around, we kept going. We kept pressing on, passing through rain so cold that it made my teeth clatter. I wasn’t the only one having a hard time. Mira’s glasses were completely fogged up again, and I gave her my hand to help navigate the woods without running into anything.

“Sorry,” she told me sheepishly. “It really sucks when you can’t see where you’re going.”

“That’s what I’m here for, gorgeous,” I told her, bringing a smile to her drenched face.

We continued moving even after the rain stopped, somewhere I guessed was about forty-five minutes from my house. There were no markers out here, no signs of anything really. Just deep woods in the middle of nowhere.

“What are we looking for exactly?” I asked Mathias. “Is there a safe house back here? Or maybe a cave where we can hide?”

Mathias shook his head. “We need to get away from Volantis. Even a remote location like this can be found if Rico was so inclined. We need to get somewhere that he’ll never suspect. Somewhere he won’t expect you to go.”

I didn’t ask anything more, suspecting that he wouldn’t tell me anyway. I just kept following beside him as we moved and twisted through the woods until the trees finally broke, revealing an open landing that was dominated by a small stream.

“Here we are,” said Mathias, putting his fingers in his mouth.

The whistle that erupted didn’t sound like a whistle. It sounded like the noise that birds make—a natural call that wouldn’t raise the suspicions of anyone that heard it. It was accompanied by another, similar whistle from deeper in the forest, and we followed until we found what we were looking for.

I heard Seraphina gasp when we found the Olypepper, not expecting to see it tucked away in this small space. It was hard to make out the details of the creature with the limited light that we had available, but it was unmistakable once I saw the sheer size of it.

I also saw that there was another group of people already waiting for us.

“Jeremy!”

Elise was the first to rush away from the group that contained Vaeda, her parents, and Seraphina’s parents. She barreled into me and hugged me.

“I really didn’t want to fly without you next to me,” she said, in a rare moment of honesty.

“I didn’t even know we were flying,” I said. “Though I guess it makes sense.”

“By headcount, everyone is here now,” said Mathias, counting twice just to make sure. His eyes then fell on Elise. “Elise, your parents should already be there. I took the liberty of moving them earlier in the night.”

“It would be really helpful if you could tell us where we’re going?” asked an annoyed Elise. “Not a huge fan of all this secrecy, especially when it involves my parents. I can only imagine what they’re thinking right now.”

“Yeah, probably that they’re not in Gardenia any longer,” joked Seraphina.

The joke was largely wasted on Elise.

“It will all make sense when we get there,” said Mathias. “I’m sorry for all the secrecy, but we need to get moving. Please, everyone board the Olypepper and let’s get going.”

I almost expected more grumbling than what actually happened. Even Alabaster Cultress stepped onto the back of the Olypepper without so much as a hostile word. I followed alongside the rest of the girls and my mother, taking seats near the back. Immediately, I felt Elise press herself against me.

“I thought you were doing better with flying?” I said. “I didn’t think it scared you like it used to.”

“Flying in the daytime when I can see where we’re going is one thing,” she said. “But flying at night when I can’t? Might as well be like the first time all over again.”

Elise had a point. I actually enjoyed flying on the back of an Olypepper, but I wasn’t too keen when I couldn’t see anything that was further than five feet away from me.

“This isn’t exactly safe either,” added Mira. “Olypeppers are not the best night flyers. Their eyesight is most optimal in the day, and they sacrifice up to sixty percent of their vision at night.”

Elise groaned. “Mira, there are some things that you just need to keep to yourself.”

“For once, I have to agree with Elise,” I added. “I could have really done without knowing that.”

Mathias stopped in the back row and made sure we were all buckled before taking a seat himself near the front. Even at this short of a distance, I couldn’t see the pilot, and thankfully they spared the first-time flight joke before the creature took off.

My uneasiness about flying in the dark didn’t disappear once we were airborne. It was a distinctly uncomfortable feeling, seeing nothing but darkness all around you. It was almost like a dream, but there was that added factor of knowing the ground was hundreds of feet below us.

As bad as I had it, Elise had it worse. She clung to my arm while burying her face against my shoulder. It reminded me of the first time we ever flew, and my instinct was to wrap my arm around her and hold her tightly against me.

“Just in case we die, I want you to know that I love you more than cinnamon rolls,” said Elise, in a slightly crazy but completely genuine way. “Like it’s not even a contest. I’d sacrifice those little sugary circles of heaven for the rest of my life if it was the only way to be with you.”

I chuckled, finding a lot of the tension from tonight broken. “I love you too. And how about we get the best of both worlds?”

“Hmm?”

I kissed her softly. “We get to love each other and we get cinnamon rolls. Seems like a great deal to me.”

“Maybe at the same time? That would be kinda kinky though, right? Maybe I’ll drizzle frosting down your body and eat it off of you. Maybe I’ll even drizzle it over that extra thick coc—”

My mother cleared her throat very loudly, which made Elise turn so red that it was visible in the poor light that we had.

“Sorry, Melanie,” said Elise. “I forget that we’re not alone sometimes.”

“Maybe look around first before you say some things that would be considered risque?” my mother suggested.

“Elise is the queen of putting her foot in her mouth,” I said. “We’ve tried many times to get her to stop, but it’s just who she is.”

Elise continued to look sad for a few seconds before she raised her finger in excitement. “I probably could put my foot in my mouth. Like not the whole thing, obviously, but at least most of the toes.”

“Case in point,” I said, making my mother laugh.

It was a refreshing break that we all needed. I don’t think anyone except Mathias truly knew how long this ride was going to last until we got to our destination, and anything we could do to forget the fact that we just fled our hometown was desperately needed.

It soon became obvious that it wasn’t going to be a short flight. Around thirty minutes after we left, I felt Elise’s head sag against my shoulder, having finally fallen asleep. Looking around, I could see that Vaeda was slumped up against her mother, while the Cultress children were doing the same with their parents. Even Mathias looked to be about out of it, no doubt from the stress of planning all of this in secrecy.

After enough time though, one thing was for sure. We were crossing all of Aspatria to get to our final destination. Though I couldn’t see the passing land under us, it was the only explanation for our long flying time.

It was only once the sky turned from complete and total darkness to something resembling a light hue of purple that we reached our destination. Once I could make out some of the terrain below us, I could see that we were somewhere in the mountains of the country, somewhere that I suspected was far to the north of Volantis. I could only see the jagged peaks of mountains below us, along with the occasional remote cabin, before the Olypepper finally started to descend.

When it did, I could see a small plain that was set on a relatively flat portion of the mountains. It was a plain large enough to fit most of the town of Volantis, but I could see that the majority of it was dominated by a large lake. On the east side of the lake I could see several tents that looked like they’d been thrown up in a hurry.

Despite the early hour, I could already make out the sight of people below us, scurrying about.

“What is this place?” I muttered to my mother. “Where are we?”

“I wish I knew,” she said. “Not any place that I recognize.”

The sky continued to lighten right as we came down for a landing. The Olypepper’s feet skimmed the edges of the lake before landing with elegance on the east side, just a short distance from the tent village I saw as we circled above.

Finally, I couldn’t contain my curiosity any longer. I made my way past the rows of other people until I reached Mathias.

“Can you tell me now where we are?” I asked him, with more force than I intended. “You’ve had us traveling all throughout the night without giving us any details. What is this place, Mathias?”

Now that we were on the ground, the secretive Mathias seemed to disappear, being replaced by the one that I knew best. He put his hand on my shoulder.

“This is safety,” he explained. “It’s incredibly remote, and there are almost no people that live up here in the mountains. Rico will never think to look for you up here. This is a place that no one knows about except a few chosen people in the DDU, including President Warner. Speaking of, there he is over there.”

I craned my head to see the old president walking closer toward the Olypepper, using his cane for stability. Upon seeing him, Mathias stepped off the platform, with me closely behind him. The rest of the girls and their families all came too.

“No incidents?” Warner asked Mathias once we were close. “Did everything go according to plan?”

“As far as I can tell,” said Mathias. “I don’t believe we were seen at all.”

There were more people gathering behind President Warner, including a set of familiar faces that I hadn’t seen before our last stop at Gardenia.

“Elise? Elise, is that you?”

“Mom! Dad!”

Elise took off on a run to go hug her parents. Judging by the looks on their faces, they seemed to be just as bewildered about what this was as the rest of us.

“Okay, I need both of you to explain what’s happening right now,” I said. “Why the move in the middle of the night, and what does this have to do with safety? Did something happen with Rico?”

“I suppose there’s no harm in telling you now,” said Warner, after a quick glance at Mathias. “I told you that you had the full support of the DDU, right? Well, we’ve received a tip from one of Rico’s followers that we captured. A tip that wasn’t easy to come by, but that we suspected was entirely genuine.”

I felt my adrenaline pulse at knowing Rico was up to something. “What kind of tip was it? An attack?”

Both Warner and Mathias nodded. “We believe so. We believe Rico was planning a raid on Volantis. I’m not trying to frighten you, Jeremy, but if he would have attacked, I don’t think he would have stopped until you were dead.”

That was a chilling thought, but one that I’d come to expect from Rico now. Especially given the circumstances.

Warner then raised his hands and gestured to our new surroundings. “This is plan B. What we’re calling Base Camp. It’s a secretive area that only a few people in Aspatria know about, and only people that have the highest clearance within the DDU. This is where we keep you safe from Rico. Before, Rico had a number of advantages working for him. He knew exactly where you were in Volantis, and he also knew that your families were always separated, despite your efforts to keep them safe. Here at Base Camp, we take those two advantages away from him.”

“And there’s no way that anyone would know where we’re going,” added Mathias. “Especially if he has spies watching Volantis, which he most assuredly does. We left without anyone being able to follow us here.”

“This is where we keep everyone together,” said Warner. “We have safety in numbers, and we can also help you train to confront Rico. I have a few more surprises for you which will be revealed in enough time. Basically, we’re going to get you prepared for what you’ll face against Rico.”

It was a lot to take in. The sudden uprooting of our lives was one thing, but being here in Base Camp made everything seem more real.

“Let’s get everyone into a tent,” said Warner, once we’d all congregated. “You must all be exhausted, and I’m sure an Olypepper ride in total darkness is no place to sleep. Come on, we’ll get you put into new sleeping quarters.”

Most of the families followed the few DDU officials available as they stepped into the tent village. I was inclined to follow them, but Mathias gestured for me to stop.

“There’s someone else I think you should meet,” said Mathias. “At least before you get some sleep. Someone that we went to great lengths to find.”

President Warner cleared his throat, letting me know that his opinion of this person seemed to be a little suspect. My curiosity stoked, I looked around at the crowd.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“Someone who knows what it takes to defeat Rico,” explained Mathias. “Come on, we’ll introduce you.”

I glanced back to look for the girls, but they had already followed the officials to the tents. I opened my mouth to get their attention.

“It’s okay,” said Mathias, seeing what I was doing. “It’s best if you meet her alone first. This might not be the best first meeting anyway.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Her?”


Chapter Eight




I didn’t get an immediate explanation, which only seemed to make me more curious. Instead, I followed Mathias and President Warner across the plain right as the first rays of light poked over the nearby mountain peaks.

We were headed toward one tent that was situated away from the others. One that looked like it didn’t belong. The other tents all seemed to be made of the same construction, from the same materials and using the same soft colors.

This tent was different, having a much smaller composition and looking like it had clearly seen better days. It told me one thing right off the bat—whoever was in here wanted some kind of separation from the DDU. Not just a physical separation but a visual distinction from them too.

As we walked, Mathias leaned closer to me. “I’m sorry for all this secrecy tonight. Your mind must be swimming right now with everything.”

“A little,” I told him. “It’s a lot to handle. Especially with no sleep.”

“I completely understand,” he said. “I made sure the tent that was set aside for you, Mira, and the other girls is extremely comfortable. I know this won’t be comparable to home, but I hope it’s close enough for now.”

That was fine for me, but my thoughts were more centered on the occupant of this tent ahead of us.

“Who is this person?” I asked. “A veteran diver by the sounds of it?”

Mathias winced. “Yes and no. She’s very experienced, but she hasn’t been in the dungeons in more than a decade. She also knows Rico very well.”

That made me uneasy to hear, thinking I was about to get introduced to one of Rico’s former lovers. I was nervous about it until Warner leaned in closer.

“If there’s anyone who knows what Rico is capable of doing, it’s her. She tried to warn us about him for a long time, and with his popularity, she paid the ultimate price for standing against him.”

“What price was that?” I asked.

Mathias looked guilty. “Exile.”

I didn’t get the chance to ask what that was about by the time we reached her tent. Mathias coughed awkwardly, no doubt as a means to indicate that we were outside. When nothing happened, he tapped the canvas several times.

“Calista, are you in there?” asked Mathias.

The name didn’t spark any recognition on my part, and no one inside answered Mathias’ question. After waiting enough time, he poked his head inside the tent.

When he turned around, I could see the confusion on his face. “She’s gone.”

“Gone?” repeated Warner, stamping his cane against the ground. “Now where in sam-hell could she have gone?”

Mathias seemed to have an idea, and after checking the immediate grounds of Calista’s tent, he started to search the shoreline of the lake. Within seconds, he was nodding his head.

“I can’t say I’m surprised,” he said, pointing to a tiny figure on the other side of the lake. Even squinting my eyes, I could barely make out her features from this distance.

President Warner started to curse under his breath. “I’m not walking all the way out there. I’m too old for this.” He exhaled deeply before glancing at me. “I’ll let Mathias take it from here. Go meet Calista and then get some rest. If you need me, just come find my tent when you wake up, okay?”

I nodded and he stomped away still muttering to himself. I glanced at Mathias and raised an eyebrow.

“So there’s a lot of bad blood between Warner and this Calista person, isn’t there?”

“Bad blood is sugarcoating it a little,” replied Mathias. “Let’s just say that the only reason Calista is here now is because we both share a common enemy. Otherwise, I think she would have told the DDU to pound sand when we came calling.”

“Who is she though?” I asked. “Tell me about her. And what’s the connection with Rico?”

We started walking toward the lake while Mathias fed me some information about Calista.

“Well, for one, she’s a mountain nymph,” he explained. “Have you ever met one before?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t think there were too many of them left. I learned in school that there are only a few thousand left in the world in total. I had no idea there were any left in Aspatria.”

“Only a few hundred in Aspatria,” confirmed Mathias. “And mostly they stay hidden in their own communities in the mountains. Most of them live outside our society, but every couple of years or so we get one that applies for a license. Calista was one of them that applied and received her license a few years before you were born. She was incredibly talented too—talented enough that she caught a certain upcoming diver’s eyes right from the start.”

“Rico,” I said.

“Exactly,” replied Mathias. “This was right around the time that your father started diving with Rico. No doubt your father would have recognized Calista’s name, but I don’t think he knew her personally. She was one of the first people Rico tried to get into his harem. They trained together for two years, and from what I heard, Rico put the hard press on her to become intimate with him, but there was some kind of . . . falling out.”

“Falling out in regards to what?” I asked. “Something similar to my mother?”

“Not quite,” said Mathias quickly. “You’ll see once we get closer. Either way, she pointed the finger at Rico, saying that he attacked her. Rico spun it in the opposite direction, saying that she was deranged and tried to kill him. He had scars from her attack still, and I think she is the only person in the world to get away with hurting Rico. Her biggest problem is that she doesn’t have the friendliest personality, so public opinion went with Rico, mostly because he was famous already and she wasn’t. When she appealed directly to the DDU to punish Rico in some form for his attack, the current president declined and suggested that perhaps she should focus on other activities besides diving.”

“Ouch,” I said. “Adding insult to injury.”

“You can see why she doesn’t think highly of the DDU. However, she has one advantage that no one else in Aspatria can claim to have. She’s trained with Rico, and she knows him as well as anyone. She’s also withstood his attack and managed to hurt him on her own. She’s also sufficiently leveled enough that she can help you prepare for this confrontation with him. That is, as long as she plays nice with all of us.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “Play nice?”

Mathias pursed his lips. “You’ll see in just a minute.”

We were getting closer to Calista now, and I could now make out her form on the horizon. She had her back to us, but she seemed to be doing some type of meditation as she knelt in the still waters near the edge of the lake. Even though she was kneeling, I could tell she was tall. She didn’t have much in the way of curves, but the distance from her head just to her butt indicated a frame that seemed more lanky than anything else.

Even with her longer frame, her hair was long. It was silverish in color but it was done up in this messy ponytail where the tip still managed to come down to the small of her back. I could see pointed ears poking out from either side, but the most defining thing about seeing her from behind was that it looked like she didn’t have a stitch of clothing on her at all.

“Erm, is it common for mountain nymphs to be naked all the time?” I asked Mathias.

I thought I’d kept my voice down low enough for only him to hear, but I was surprised when she showed movement. Calista stood up and turned around, crossing her arms as she stared at me.

“I am not naked,” she said, in a voice that sounded both dangerous and experienced at the same time.”

She was right though. She wasn’t naked, but what she was wearing left little to the imagination. It was like looking at a single-piece swimsuit, but it was crafted in such a way that it didn’t strap onto her body, which left her backside almost entirely uncovered except for a thin strip around her butt. The suit looked like something that Vaeda would wear, being entirely made of leaves that had been stitched together to cover her breasts and pubic region while leaving the rest of her exposed.

I’d been expecting someone that was older and more matronly in appearance, but that wasn’t the case for Calista. Despite her age and silver hair, she appeared no older than thirty at most, having pleasing features and soft, milky skin.

The tragedy with Calista became apparent from the second I looked at her face though. She only had one eye, which was fixated on me like she was still trying to figure out whether I was a friend or foe. The space where the other eye was supposed to be was permanently shut, and marked with two vertical scars over the space.

Without the eye damage, Calista would have been beautiful, and it wasn’t hard to see why Rico wanted her in his harem. It also caused me to speculate what happened to cause their “falling out.”

I didn’t know what to say to her charge about her state of dress, but at least Mathias tried to start off pleasantly.

“Good morning, Calista,” he said, offering a wave. “Good to see you again.”

She crossed her arms in front of her chest and snorted. “I’d like to be able to say the same. You’re interrupting my meditation time.”

First impressions rarely went worse. Judging by the look on her face, there was a deep level of distrust between Calista and anyone representing the DDU, and it looked like I was going to be tarred with the same brush.

“Well, I thought you might want to meet Jeremy as soon as he arrived,” said Mathias. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you’ve agreed to train him.”

Calista took several long steps forward, making me marvel at just how graceful she was on her feet.

“You’re Jeremy Pollard?” she said, as if she didn’t believe it. “The same diver that recently crossed over level 100?”

“I can show you if you don’t believe me,” I said, nodding. “The badge doesn’t lie.”

She sniffled, causing her nostrils to wiggle. “Yes. Show me.”

I shrugged, and pushed the button on my badge.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 103

Experience: 4344/5000

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 20)

Stats:

Strength: 109

Agility: 106

Magical Power: 115

Stamina: 109

Intelligence: 119

Charisma: 113

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

Calista grabbed my arm as she scanned my stat sheet, not even saying a word as she clung to me like a child that might run away from its parents. Once she was done, she regarded me with a deep look in her eyes that I couldn’t read.

“So it is true,” she said. “And a dungeon ruby too. You really are that powerful. I didn’t know what to believe when they told me. Every fiber in my body wanted to tell the DDU president to fuck off when they found me, but I was intrigued when I heard about you. I always thought that if you really weren’t up to par, I could still walk away without any hesitation. But you’re the real deal. And so young too. How old are you?”

“I’ll be twenty-one on my next birthday, in just a few months,” I said.

Calista clicked her teeth with her tongue. “Such raw power. No wonder you’re on Rico’s shit list. I almost want to kill you for just how unfair life can be for making you so strong at your age.”

I didn’t take that as a real threat, but Mathias did. He stepped between us in a protective way.

“I thought we talked about you helping us,” he said, looking nervous.

“Oh, relax,” snapped Calista. “I’m not going to kill him. I doubt I could, even though I’m probably one of the highest-rated divers left in Aspatria. Rico has killed everyone else.”

“What’s your stat sheet look like?” I asked. “I’d like to be able to know who I’m working with.”

Calista shrugged and pressed her badge to bring it up.

Name: Calista Buford

Class: Cleric

Level: 85

Experience: 256/3000

Stats:

Strength: 81

Agility: 89

Magical Power: 93

Stamina: 82

Intelligence: 88

Charisma: 90

Abilities:

Protective Bubble

Downpour

Spells:

Healing Light II

Aqua Pulse III

Necromancer III

I was surprised to see someone so strong. As far as I knew, there was quite the gap between our team and the next strongest group of divers, but Calista had been off the radar for so long that I think everyone else had written her off.

There was one other thing I recognized too, and that was her last name.

“Buford,” I said. “I’ve heard that name recently. Mira was reading a biography about a diver from a hundred years back. Bradley Buford was his name.”

Recognition sparked in Calista’s eyes. “Yes, that was my great-grandfather.”

“I heard that your great-grandfather was the last person to give an account of getting a dungeon gem,” I said, pulling mine out from under my clothing. “Do you know anything about them?”

Her gaze narrowed slightly. “Perhaps.”

It wasn’t exactly the warm response that I was expecting, but it also wasn’t a no. I filed that knowledge away for later and switched to another topic.

“You have some spells on here that I don’t recognize,” I said. “And some cool abilities. Can I read what they say?”

Calista shook her head and her menu disappeared. “No, you can’t.”

I was struck by her sudden rudeness, but I was still trying to keep in mind that this was someone that had their reputation intentionally destroyed for most of their life.

She probably wasn’t very social to begin with, so I decided to go the extra mile to extend the olive branch.

“Mathias tells me that you are our best hope when it comes to standing up to Rico,” I said. “I know that we’re going to have to do that eventually, so I’m looking forward to getting to know you better.”

She rolled her eyes, and that’s when I figured out this was going to be harder than I expected.

“The last time I saw Rico Cartwright was when he destroyed my face,” she snapped. “You can say that my track record of ‘standing up’ to Rico isn’t that fucking great. So you’ll excuse me if I’m not looking forward to it.”

With those words, Calista marched away, not waiting for us to say another word. She got halfway around the lake before I said something to Mathias.

“You’re sure about this?” I asked. “Don’t get me wrong—her stat sheet is powerful. But she seems to come with a little . . . baggage.”

“Yes, she does,” said Mathias. “And Rico is mostly to blame for that, along with the DDU for not believing her. She’s been deeply scarred by the events of her life, and even though she’s a very talented diver, it’s going to take some time to work through her tough outer shell.”

“Time and a sledgehammer probably,” I grumbled. “This isn’t where she lives though, right? How did you get her here? It doesn’t seem like she’s that willing to help.”

“That’s where President Warner comes in,” said Mathias. “We offered her money, but she claimed not to need it. Her only request was image rehabilitation.”

“She doesn’t want to be seen as the crazy person who tried to attack Rico all those years ago,” I said. “That’s an uphill battle. I don’t think most people have ever heard of her to know better.”

“Probably not most younger people, but those my age will probably recognize her name. I think she just wants a reset more than anything. We can give that to her, but she also needs to uphold her end of the bargain. It didn’t escape our notice that she’s a Buford either, especially concerning your ruby.”

“Do you think she still has her great-grandfather’s gem?” I asked. “It wasn’t listed in her possessions on her stat sheet.”

“According to her, it doesn’t exist anymore,” said Mathias, spreading his hands. “But that’s all we could get out of her. She wouldn’t say anything else, but gems are not something that you would part with willingly. My suspicion is that she doesn’t have it.”

“I guess I have my work cut out for me then,” I said, before giving a sideways glance at Mathias. “You really think she can help me?”

He nodded. “I think she’s the only person in the country who truly knows what you’re going through.”

“Well, that’s better than nothing.”


Chapter Nine




I decided to give Calista some space after our not-so-satisfactory introduction. I didn’t want to push her too fast, but I also didn’t want to do anything more while I had a DDU official with me. I wanted to approach her on my own, neutral terms and hopefully remove some of that baked-in animosity that she had for the DDU.

I was also still dead tired. So as soon as I marched back over to the tent village, I found our designated tent and stepped inside. I saw a massive king bed that had already been prepared, and one that had four bodies already in. The girls were fast asleep after a night of trying nerves, so I disrobed as quietly as possible before slipping under the covers.

As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was asleep.

By the time I woke up, the sun was just starting to set, signaling the arrival of the evening. I hadn’t realized how exhausted I was, especially since I could hear sounds of life outside our tent. I slipped out of an empty bed and quickly dressed before poking my head outside the flaps.

What I saw actually made me smile.

“And then, I figured out that the stupid Oracle was just giving us riddles,” Elise told her parents as they walked around the lake. “And it was my idea that we chop her into pieces as the only way we could move forward.”

“I thought oracles were supposed to be good things,” said her father, with a confused expression on his face.

“Yup, and that was part of the trick,” said Elise proudly. “The part that I figured out, you know, with a little help from my friends.”

I grinned as she hammed it up, catching her gaze moments later. She gave me a wink as they kept walking around the lake.

“Well, I’d say your team is lucky to have you then, pumpkin,” said her father. “That’s what we call Carlsberg intelligence, and you’ve received your fair share of it.”

It wasn’t hard to see where Elise got her sophisticated personality. I turned my attention away from her to see Mira and my mother sitting against a rock, with both of them eating some kind of stew. They were chatting idly while Vaeda and Seraphina were practicing their spells a short distance away, while being watched by their parents.

“I didn’t realize I was so tired,” I told my mother and Mira once I came closer. “What kind of stew is that? It smells delicious.”

“Here, let me get you a bowl,” said Mira, rushing up from her seat. “One of the officials just made it and passed it around. I made sure that they left enough for you. I didn’t want to wake you so that you got all the rest you needed.”

“We were able to send someone in to check on you,” admitted my mother. “But then again, I knew you didn’t get much sleep on the ride here last night.”

“You can say that again,” I said, taking the bowl of stew from Mira and diving in. Immediately, my mouth was assaulted with flavor. “Wow, this is good. Like really good.”

“President Warner said he brought several of the cooks from the DDU headquarters in Numeria here,” said my mother amusingly. “I guess he doesn’t like to ‘rough it’ in the country.”

“I believe they call that glamping,” said Mira. “And he’s definitely a glamper.”

“I’m okay with that,” I said, laughing. “We’ll take whatever comfort we can get up here. Wherever this place is.”

My mother smiled and looked around. “It’s not a bad place to be though. Fresh mountain air. Clean water. Beautiful nature all around us, and knowing that we’re more protected up here. It’s like being on a vacation.”

I liked her spin on our current situation. Though our lives had all been uprooted suddenly, there was still a silver lining to all of this. We were all together now, making our families easier to defend. Maybe that was part of the reason I slept better.

I wasn’t doing it while keeping one eye open like I’d become accustomed.

“Things could definitely be worse,” I said, agreeing with her.

We continued to eat our stew until Mira leaned against me a few minutes later.

“So I heard the meeting with Calista Buford didn’t go so hot,” she whispered.

“You can say that again. I’m guessing your dad told you once you woke up?”

She nodded. “He said she was a little hostile.”

“Well, she said she only thought about killing me once, so I guess that’s not too bad.”

Mira paled suddenly. “What?”

“It was a joke,” I replied. “But you’re right. Calista has had a troubled life. The fact that she seems to be the only one that might be able to help us defeat Rico only makes things more difficult.”

“When are you going to talk to her again?” she asked. “Soon?”

“Honestly, I was thinking about doing it as soon as I finished this stew. But I wanted to do it without your dad. Or the president. I don’t think the DDU should be involved. They seem to push her buttons a little too much.”

“Do you want some company?” she offered. “I’ll go with you if you think it could help.”

I weighed the pros and cons quickly in my mind. It didn’t take me long to figure out the answer.

“I think it would be good for her to meet you,” I said. “She did agree to help us, so she might as well start meeting the team. Just us though. I don’t want to overwhelm her with the other girls.”

“You don’t want Elise to pester her about the shabbiness of her tent, do you?”

I winced. “Has Elise already been on that tangent?”

“Oh, you know our Elise,” replied Mira, giggling. “But honestly, she’s been fine. But I think Calista might need a warning before she meets Elise for the first time.”

I chuckled. “I think you’re right. Come on, let’s go see if Calista is free.”

We set our bowls of stew down and started walking toward her tent.

“Have you ever seen a mountain nymph before?” I asked her. “It was my first time. I didn’t know what to expect.”

“Only once,” replied Mira. “When I was a lot younger. I saw one in Numeria, and I remember thinking that they were beautiful creatures.”

“I think Calista was beautiful at one time,” I said. “But not so much now.”

“Her eye, right? I heard about it.”

“I’d really like to know what happened there,” I said. “Hopefully we can get her to open up to us a little more.”

“Well, here’s to trying,” said Mira. “Maybe we’ll have better luck than my dad did.”

Upon approaching Calista’s tent, I could see that it was actually occupied this time. One of the flaps was open, and I could see movement inside. I thought about calling inside to get her attention, but as it turned out, Calista was the one that noticed our arrival.

I saw her head pop out from the canvas, her gaze falling on Mira and I. She seemed to appraise us silently before her eyes fell on me.

“Er, hi,” I said, feeling awkward. “I was hoping to talk if you had some time. And hopefully introduce you to another member of my team.”

Calista turned her head to stare at Mira. “You’re the daughter of the tall one with the brown mop on his head. Mathias, isn’t it?”

Mira smiled politely. “Yes, that’s right.”

Calista grunted, which I initially took to be a bad sign before she jerked her head to invite us inside. I ducked my head, following in her footsteps into the tent. It was laid out similarly to ours, spartan mostly, because it had been set up so quickly. I noticed though that she had cut a hole out of the top of the tent so that the natural light would shine in at all times of day. In the middle of the tent, there were several blankets set out on the floor, and Calista promptly sat down in the middle of them, assuming another meditative pose.

I didn’t see anything resembling a chair, and I figured she would scowl if I sat down on the same blanket she was already using, so I moved just to her right, sitting on the bare grass. Mira mimicked my movement and sat down next to me.

The tension in the air was just plain awkward. Calista had closed her eye once she sat down, and she didn’t appear to be in any hurry to say anything. Her mouth was slightly parted, and every few seconds, I could see her lips come together as she went about her meditation.

I was starting to think that we ought to leave and come back when Calista finally spoke.

“I don’t trust them.”

She was now looking at us out of the corner of her eye. It didn’t take much thought to figure out who “them” was.

“The DDU,” I said, more as a statement and not a question.

Calista nodded and glanced at Mira. “I know he’s your father, but I don’t trust him either. They’ve gone through too much trouble to discredit me over the last twenty years. I can’t just throw that away because we now have a common enemy.”

Calista let out a deep sigh, and I could see the tension visibly leaving her body. When she looked at me again, I didn’t see the same hostility from earlier.

“As much as the DDU rubs me the wrong way, I think it’s important to help you,” she said. “I also don’t want you to get the wrong idea about me. I might be a hard bitch, but I’m not dead inside. I know what it feels like when someone you love, someone you consider to be family, betrays you.”

“I don’t think you’re a bitch,” I said, causing Calista to raise her eyebrow. “After what you’ve been through, you have the right to be cautious and skeptical.”

She shook her head. “My entire world turned against me. Even my family. After Rico attacked me, the only thing I could do was defend myself. And I lost everything.”

“What happened exactly?” asked Mira. “I mean, I’ve heard rumors but I don’t know the story.”

“Another time,” said Calista, turning away from us.

We’d melted her defenses slightly, but they were still there. And she retreated almost as quickly as she arrived.

After another deep breath, Calista turned our way again. “I want to help your team. I want to see you kill that bastard for everything he’s done. For all the people he’s killed. For all the lives he’s destroyed. I can bring a few advantages to the table if we start working together.”

“What kind of advantages?” I asked.

“For one, I’m probably the only diver in the country right now that’s sufficiently close to your own levels,” said Calista. “I may not have the raw power that you have, Jeremy, but I can certainly keep you busy as an opponent that would be relatively close in strength to Rico. There’s also Serpent Hollows to consider.”

“You’d help us train for Serpent Hollows?” asked Mira.

“Training for Rico and training for Serpent Hollows are the same thing,” replied Calista. “Rico is a dungeon unto himself, so one experience will benefit the other. I’m told you’ll be getting new spells as well?”

“From what President Warner has promised us,” I said, which made Calista roll her eye.

“I hope his promises are actually worth it,” she said. “Either way, I can help you train the new spells. You’re going to need every advantage you can get, for Rico and for Serpent Hollows. Though if I know Rico, I have a feeling your final fight with him will be inside the dungeon.”

“Inside Serpent Hollows?” asked Mira nervously. “That’s crazy!”

“Yeah, well if you haven’t noticed that Rico is a little crazy by now, you’re not paying attention, sister,” said Calista.

At that point, I saw a visible change in Calista, where she seemed to realize she was being hostile and pulled it back.

“Listen, everything about Rico revolves around those dungeons,” she explained. “It was like that even when I was diving with him. His entire reputation is built around being this dungeon god, more powerful than every boss of the dungeon combined. He will seek to beat you there, on his own turf. It’s the only way he can maintain his own legacy.”

After thinking about it for a moment, it made sense. All of his other killings that we knew about took place inside the dungeon, including my father’s. It was the only place that Rico could reinforce his reputation, especially when he was called in to “rescue” the ill-fated team.

“So we train together,” I said. “For Rico and Serpent Hollows. I have to say that it would be better to train with another person. Someone who can offer us a real challenge.”

“What has your training been like up until now?” asked Calista.

“We’ve been getting monsters from the previous dungeons, but they’re not much of a challenge anymore,” said Mira. “Plus taking them out of the dungeon nukes their power a little so it’s just not the same.”

Calista actually laughed. “Trust me when I say I won’t hold back on you. I train hard. I’m not going to give you an easy ride, because that would be doing you a disservice in the long run. I’ll try to kill you, because you know that Rico will be trying to do the same too.”

“We welcome anything you can throw at us,” I said. “We need it. We need you, Calista. I’m grateful that you’re here.”

“You might want to save your thoughts until after we’re done training,” she said, wearing a smirk. “You might change your mind. So we’ll do this. Starting tomorrow morning, I’ll train with the team in the mornings. Starting in the afternoons though, I’m going to train Jeremy one-on-one. Team leaders always need extra work I’ve found.”

“Extra work?” I asked, feeling confused.

“You’re Rico’s ultimate target,” said Calista. “If anyone is going to be tested to the utmost limits of their abilities, it’s you. I suggest that you not tire yourself out completely in the mornings. In the afternoons, I’m going to try to break you.”

If the statement wasn’t ominous enough, the look on her face was. It was the missing eye that added to the overall effect, chilling me to the bone.

“What about Jeremy’s ruby?” asked Mira suddenly, bringing up another good point. “You’re from the Buford family. If there’s anyone that knows about the powers of dungeon gems, surely you can help us there too?”

“That we can talk about another time,” said Calista, turning away from us in a way that sparked a few questions for me. Calista’s body language left no doubt that it was a bad topic to continue though, so I didn’t pursue anything.

“For now though, I want to get intimately familiar with your existing team,” said Calista. “I want to see everyone’s stat sheet, and I want to get a feel for your skills.”

Calista didn’t wait for us to be ready. She sprung up gracefully and pushed the button on Mira’s badge, bringing up her sheet.

Name: Mirabel “Mira” James

Class: Caster

Level: 94

Experience: 213/4000

Stats:

Strength: 97

Agility: 91

Magical Power: 101

Stamina: 92

Intelligence: 94

Charisma: 90

Abilities:

Power of Knowledge

Status Shield

Telekinesis

Spells:

Healing Light

Minimize

Reanimate

Summon III

Time Warp

“To see such raw power in young people is nothing short of insanity,” said Calista, shaking her head. “I don’t know who you sold your souls to in order to get such power, but it was certainly a good deal.”

“We’ve trained hard, and we work well together as a team,” I said, feeling the sudden urge to defend ourselves. “It wasn’t that long ago that we were only level 5.”

“I think the dungeons favor you,” said Calista. “It’s why they’ve allowed such a rapid accumulation of levels. Maybe they’re preparing you for this confrontation in a way. Maybe, if you believe in fate, they’ve been preparing you for this moment your entire life.”

“I don’t like the notion that my destiny isn’t entirely in my own hands,” I said, crossing my arms. “Anything else makes it feel like my life is left to chance.”

She studied me for several moments without saying anything. I was struck by how intense her single eye could be when she focused on something. One thing was for certain—I had a hard time telling if she disliked me or if I was starting to earn her respect in a begrudging manner.

We continued to talk about the team and their strengths for the next twenty minutes before Calista finally asked Mira to gather the rest of the girls so she could read their respective stat sheets. In the process, it left me alone with the woman for the first time, an uncomfortable experience considering I was having such a hard time reading her.

“It seems like you have a strong team.”

I glanced over at Calista to find her eye on me. “From what you’ve told me, you’re very well-rounded and capable, especially considering the threat in front of you. How did you assemble your team? Did you go about recruiting them?”

“Recruiting them, no,” I said, actually chuckling at the notion. “It all kinda fell into place by accident actually. I met Mira and Elise at the stadium the day we went to get our licenses. I knew Vaeda my entire life, and when her team dissolved, it was only natural to have her join us. And Seraphina we rescued from the dungeon when her team was all but destroyed.”

Calista gave me a curious look. “You don’t often meet people of your talent that don’t take a more ruthless approach to team-building. Scouring the country to find the best classes and the highest experience levels. You make it sound like you just fell into this team.”

“We’ve had to work hard to get where we are,” I said defensively. “But I want to dive with people I care about. I want to win with people I love. The fact that they’re powerful was something that just happened to fall into place.”

To my surprise, Calista actually smiled. It was a genuine look that I wasn’t expecting.

“You couldn’t be more different from him, you know?” she said. “Rico doesn’t share your opinion on team-building. Strength comes first, followed by feelings.”

“Rico and I don’t share the same opinion on many things,” I said, my temper flaring.

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” said Calista. “I’m not trying to compare you with him.”

I nodded. “I know. It’s just strange to be in the company of someone who has such history with him. Someone who feels his betrayal as deeply as I do.”

Calista shivered as she rubbed her hands against her arms. “The feeling doesn’t lessen with time. Not as long as he lives.”

“Then I think our answer is obvious. We need to make sure he dies.”

Calista took another long moment of silence as she studied my face. It wasn’t as uncomfortable as it was earlier, but I was still having a hard time reading her.

Especially when she stood up suddenly and moved herself to my side. She pushed the button on her badge, displaying her stats once more.

“You wanted to know what my spells and abilities do earlier,” she said. “While I will never show my full stats to anyone from the DDU, if we’re going to be training together, I think it’s important you see what you’re up against.”

With those words, she hovered over the abilities Protective Bubble and Downpour, clicking the info boxes for each one.

Protective Bubble – This ability allows the user to heal any team member fighting within twenty feet of her body automatically, without the need of additional protective spells.

Downpour – This is a companion ability. When paired with the spell Aqua Pulse, this ability adds +20 Magical Power to the spell’s attack.

“I might be a cleric, but I’ve always had an affinity for water,” said Calista, smiling at me. “I’ve been naturally attracted to its properties both in my personal life and my dungeon career. That's why I meditate in the morning by the lake. I also think the presence of the lake here was one of the biggest reasons I told the DDU I’d come here to train you. I like being around water.”

“Those are definitely powerful abilities,” I said. “Especially the Downpour. You have a high MP stat to begin with, so adding an extra twenty points makes you very deadly.”

“Aqua Pulse is a great attack too,” she said. “If you’ve never seen it in action before, it creates a literal wall of water that I can shoot in any one direction, or I can send it out from all around me if I’m surrounded. It’s my signature move, which is why I’ve upgraded it so much.”

“I’m familiar with Healing Light, but what about Necromancer?” I asked. “Bringing the dead back to life I assume?”

“I like having former enemies come under my command to do my bidding for me,” said Calista. “You’ll find that out tomorrow if you don’t immediately heal any of the girls that I kill.”

I had no doubt about that, and even just looking at Calista’s stats, I knew she would be a capable opponent. I didn’t know if she was strong enough on her own to prepare us for Rico, but I knew she was the best we had available.

After she put her stat sheet away, Calista started to rub her arm in a vulnerable kind of way. Her next question hit me by surprise.

“Can I trust you, Jeremy?”

Honestly, I didn’t know how to respond. How could you really trust someone you just met anyway? I felt it was one of those questions where I was going to be wrong no matter what I said, but I could tell she expected a real answer even though it took me a few moments to come up with a response.

“I can’t ask you to trust me today,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s not reasonable. I’m still trying to figure out if I can trust you if we’re being honest.”

“Honesty is very good,” said Calista, nodding.

“I think in time you’ll be able to trust me, yes,” I said. “I want to work with you, Calista. I think you can bring a lot to the table, and I think you’re a good person who’s been handed a very bad lot in life. In time, I think we’ll trust each other, but I think it’s too soon to answer that today.”

Calista let out a deep breath. “That’s fair. You’re right—trust is earned. You know that I’m taking a big risk even being here. I told myself that I’d never put faith in the DDU again, but here I am. The last thing I want to see is Rico betray another team. I don’t want him to win, so I’m going to push you as hard as I possibly can so that you’re ready. I think in time, you’ll trust me too.”

“Allies then?” I said, offering my hand. “Work together, fight together, win together?”

“It almost sounds like you’re inviting me to be on your team, Jeremy.”

“There’s always a place for a powerful cleric on my team,” I said. “And if you wanted to strike back at Rico, it might be your best chance.”

I could tell she was really thinking about it. It had been a couple decades since Calista had thought about joining a new team, but she was taking the offer genuinely.

Ultimately though, she shook her head.

“My days of diving are over,” she said. “I’m too old for the dungeons.”

“You’re not that old,” I said, smiling. “You don’t look a day over thirty.”

“You think I look thirty?” said Calista, being playful for the first time.

My stomach dropped. “Open mouth, insert foot.”

She smirked. “It was too good to pass up. The truth of the matter is I’d love to just ‘look’ thirty again. I’ve been a freak show for two decades that I almost forget what it’s like to be normal-looking.”

I bit my tongue at that point, mostly because I doubted there was ever a time when Calista was normal-looking. When she had both eyes, there was no doubt that she would have been beautiful.

I was still holding my hand out, but I started to retract it after it appeared that she’d made up her mind. To my surprise though, she saw what I was doing and instantly reached out to grab it.

“I might not be able to join your team, but I accept your offer of being allies,” she said. “And I’ll help you bring him down, one way or another.”

She gripped my hand tightly and we shook on it. It wasn’t exactly where I wanted to be with her, and I still found her hard to read, but it was definitely a start.

“Tomorrow then,” I said. “We train.”

Calista smirked again. “Tomorrow, you see just how badly I can kick your ass.”


Chapter Ten




Calista hadn’t been joking in the slightest.

“Oh my freaking god,” said Elise, hyperventilating on the ground next to me the next morning as we tried to recover from Calista’s attacks. “That woman . . . is a fucking demon. She’s just plain . . . evil. I hate her . . . so much.”

“You better not let her hear you say that or she’s going to make you regret it,” I said, clutching my chest where I’d taken an arrow earlier from Calista’s bow. “I told you she wasn’t going to take it easy on us.”

We’d been training all morning, true to the schedule that Calista ironed out last night. And like she promised, Calista hadn’t held anything back.

“Back on your feet!” Calista roared, her voice echoing throughout the small mountain plateau. “You haven’t seen anything yet!”

“She’s going to kill us,” said Elise, struggling to get back up. “How can one woman be so powerful? Especially when I’m more leveled than she is!”

I didn’t have time to give an answer because another Aqua Pulse was coming our way. A sheer wall of water landed on us like a wave crashing on a glass bottle. I lost my footing as I slid away in the muddy debris under our body. Before I knew it, I had Seraphina push into me too, having been caught up in the wave.

“Okay, I was skeptical at first, but she’s really good,” said Seraphina. “She’s better than all of us.”

As winded as she was, Elise seemed to take that personally. “No way, damnit! I’m a level 94, and I’m not going to let a level 85 cleric kick my ass.”

The blonde stood up proudly and threw her hands out, looking to meet the next Aqua Pulse.

“Ice Freeze!”

A wall of ice crystals erupted from her hands and hit the incoming tsunami. Elise’s spell worked exactly as she wanted it to, freezing the entire wall of water before it could land on us.

Elise crossed her arms in front of her chest as a smirk grew on her face. “Oh, yeah! How do you like those apples?”

I knew that taunt was going to come back to bite her. Especially when Calista triggered her Downpour ability, creating a massive rainstorm right over our heads. I knew what was coming next, having been on the receiving end of this move already that morning.

“Aqua Pulse!”

This time, Calista’s wall of water was more than double the height that it was initially. It rushed over the frozen water of the first wall, melting most of it as the torrential rain worked its way to our position once more.

“Shit!” I heard Elise yell before she was swept away. I lost track of her for several moments until she emerged about fifty feet away, looking like a drowned rat.

At least she was still alive. I glanced to the other side of us to see Vaeda face down in the water. She’d obviously been caught up in several successive spells and drowned before it was all over. Before we could attempt to heal her, Calista got to her first.

“Necromancer!”

Quite suddenly, Vaeda was alive once more. Maybe alive was a bad way to put it because she arose from the drowned field not looking like herself but rather like a possessed entity. Her eyes were no longer green but instead a deep red color.

As soon as she was standing, the undead Vaeda used her old spells and pressed home an attack on all of us.

“Shadow Lance!”

Now I found myself on the wrong side of the dryad’s attacks. It was a position that I hated to be in, mostly because I knew the only way to stop Vaeda was to “kill” her again. I dodged out of the way of her Shadow Lance while avoiding a few arrows that were sent my way by Calista.

“You need to move faster!” barked Calista. “Do you think Rico is going to give you any breathing space? If he catches you flat-footed, he’s going to kill you!”

Her words stayed in my mind as I used Teleport to close the distance between myself and Vaeda. I positioned myself so that I was behind her, and I was ready to run her through with my sword when she suddenly triggered her Light Footsteps spell and dashed out of the way before I could recover.

I had only seconds to react when she threw her daggers at me. I used Teleport again, moving a few feet to my right only to hear her use Callback and attempt it again. This next time, I managed to Teleport around to keep her off her balance right before positioning myself by her flank again.

Just as I was about to thrust my swords home, I felt a piercing agony in my lower backside. Turning my head abruptly, I could see an arrow sticking out right above my ass.

I yelled in pain when it was joined by another arrow until another wall of water knocked me off my feet, covering me in mud as I came to rest by the lake.

“Enough for now,” said Calista, shaking her head and notching one more arrow in her bow. She turned it on Vaeda, firing one arrow that pierced the undead dryad’s temple, killing her again.

“Healing Light,” barked Calista, bringing Vaeda back to life.

“Dear spirits,” said Vaeda, clutching the spot on her head where Calista’s arrow had landed. “Please don’t make me a zombie ever again. That was terrifying.”

“With how you all are performing, you better get used to being zombified,” said Calista, planting her hands on both hips. “I expected a little more from a team that had so recently conquered the Forbidden Sanctum. And one that has been training as much as you are.”

“So we might be a little rusty,” grumbled Elise. “Sue us.”

“Tell that to Rico when he comes looking for you,” snapped Calista. “I’m sure that will stop him from killing you.”

Elise had nothing to say to that. Neither did the rest of the girls.

“This is why we’re here,” I said finally. “To get better with your help. To prepare us for Rico’s unrelenting assault. We’re just not ready for it yet.”

I thought agreeing with Calista might make her happy, but I saw her clench her teeth as she immediately grabbed her bow and notched an arrow.

I barely had time to react before she shot me straight in the face, killing me instantly.

By the time I was revived, she was standing over me, gripping my collar with both hands.

“Don’t you get it!” she yelled at me. “His attack could come right now! If you’re not prepared, you will die! You don’t have the luxury of time to ‘get better.’ You need to be ready now!”

Calista let go at that point and stormed off, leaving the rest of the group alone.

“I’m just going to say it,” said Elise finally, once she was out of earshot. “She’s kinda bitchy.”

“Rico took her eye, Elise,” said Seraphina. “Don’t you think you’d be kinda bitchy too?”

“Maybe, but not to the people who are going to kill him for me,” said Elise. “I’d think she’d be more friendly.”

“This is how she’s being friendly,” I said. “By training us. She’s still rough around the edges, but if she didn’t want to do this, she wouldn’t be here.”

The words were hard to say, especially as I could still feel all the spots around my body where Calista’s arrows had hit me. As much as I ached, it didn’t make it any less true though.

“Do you think we’re done for the morning?” asked Vaeda. “Because I think I’ve gotten my ass kicked for long enough. I need a break.”

It was getting close to noon anyway, and I knew it was about the time when Calista wanted to do some one-on-one training with me. I wasn’t hungry, and I decided that maybe we all needed a change of pace.

“Why don’t all of you get something to eat?” I said. “Let me go talk to Calista on my own. See what she’s thinking, but also remind her that we’re here to help, not hurt.”

“Good luck,” said Seraphina, stepping closer to hug me. “I think you’re going to need all the help you can get.”

Elise stood up and wiped generous amounts of mud off her face. “So not badass,” she muttered.

“You know where to find us if you need us, right?” asked Mira.

I nodded and kissed her. “Yeah, get some rest. I’ll handle this.”

The girls didn’t walk back to Base Camp as much as they limped. Calista had exposed some serious flaws in the team, flaws that only a human opponent would notice. Dungeon creatures might be quick and powerful, but they were no match for an intelligent and capable person determined to inflict as much punishment as they could.

We needed Calista right now. But I also had to make sure that her influence didn’t destroy the team.

I took a couple of minutes to catch my breath and get most of the mud off me before I started following along the shore of the lake to where Calista had moved. Even from this distance, I could see that she was once more sitting right inside the lake, in her usual meditative stance. This time, I didn’t attempt to awkwardly catch her attention once I neared.

Instead, I assumed the same position right next to her and tried a little meditation of my own. I wasn’t sure how long I was sitting there, right next to her, before Calista said something.

“Relaxing, isn’t it?”

“In a way,” I said, though it was a total lie. I saw how it could be relaxing, but my adrenaline was still pumping from the fight. I also didn’t know what version of Calista I was going to get now that I was next to her.

“I always meditate after a fight,” she said. “It helps bring me back to center. Helps to put the battle lust away. I can’t recommend it highly enough.”

“I suppose I’ll keep it in mind,” I said. I didn’t really know what else to say. Meditation didn’t really do much for me, and the few times that I tried it, I kept feeling like I was doing it wrong. Maybe I was overthinking it, but then again, I was never very spiritual to begin with.

“You’re upset about my methods, aren’t you?”

At least Calista wasn’t about to beat around the bush.

“I get what you’re trying to do,” I said. “But I also need you to remember that this is our first training with you. You’re a powerful diver in your own right, but we’re also in a situation that we’ve never expected to be in.”

“I’m not going to make it easier on you,” she said, actually turning her head to look at me.

“I don’t want you to take it easy on us, but I need you to bring the theatrics down a notch.”

I said that knowing that it could backfire on me pretty easily, but if we were going to get the most out of Calista’s help, I needed her to remember that we were people too, not mindless dungeon creatures. It would never work if I felt like Calista’s presence frayed the bonds that brought our team together.

If she took my rebuke personally, she didn’t show it. Instead, Calista merely nodded and closed her eyes again.

I found her presence very confusing. She was unlike any other woman I’d ever met. Capable of great acts of fury followed immediately afterward by displays of kindness or thoughtfulness, I didn’t feel anywhere closer to understanding the mystery that was Calista.

I stayed next to her as she meditated for several minutes before she finally turned toward me again.

“Do you know what a Marshapit is?”

“Yeah,” I replied, extending each of my fingers. “Big, ugly, fast, stupid, and mean. I’ve heard that they’re the more feral cousins of Olypeppers. Why do you ask?”

She only grinned at me in response.
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Twenty-five minutes later, we left the mountain plateau while marching deeper into the next valley over from the lake. It was a path that Calista seemed to be familiar with, as she knew exactly where she was marching. Still, she wouldn’t answer a single question I had, nor would she even respond to me until we happened upon a Marshapit nest.

What she did next was hardly preparation for what was to follow. Calista moved closer to the rim of the nest and unleashed an Aqua Pulse that brought a large wave of water down on the occupants inside.

Thoroughly drenched, I watched as one bald-headed Marshapit lifted its head over the rim and stared at me with those evil, green eyes.

Of course, the creature probably missed that it was Calista who was the one that actually disturbed its rest. And now it was looking at me like it couldn’t wait to rip me to pieces for the offense.

“Okay, show me what you can do!” said Calista, moving toward a nearby tree where she could climb to a low-lying branch.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said, staring up at the largest Marshapit I’d ever seen.

They were brutally ugly creatures, with very few redeeming qualities. I’d once encountered a nest of them on the way back from Dunshire, but this was the first time I saw one of their mountain varieties, which seemed to be more than thirty feet tall, with a tail that was as lethal as a whip.

Not to mention, two more heads rose out of the nest, making for a grand total of three in front of me.

“What if I need a little help, Calista?” I called out to her, right as I teleported away from a lashing tail.

She shrugged from her treetop perch. “Don’t worry, I’ll just heal you if you do.”

“How reassuring,” I grumbled.

“Use your ruby, Jeremy,” she replied. “Unlock the power of the ruby.”

After that point, there was no time to talk. The only thing that mattered was survival, especially now that I had three very angry beasts looking to squash me like a bug. At least I knew how to handle Marshapits from my time in the north.

I toggled my Fire Mage ability, which allowed me to draw a defensive wall of flames around my body to put a temporary halt to the rampaging tails. Even though they couldn’t swing at me, they could still reach down with their long claws and attempt to pick me up out of the surrounding flames, which two of them tried to do in quick succession.

“Perilous Flames!”

The resulting fireball cinched the arm of the first Marshapit all the way back to the shoulder. The creature howled in pain before falling back, allowing the second its chance to grab me. This time, I hit it with Dark Wave, severing the limb completely.

The third Marshapit wasn’t as stupid as the others, and deemed it wiser to wait me out. It was time to switch to offense at that point, and I donned my Lava Armor as I barreled through the wall of flames and took a running dive with my swords. I leapt into the air, landing against the back part of the creature’s left thigh.

I kept myself secure by digging my swords into its flesh and yanking them all the way down. By that point, gravity made me fall back to the ground, but it also made the Marshapit lose its footing, falling against the grass.

Before I could launch my next attack, I had the wind crushed from me when the first Marshapit’s tail caught my side unexpectedly, throwing me about fifteen feet from my starting position.

I remembered what Calista said about my ruby, and I turned my thoughts toward trying to activate whatever hidden power was inside. More than anything, I just tried to emphasize how much I needed its assistance, in whatever form it could appear.

It was safe to say it wasn’t working when I got thrown again by another rampaging tail. I swear several of my ribs cracked when it happened, creating an intense pain in the side of my chest.

Again, I tried to use the ruby, doing everything I could think of in the moment, but it was no use. If there was a special trick to activate its hidden powers, I just didn’t know what it was yet.

I was barely hit by another tail before I gave up and slid the ruby into my pocket. At least my Lava Armor set fire to its tail as a result. Burned at two places, the first Marshapit collapsed soon afterward, leaving only two left.

The advantage hadn’t yet swung back in my corner, but it was getting closer. I used Teleport to bring me to the shoulders of the second Marshapit, the one whose arm I severed with my Dark Wave. This time, I used Dark Wave again, but I aimed it down into the creatures body, opening up a void that was more than two feet in diameter.

The Marshapit screamed and bucked so hard that it threw me off. In doing so, I went sailing through the air until I was able to Teleport safely back to the ground. It wasn’t long for the world either, though I had to move quickly to avoid being squashed by it when it finally fell.

If I only had one Marshapit left, things would have been just fine. I could have handled one more Marshapit just like I did the first two, but the problem was a certain mountain nymph and a spell she had called Necromancer.

Instead of hopping over the corpses of the Marshapits, I found myself fighting them all over again.

And again. And again. And again.

Thirty minutes after the fight started, I figured I’d killed the same group of Marshapits nearly twenty times. Sweat was pouring off me, and my arms ached from swinging my swords constantly. I was also getting torn up from my own exhaustion, taking damage from a few rampaging tails.

Of course, Calista didn’t bother to heal me like she looked after the Marshapits. Thankfully, I still had access to Healing Light thanks to my Spell Forge, so I could take care of myself, but every time I killed another undead Marshapit, my anger got a little worse.

It didn’t help that she kept urging me to use that damned ruby.

“Use the power!” she yelled. “The ruby will help you if you just unlock it!”

“Yeah, any tips on how I might do that would be really welcome right now!” I yelled back, only to be met by silence.

Finally, I’d had enough. It wasn’t even a real fight anymore. My anger led me to stop viewing this as a contest and instead made me look to kill the Marshapits in the fastest possible manner. In most cases, that meant keeping my Lava Armor donned while flinging Perilous Flames at the beasts until they were downed.

At one point, I even called in my dragons, taking flight on the back of Fiero while I soared over the impromptu battlefield. I didn’t even need to instruct Fiero on what to do when he suddenly dived on the three undead Marshapits, unleashing enough fire to take out all three simultaneously.

With the Marshapits neutralized, I rebounded on Calista. She was sitting on her perch on the tree looking entirely pleased with herself until she saw me rapidly closing the distance between us. Right when she realized what I was doing, she tried to scamper out of the way, but she never made it far enough.

“Perilous Flames!”

My spell was joined by Fiero’s fire-breath in an all-encompassing inferno that not even the strongest Aqua Pulse could quench. In doing so, Calista was burnt from head to toe, falling out of the tree completely lifeless.

It was my turn to bring her back to life after that, which I did after catching my breath. Calista gave me one of those shocked looks as soon as she was alive again, like she never expected me to do that.

My anger got the best of me.

“You’re a shitty mentor,” I growled, causing her eye to go wide. “And I’m fucking done with this.”

I left her laying on the ground while I stormed back to Base Camp.


Chapter Eleven




I was still in a bad mood by the time I got back.

I stormed past Mathias, only barking a curt grunt when he asked me how things were going. I felt like an asshole at that moment, and I knew I would apologize to him later, but I was still furious at how that training had gone.

I wasn’t a machine, despite what Calista seemed to think. Her unrelenting assault on me combined with her total lack of remorse and anything resembling instruction was the cherry on top of that shit sundae. I ate dinner in silence that night, and I found ways to separate myself from everyone else, including Calista once she returned from our training spot.

After it grew dark, I didn’t wait very long to hop into bed and try to sleep off any memory of the day.

I was still sleeping when I felt a tinge of consciousness. I opened my eyes, only to find myself not in my bed but in some kind of dreamworld that felt eerily real to me. It was like having the most vivid dream I’d ever had, except that I was still in total control. I could move my arms, turn my head, walk to a position a short distance away.

I was in control, but I still had no idea where I was. Or if this was really real.

It took me a while to realize that there wasn’t an easy way out of this. I knew I could always wake up, but when I couldn’t find a way to leave this dreamworld, I began to worry that something was wrong.

My gut feeling was right. A short distance away, a figure began to manifest, slowly at first until it rapidly gained form—the form of a human man. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up when I started to suspect just who it was. It was all but confirmed when I saw that familiar face looking back at me.

“We meet again, Jeremy,” said Rico Cartwright, fully formed in front of me.

I reacted quickly. I didn’t have any weapons, but I tried to shoot a Perilous Flames out of my hands only to find that the rules of our world didn’t apply in the dreamworld. I couldn’t manifest my swords either, despite it being a dream, so I did the only other thing I could think of.

I cocked back my fist and launched it at Rico’s smug face.

My fist met nothing but air. It sailed through Rico’s head, emerging on the other side while Rico sneered at me.

“That’s not what this place is for, Jeremy,” he said, clicking his tongue with his teeth. “You can’t fight me here. It also means that, unfortunately, I can’t kill you here either. This place exists beyond our world, and there are certain things that aren’t allowed. It pains me though, to see your animosity.”

“Fuck you,” I snarled. “As if you deserve any hint of mercy for what you’ve done.”

Rico shrugged. “I’m a simple creature, Jeremy. You can call me flawed because of the decisions that I’ve made, but ultimately I’ve done what I’ve had to do to ensure my survival. To eliminate any threats to me.”

“Morgana was a threat to you?” I seethed. “My father was a threat to you? They were your friends, and you killed them in cold blood.”

“They were rivals for attention in this great diving game that we play,” said Rico without a hint of remorse. “There’s no room at the top for two champions. Only one person can claim the title as the greatest diver in the world, and that person happens to be me.”

“For now,” I said. “But not after I get my hands on you and rip you to pieces for what you’ve done.”

Rico’s lip curled upward in a sneer. “You won’t need to wait for very long to do that. Just tell me where you are, and we can make that happen before the sun rises. I know you’ve found a way to sneak out of Volantis. Very clever of you to get away without any of my people knowing where you’ve gone.”

I took a step closer to him, getting in his face. “Soon. Soon, we will meet again, but not now.”

“Scared, are we, Jeremy?” he said. “Just like that little boy that I remembered. Scared that his father wasn’t coming home. You disappoint me. I thought you had more courage than that.”

“You had plenty of time to strike me in Volantis,” I said. “Where was your courage then? You knew exactly where I was. Why does it matter now?”

“As long as I could keep my eye on you, I knew exactly what you were up to,” said Rico. “I could monitor your progress and intervene if I felt it was necessary. I will say this though—hearing about you battling trolls from the second dungeon was amusing to me. That’s not the proper way to prepare for Serpent Hollows, if that’s what you were trying to do.”

He was trying to goad me, but I wasn’t going to fall into it. Instead, I pulled us back to the last topic.

“You won’t find us where we are,” I said. “You could scour the entire country, and you still won’t find us.”

“Don’t be so certain,” he sneered. “I have more friends and allies than you could possibly imagine. You are but one miserable obstruction in my plan. An obstruction that will be totally obliterated in time. No matter what you do, you can’t stand against me, Jeremy. You’ll never be strong enough.”

Rico reached across his shoulder and pressed the button on his badge. My mouth fell open as he so casually displayed his stats for me.

Name: Rico Cartwright

Class: Warrior

Level: 121

Experience: 7111/8000

Stats:

Strength: 129

Agility: 124

Magical Power: 129

Stamina: 120

Intelligence: 118

Charisma: 119

Abilities:

Best of the Best

Interdimensional Walker

Portal Door

Regenerative Heal

Spells:

Elemental Armor III

Destroy III

Spirit Binding II

Force Torpedo III

Rock Throw III

“You ought to consider yourself fortunate,” taunted Rico, right as the words began to disappear. “The only ones who’ve seen my stat sheet recently are my harem.”

“Then why show me?” I asked. “What game is this? Intimidation?”

“I thought you ought to know exactly what you’re up against,” he replied. “And no, I won’t show you what my abilities do. You can look that up on your own. You need to know one thing—there is nothing you can do to stand against me. You and your team are nothing but bugs that need to be squashed. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m quite good at squashing any threat to my position.”

“By striking when they least expect it?” I challenged. “By posing as a friend and stabbing them in the back? That’s how you’ve gotten your victories?”

I could tell that rankled him because I could see contempt in his eyes as he replied. “A fitting end for one who dares to challenge my position.”

“You won’t have that advantage with me,” I said. “I know exactly who you are and what you are. And when we meet, it’ll be on even terms.”

“When I find you, you mean,” he said. “Because rest assured, I will find you. I wonder which of those cunts you will weep for the most, when I kill them? Maybe the elf? Or that one you grew up with? The dryad, what’s her name?”

“You will try,” I said. “But ultimately, you will fail.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” he said, taking a step around me. “I have every advantage against you. Well, almost every advantage, but soon I will fix that little rounding error.”

“What are you talking about?”

He stuck his finger in the air and waved it back and forth. “Not so fast. Tell me where you are, and I’ll tell you what’s working to your advantage.”

“Not a chance,” I said. “There’s no way I’d take those terms.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

At that moment, his eyes flickered upward, as if there was some kind of ceiling to look at. There was nothing there, but I felt a tugging motion across my entire body, like something was threatening to rip me out of this dreamworld we were in.

“It appears we’re out of time,” said Rico, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “I’ll see you very soon, Jeremy. Very soon.”

No sooner was he finished speaking than the entire dreamworld melted away. My eyes opened again, finding myself back in the tent. It was still dark out, but my adrenaline was pumping and I was wide awake.

I also found the source of the tugging. It was Calista, and for the first time since I met her, I could see worry on her face. I was very surprised when she guessed the reason for it.

“Rico,” she whispered. “You were with Rico, weren’t you?”

“How’d you guess that?” I asked, feeling bewildered.

“You were moaning in your sleep. It was . . . dark. I could tell you weren’t in a good place, and I knew it was him.”

“How?” I asked. “How did you know?”

She shook her head and gestured for me to get out of bed. “Come with me. Please? We have to talk.”

There was urgency in her voice, enough to make me crawl out of bed and follow her despite the bad feelings I had regarding our last interaction. I didn’t grab anything to take with me beyond the ruby, slipping the necklace over my head and stepping outside the tent without waking the other girls.

As soon as she saw me outside, she looked concerned. “Are you okay? He was in your dreams, wasn’t he? Taunting you?”

There was no way she could have guessed that on her own. Not unless . . .

“You too?” I asked, after nodding. “Does he do the same thing to you too?”

Calista shivered and bit her lip. “Every so often. It used to be a lot more frequent when I was younger, but it’s tapered off throughout the years. He still enjoys torturing me every so often though.”

“I couldn’t do anything in mine,” I said. “I had no weapons, and my spells didn’t work. I tried to punch him, but my fist just went through him like there was nothing there.”

She nodded. “It’s the worst. We can’t do anything about it. And Rico doesn’t need a weapon or spells to hurt you. He’s taken great pleasure in visiting my dreams and tormenting me. Reminding me about the loss of my eye, the shattered career, and the fact that no one remembers me, and those that do think I’m a nutcase.”

Calista sighed suddenly, as we began to walk away from the tent. “Maybe he’s right after all. I am a nutcase. I am severely flawed. I’m a bitch, and I’m also a terrible mentor.”

At that moment, I could tell she was hurting more than I expected from our training yesterday. My anger toward her was dissipating, only to be replaced by guilt.

“I was too hard on you yesterday,” said Calista, reaching up to wipe away a tear from her eye. “Nothing you said was wrong.”

“I lost my temper with you,” I said, not willing to let her be the only one to fall on her sword. “And I shouldn’t have done that. There were other ways to stop that battle without me overreacting to it.”

Calista shook her head. “No, I don’t blame you for what you did. You even warned me in the morning that I was pushing too hard and I didn’t stop. I’m sorry for that. I apologize to you and your team.”

By that point, I finally felt like I was starting to understand her. I didn’t think that Calista started off being so abrasive, especially in her youth. I felt that time, and Rico, had made her that way. It polished off her softness only to replace it with a semi-tortured individual, one who didn’t trust anyone or anything.

One who was still tormented regularly by Rico because of it.

Calista didn’t have anyone to turn to, and part of the reason for it was that she chased away anyone who tried to get close to her, to break down her walls.

Once I realized that, I stopped being angry with her. There was a good person inside her that was struggling to be heard, and I had no better proof of that than her being here right now, beside me.

“I accept your apology,” I said, offering her a small smile. “And I’m sorry for calling you a shitty mentor. I know we can work together, Calista. And I know that you have a lot to offer this team. And to offer me. We didn’t have the best start, but I think we understand each other better now. And I want to start over fresh.”

She turned toward me. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. What do you say?”

“As long as you can promise that you’ll kill him,” she said. “Kill Rico, and you’ll have my undying support and friendship.”

“You have my word,” I said. “If I have to, I’ll just throw a few undead Marshapits at him until he cracks under pressure.”

Calista actually laughed, and I was amazed at how pleasant sounding it was.

“Marshapits are a great tactic. Hopefully, he doesn’t burn you to cinder when he gets too angry though.”

“I’ll be prepared when it happens. Because it probably will.”

We found ourselves walking back to her tent. Calista pulled open the flap, allowing me to step inside. There wasn’t much in the way of light inside, but I did see that the moon was shining through the open canvas, giving us just enough light to see each other.

I expected Calista to assume her normal meditative pose, but instead she sprawled out on her bed. She looked like she needed a good night’s sleep, and I guessed that part of the reason she sought me out at this late hour was to assuage her guilty conscience.

Even though she was laying down, she didn’t appear to want me to leave. I sat on the floor near her bed while Calista put her hand under her head, propping herself up.

She really was a beautiful woman, even despite the tragedy of her eye. I could see a certain softness in her face that wasn’t there before—an attractive quality that I liked instantly. Her silver hair appeared to glow in the moonlight, and despite her age, she looked no older than Vaeda in appearance. Especially with her skin, because with Calista there was never any shortage of bare skin to see.

She must have realized I was staring at her because she raised an eyebrow, forcing me to turn away before I embarrassed myself. When I glanced back again, there was a hint of amusement in her eyes, as if it was a game that she hadn’t played in a very long time.

Which, I suspected, was probably the case.

“There’s something we should talk about,” said Calista suddenly, making me wonder if I was busted.

“Oh? What’s that?”

“The ruby,” she answered. “May I see it?”

I didn’t think anything of it when I took it off my head and handed it over to her. I expected that she would take it in her hands, but she didn’t. Instead, Calista just chose to stare at it.

“I want to help you unlock it,” she said as she studied it. “But I don’t know how. I’ve never held one to know what the power feels like. From what I’ve heard, my great-grandfather never talked about what happened once he unlocked his.”

That was a shock to me. My eyes went wide instantly.

“He managed to unlock it?” I asked. “From his memoir, Mira said that he never mentioned it.”

“No, he didn’t talk about it in the book,” said Calista. “But he left a few scattered notes about what happened when he did it. I don’t know what he did differently though.”

“You’ve never asked your family about it?” I asked. “Parents or grandparents about your great-grandfather’s ruby?”

“Many times,” she admitted. “But the information on how to do so was diluted with the passing of time. He was already dead by the time I was born, so I never got to ask him firsthand how he did it. The only thing I know for sure was that my great-grandmother helped him somehow, but I don’t know the reasoning behind it. My parents made it sound like it was as easy as holding it in your hand and thinking about what you needed, but my guess is that if it were that easy, you would have used it to defeat those Marshapits yesterday.”

“I’m still confused on what unlocking it means,” I said. “Beyond the stat increases. What is it supposed to do when it unlocks? Does it stop being a ruby? Do I get more stats, or new spells, or more abilities?”

“In my great-grandfather’s notes, he likened it to getting dressed,” said Calista.

I raised my eyebrow. “That’s a funny metaphor. Why that?”

“In his words, he said getting dressed normally is a task that we do. We put our legs in our pants one at a time. We sit down and pull socks over our feet, or pull our shirts over our heads. It’s not a hard task physically, but it requires many physical movements to accomplish. With a ruby though, your clothes would dress you. You would just need to hold your limbs out and your shirt would put itself on you. Your socks would fly onto your feet quickly without any additional output from you. The force of the ruby inhabits the clothing and bends them to your desire, making every task seem more effortless than it really is.”

It was an interesting idea, and if that’s how the power of the ruby really was, I could see why it would be so powerful. By that same logic, the ruby would make my swords swing just a little faster, with no extra effort on my part. They’d make my spells hit even harder than they already did. It would probably make me faster, stronger, and smarter too.

Probably a whole host of other things that I hadn’t even considered yet as well.

“I just wish I could explain to you how to do it,” she continued. “I thought that there was a chance yesterday, when you were in mortal danger against the Marshapits, that you would find a way to unlock it. Like if that came from having a pressing need for survival. Did you feel any different while battling them?”

“Just anger,” I said, chuckling. “But that was mostly directed at you. I can’t say I felt like I was any closer to unlocking the ruby.”

Calista nodded and stood up from her bed. She moved across the tent until she came to some of her things resting on the table. She burrowed through them until she produced one scrap of very wrinkled paper and she passed it to me.

“This is the only other thing I could find,” she said. “The handwriting is genuine. It’s from my great-grandfather. I don’t know what it was in reference to, but my guess was that it was supposed to go in his memoir but didn’t make it. I can’t say I’m surprised that it didn’t make it, because to me it looks a lot like gibberish.”

I had a hard time reading it until I raised it up to the light and read the ancient handwriting.

The ruby has a mind of its own. It’s sentient, but not alive in the way we would think of it. It speaks to me in a way that imprints on my mind. I can’t help but listen to it when it does. When I acquiesce to its instructions, my powers increase tenfold, but it’s a finicky master. It doesn’t like being controlled.

Reading the words of Bradley Buford made me feel very hot all of a sudden. Most of the heat was coming from my palm, where the ruby was still resting. Glancing down at it, I could see that it was glowing.

“Something happened?” asked Calista, looking hopeful. “Are you doing that? Are you making the ruby glow?”

I shook my head. “Nothing that I’m doing consciously. Though I think your great-grandfather is right. It does have a mind of its own.”

“Have you ever felt like it’s spoken to you?” she asked. “That’s the part I don’t understand, how an inanimate object can speak.”

“I can’t say that I’ve ever experienced that.”

Calista didn’t accept that right away. “Can you try?”

“Try to what? Get it to speak to me?”

She nodded. “Or listen to see if it’s saying something? Meditate and see if you can hear it speaking to you.”

I was willing to give it a shot. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, focusing on the feel of the ruby in my hands. The smoothness of the exterior against my palm. I could see the pulsing light even though my eyes were closed, but as I sat there for several minutes truly calm, I couldn’t hear a single thing besides Calista’s soft breathing.

If the ruby was talking to me, I was deaf. I mostly suspected that it just wasn’t talking at all.

“Anything?” she asked after ten minutes. “Did you hear anything?”

I shook my head. “Nothing that I could make out.”

She looked disturbed, but she wasn’t about to give up so easily. She stepped closer, studying the glowing gem in my hands.

“There has to be some kind of secret to it,” she said. “But what is it?” After a few moments, she noticed what Mira had already seen. “Has your ruby always been cracked in the middle?”

“The corruption?” I asked. “Yeah, as long as I’ve had it. Mira noticed it as well, but what we’re unsure about is whether it’s supposed to be there or not. Or does it really matter?”

“My great-grandfather never mentioned anything about internal cracks in his,” said Calista. “His memoirs talked about it being smooth in the interior.”

“Mira said the same thing,” I replied. “I wonder what it means. Is it . . . broken? Is that the reason it’s not talking to us?”

“I don’t think it’s broken because it still glows,” she said. “But there’s something about it we don’t understand. And I know it rankles Rico that you have it and he doesn’t.”

“It’s the one advantage that we have over him right now,” I said, remembering the dream. It didn’t take much to figure out that was what Rico was talking about. “We have to figure out how to unlock it, but more importantly, we need to keep Rico from getting his hands on it. That much power in his hands would be fatal to anyone who hoped to stand against him.”

“Then we keep trying,” said Calista, offering me a smile. “We’ll figure out what’s going on with the ruby one way or another. You have my commitment, Jeremy, and you have my . . . trust too. Whatever it takes, I’ll do my part.”

I finally felt like we were getting somewhere. We might have started off on the wrong foot, but now I could feel a real difference in Calista.

We were committed to the same cause.

One way or another, we were going to unlock the power of the ruby.

There was no other option.


Chapter Twelve




I spent more time with Calista than I probably should have. It was already dawn by the time I made my way back to my tent. I was no closer to unlocking the ruby, but I felt like I’d patched up my relationship with Calista to a workable level. I collapsed into bed with the other girls, falling asleep almost instantly.

When I woke up a few hours later, I was very aware of a certain bratty blonde laying on my chest. I opened my eyes only to see a pair of shimmering hazel eyes staring back at me.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” said Elise cheerfully. “Did you have a late night?”

I glanced to my right, where I found Vaeda in the same position as Elise. Both women were looking at me like the cat that ate the canary.

“I think he did, Elise,” teased Vaeda, kicking her feet into the air. “In fact, unless my brain was playing tricks on me, I do believe Jeremy made a late night visit to Calista’s tent.”

Elise gasped playfully. “Jeremy! I knew you were a sexual god and all-around gentleman seducer, but our hard-knocked mentor too? You spanked her bologna, didn’t you? Didn’t you!”

“I did no such thing,” I said, trying to pull my blanket over my head. Both Elise and Vaeda grabbed it and pulled it right back down.

“Maybe we should see if Calista is walking funny this morning,” joked Vaeda. “That would be a telltale sign too.”

“Maybe not,” replied Elise. “I’m walking funny, but only because my butt is still worn out from that training yesterday.”

“I did not sleep with her,” I said, keeping my voice firm. “It was more than that. We talked a lot about the ruby, and she apologized for yesterday. I had to apologize too.”

“For being pretty grumpy yesterday?” said Elise. “Because you had a serious case of the grumpies when you got back. I almost didn’t want to say anything because I thought you might bite my head off.”

“We got a lot out of each other,” I said, immediately regretting my choice of words.

“I bet you did,” quipped Vaeda, making both girls giggle.

“Not like that. I mean, I think we understand each other. And I think Calista will be easier to manage today. She suffers with her own internal demons too, and I think we needed to see that in each other before we moved on.”

I didn’t say anything about the dream. I didn’t want to scare them that Rico might torment them in their dreams. I also didn’t think he would spare the time to do so, likely keeping me as his main target. Either way, it was an issue I would address if it came up again.

“Well, as long as she’s not a royal biatch today, I’m willing to give her another shot,” said Elise. “But if she is, then I’m going to give her a plain, old Gardenia ass-whooping.”

“What does that entail exactly?” asked Vaeda, a sparkle of mischief in her eyes. “Is that when you annoy someone to death or just pelt them with cinnamon rolls?”

Elise’s mouth fell open in shock and she grabbed a pillow and nailed Vaeda with it. It was on from there, with both women starting their own pillow war while I took the brunt of both attacks in the middle. It was so bad that when Mira poked her head in moments later, she was pelted by a pillow so hard that it knocked her glasses off.

“Oops, I’m so sorry, Mira!” said Vaeda, wincing as she hopped out of bed to help Mira with her glasses.

“Seriously, Vaeda, you had no idea what I was coming in here to say,” said Mira, after picking them off the grass.

“Yeah, seriously, Vaeda, how can you be so irresponsible?” said Elise, hamming it up.

Vaeda gave her a death stare, and I almost thought the girls might go back at it before Mira spoke up.

“I just heard from my father,” she said brightly. “There’s some special officials here today to give us some new spells. It’s the moment we’ve been waiting for!”

There was a lot of excitement to that statement, and Mira couldn’t have been more right about how much we anticipated this. After we emerged victorious from the Sanctum, there was a lot of talk about immediately getting new spells with our enhanced MP. The biggest problem we faced was what to get.

Our spell choices at our levels mattered a lot more than they did fifty levels ago. We needed to make sure that we had a wide range of complementary spells that enhanced our strengths and made us a tougher team collectively.

In fact, it wasn’t unusual at all for high-level divers to consult with the DDU or other experienced divers on which spells to use, especially before tackling the behemoth known as Serpent Hollows.

So, at the time, we decided to wait until we were closer to figuring out what to do about Rico. With the DDU now taking an active role in our training, it was one of the first things on the list toward making sure we were prepared to face our ultimate enemy.

“I wonder what I should get,” said Seraphina, who joined us shortly after as we made our way to a separate tent. “I kinda want something new, but I also want to upgrade some of my existing spells. I still get the ultimate say in what I get, right?”

“Oh, yes, they’re not going to pick the spells for you,” said Mira. “They’ll make their suggestions based on what you’re looking for, but ultimately it’s up to you to pick what you like the most. I just wish there were more than three upgrades. I wouldn’t mind another Summon upgrade.”

Elise shivered. “Three tigers are more than enough, don’t you think?”

I chuckled. “You’re still afraid of her tigers? You know they wouldn’t hurt you intentionally, Elise.”

“I see your lips moving, but I’m not comprehending what you’re saying, Jeremy,” she replied angrily. “Because I think you forgot that one of them took my head right off!”

“His name is Peter,” stressed Mira. “And he’s a total sweetie. He didn’t do it on purpose.”

Elise groaned. “Thank the spirits you can’t get any more.”

“I really think you should give him another chance,”

Elise snorted. “Fat chance there. Once you cross a Gardenian, you’re written off forever. Sorry, Mira, it’s just in my blood.”

“Kinda like how we met?” I asked, reminding her of the first day in the stadium. “You wrote me off after we thought we couldn’t get our licenses.”

The blonde waved her hand like it wasn’t that big of a deal. “I was just mad. I knew you were going to be my love bunny anyway.”

I raised my eyebrow. “Love what?”

She fluttered her eyelashes at me. “A love bunny. It’s just a fancy way of saying boyfriend!”

That made all of us laugh, carrying the good feelings until we entered the tent.

“Ah, there you are,” said President Warner, who was talking with Mathias as well as two other officials I hadn’t met yet. Curiously enough, Calista was also there, though she went to great lengths to remain separated from the others. “Hope you’re all ready to upgrade your spells!”

“How do you want this to work?” I asked him. “We’re used to shopping for our spells, but from what Mira told us, this is more of a consultative approach?”

Mathias was the one to answer. “That’s exactly right. Team, I’d like you to meet Wendell and Brooks. I’ve known both of them for a very long time, almost twenty years. They are some of the foremost experts in spells for the dungeons, and I had them flown in last night to help advise you on which spells to get that would most complement your strengths.”

Both Wendell and Brooks looked like unassuming figures. Neither of them fit the typical diving pedigree, with Wendell being quite a bit overweight and Brooks looking like a soft breeze might blow him over. However, from the first moment they sat down with us to go over our stat sheets, they proved invaluable with their knowledge.

“Okay, Vaeda Trespert,” said Brooks, studying her stats as we got things kicked off. “I see your MP is 86, and you have six spell slots used already, which means you can afford three more spells. You have a great variety of spells already for a rogue, especially with your Infiltrator and Dryad Magic abilities. I can tell your role on the team is a mix between melee and ranged attacker, right?”

“Yes, that’s right,” said Vaeda, giving me an impressed look from the short analysis. “And honestly, I’ve thought about getting another ranged attack. Something that could work in the background while I focus on working with my daggers.”

“I think that would be an excellent idea,” said Brooks. “How about something like this spell called Black Wind? It’s a ranged attack that sweeps the battlefield and makes it harder for your enemies to attack. Without a magical shield or constant healing, it would dissolve your enemies from the inside out, making them corpses. It pairs extremely well with your Demonic Wraith spell too, making you very close to an all-around death mage.”

“A death mage? I like it,” said Vaeda, grinning. “Black Wind. Hmm. Should I get the full upgrade to three slots?”

Brooks’ head tilted back and forth. “Up to you, but I’m a fan of Shadow Lance, and I think you’d be very potent with upgrading it to the next level. So Black Wind II and Shadow Lance II. That would make the most of your three spots.”

“What do you think, Jeremy?” she asked, leaning against me. “Does that sound like a plan?”

“I want whatever would make you most happy,” I said. “But to me, I like the combination. You’re already death on two feet. This just makes you all the more potent.”

She was grinning from ear to ear. “Yeah, I’ll be a freaking death mage. I’ll take it! Wow, that was fun!”

As easy as it was for Vaeda to find hers, Elise’s wasn’t nearly as quick. I think she stretched the limits of Wendell’s patience, which wasn’t all that surprising.

“What about flaming arrows?” said Elise with excitement. “Can you make my arrows be on fire as soon as I shoot them?”

“Of course we can, but you need to think about total utility,” said Wendell. “Your Strength is very high for your current level. Your arrows don’t need anything else to make them more potent, so that spell would be a waste in my opinion.”

Elise pouted. “Okay, well what if we did something like letting me rain down lightning? Jeremy has Lighting Strike, which is totally badass. I bet you we’d be twice as deadly if I had it too.”

Wendell pursed his lips. “Not really. I’d only suggest a complementary spell. If he already has Lightning Strike to do the job, it’s not worth you wasting a spot for the same spell. Especially when he’s as powerful as he is already.”

Elise wasn’t happy to hear that. It was so bad that I leaned against her. “You know, you can still pick what you want. It doesn’t have to be a perfect fit. He’s just giving you his opinion.”

It had gone on for so long that even Wendell seemed to agree with me, I think more to just get this over with.

“I know, but I want to find the most badass addition to our team,” said Elise. “And if Wendy here doesn’t like it, that probably means it’s not the best fit.”

“Wendell,” he corrected. “My name is Wendell.”

Elise shrugged. “Right? That’s what I said.”

I gave Wendell a look of sympathy until Elise finally snapped her fingers. “What about Force Torpedo? I saw the Renards had it, and Rico too, which must mean it’s pretty powerful. What do you think about me adding that?”

“It’s . . . actually a solid spell,” answered Wendell, surprised at the sudden change of pace. “And since you’re primarily a ranged supporter, it would complement your existing stats nicely. Do you want the single spell, or do you want the upgrades?”

Elise grinned. “You know I want all three of those upgrades, buddy.”

I had to hold back a laugh, but I had to admit that Force Torpedo III would make a powerful addition to our team.

With Elise finally done, Wendell had a lot easier of a time with Mira. It wasn’t surprising to anyone that Mira had already put a lot of thought into what she wanted.

“Spell Lock?” repeated Wendell, rubbing his chin. “Yes, that would be quite potent. It fits your caster role very well too.”

“What does that do?” I asked Mira.

“It takes one of your opponent’s most powerful spells and prevents them from using it against you,” she answered. “It’s not well-known, for a very big reason.”

“It was used too much on other diving teams when it first came out,” said Wendell, knowing the story. “Dungeon creatures themselves, apart from priestly mages and bosses, don’t know much in the way of spells and mostly favor a physical attack. It was already a niche spell but before the DDU came along, it was used primarily against other diving teams. It was one of the things the DDU had to stamp out, and you won’t find Spell Lock in most magic shops these days. We keep a tight rein on those that want to purchase it.”

“And knowing what we’re going to do, it makes sense to relax some of those restrictions,” said Mira. “And I want all three upgrades. That way, I can completely lock someone out of their spells.”

The more I heard about this spell, the more I liked it. Not just from Mira having it but also knowing that my Spell Forge would grant me access to it as well.

“I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again,” I told Mira. “I’m so glad you’re on my team and not someone else’s.”

The smile that appeared on her face could melt even the most hardened heart. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for this woman, someone that gave everything she was to her team.

Mira was the only member of the team that was eligible for four spell slots instead of three, so alongside Spell Lock III, she purchased another spell called Clone. It was a spell I’d run into before, but this one was so much better than Elise’s Illusion because the cloned teams fought with our existing spells.

It would be like making two fully-function teams of five members each, boosting our numbers to ten instantly. The spell was definitely a must-buy. I asked whether or not it could be upgraded to the third level like the others, but Wendell told us that it was a rare spell that was only made in one potency.

“There’s one more thing that I want before I’m finished,” Mira told Wendell, who gave her a confused look.

“But you’re out of slots,” said Wendell. “Are you wanting to get rid of a spell to free one up?”

“No, I want to purchase an ability that I’ve seen in use already,” said Mira, who smiled over at Calista. “Do you have Protective Bubble? I think it’s a must-have for a healing caster.”

Calista looked pleased that some of her choices had rubbed off on Mira. “You’re really going to like that ability. It makes healing so much more of an afterthought so you can focus on attack.”

“If it’s good enough for you, then it must be worth the price,” said Mira.

I was already liking what I saw, seeing the tension melting between Calista and the rest of the girls. I also liked how Mira found a way to extend the olive branch while getting a powerful new ability.

That woman really was amazing.

With Mira getting her new ability, I turned my attention over to Seraphina, who was wrapping up her discussion with Brooks. I put my arm around her waist so I could see what she’d purchased.

“What do you think?” Seraphina asked me, showing her new stat sheet with her recent additions.

Name: Seraphina Cultress

Class: Mastermind

Level: 95

Experience: 890/4000

Stats:

Strength: 94

Agility: 95

Magical Power: 99

Stamina: 98

Intelligence: 96

Charisma: 91

Abilities:

Grace of the Elves

Turbo Boost

Strategist

Spells:

Swirling Flames

Stun III

Healing Light

Stonewall II

Invisibility II

Star Fire

“Star Fire, that looks interesting,” I said. “What does it do?”

“It’s kinda like your Lightning Strike, but it rains down fire on the entire battlefield,” she explained. “But here’s the best part—it doesn’t strike our team. It can land all around us while we’re fighting hand-to-hand with another team, and it will only strike them while avoiding us. How cool is that?”

I grinned. “Very cool. I like it, and I’m looking forward to seeing how you incorporate it into your fighting.”

“Hell, I might just get bored one night and make us a Star Fire so we have something to watch,” said Seraphina, giggling.

Brooks cleared his throat awkwardly. “Actually, we don’t condone the use of such spells outside the dungeons. Or for recreation.”

“Oh, right,” said Seraphina, nodding her head deliberately until she could catch my eye again. She winked, and I had to bite my tongue lest I start laughing.

With her two upgrades to Stonewall and Invisibility, Seraphina was all set, and so were all the girls. That left only me to pick out spells, and I was lucky enough to get the dual attention of both Brooks and Wendell while Calista stayed by my side to give her input too.

“So any ideas on what you’re looking for?” asked Wendell, after one glance at my stat sheet. “You’re not lacking for anything from what I can tell. This might be one of the most well-rounded stat sheets I’d ever seen, and certainly one of the most powerful.”

“Particularly your Fire Mage ability,” said Brooks, who looked impressed. “It pairs well with your Perilous Flames attack and your Lava Armor. It’s likely that you’re the most powerful fire-wielder in Aspatria with this.”

“Perilous Flames was one of the first attacks I learned,” I said. “Back when I was only a level 5. It’s been good to me, but I’m trying to decide if the upgrade is worth it. I see how powerful it is with the second upgrade and with Fire Mage, but do I get much by upgrading it to level 3?”

They had to search for that answer before they could give their opinion on it.

“It was definitely stronger going from the first level to the second,” said Wendell. “At the third upgrade, the fireball appears quicker and it can chew through some armor types more effectively, but that’s the only additional advantage that I can see.”

My curiosity was stroked by one thing he said. “Different armor types? Like, for example, what about Elemental Armor? Would it get through that?”

Brooks stuck out his lower lip as he thought about it. He had to go back to his book to figure out the answer, but was nodding his head a short while later.

“Actually, yes, the third upgrade would be better at getting through Elemental Armor,” said Brooks. “You’d still have to wear it down, but you’ll get through it quicker with the third upgrade than you would the second. Why do you ask about Elemental Armor in particular?”

There was no sense in keeping a secret from them. Not when the stakes were this high.

“Because I know Rico has it. And I know that’s how he’s going to protect himself from our attacks.”

Wendell and Brooks shared a look between themselves.

“If that’s the case, I’d say go with Perilous Flames III,” said Wendell. “And I’d recommend upgrading your Lava Armor to the second upgrade, which will increase the durability on it. I don’t think it’s worth it to go for the full upgrade personally.”

“So Perilous Flames III and Lava Armor II,” I said. “That leaves me with one more slot. Any other suggestions on what to use for the last one?”

“Actually, yes,” said Brooks. “My recommendation is that you replace Dark Wave with something that’s more fitting of your role.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean? How is Dark Wave not very fitting?”

“At your level, you are very clearly specialized in fire,” replied Brooks. “And your best attacks and abilities revolve around it. It makes sense to go all in on fire, and take out the weaker secondary or tertiary attacks.”

“Lighting Strike pairs well with your fire abilities,” added Wendell. “But Dark Wave is the odd one out. It makes sense to get rid of it.”

“I had to rely on Dark Wave a lot when I was in the third dungeon,” I said. “Because fire boosted the potency of the demons. Don’t you think that’s a liability to go without it?”

“Maybe for other divers, but your Spell Forge grants you access to the rest of the team’s spells, so you could easily pick something else that’s effective without sacrificing another slot on your list.”

“That’s not a bad suggestion,” said Calista, who was still standing next to me. “You’ve become a fully-fledged fire mage, Jeremy. You should lean into it.”

I started to rub my chin. “Okay, that all makes sense. What would I replace Dark Wave with?”

“Another spell that has been nearly banned,” said Brooks. “But it would help you greatly against Rico. Something called Life Drain.”

“Sounds pretty obvious what that does,” I said.

“Indeed, it wears away the stats of your opponent, making them weaker the longer they fight,” said Brooks. “I’d suggest getting the second upgrade on it because it allows you to do two people at once, and their powers drain faster. A very deadly spell all things considered, and one you won’t regret having, especially against a human opponent.”

I glanced over at Calista. “What do you think? Your opinion is important to me.”

Calista looked pleased that I wanted her input. “Honestly, I think that could give you quite an edge. Especially over two people at the same time. I’d go for it.”

“Calista’s opinion is good enough for me,” I told Wendell and Brooks, which actually made her smile larger.

By the time the new spells were loaded successfully into my badge, I was feeling a high that I didn’t want to end. More than anything, I wanted to get onto the training field and test out our new skills.

“I think things are going to go differently today than yesterday,” I told Calista, as all of us made our way toward the lake a short while later. “You better watch yourself today. My team’s going to kick your ass.”

Calista rolled her eye, but she smiled afterward. “Do your worst. You might have new spells, but you don’t even know how to use them yet.”

“You’ll be singing a different tune when I Force Torpedo your ass,” said Elise, getting in on the smack talk.

Calista raised an eyebrow. “Force Torpedo my ass?”

Elise grinned and elbowed Seraphina in the side. “She can’t handle my smack-talking. Can’t handle it at all.”

“That makes sense. Most of us barely know how to handle you,” replied Seraphina.

“Hey!” said Elise, poking the redheaded elf in the side. “You’re supposed to be on my team!”

“Ugh, don’t remind me!”

I laughed as the girls started being more playful, but I was especially encouraged by the way Calista seemed to fit in with us. She wasn’t that bitchy outsider that she’d been up until that point, and though she was still a little rough around the edges, she was thawing around us.

Maybe this just might work after all?


Chapter Thirteen




Rico

“It’s not here.”

“Check it again,” ordered Rico. “It has to be here.”

The woman in front of him rolled her eyes and scowled. “I’ve turned the entire house apart. There’s nothing left standing inside that I haven’t looked through. It’s not here.”

Anyone else in the world might have triggered Rico’s wrath by that point, but not Darcy. An extremely highly-leveled archer on his team, Darcy had a reputation for two things—the first being very thorough in everything that she did, and the second for unwavering accuracy when it came to all things with a bow.

The biggest travesty she faced was the fact that the country saw Morgana Hoffman as a better archer than she was.

But then again, at least Darcy had the benefit of still being alive.

“I saw a barn about midway back,” said Rico. “Take Celestia and check it out. They could have stashed it in there instead of the house.”

Darcy didn’t say anything in response. The only thing she did was nod and make her way toward the barn, but not before grabbing Celestia by the elbow and dragging her away. The other woman had been doing what she did best, tormenting the middle-aged woman who lived here with her husband and daughter.

“Have mercy!” screamed the woman, who was being pummeled. “Please, have mercy!”

“Don’t you dare move from that spot,” snapped Celestia as she allowed herself to be dragged toward the barn.

From behind Rico, he heard another scream from the other side of the farmstead. He didn’t know what it was about, but he suspected one of the other women had found the daughter and was pressuring her for information.

Either way, he would find that fucking ruby if it was last thing he did.

His thoughts were consumed with it these days. The only thing that mattered was getting his hands on some kind of dungeon gem.

In a way, it was almost ironic. No one had even seen a dungeon gem in almost fifty years. The last person to pull one out of the dungeon bought this very farmstead, letting the gem fall from history.

And yet, it would have been a complete non-issue had Jeremy not pulled one out of Shadow Abyss.

Jeremy. The very name inflamed his anger. Of all the people in Aspatria, it had to be that twerp kid of his old partner that would stand against him. The boy was powerful—Rico couldn’t deny that. But it was a raw kind of power that he wielded.

Time and experience might have turned him into Rico’s equal, however those were two things that Rico was determined the boy would never get.

The ruby was the only thing standing in his way. A great power on its own, the ruby was the only way that Jeremy could possibly defeat Rico in a one-on-one fight.

That was why tonight’s mission was imperative. He had to obtain a dungeon gem of his own and level the playing field with Jeremy.

But how? That was the worst part of this whole ordeal, and the part that made Rico seethe the most. Divers didn’t just go looking for dungeon gems. Instead, the dungeon bestowed them on certain divers, giving them up seemingly by chance.

They weren’t given as a recognition of skill, because if that was the case, Rico would have fifty of them, let alone one.

No, to Rico’s mind, it was more a game of chance. And in his many years of diving, he’d never been lucky enough to get one. He was reluctant to take Jeremy’s too, just in case the boy managed to figure out its hidden power, making him a risk that Rico would rather not take if he didn’t have to.

That brought him to the farmstead he was currently standing on. If the dungeon wouldn’t give him a gem, then he would take one from the last known owner of one.

It was more than fifty years ago that Clyde Tamworth pulled a ruby from Cursed Chasm. He wrote about it briefly in a memoir that Rico remembered hearing about back in his schooling days, but after he stopped diving, the ruby became a family heirloom, or so the rumor went.

Rico would have thought that a prized family heirloom would have been displayed proudly within the house, but even after tearing it apart, there remained nothing to be found.

Hopefully, Celestia and Darcy would have better luck in the barn.

It wasn’t much more than ten minutes later that both women returned empty-handed.

“The ruby isn’t in the barn either,” snarled Darcy, clearly annoyed at not finding their quarry. “There’s nothing in there but hay and rotting rat carcasses.”

“The ruby didn’t just disappear,” said Rico, finding his anger growing. “It has to be around here somewhere!”

“We would have sensed it by now, Rico,” said Celestia. “But I don’t feel anything. There’s nothing magical on this entire property. Wherever that ruby went, it’s not here.”

Celestia might have been right, but it didn’t make the night’s outing any more frustrating. His anger boiling over, Rico raised his hand toward the barn.

“Force Torpedo!”

A powerful shot of the fully-upgraded spell destroyed the barn upon impact, sending splinters of wood no bigger than his fingers in every direction. Though the display of fireworks was great, it did nothing to abate his anger.

“Do they have any more family here?” asked Rico. “Anyone else who might have received the ruby? Peasants wouldn’t know what to do with it if they didn’t know the power. It could be worn as a trinket on some bitch’s neck, and they would be none the wiser of its power.”

“There are only a couple other Tamworths in Aspatria,” replied Darcy. “The family is very small, and most of them are concentrated in this area.”

“Then the ruby must be with one of the others,” said Rico. “We need to track them down and go after each of them one by one. It’s the only way to make sure we find it.”

“And if we don’t?” snapped Celestia. “Then what?”

Rico raised an eyebrow at her, making Celestia recoil instantly. She knew better than to display such insolence toward him.

“Then like usual, I will figure something else out, Celestia,” he said calmly, while taking a step toward her. “Unless you have any better ideas, that is.”

Rico had to give her credit. Celestia always knew what side her bread was buttered. She took a step back and lowered her eyes.

“Of course not, Rico. I don’t have any other ideas.”

“Fantastic,” he said curtly. “Let’s get moving out of here.”

He opened a Portal Door out of thin air, creating an opening about six feet in all directions. Jerking his head violently, he sent Celestia and Darcy through it to their hiding place before making the call to the other two women on his team.

It took them several minutes to appear, but not before a few more shrieks were heard in the distance. When they finally arrived, Rico could see them dragging the bloody, broken body of some man behind them, like he was a stuck pig about to be thrown over an open fire.

“Who’s he?” snapped Rico, nodding toward the bloody man.

“Someone who came out to play,” replied Irene, his caster and known for being one of the cruelest women on his team. Irene had nothing resembling a moral compass whatsoever. For Irene, the only thing that mattered was power, and since Rico had it in spades, she naturally gravitated toward him in time.

“He’s a DDU official,” added Patricia, a burly ranger with a mixed role on the team. Patricia could be whatever he needed her to be, which allowed them the flexibility that most other teams didn’t have.

If he needed a caster that day, Patricia had the MP to support it. If he needed another warrior, there was no one more deadly with a pair of daggers. She was the best all-around diver in Aspatria, and Rico also liked that those talents extended into the bedroom as well.

“I don’t know anything!” said the very frightened official, as his eyes scanned Rico and the women. “I swear! I just heard the explosion, and I came to make sure everyone was okay!”

“In your case then, your curiosity didn’t do you any favors,” said Rico, wagging his finger back and forth. “Especially with your affiliation with the DDU. What a dreadful organization to be working for these days.”

The man looked so scared that it wouldn’t have surprised Rico if he pissed himself. His legs were shaking, and Rico had no doubt that if he would have commanded this man to kiss his boot, the action would have been done before the words were even completely out.

It was exactly the kind of man he was looking for.

“So tell me, my unfortunate friend,” started Rico. “I’m already having a bad night, and I can’t find something that I’ve been looking for. Terrible luck, if I do say so myself, but perhaps you can help me with another item. I’m trying to find the new residence of an old friend of mine. Maybe you’ve heard his name. His name is Jeremy Pollard.”

The official whimpered almost as soon as he heard Jeremy’s name, telling Rico all he needed to know.

“Ah, so you are familiar with Jeremy, aren’t you?” said Rico, squatting in front of the official. “Be a good dog and tell me where he is, won’t you?”

Rico watched as the official’s lower lip stuck out, trembling like the rest of him. “I-I don’t k-know, I’m not p-privy to that kind of information.”

Rico shook his head dramatically. “Oh, no, no, no. That won’t do. I need you to do better than that. Where is Jeremy? Tell me now. I know you know who I am.”

“R-Rico Cartwright!” said the official.

“So you know that I have the power to rip you apart so thoroughly that they would never find your body,” snarled Rico. “I would shred you down to the molecular level if I was so inclined. But, I’m not that bad of a guy. Before this misunderstanding that happened recently, I was the most beloved son of the country. I wouldn’t doubt that your kids probably even have action figures with my face on them in your house even now, don’t they?”

The man sputtered and started openly weeping, without answering.

Rico rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, it’s hard, isn’t it? Hard to do the right thing. But I’ll give you this chance to do the right thing. Tell me where Jeremy Pollard is hiding, or bring me to someone who knows where he is. And if you do that, I won’t kill your entire family in front of you. Or even worse, I’ll let them spend some quality time with Celestia and Irene. I’m sure you know that they will get the answer out of you one way or another. What do you say to that?”

When Rico next looked down again, he saw the man’s pants turning dark around the crotch. Finally broken, the DDU official started to give some names that were very interesting in the long run.

“Very good,” said Rico, smiling for the first time that night. “Tell me everything.”

It was time to move to plan B.

[image: ]


Jeremy

“Again!” yelled Calista. “Use your Black Wind, Vaeda!”

Across the field, the swift and deadly dryad raised her hand and used her newest spell. Within seconds, the wind picked up around the other members of the team standing a short distance away. That side of the field was dominated by Seraphina, Elise, and Mira, while Vaeda and I battled against them.

Black Wind couldn’t have been a deadlier spell. I really liked the way it manifested quickly, appearing like a massive swarm of bees in the way that it blotted out all light as it moved toward Vaeda’s targets. In this case, Mira tried to put up her Status Shield, but it was too late for Seraphina, who was utterly consumed by the spell, killing her.

“Great job, Vaeda!” roared Calista. “Way to go!”

There wasn’t much time for celebration, as once Calista gave her kudos to Vaeda, she rebounded on Elise and Mira and was now extolling them.

“Your numbers are going down!” said Calista. “What do you do now, Mira?”

My brunette caster raised her hand to bellow her newest spell. “Clone!”

Suddenly, there was another set of the girls, standing on either side to allow their numbers to boost to four. And there was nothing in the world scarier than a pissed-off Elise, let alone two of them.

“Force Torpedo!” yelled both Elises at the same time.

Now it was my turn to react. I cut down the first one with a Dispel while letting the second hit my Lava Armor.

We were definitely on the defensive now, as we had been all morning. Calista seemed to be testing me more so than usual, as it always worked out that I was on the team that was put on the defensive.

I knew she was trying to keep me on my toes, so it didn’t bother me as much as it did the first day we met. It also helped that Calista had thawed since I met her, and I felt like I was actually getting to see the real her.

We weren’t any closer to unlocking the secrets of the ruby, which was about as frustrating as it could get, but I definitely felt the team working better together with our new training and spells.

“Come on, Jeremy, move your ass!” roared Calista. “Are you going to stay on the defensive the entire time? Or find a way to attack?”

I growled under my breath, especially as Calista healed Seraphina to bring her back into the fight. The gorgeous elf kept nothing back as she used two spells at once.

“Star Fire! Invisibility!”

Seraphina disappeared completely right as the Black Wind dissipated, now replaced by a display of deadly shooting stars that were now raining down on Vaeda and me. I threw up my Magical Shield to protect us, but I wasn’t prepared for the sudden crushing rush of Seraphina’s Stonewall.

Her aim was perfect, and it landed right down the center of Vaeda and me, splitting us apart. It was a great tactic, forcing us to fight without the aid of each other, so the other girls could defeat us in detail.

I saw Elise send an Ice Freeze my way, which I melted with one use of Perilous Flames. The upgraded spell allowed the fireballs to form even faster, making them all but impossible to stop even with basic armor.

I wasn’t worried about my side though. It was Vaeda that was the main target, and now that she was alone, I could hear Mira and Seraphina hitting her position with rapid-fire spells.

“Stun!”

“Minimize!”

“Stonewall!”

“Summon! Get her, tigers!”

Vaeda was in trouble, and I could tell she was struggling to stay on her own feet under such an onslaught. She was going to die unless I intervened.

“Fiero, let’s do this!”

My fire-bodied dragon appeared out of thin air, letting out a loud screech that echoed across the surrounding mountains. I teleported onto his back, flying over the Stonewall and frying Seraphina just before I could rebound back to get Mira as well.

The only problem was that I never expected what Elise would do. My mischievous archer had joined the assault on Vaeda, catching her off guard. And with an arrow notched in her bow, I could see Elise just about to release the string.

Vaeda was about to die, but it was that realization that suddenly felt different from every other battle I’d ever been in. It was a feeling I couldn’t describe even if I tried. Even though I knew she could be revived after the battle, the air around my physical space began to change.

Everything around me seemed to slow down greatly, so slow that it was almost like time was standing still. In a very weird way, I felt weightless, almost like I was being pulled from my body. Even Fiero seemed to sense that something was amiss. The mighty dragon craned his head to glance back at me, as if he knew that the air around him shouldn’t be moving this slow.

Below us, I could see Elise still holding her bow, just about to let the arrow fly. Seraphina was still smoking on the ground, burnt to a crisp while Mira’s mouth was open, in the middle of saying some spell.

That was when I heard the sound. Something so tiny but also something so confident. I don’t think it was an actual voice as much as it was sound that was imprinted onto my mind.

Pull me out.

Hearing it for the first time didn’t make any sense to me. Pull what out? The words had been unmistakable, but what was to be pulled out?

Pull me out.

This time, the voice was more forceful. The weight of the words on my mind was as powerful as a headache. Glancing down at my body, I could see the glow of red against my chest, just under my clothes.

The ruby. It could only have been the ruby. Reaching into my clothing, I wrapped my hand around it and pulled it out of my shirt to see it glowing with a brilliant light clearer than any that I’d seen from it before.

Save her.

I knew the ruby was responsible for what was going on around us, but it wasn’t until I glanced below that I knew it was talking about Vaeda. Another glance at Elise had shown that she’d just released her arrow, allowing it to fly toward its target.

The problem with that was that it was moving so slow that it was like it wasn’t moving at all. I could easily reach my hand around the shaft and pull it out of the air, the arrow not being a threat to me at all.

At that moment, I knew what I had to do. Fiero and I dove toward the ground, covering nearly a hundred yards of distance while the arrow at best moved about a foot. I reached down once I was close enough, wrapping my hand around the shaft and yanking it away with me.

We flew around Elise and rebounded toward Mira, who at this moment was having her tigers pounce on Vaeda. I could even see Peter, teeth and claws bared, ready to descend on Vaeda and rip her to shreds.

Acting quickly, Fiero and I whipped around until we were able to get closer to the tigers. Peter was still in his mid-air leap when Fiero opened his mouth and belched fire, turning the tiger into a smoking pile of ash. Matilda was next, dashing across the ground at Vaeda, but not fast enough to avoid a Perilous Flames thrown in her direction.

That left only Benjamin. The last remaining tiger had taken the flanking approach, hoping to catch Vaeda from her unguarded rear. His head was lowered right before it was about to pounce, but it was no match for a Lighting Strike that hit him before he even knew there was a problem.

By that point, every threat against Vaeda had been completely neutralized, and the best thing about it was that none of the attackers even knew it yet.

My ruby was still glowing, but the brightness of the light was dimming with each passing second. So too was the slowness of time, speeding up until the light extinguished entirely, returning Fiero and I to normal time.

At that moment, I could finally watch the amusing reactions of those around me. Vaeda, who probably expected to die any moment, looked stunned as each assailant and threat vanished into thin air. I could see Elise looking at her bow with confusion, no doubt wondering what happened to her arrow.

Even Mira seemed confused.

“Peter?” she called. “Matilda? Benjamin?”

Only Calista, who had a vantage point over the entire battlefield, seemed to understand what just happened. She bounded off the cliff that she was using as her perch and hurried down to see the rest of us right as I hopped off Fiero.

“What was that?” she asked. “I saw the whole thing. Or rather, I saw blurs of light and movement that didn’t make sense. It was you, but it wasn’t you. Nothing moves that fast. Was that Teleport?”

I shook my head and put the ruby in my hand. “It was the ruby,” I said, while the other women gathered around us. “I could hear it, in my head. It . . . spoke to me.”

“What did it say?” asked Mira.

“It just told me to pull it out,” I said, looking down at the ruby that wasn’t glowing any longer. “And then it told me to save Vaeda.”

“Interesting,” said Calista, tapping her chin with her finger. “Very interesting. Did you have to do anything after that?”

I shook my head. “Not at all. Time slowed down enough that I could move while it looked like all of you were frozen. That’s how we intervened. I snatched Elise’s arrow right out of the sky.”

The blonde made a shocked face. “So that’s what you did? I was going crazy wondering what happened to my arrow!”

“And then I vaporized the tigers,” I added. “Sorry Mira, but they were about to kill Vaeda. I don’t know what happened.”

“Can you still hear the ruby?” asked Calista. “Is it still talking to you?”

“No, I can’t hear anything.”

“Try again,” she urged. “Just try to reach out to it like it did you.”

“I don’t think it works that way,” I said. “I think the ruby is the one that makes contact, not the other way around.”

She gave me a thin smile. “Just humor me, okay?”

I shrugged, not knowing of any better ways to get it to unlock. Holding it in my palm, I didn’t try to say anything to it, unlike the last time I tried to “talk” to it. Instead, I tried to will it in place mentally.

It was a strange feeling, trying to mentally talk to an inanimate object. I had no idea if I was even doing it right, but I kept reaching out to it, like it was a door that would eventually open if I just kept knocking on it.

The biggest problem was that no one ever answered. A few minutes passed and I couldn’t even get my ruby to glow.

“Nothing,” I said finally. “I just couldn’t get anything. I really think the engagement is more one way than anything else. It reaches out to me, not the other way around.”

“And it only happened because you saw Vaeda about to die, right?” asked Seraphina. “That was the trigger?”

I nodded.

“Come with me,” said Calista, turning on her heel and marching away.

When we didn’t immediately follow her, she turned her head to glare at us. “Quickly! Come on!”

I watched the other girls shrug as we followed Calista. She led us on a trek deeper into the surrounding forest, crossing over one major ridge until coming to a deep valley. The sides of the valley were so steep that we couldn’t help but slide down where we could, at least until we came to one rocky cliff that required me to use Teleport to get the entire group to flatter land.

Like usual, Calista didn’t tell us what she was doing, and we were left to guess what her plan was while we walked. I don’t think anything would have prepared us for what she actually did once we reached a lightly-forested area moments later.

I knew the telltale sign of a Marshapit nest thanks to my last outing with Calista, and my sense went on overdrive as I saw her approach it harmlessly.

“Calista!” I hissed. “Those are Marshapits!”

She didn’t stop moving, despite hearing my warning. Instead, Calista moved right up to the rim of the nest and unleashed a devastating Aqua Pulse.

“What is she doing?” said Elise, drawing her bow. “We’re going to get attacked!”

“We’re not,” I said, standing far enough away from the nest. “But Calista is about to.”

Sure enough, Calista didn’t bolt away from the nest as soon as she unleashed her spell. She crossed her arms and waited as the two Marshapits suddenly stood from the nest, rising thirty feet above her head. Even from this distance, I could see them snarl at her as they advanced, ready to rip her to shreds for the transgression.

And yet, Calista was still rooted to her spot. She was in no hurry to defend herself whatsoever, not even drawing her bow.

It was the weirdest thing I’d ever seen. It was almost like she wanted the Marshapits to attack her.

Before I could piece together exactly what she was doing, two things happened.

For one, the lead Marshapit lowered its head and dashed at a clearly helpless Calista.

The second was an incredibly-tense feeling of time slowing down once more. The fast-moving Marshapits suddenly became not so fast, moving in slow motion until they ultimately froze all together. Just like the first time, the only thing that didn’t freeze was me. I turned my head, seeing Seraphina with her mouth open watching the Marshapits charge. The other girls were frozen in seemingly similar positions too.

Save the girl.

Just like the first time, I was able to dash forward while everyone else was frozen.

“Lava Armor!”

My entire body became covered in the flaming protection of my armor, making me a glowing inferno on legs. I stepped between Calista and the oncoming Marshapit and pulled back my fist before launching it forward, connecting with the creature right above the pelvis.

Ordinarily, such an attack wouldn’t be enough to kill a beast like this. It might set it aflame, but its sheer momentum alone would carry it well past me, rendering my attack useless.

That wasn’t the case with the ruby. The small amount of force in my fist counteracted all the forward momentum the Marshapit had, making it fly backward by force alone. It didn’t stop there, with the Marshapit’s feet leaving the ground as a gaping hole appeared right above its pelvis, right where my fist had struck.

The Marshapit must have gone flying more than fifty feet. It soared past the nest, falling off the cliff in a display that was completely awe-inspiring.

The other Marshapit couldn’t even register what happened to its partner. It was still charging too, but this time I ran past it to grab the tail, lifting it up with more strength than I’ve ever possessed before. I whipped the tail around my body and then tossed it, taking the Marshapit with it once I let go.

It flew through the air like the first one, going off the ledge into certain death below.

It was an almost comical level of power that shouldn’t have been possible. Yet, here we were.

Normal time resumed a few seconds later, and when I glanced at Calista, I saw neither confusion nor bewilderment on her face.

Instead, I saw only a small smirk.


Chapter Fourteen




“The ruby unlocks when someone you care about is in mortal danger.”

Calista folded her arms and leaned back in her chair, very content that she’d finally solved the puzzle surrounding the ruby. The gem itself was sitting on the table next to us. It was about half an hour after the Marshapit encounter, as the two of us had returned to Base Camp to talk about what we’d just witnessed.

“That seems a little too simple,” I said, shaking my head. “It doesn’t make sense, Calista. Not that I don’t like my team, but I would have heard that voice in my head many times before, on our dungeon dives. We’re always in mortal danger on the dives.”

“Maybe they weren’t in true mortal danger though,” she suggested. “Because the team was still together. I made you do something today that you hadn’t done before, fighting separately instead of as one team. The gem might not know the difference.”

I winced. “That sounds like a flimsy pretense. Who gets to decide whether danger is mortal or not? Is it a feeling that I have, or one the gem has? Do gems have feelings about that kind of thing? How does it decide? I don’t know, Calista. That premise really sounds like a stretch.”

Calista shrugged, looking a little defeated. “I don’t know. I’m just trying to put pieces together just like you are.”

I could tell that she was feeling a little lost, so I stepped closer and put my hand on her arm. It was a contact that I was used to with the other girls when I wanted to reassure them of something, but it was a bold move that I’d never performed with Calista before.

I thought there was a chance she might shirk away from me, but she stood firm and didn’t flinch at my touch.

“We’ll get there,” I said. “It might not make sense now, but if we keep experimenting with it, we’ll find out how it triggers.”

Calista nodded and a smile appeared on her face, one that I matched. Despite our confusion, I couldn’t help but be excited about the possibilities. Even with the stat increases the ruby afforded me, I felt much more powerful than the average diver.

Unlocking the ruby made me feel almost god-like. Stopping time was one thing, but what else could the gem do? Were there other powers that I could unlock with more practice?

The entire situation made me feel hopeful that when this eventual encounter with Rico happened, I wouldn’t be walking directly into the slaughterhouse. With the gem on my side, how could Rico possibly defeat me?

“I think we should keep practicing with it,” said Calista eventually. “We’ve only begun to unlock the power of the ruby, but we still don’t know the limits of what you can do. Why don’t we go back to our training spot and see what else we can make it do?”

“You read my mind,” I replied. “Come on, let’s see if I can stop time again.”

As it turned out, it wasn’t nearly that easy. We brought Elise with us to use as a trigger for what we considered to be mortal danger, but despite practicing nearly the entire afternoon and early evening, I only had the ruby respond once in that time, right before Elise was about to be hacked apart by Calista’s daggers.

The flip side of that scenario meant that Elise suffered nearly thirty grisly deaths in the process, and I could tell she was getting just as frustrated as we were.

On the last time, she crossed her arms and plopped down on a nearby stump while pouting.

“You just don’t love me like the other girls,” said Elise. “That’s why you can’t get the gem to respond. You don’t care about me enough.”

“Seriously, Elise, that’s not the case at all,” I said, attempting to defend the way I felt about her.

She grinned at me. “Gotcha! You didn’t really think I was being serious, did you?”

“I mean, you could have been.”

“So what gives?” she asked, while Calista joined us right after. “Are you just not hearing the voice in your head at all? Or can you hear it and it’s not triggering anything?”

“I can’t hear anything at all,” I said. “When it does happen, it’s like I can feel time slowing down. Everything around me seems extra . . . animated? I’m not sure if that’s the right word, but it’s like I can almost see the air around me. I know that sounds weird, but that’s when the voice occurs. It’s just not happening now.”

As frustrated as I was, I could tell that Calista was feeling the same way. “Maybe it’s not mortal danger of someone you care about then. Maybe it gets more specific than that? But what could it be that we haven’t tried yet?”

I was at a loss for answers too. By this point, I’d triggered the unlocking by saving Vaeda, Calista, and Elise, in that order. In a way, that was a stunning admission in itself that I was able to get it to trigger for Calista.

The ruby recognized that I was very fond of her, especially now that her walls were down and I was able to see some of the real her. It was something that Calista and I hadn’t spoken about yet, but I was definitely thinking about how it recognized her as someone I cared about.

And I’m sure she noticed it too.

“Maybe you only get so many chances in one day to unlock it?” suggested Elise. “Like you’ve done it three times already today, right? Maybe you’ve exhausted the ruby’s inner MP and it has to recharge? Maybe tomorrow will be better?”

I glanced at the ruby in my hand. “Something as powerful as this shouldn’t have limited MP. At least, I wouldn’t think that would be the case, but your theory might be the best one we have right now. Perhaps it does need to recharge.”

“It’s not the only thing,” said Elise, cracking her neck in the process. “I’ve been killed today more times than I’d like to admit. I need a nap, and maybe a back rub in the process if my hunky love bunny would indulge me?”

I chuckled. “Of course, trouble. Besides, it’s getting dark anyway. Let’s get back to Base Camp.”

Elise was the one to take the lead as we walked toward camp, but I noticed that Calista hung back to talk with me while we moved.

“I know it’s frustrating,” she said, talking about the ruby. “But you’ve made a lot of progress today. We might not understand the why just yet, but at least we’ve triggered the unlocking not once but three times today. That has to count for something, right?”

Her optimism made me smile. “I’m pretty sure they call that looking on the bright side. And you’re right. It might be a little too much expectation to put on us right now to understand the ruby completely after one day. It’s just with the pressure from Rico, there’s a lot of weight on my shoulders.”

I knew that Calista would understand that better than anyone. Her hand brushed into mine, but I noticed that she didn’t rush to move it away.

“For what it’s worth, your training has been progressing by leaps and bounds,” she said. “We might not have the luxury of time, but you’ve made the most of your time since we’ve been together.”

I couldn’t help but focus on the last words that she said. Since we’ve been together. Part of me wanted to wonder what that would be like, and I wasn’t disappointed with the daydream. Calista had so many redeeming qualities once you were able to look past her outer shell. She was scarred in a way that none of us could even come close to understanding, but under those scars was another person with real feelings and a heart that yearned for acceptance just as much as anyone.

And I accepted her for who she was.

“I couldn’t have done this without your help,” I told her. “Without you pushing me. I didn’t understand or appreciate it at first, but I needed the kick in the ass to get to this point. So, I’m grateful that you’re here with us. With me.”

I saw something that I never expected. Calista’s cheeks actually turned a brilliant red hue as she struggled to meet my eyes. She was embarrassed by the compliment, but as she stared at the ground, I could see her struggling to hold back a radiant smile.

I could have enjoyed those feelings for the rest of the night, but fate had other plans. It all started once Elise emerged out of the woods and onto the plain that Base Camp was situated on. Immediately, I could tell that they were looking for us, and I found Mathias and President Warner rushing to our side at once.

“What’s going on?” I asked, feeling alarmed at the sudden rush of activity. “Did something happen?”

Mathias and Warner looked like they didn’t want to tell me at first, but the weight of the news meant they couldn’t hold it back.

“There’s been another attack,” said Warner. “An attack by Rico and his people that occurred over the night. We’re still getting the details, but it’s ugly, son. Very ugly.”

Mathias glanced at Warner. “Maybe we shouldn’t let out all the details. For his sake more than anything?”

Warner growled. “Damnit, Mathias, if we’re asking the boy to protect us, he better know what the hell he’s up against. There’s no sense in holding any information back.”

Mathias winced and gave me a sympathetic look. I could tell that he wasn’t trying to handicap us as much as he was trying to protect us from the grisly details of the attack.

“What happened exactly?” I asked. “Tell me everything.”

“There was an attack against the Tamworth family of Juno’s Bluff,” said Mathias. “Does the Tamworth name mean anything to you?”

It was vaguely familiar to me, but it was Calista who bounded forward with recognition. “Tamworth as in Clyde Tamworth? The last confirmed owner of a dungeon gem? At least before Jeremy?”

Mathias closed his eyes and nodded. “We don’t believe the attack was coincidental. We believe Rico attacked them looking for the gem. He didn’t . . . hold anything back in his attack.”

“Are they still alive?” I asked quietly.

Mathias didn’t want to answer but Warner did.

“His daughter and her husband aren’t,” said Warner. “Once our people arrived, Rico had already absconded with their bodies. Without the body, we can’t heal them, so he did that on purpose so that they would die permanently. The farmhouse was also obliterated beyond any recognition.”

I felt the weight of that statement in my stomach. More innocent people had died. People that didn’t need to die, and only because Rico would stop at nothing to eliminate all threats. The loss even felt personal to me. The only reason they died was because of me.

If I hadn’t gotten a dungeon gem, Rico wouldn’t have felt the need to attack them. He would have relied on his existing power to try to kill me.

My head lowered as I felt the extreme guilt of their deaths. By that metric, there was blood on my hands. I felt Mathias put his hand on my shoulder.

“It will be okay, Jeremy,” he said. “We’ve recovered the granddaughter. She was able to hide and stay concealed from Rico and his people. She’s unharmed, and the other good news we have is that Rico was not able to recover the gem.”

“You’re certain about this?” asked Calista. “He came away empty-handed?”

“Young lady, if Rico had his hands on a dungeon gem right now, we’d all know it,” said President Warner. “The granddaughter maintains that there’s no way Rico could have found the gem anyway, but I’m sure she’ll tell us more when she gets here.”

“She’s coming here?” I asked.

Both men nodded. “This will be the safest place for her. If Rico were to find out that she survived the attack, he’d go after her again. My guess is he’ll do anything to find that ruby,” said Mathias. “She needs to be protected.”

“And what better place than here?” added Warner. “She’s being quietly moved and her Olypepper won’t take off until it’s fully dark, which should be in about another hour.”

“We should talk to her when she arrives,” I said. “If she knows the location of the family’s dungeon gem, we should make an attempt to recover it to keep it safe from Rico and his people.”

“Our thoughts as well,” said Mathias. “We’ll let you know once she’s here. You can join us.”

I still didn’t know how to feel about the whole thing as the two men walked back to Base Camp. On one hand, I was grateful that we’d found the granddaughter and could offer her safety here.

On the other, I still felt responsible for what happened to her.

“It’s not your fault, you know,” said Elise, reading me like a book and taking a rare break from her more flamboyant persona. “How could you have known he would have attacked them?”

“Rico only attacked them because we have this,” I said, pulling out the ruby. “He needs to find some way to level the playing field, and if he could recover the Tamworth gem, he’ll be unstoppable.”

“But from what they said, that won’t happen,” said Elise. “Rico doesn’t have the gem. He couldn’t get it.”

“It still sucks that two innocent people had to die for him to realize that though,” I said quietly. “And the granddaughter’s life will never be the same because of it.”

“I think you’re the best person to talk with her then,” said Calista. “You know what it takes to make someone who is feeling alone and ostracized feel welcome again. You’re uniquely suited to help her get her life back on her track.”

I realized that Calista wasn’t speaking about the granddaughter with that statement as much as she was speaking about herself. My eyes fell on her face, and I nodded, finding a little comfort in the true meaning of her words.

The rest of the evening passed by slowly. I found that I stayed near the edge of my tent, waiting for the telltale noise that would accompany a new arrival to Base Camp. It was well past midnight by the time that I heard sounds that indicated an Olypepper arrival, and it was a few minutes later that Mathias came to find me.

“If you’d like to meet her, she’s just been given her own tent,” said Mathias. “President Warner is already there.”

I nodded and followed him, walking the short distance to a new tent that had just been set up for her purpose. When we stepped inside, I found a young girl with honey-brown hair sitting at a table, her eyes lowered and her arms crossed. I judged her to be no more than sixteen or seventeen by appearance, and seeing the look on her face told me that she’d been through the emotional ringer in the last twenty-four hours.

As soon as President Warner saw us, he gestured for us to follow him outside the tent.

“She’s not talking at all,” he said. “I’ve asked her several questions almost as soon as she hopped off the Olypepper, but she hasn’t said a word yet. Probably still in shock, I’d reckon. We might not find out anything tonight. We might need to sleep on it.”

“Does she know the location of the gem though?” asked Mathias. “We really should get that information if we’re going to keep it from Rico.”

“She would only give me a head nod to let me know that she knew where it was,” said Warner. “But I wasn’t able to get anything out of her. Like I said, it’s too early.”

“Should we just let her get some rest then?” said Mathias. “Maybe once she gets some sleep, she’ll be better in the morning?”

Warner grunted. “She looks like she just had five cups of coffee in a row. She’s not going to sleep anytime soon. Would you?”

Mathias winced. “I suppose not.”

“I’ll sit with her,” I offered. “I’m not expecting anything, but maybe it’ll help to just have someone else nearby. A comforting presence. I doubt she wants to be alone right now.”

The two other men looked at each other and shrugged.

“Couldn’t hurt,” said Warner. “You’re a lot closer in age to her than we are. She might open up to you sooner.”

“If you need to get some rest, let me know,” said Mathias. “I’m sure Mira or one of the other girls wouldn’t mind staying with her too. No reason we can’t switch around.”

“I’ll let you know,” I said. “Especially if I find out anything new.”

With that, the two men stepped away, leaving me right outside the girl’s tent. I realized I didn’t even know what her name was, but both Mathias and Warner were gone by the time I thought to ask. I shrugged, not letting it hold me back.

I didn’t anticipate that she would talk to me anyway.

Upon entering the tent, I noticed that she was watching me from the very beginning. She looked a little jumpy, but I could see a spark of recognition in her eyes as I sat down next to her by the table.

“Hey,” I said softly. “I’m Jeremy. I hope you don’t mind if I sit with you.”

I wasn’t expecting an answer, and I just wanted to put her at ease more than anything. She reached up and wiped some tears from her cheek, and I couldn’t help but notice that her cheeks were covered in a light spattering of freckles.

“I’m sorry that you’re here tonight,” I said, still trying to put her at ease. “I’m not going to pretend to know what you’re going through, but I know what it can be like to find your world turned upside down. If you need anything, please let me know. I know this place isn’t home, but you’re safe here tonight. Nothing bad is going to happen to you.”

I thought that she might nod and turn away. Maybe she might request a bit of privacy, or even ask to crawl into bed to forget what happened the past day.

To my surprise though, she spoke up a few seconds later.

“You’re Jeremy Pollard, aren’t you?” she asked. “Of the Daredevils diving team?”

I smiled politely. “Guilty as charged.”

“My dad followed your team,” she explained, shifting toward me. “He always said that of the newer diving teams, yours had the most potential. He went to Enaspah to see you when word got out that you were there for Shadow Abyss. He was in the crowd when you emerged from the dungeon.”

“I remember that moment pretty well,” I replied. “That was a large crowd.”

It was also the time when Rico looked like he was ready to kill me for diving after he’d asked me not to. At that point, I wondered how things might have turned out if Rico was truly on my side to begin with.

Would he have been so angry with me? Or determined to stop me at all costs?

I shook the thought from my head as I focused on the girl.

“I’m sorry about your parents,” I said. “What happened tonight is nothing short of tragic.”

“Why did it happen?” she asked, with the same innocence of a child attempting to understand an unfortunate event. “Why did they target us? Why are we so important?”

“You had something that Rico wanted,” I explained. “Something very precious to him. Something that would make him more powerful than he already is.”

I stopped short of mentioning the gem. I didn’t want to go down that road unless I had to, but she surprised me with how much she knew.

“He wanted Pappy’s ruby,” she said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. They wanted to take the ruby for its power.”

With the cat out of the bag, there was no sense in denying it. I nodded.

“I think you’re right. The ruby would give Rico an advantage that he desperately needs right now. And the Tamworth family is the only other family in Aspatria that’s pulled one in the last fifty years.”

She shook her head. “He’s wasting his time though. We don’t have it.”

I blinked. “You don’t?”

“Pappy said it was too powerful for any one person. That it could be a terrible weapon if someone wanted it to be. He said there was a power deep inside that could emerge under the right circumstances, but it was a power that few could be trusted with wielding.”

My curiosity was stoked upon hearing that. “Did he say what the power was? Or how to access it?”

She spread her hands apart. “I don’t know anything about that. All I know was that when he did access it, it had to do with Gram-gram. That was the only time he accessed it that I know of.”

That part gave me something to chew on. It fit with what I knew about the hidden power within the gems, and I speculated that he was able to access it when his wife was in some kind of danger.

With this new knowledge, it also made Calista’s theory fit just a little more.

Still, just because it fit our vague understanding of the gem didn’t mean that it couldn’t still be a coincidence. I had to know more about it. I had to keep practicing.

Suddenly, I could feel a heat against my chest. The ruby seemed to be pulsating with power, and I could feel the weight of words imprinted on my mind.

Saved her.

It was different from what I’d experienced before. Saved her, not save her. Someone had already been saved. Was it the grandmother? Or the girl herself?

And why was my ruby pulsing because of it?

I didn’t receive any answers, and the ruby only pulsed for a few more seconds before going silent. Ultimately, it reminded me of all the things we didn’t know just yet. And it reminded me of another question.

“Do you know what your Pappy did with it?” I asked. “You said you don’t have it. What happened to it?”

She gulped heavily. “He knew it would never be safe as long as someone else could reach it, even after he died. Right before I was born, he took a boat into the middle of the ocean and threw it into the waves. That way, he said no one would be able to recover it.”

Suddenly, she looked embarrassed. She gripped the desk tightly and started shaking her head. “I shouldn’t have said that though. Mama said that we should keep that as a family secret. That it would put us at risk if the public found out that we don’t have the ruby anymore.”

“I think it did the opposite,” I said. “If people knew you didn’t have the ruby any longer, well . . .”

I didn’t complete the sentence, not wanting to rub salt into the wound. I was supposed to be helping her get through this, not making her relive it.

“Maybe you’re right,” she said, watching me closely. “You’re a lot nicer than that old man that was in here earlier.”

I smiled. “I think it’s been a long time since that old man remembered what it was like to be young and scared. It fits my case right now even.”

“You’re scared right now?” she asked, giving me a shocked expression.

I nodded. “Very scared actually.”

“You don’t look scared,” she said. “You look very brave right now. What are you scared of?”

I took a deep breath. “The same people that did this to your family tonight would do the same thing to me and my team if given the chance. I’m scared too.”

“Hopefully someone catches him,” she said, looking fierce. “He deserves it for what he did, the . . . b-bastard.” She clapped a hand over her mouth suddenly, then pulled it away. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. Mama always said it wasn’t lady-like to swear.”

“I think it’s okay,” I said. “Given the circumstances, I don’t think she’d fault you for saying how you feel.”

The girl took a really deep breath. “This fucking sucks.”

It would have been funny if it wasn’t so tragic. I wanted to give her a hug and hope that it made some of the pain melt away, but I didn’t feel like it was a good move at this point. It was a positive sign that she was talking though, so if this was what she needed for support, I would stay here all night if needed.

She opened up for a few more minutes, and I learned that her name was Nadira. She’d just turned seventeen, and one day she hoped to be a diver just like her grandparents were. She told me that when Rico came to the farm, she was one of the first to notice the disturbances from where she was feeding their pigs. Out of fear, she jumped into one of the troughs and stayed there until Rico disappeared.

“I should’ve moved out of it,” she said, shaking her head. “I might have been able to save my parents if I wasn’t so scared.”

“Against Rico, you wouldn’t have stood a chance,” I told her softly. “You did the right thing. I know your parents would have wanted you to stay hidden. They wanted you to get away, trust me on that.”

Nadira nodded and cried a bit more. It was about half an hour later that her tears finally morphed into yawns. Her exhausted body was almost to its limit, and she was finally ready to sleep.

“If you ever need anything, I’ll be nearby,” I told her, as she dragged her feet over to the bed. “Most importantly, you’re safe here. We won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Thanks,” she said, giving me a small smile. “Thank you for being here tonight. And for not leaving me with the old guy.”

I chuckled. “You’re welcome. Get some rest now, okay? See you in the morning.”


Chapter Fifteen




Nadira gave me a small wave as I left the tent, my heart feeling heavy. I let Mathias and Warner know about the gem, putting them at ease, but at that moment, I only wanted to get back to my tent.

I thought that getting a chance to get to know Nadira might not make me feel so guilty about what happened to her family, but the guilt was worse than I expected.

By the time I got back, I felt lower than low. I felt entirely responsible for what happened, and I didn’t want to listen to anyone explain it any differently.

Thankfully, that was when something happened that shocked me to the core. In hindsight, I should have given Elise more credit. She was awake when I returned, and she must have been able to read my expressions like I was an open book.

As soon as I laid down, she crawled onto my lap and forced me to look at her.

“It’s not your fault,” she said forcefully.

“But Elise, it’s—”

She grabbed my chin with her hand and shook her head firmly. It was a side of her I wasn’t used to seeing. The joker was gone, replaced by the companion that I needed the most.

“We’re going to kill him and avenge their deaths,” she said. “But you can’t blame yourself for this. Rico was always going to leave a trail of blood behind him.”

“Maybe if we anticipated his moves—”

“No,” said Elise firmly. “You’re a good person, and more importantly, you lead a good team. We will win in the end. I know it with every fiber of my being. The best thing to do now is not to mope about what’s happened, but to focus on what we can do to make things right. And I know we will make it right in the end.”

“Yeah?” I asked, needing to hear that more than anything.

Elise smiled and nodded. “You better believe it, mister.”

I was feeling a little better about the whole thing, but that wasn’t enough for Elise. She arched her back and laid down against my chest, crushing her small breasts between us. Elise’s lips captured mine, and she moaned into my mouth with passion.

“And now, I’m going to show you just how important you are,” she whispered against my lips once the kiss broke. “I’m going to show you just how loved you are, baby.”

I had to give her credit—when Elise wanted something, there was nothing standing in her way. It didn’t matter if we were talking sex or cinnamon rolls, Elise was positively ravenous to satisfy whatever itch she had.

In my case, that was removing all clothing for our bodies. She took me into her hand, stroking me to full hardness before lifting her hips and guiding me to just the right spot.

“Mmm, yessss,” she moaned as she settled her full weight on me. I slid into Elise’s wet depths, my eyes rolling to the back of my head as I stretched her wide open.

She settled both hands against my shoulders and then hooked her feet against the inside of my thighs. Doing so put her in just the right position to ride me without getting too crazy.

It wasn’t frantic fucking by any stretch of the imagination. This was softer, more deliberate, and something that I usually didn’t see from my Elise.

“You feel so good inside me,” she whispered. “I needed this so bad. Needed you, Jeremy. I can’t live without your perfect cock inside me.

She captured my lips with her next breath, moaning softly as I felt her body squeeze my shaft. Elise was completely drenched, so much so that I could already feel her leaking down my balls and spoiling the sheets under us.

Not that I cared one bit. We needed this release. I needed this release more than anything else.

“You’re so good to me,” she whimpered, dropping her ass down on my lap quickly. “Always taking care of me. What kind of girlfriend would I be if I didn’t take care of you, hmm?”

Elise raked her nails across my chest, leaving deep, red lines that hurt so good. She straightened her back and then cupped her breasts with her hands, squeezing her nipples until they were painfully erect. When she leaned down again, she fed them to me one at a time.

“I can’t wait to see these full of milk when you get me pregnant,” she purred, putting even more steel into my cock. “Knock me up tonight, baby. I want you to shoot it all in me.”

I reached behind her and grabbed her ass, squeezing so tightly that it was my turn to leave a few red marks. Elise moaned with pleasure as I began to slam her down hard on me, taking over the pace and allowing her the chance to surrender to it.

“Oh, fuck,” she squeaked, right before a full-body shudder. “Gonna cum. Gonna fucking cum! Ughn!”

Her entire body spasmed. Sweat glistened over her skin, visible even with the tiny light that we had. It dripped off her chest and splashed against mine. Now it was my turn to kiss her, with Elise meeting my lips with urgency.

We were truly moving together, each of us giving the same amount of effort as our lower halves met. At one point, Elise opened her eyes and settled her gaze on me, whispering to me while I continued to drive myself deeper inside her.

“I love you so much,” she said, never moving her eyes. “I belong to you. I’ll always be yours no matter what.”

Even though it was said in the heat of the moment, they were words that my soul needed to hear after the day I’d had. I never needed Elise more than in that moment, and when I finally came, the intensity almost caused me to blackout.

Not Elise though. She had two more orgasms before I had my first, and when she saw me cumming, she kissed me lightly while her pussy squeezed me continually, helping to milk me of every drop of fluid I had to give.

“Fill me, baby,” she whispered. “Give it all to me. Fill your woman.”

I was utterly physically and emotionally spent, but as trying as today was, I was so grateful that I had Elise to help me through it.

“I really do love you,” I told her. “And I never want to live a single second without you in my life.”

She smiled at me. “Even when I’m being corny or slightly ridiculous?”

“Even when you’re being full-on ridiculous.”

Elise giggled. “I’ve told you before that I love you more than cinnamon rolls. And I really meant it.”

“That must make us practically soulmates, don’t you think?”

Elise winked. “Oh, trust me, I know we are.”
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“Are you hearing anything? Anything at all?”

Two days later, and I was still struggling to learn the secrets of the ruby. At least Calista was a patient teacher, because I could tell she was racking her brain on how to help just as much as I was.

“It’s been pretty quiet this morning,” I said. “I haven’t heard anything yet. It’s not like yesterday. I heard it from the very first moment we started training yesterday. I don’t think we have to ‘wake it up’ to have it work.”

Calista pursed her lips and nodded. It was a daily struggle that we were used to by now, but if anything, it was bringing us even closer. We were united in our passion to find out how to unlock the ruby, not just one time at random but every time.

And even though each failing test was stressful, I felt like we were getting closer to figuring out the truth.

In order to trigger the voice, we were having the girls battle each other while I stayed on the peripheral, riding Fiero. We’d do two teams of two most of the time, but when Calista felt like joining, she would be a team of herself or one other person to even up the odds.

While they battled, I waited and watched, doing everything I could to listen to the ruby in case it started talking. That morning, we’d been practicing for more than an hour before I finally heard it.

Danger. Danger to Elise.

It was notable for two reasons. The first was that it was more of a warning than any other times before now. Usually, the ruby spoke to me right as a killing blow was about to fall. Elise was fighting with Calista against the other girls and she’d gotten separated by Seraphina’s Stonewall, but she wasn’t in mortal danger just yet.

The second reason was that it knew her name. It was the first time the ruby had called out one of the girls in particular.

I did what I usually did when the ruby started talking—I tried to talk back.

Are you going to help me save her, I thought internally.

I didn’t expect an answer because it had been an entirely ineffective strategy thus far, but something was different that morning. The voice was somehow louder and more clear than the previous times.

Yes, I will empower you. You cannot lose.

I had so many questions for the gem. There were so many things I wanted to ask it, but I barely knew where to start.

Who are you, I thought. What are you? How do you manage to empower me?

The answer I received back was less than promising.

I am flawed. I can help you, but I’m not as strong as I once was.

Why is that, I asked. What is making you weaker?

Save her. Save her now before she dies.

Sure enough, when I looked at Elise again, she was about to be stabbed by the blade at the end of Seraphina’s quarterstaff. With her in mortal danger, the air around us began to slow down, and I spurred Fiero forward while time stood still, rescuing Elise from the ground before Seraphina could even complete her downward thrust.

A few moments later, when time resumed its normal course, the girls gathered around me.

“You unlocked it!” said a bright-eyed Mira. “Was there anything different about today?”

I nodded. “It spoke to me. More than it usually does. I could hear the voice inside the ruby even clearer today than before. It was almost like it was more powerful on one hand, but the thing that struck me the most was that it said it wasn’t as strong as it once was.”

“How could that be?” asked Vaeda. “Do they weaken with time? Is it an older ruby?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. There were too many questions to ask it, but it made it very clear once I needed to spring into action to save Elise. It gave me a warning at first too. Telling me there was danger to her. That’s different from the other times too.”

“I don’t get it,” said Seraphina, crossing her arms. “It does more today than before, but it says it’s getting weaker. That doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

“Not much of this does right now,” I admitted. “Let’s keep training. Maybe we’ll have a better day today if it’s somehow strong enough for me to ask questions.”

It proved to be an extraordinary morning in terms of advancement with the ruby. Nearly five times that morning I was able to unlock the power within, getting the ruby to “talk” to me. Most of the time, it would let me ask no more than a single question before springing into action, but through this way I began to see the ruby not so much as an inanimate object but as a being inside that was more akin to a person in a very strange kind of way.

Have you always been conscious, I asked it. Do you consider yourself alive? Were you ever a person?

I’ve always been and will always be a dungeon gem. We are alive only in the same sense that nature around is alive. Nothing more and nothing less.

It had a bad habit of speaking cryptically, so even though I was getting answers, they were hard to decipher. I wasn’t able to learn anything about how to use it more effectively, but I felt more comfortable engaging with the ruby than any other time before today.

My luck with it continued that afternoon as Calista and I did our one-on-one training. For our solo time together, we would train in a few different ways. Either we would battle against each other or Calista would enchant some Marshapits for me to practice on. Today though, we rotated between those two scenarios as well as a third, with Calista deliberately putting herself in danger in an effort to activate the ruby.

Danger. Danger to Calista.

Why Calista, I asked it. How do you decide who to save?

The owner cares for her safety. As such, I care for her safety too. She is important to you.

Does the person have to be important to me in order to save them, I asked. Can you save someone randomly that’s in danger?

The ruby didn’t answer. Instead, it urged me to move now, slowing down time while a sneaky Marshapit snuck up on her backside.

I swooped in quickly, using a single sword to completely disembowel the Marshapit before it even knew what hit it. When time resumed back to normal, its charge at Calista stopped dead in its tracks as its guts spilled out from the giant slit across its belly.

Calista seemed to realize what happened and came rushing toward me.

“It’s only going to let me save people I deem important to me,” I told her. “I don’t think it would let me save a random person in trouble. You have to mean something to me in order to have the ruby unlock.”

She nodded. “I’ve suspected as much. All of our testing has been with us or the other women. Not that anyone else here has been in mortal danger, but I was guessing that was one of the triggers.”

Before Calista was finished speaking, I was struck by a sudden wave of light-headedness. It was so powerful that I had to sit down immediately, finding a nearby stone and parking my butt against it while I held my head.

“Are you okay?” asked Calista, rushing to my side. “What’s wrong?”

I squeezed my eyes shut and held my throbbing head. “I don’t know. I just felt really tired all of a sudden. Like I could barely hold myself up.”

Her hand touched my back. “Do you think it was the ruby? Did you overdo it?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure. I just . . . need a few minutes though. I still don’t feel right.”

Truthfully, I almost felt like I could puke. My stomach became upset, and it was only Calista’s comforting touch that kept me from keeling over.

She seemed to understand exactly what I was going through. For a few moments, Calista just rubbed my back in a comforting way, but as I struggled to return to normal, she did something that I didn’t expect.

She started to sing to me.

“O’ver the hills and through the woods, the mighty mouse rolls,” she sang, singing a popular song that I hadn’t heard in ages. It was a song that was made more for children, but there was a certain comfort to it that really helped to put me at ease. By the time she was done singing, the queasiness in my stomach had started to abate.

“I didn’t know you sang,” I said, feeling strong enough to look at her.

Calista smiled. “There’s lots of things you don’t know about me just yet. I really enjoy singing for one. Mountain nymphs are excellent singers.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I didn’t peg you for the singing type,” I said.

“Most don’t,” said Calista more seriously. “But when I’m alone or with someone I know, I don’t mind singing. Did it help you at all?”

“It helped me a lot. Your voice is very soothing.”

Calista actually giggled. My hardened warrior princess with the rough edges actually giggled!

“I’ll remember that for the future,” she said. “Anytime you look like you need a pick-me-up, I’ll sing for you.”

“That would be lovely,” I said. “But it might harm your reputation. People might begin to suspect you’re the big softy that I think you are.”

“That wouldn’t be such a bad thing, don’t you think?”

I turned my head to glance at her. “Not at all. The more I see of the real you, the more I like you.”

She met my gaze and let out a deep sigh. It wasn’t a sound of exasperation as much as it sounded like frustration, and I had a hard time trying to decipher what it was from.

“Too forward?” I asked her moments later. “I’m sorry if it was.”

Calista shook her head. I noticed the smile had melted from her lips. “No, you’re fine. It’s just . . . I can’t lie to myself. Sometimes I get hopeful, and I need to remember how things really are.”

That didn’t sound right to me. Almost too ominous.

“You lost me,” I said. “What are you talking about? I wasn’t lying to you. I do like you.”

She turned away from me. “You don’t need to protect my feelings. I know what I am, Jeremy.”

“You’re a mountain nymph,” I said, chuckling to try to break the tension. “You’re a great friend and a better teacher. I can’t tell you how grateful I am that I met you.”

A single tear flowed down her cheek. She made to push up from the ground but I caught her arm.

“You’re really confusing me right now,” I said. “What did I say? Why are you upset?”

“Don’t give me false hope,” she said. “Please?”

“What’s false about this? I meant every word.”

“It’s not like that,” she replied. “No one likes me. I’m not likeable. I’ve known that for a long time.”

“That’s total bullshit,” I said. “How can you think you’re not likeable?”

She finally looked at me, and the look she gave me nearly broke my heart. “Like I said, I know what I am. There’s a reason I’m as old as I am and still live alone. Why no one associates with me. Why I haven’t found love.”

“What that bastard did to you is tragic,” I said. “But it doesn’t mean that you’re not lovable.”

“He told me I was,” she said, her voice going incredibly soft. “He told me so right before he tried to force me into his bed. I admired Rico so much, seeing him as my mentor and my teacher. I knew he was attracted to me, but this was long before his harem formed. He was already with one woman and I thought he was just being Rico. I didn’t see a future with him romantically, and I told him so several times. He didn’t listen. He never listened. Until that one night.”

I didn’t dare interrupt. Calista was baring her soul to me, and now wasn’t the time to ask any questions. The only thing I did was put my hand on her back and comfort her in her time of need.

“He told me he wanted to talk about my spells,” she continued, wiping a tear off her cheek. “He always wanted to meet like that, to discuss little things that we could change to make a big difference. I didn’t think anything of it, so I went to him. As soon as I was there, he threw me down on his bed and tried to yank my dress off me.”

She sniffled. “I struggled. I really did. I hit him with an Aqua Pulse that flooded the room and drenched him, but it wasn’t strong enough for me to get away. Soon enough, he overwhelmed me. I thought he was just going to take what he wanted but he was furious with me. Furious that I didn’t immediately submit to him. That was when he took his sword and he . . . marked me.”

Her hand moved to her eye, covering it.

“From that moment on, my life would never be the same,” she said. “I tried to tell everyone my side of the story, but I was a nobody compared to Rico Cartwright. Nobody believed me, and when Rico told them I was a crazy bitch, everyone was all too ready to take his side of the story. I’ve been out here ever since. Completely ostracized.”

Calista exhaled deeply. “Maybe he was right after all. Maybe I really am unlovable. After all, nothing has changed. That happened more than twenty years ago, and I’m still out here alone. Rico was right.”

I reached my hand over to her face and gently tugged on her chin until Calista was looking at me. I could see the pain in her eye as clearly as I could see daylight.

“He’s never been more wrong,” I said firmly. “You are desirable. And you don’t have to look any further than me to know the truth.”

Her eye flashed with some kind of emotion that I’d never seen from her before. I wasn’t sure how to read it, but I was already moving in closer.

I could feel the electricity between us the moment our lips touched. It might not have been the prettiest moment, since we were both sweaty and dirty, and since Calista had only recently been crying, but it was definitely the most genuine.

Our kiss was hungry but not starving, giving both of us just what we needed without going off the deep end. I found that her lips were a wonderful match for mine, her subtle movements making it easy to find a groove that worked for both of us.

By the time I pulled away, Calista’s eye was closed, and it stayed that way for several long seconds before she opened it again.

“Wow,” she whispered finally. “Did that really just happen?”

I nodded. “I just wanted you to know how important you were to someone. To me. It almost felt like a crime to not show you.”

I watched as her tongue shot out and licked her upper lip. A hint of a smile appeared on her face. “No games, right? I don’t think I could handle any games right now. Not after so much time.”

I reached over to find her hand, squeezing it gently. “No games. I like you, Calista. I like you for who you are, not because of who life has forced you to be.

At that moment, something between us changed for good. When we met, it almost felt like Calista was only helping me because we shared a common enemy, and our efforts to find common ground proved challenging.

But now, we were united for one purpose. Not only were we going to defeat Rico, we were going to do so together.


Chapter Sixteen




By the time we got back to Base Camp that evening, Calista was like a completely different person. It was like she was positively giddy about the outcome of the day.

Part of that was our progress with the ruby, but I wasn’t naive enough to think that most of it wasn’t due to that moment we shared in the forest.

Honestly, I shared her feelings. I was grateful that she felt open enough to let me in, and I knew we’d just gotten past a major issue on her part. We held hands on our way back, only separating once we reached Calista’s tent. Though we didn’t kiss, there was an intimacy there that went beyond any one action or words.

The entire situation was promising to me, and that wasn’t even mentioning the progress with the ruby. I had the urge to look at my badge as I made my way back, finding that training with the ruby helped it level up as well.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 109

Experience: 3450/5000

Possessions: Dungeon Ruby (Level 28)

Stats:

Strength: 109

Agility: 110 (+4)

Magical Power: 115

Stamina: 112 (+3)

Intelligence: 119

Charisma: 113

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

We were all getting stronger. I was now up six levels from Calista’s training alone, and I knew the other girls had similar gains. I knew eventually that fighting outside the dungeon would get a stat nerf, but I was determined to soak up as much experience as I could right now, to narrow the gap between me and Rico.

And then I’d be able to bring him to justice.

I was smiling as I made my way back to my tent, finding my mother sitting outside of it eating her nightly meal. And the way she was looking at me told me she saw what happened when I dropped Calista off at her tent.

“Stew?” she offered, giving me a second bowl that seemed to appear out of nowhere.

“Thanks,” I said, sitting down next to her. I was ravenous after the day of training, and I dove into it eagerly, fishing out a hearty piece of meat and downing it.

My mother noticed and laughed when she saw some of the broth splash against my chin. “Some things never change. Always getting food around your face when you eat.”

“What can I say? I’m a creature of habit, Mom.”

“Maybe, but there are some things that do change,” she said, using her spoon to point at Calista’s tent. “Calista seems to have definitely turned around, don’t you think?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know if I’d call it turning around. I think Calista just needed someone to see how great she was. What happened to her really was tragic.”

“I think she needed someone equally as great to see what she brings to the table,” she said, giving me a little smirk. “Someone like you.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Mom.”

“I’m proud of you,” she said. “That’s what I’m getting at. So many people would have written her off just based on appearance alone. Or because of her rough edges. You didn’t. That’s what makes you exceptional, and that’s one of many reasons I’m proud to call you my son.”

I wasn’t expecting that, but I found that I went a little slower eating my stew. For some reason, having splashes of broth against my chin just didn’t seem to fit the moment we were having.

“That’s why I know you’re going to beat Rico,” she whispered.

It was a noteworthy thing for her to say. Ever since his betrayal, she’d called him “that bastard” or some other curse that avoided using his given name. This was the first time in recent memory that she actually didn’t refer to him as such.

“I mean it,” she said, leaning over against me. “You’re going to kill him. You’re getting so much stronger by the day, with your ruby or even without. He’s not going to be able to stand a chance against you.”

“I certainly hope so,” I said. “We are getting better, but it’s a tough task to stand up to Rico’s level and triumph. Even though we have righteous fury behind us.”

“You won’t need it when the time comes,” she said. “When the moment arrives, your skill alone will carry the day. I believe in you.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Mom.”
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I wish I could say that the good feelings of day lasted into the night, but that wasn’t the case.

After eating dinner with my mother and getting a chance to spend some quality time with my girls, I planned to turn in for the night.

There was one person that I wanted to check on before going to sleep, and that would be Nadira. I hadn’t seen much of her that day, and I knew that Mira had spent much of the morning with her, even getting her to talk. I knew that Mira really liked the girl, telling me as much after dinner, but I wanted Nadira to know that I would continue to check on her while she was here at Base Camp.

I found her while she was getting ready for bed. Someone had procured some loose-fitting pajamas for her, and I saw that she was sitting down brushing her long honey-brown hair when I arrived. I caught her eye immediately, and she looked happy to see me.

“I was hoping you’d come by,” she said, bounding out of her chair and offering me a hug. “It’s good to see you again.”

“It’s nice to see you too,” I said. “How was your day? I’m sorry it took me so long to come check on you.”

Nadira shook her head quickly. “Oh, it’s fine. I know you’re training right now. Mira told me earlier today. She’s great. I really like her a lot. I’ve always wanted a sister, and she’s so sweet that I imagine it’s what having an older sister would have felt like.”

It was hard not to smile around Nadira. She was still so young and naive about the world that talking to her was very peaceful.

“I like Mira a lot too,” I said. “Mira is without a doubt the smartest person that I know. By a long shot, really. She keeps an entire library in her backpack.”

Nadira giggled. “I know. She kept pulling out books that she thought I would like. Including one about a diving family that I’ve already started reading. She’s been wonderful. Are all your teammates as lovely as she is?”

I opened my mouth to respond when I felt something that just wasn’t right. It was like a deep pulse of energy that instantly made the hair on my neck stand on edge.

Something was terribly wrong. And whatever it was, it was very close.

Nadira noticed instantly. “Jeremy? Are you okay?”

Danger. Danger. Danger.

It was the ruby. My hand wrapped around it instantly, feeling it pulse with a heat that was impossible to ignore.

What kind of danger, I asked it. What’s going on?

Danger to everyone. He’s coming right now. And you know what he wants.

My adrenaline started pumping at that moment, and I immediately turned around as I heard sounds of screaming outside.

They were already here.

“Jeremy?”

“Stay here!” I told Nadira. “Whatever you do, don’t come out of this tent! Find a place to hide and stay there until I tell you it’s safe!”

Nadira didn’t ask why, which I was grateful about. Instead, she went dashing across the tent to find a small wooden chest. She opened it and immediately threw her entire body inside, letting it close on top of her.

It was a dramatic gesture, but one that wasn’t surprising for someone who’d recently lost her parents.

Nadira was one less person that I had to worry about, but before I could exit the tent, I heard sounds of devastation. A massive explosion erupted outside, and it was like a scene out of the dungeons when I finally found the disturbance.

In the middle of Base Camp I could see a large portal that had formed out of thin air. It reminded me of one that I’d seen Rico draw at the bottom of Forbidden Sanctum. No sooner did I think of the man’s name than I saw him, sword in one hand while the other was raised to fire a spell.

“Force Torpedo!” Rico snarled, his hand raised at President Warner and Mathias, who were now about to battle against him.

Mathias leapt into action, shattering the spell before it could do any damage, but the battle was on between them. A short distance away, I could see Celestia, a member of Rico’s harem, battling against Mira and Elise while the other women of Rico’s harem battled other DDU officials closer to the lake.

It was the battle I always knew was going to come. At least this time, I had a distinct advantage.

Use me. Use my powers to beat him.

How, I asked it. What should I do?

I will slow time down. Quickly now, you don’t have much time before all is lost!

I could already feel the air around me starting to slow. Using my Dragon Keeper ability, I toggled Fiero and leapt onto his back as we rushed toward the scene of the entrenched Rico.

Knock him back into the portal, the gem urged. Use the dragon’s tail. Be careful of his women though. One of them possesses a spell that will bring about a death that is so final, you can’t be healed from it.

It was the most the gem had ever spoken to me, but I figured that my need was the greatest at this particular moment. Fiero and I catapulted into the air before the great fire dragon swung its body, leading with its tail. Just like the deadly Marshapits, Fiero’s tail slammed into an unsuspecting Rico’s side and sent him flying headfirst into the portal.

The Portal Door closed with him, sending the world’s greatest diver right back where he came from.

Great idea, I told the ruby. I can’t believe that worked!

Do you think I would give you a bad idea?

I don’t know, you’ve barely talked to me until now.

I wasn’t strong enough. You weren’t strong enough. With each passing day, we grow strong enough to communicate with each other.

I need to take out Rico’s team and his supporters, I told it. Who is the one that possesses the ultimate killing spell?

The one known as Celestia. Kill her before the others, and use your dragons to send her body away. Don’t let them bring her back to life. Be careful about using too much power though. We are not strong enough to sustain a prolonged attack. You could be weakened enough to lose consciousness.

That was clear enough for me to follow, and I set my sights on Celestia, who was still battling Mira and Elise. On the other side of them, I could see Vaeda and Seraphina engaging Patricia, who was like death on two feet with her potent daggers.

Time had resumed its normal passing speed, but I didn’t need to be super fast in order to tip the balance of the scales against Celestia. Drawing my swords, I rushed at her unguarded flank, throwing a Perilous Flames at her.

“Vanquish!” she yelled, turning at just the right moment. Her spell completely consumed my Perilous Flames, making it vanish without a trace.

She might not have been Rico, but his women were definitely powerful in their own right. This was going to be a slog in itself.

“Summon!” yelled Mira, bringing her tigers into the fight.

The three white beasts leapt into action, surrounding Celestia on all sides.

“That’s a neat spell,” growled Celestia, using her sword to point at Mira. “Let me show you one of mine!”

With that, Celestia suddenly jammed her sword into the ground. “Earth Shatter!”

It was very similar to Calista’s Aqua Pulse, except the wave that came at all three of us now was made of rock instead of water.

“Dispel!” I yelled, carving a hole through the rock large enough for the three of us to fit through.

Seeing me getting involved in the fight, Celestia smirked. “Oh, I can’t wait to see you dead, parasite! You’re a dead man walking!”

“Hey, Celestia!” called out Elise, notching an arrow in her bow. “Suck on this, bitch!”

She loosed her arrow, which caused Celestia to jerk at the last minute to avoid it. In doing so, she was thrown just enough off balance for Matilda to close the distance. The white tiger took a chunk out of Celestia’s neck, which would have killed anyone else.

But Rico’s team wasn’t going to be defeated that easily. Irene, who was fighting nearby, healed Celestia before her body even hit the ground.

“You’re going to pay for that, you little twat!” raged Celestia.

She charged at Elise, using her sword to try to hack the blonde apart. Elise barely managed to defend herself, using Ice Freeze to stave off a deadly blow. Celestia was too talented to let that happen though, and she continually forced Elise back until crippling her with a move called Muscle Lock.

Suddenly, Elise hit the floor, losing strength in every part of her body. Her eyes went wide as Celestia stood over her, sword raised and ready to skewer her.

“You won’t wake up from this fight,” snarled Celestia. “Not when I hit you with Soul Devastation.”

Celestia raised the blade and then started a downward arc that was centered on Elise’s forehead.

I was moving before I even knew it. I could feel time slowing down, but before the ruby could work its magic, I saw Peter leap into motion, claws bared and ready to strike. He landed against Celestia’s backside, which should have been watched by Irene. The tiger sank its teeth into the exposed flesh between her shoulder and her neck, drawing a fountain of blood.

Celestia’s scream echoed throughout the night, drawing the attention of Irene once more. As Celestia retreated, she was harried by the tigers until Irene’s attacks made them disappear.

“I’ll take care of this,” vowed Irene, raising her hands to attack.

I’d seen enough at that point, and I wasn’t about to find out what Irene was about to do. Donning my Lava Armor, I charged ahead as time slowed down. I pulled back my fist before she even registered that something was wrong and sent it crashing forward into her body.

It emerged on the other side of her back, ripping her spine in half and paralyzing her completely. In the same breath, I called for Fiero, watching as the beast swooped down low and took Irene’s broken body in its talons.

“Fly, Fiero, fly!” I urged it. “Dump her body somewhere no one will ever find it!”

With several flaps of its wings, Fiero took off from the ground right as time was coming back to normal. The dragon was gone by that point, and so too was Irene.

At least one member of Rico’s harem would never be coming back.

I knew I had to shift my attention to the rest of the battle, but I found my strength crumbling as soon as the ruby’s magic wore off. I crashed into the dirt, barely able to stand on my own two feet.

“Jeremy!” screamed Mira, as she and Elise rushed over to me. “Are you okay?”

I shook my head, trying to fight to keep from going unconscious. The ruby had just weakened me severely.

Not natural. The flaw in my body is impacting yours. This will continue to get worse.

I blinked several times, trying to get my bearings again, but it was only with the help of the girls that I was to stand once more.

“Are you okay?” asked Elise, holding my arm. “We need to get you out of here!”

“No,” I said, shaking my hand. “I’ll be fine. I can finish this!”

The girls kept protesting, but now wasn’t the time to pull back. Not while Rico’s team was still here causing trouble. I could still see Vaeda and Seraphina battling against Patricia, and she was joined by a re-energized Celestia. With the numbers evened up, both of my girls were having a hard time keeping their attackers at bay.

That is until we were joined by another new fighter.

Calista hadn’t been idle during the attack, but now she’d made her way over to Vaeda and Seraphina, helping them with their battle. In doing so, she quickly drew the wrath of Rico’s women.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t that bitch, Calista,” sneered Patricia. “I thought you found a small hole in the ground to crawl into and die. Imagine seeing you here, of all places.”

“I’m always going to help anyone who stands in your way,” replied Calista, unleashing an Aqua Pulse that Patricia easily dodged.

Celestia cackled with laughter. “After all this time, your eye still looks just as bad as the day it happened. What a pity! No wonder Rico never loved you.”

Calista boiled with rage. She pulled out her bow, sending an arrow flying at Celestia. The brutal warrior knocked it out of the air with her sword in a stunning display of skills. Below my feet, I could feel the ground rumble from another Earth Shatter, and more people screamed from the other side of Base Camp.

“You hear those screams?” taunted Patricia. “It’s like music to my ears. It heralds a day when the DDU is no longer in power. All of you scabs will pay the ultimate price for turning your back on Rico.”

Before she could say anything else, I toggled my Heavenly Strike and hit her with Lightning Strike. Patricia was utterly consumed by the jagged jolts of electricity, turning her body into a stinking pile of charred flesh.

Yet, no matter how many killing blows on them I was able to land, their proficiency with healing each other was excellent. Patricia was back on her feet moments later courtesy of Celestia.

“You didn’t think that killing our caster meant we couldn’t all heal each other, did you?” she taunted me. “But will you be able to do the same thing?”

At that moment, I heard Celestia utter her Soul Devastation spell. She turned her attention toward me, and I knew if this spell landed, there would be no coming back.

My life would be over.

She unleashed her spell right as I used Dispel to try to block it. Even still, Rico’s women anticipated my reaction because Darcy was able to sneak in against my rear, shooting an arrow into my back before getting away.

I yelled as the tip pierced my flesh, distracting me for just long enough to allow Celestia her next moment of opportunity. With a smirk on her face, she used her Soul Devastation spell again, and her split-second head start on me proved to be decisive.

I was going to die. There was no question about that.

“No!”

I’d closed my eyes, prepared for her spell to wash over me but it never happened. Seconds felt like minutes at that moment, but when I opened my eyes again, I saw exactly what happened.

Calista knew what was going to happen to me and she intervened, blocking Celestia’s spell with her own body. There was no coming back from a Soul Devastation spell, and the broken remains of her body laid a short distance away.

Calista wasn’t coming back. She was dead, and there was nothing we could do about it.

Across the field, Celestia and Patricia were snickering as they looked at Calista’s dead body.

“Stupid twat finally got what was coming to her,” said Celestia. “Rico will be so pleased to hear about her death.”

I lost it at that point. Any fear or anxiety I had about facing Rico’s harem completely melted away, replaced by righteous anger in the form of the ruby.

Kill them both. Punish them severely.

When I stood up fully this time, I didn’t even need my swords. I became death embodied, and I rushed at the two women before they even knew what was going on.

It must have been a testament to my rage that I saw their confident smirks melt away, replaced by something that looked like frightened anxiety. My Lava Armor flared as I decided to see what a brand new spell could do.

“Life Drain!”

Both Celestia and Patricia were stricken at the same time. Their bodies were raised into the air, powerless to resist the sheer power of the ruby. They started to shake violently while I saw wisps of flesh-colored air yank off their body and come back to mine.

I realized what it was only at the last second—it was their skin. They were being stripped to the bone, or maybe melted was the better word to describe it. Within seconds, I could see the fleshly color turn to red, staying that way for some time until it finally went to white once we reached the bones.

By that time, Celestia and Patricia were beyond dead. They were corpses before they even knew what hit them. I summoned Azrael to take their corpses, making sure they had the same fate as Irene.

The only problem was I didn’t have a way to harvest all this life energy I just stole from them. I couldn’t even start to heal Calista with it, much to my agony.

But having bought ourselves a temporary respite, I turned toward Calista’s body, where she was surrounded by the other girls right now.

Can we save her, I demanded from the ruby. Can we heal her with your power?

Somehow, I think you already know.

Emboldened by the response, I rushed over to Calista’s side and removed the ruby from around my chest, placing it on her breast.

“Help me save her,” I muttered aloud, more for myself then for anything else.

Mira, knowing there was no coming back from Soul Devastation, tried to grab my arm. “Jeremy, we can’t. There’s no recovery from this. She’s gone.”

I refused to accept that answer, and I was determined to use every bit of power within the ruby to do the impossible. I poured my inner strength into the gem, feeling it glow brighter and brighter until it was nearly as bright as the sun. I could feel that strength draining my body, making me incredibly weak, but I had to hold on for as long as I could.

Calista’s life was on the line. And I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to her just yet.

Suddenly, the light from the ruby exploded upward, sending a tower of light hundreds of feet tall into the sky. Lightning struck the top of the tower of light, providing a stunning display in the sky above our feet.

As quickly as it happened, the tower seemed to implode, and it lost all its height as the energy rushed back to the ground. When it impacted Calista’s chest, the rest of us were thrown backwards as a cloud of dust emerged that consumed her body.

I was coughing almost from the start, my lungs filling with the dust as I struggled to see if the ruby really worked. It was so thick that I had trouble even getting back to Calista, and more than anything, I just wanted to know that she was going to be okay.

Did it work? Did we save her?

See for yourself.

Angered by the blasé response, I crawled across the ground until my hand landed on a leg. I followed that leg all the way upward, traveling over a hip, a stomach, and even a breast until I was able to confirm it was Calista. The dust was starting to settle now, and I had the chance to look down into her face.

And I saw her eyes. Not just one, but two. Two perfectly-formed green eyes staring back at me, without a hint of the damage that had been there before.

“Jeremy?” whispered Calista quietly. “Why do I feel this way?”

I couldn’t help but smile. “They tried to kill you, but I wouldn’t let them. Not when I have the ruby.”

She realized her eye was back not long after I did. Her mouth dropped open and her fingers started poking at her temple, no doubt wondering if this was a dream.

I would have loved to have laughed and celebrated with her, but drawing so much power through the ruby had finally caught up with me. All my remaining strength gave out at that point, making my body crumble to the ground next to Calista.

“Jeremy!” shrieked Seraphina. “What happened to him? What’s going on?”

“Oh, no, no, no,” said Calista, struggling to check my vitals. “He drew too much power trying to save me. Jeremy, can you hear me?”

The only thing I could do was grunt. My mouth didn’t want to work, and my muscles screamed when I tried to give them an order. I felt paralyzed to do anything, and I was barely hanging onto consciousness.

That was why I felt the incoming Force Torpedo with every nerve ending in my body. I went from laying on the ground to suddenly being catapulted into the air like a child’s plaything. My body screamed when I hit the ground, and I was amazed that I was still conscious by how hard I’d hit.

Especially when I saw Mira land right next to me, her glassy eyes already confirming the fact that she was dead.

I’m not sure how I had the strength to do it, but I was able to turn my head to where I’d just been laying. And I saw the worst thing I’d ever seen.

Darcy, Rico’s archer, was holding the necklace that contained my ruby. And she couldn’t have looked more pleased.

There was something else to her as well, a body that was dangling over her shoulder. Darcy was thick in her upper body, easily supporting another with her muscles. And when she turned to pivot, I saw exactly who she was holding.

It was my mother, and she wasn’t conscious.

“Now this makes the trip worth it,” she crowed, dangling the necklace by the chain. “Oh, Rico is going to be so happy to get his hands on both of these.”

“Mom!” I yelled, finding my voice hoarse and jagged. “Mom, I’m coming!”

She didn’t answer me, but Darcy started to laugh regardless.

“Oh, she can’t hear you,” promised Darcy. “But don’t worry. Rico is going to take good care of her.”

“Give them back!” yelled Elise, coughing up a storm as she struggled to stand. I could see why she wasn’t able to, mostly because both her legs were broken from the impact of Force Torpedo.

Darcy sneered and didn’t answer her. Above us, Azrael screeched as it carried the bodies of Celestia and Patricia away. Darcy glared at the beast and threw a Force Torpedo at it.

The beam of energy hit Azrael just above the talons, throwing the dragon off balance. In the process, Azrael lost its grip on one of the bodies, and the bloody stump of bone and sinew fell to the ground like a rotting pumpkin.

“Healing Light!” roared Darcy, bringing one of the women back to light. By the time she was fully formed, I could see that it was Patricia.

“Fucking brats,” snarled Patricia, storming closer to us. “I’m going to rip them apart until there’s nothing left of them!”

Darcy put one hand up, stopping Darcy in her tracks. She held out the ruby.

“You’ll do no such thing,” said Darcy. “We got what we came here for. Let’s get the bitch and the ruby back to Rico.”

Patricia looked like she wanted to argue, but she didn’t. Instead, the leggy ranger drew a Portal Door similar to the one I’d seen Rico draw. She glared at us one more time before stepping through.

“That’s not fucking yours!” yelled Elise one more time, still struggling to get to her feet.

“Then come and take it from us, if you dare,” said Darcy. “You’ll know where to find us when you’re ready.”

I raised my hand, powerless to stop her. With one last bellow, I called out for my mother.

“Mom!”

It didn’t change anything. Darcy stepped through the portal and dropped out of sight.

My head hit the ground as my last reserves of strength left my body. My nose was twinging with the smell of fire as Base Camp burned around me. I could still see Mira right next to me, but there was nothing I could do in the moment to bring her back to life.

Robbed of my strength, I surrendered to the blackness.


Chapter Seventeen




I had no idea how long I was unconscious.

It could have been days or weeks or even years, but the passage of time meant nothing in total darkness. It was the sound of a soft voice that seemed to guide me out of that darkness, bringing me back to the present.

“Jeremy? Jeremy, are you awake?”

I awoke to see the most beautiful face in the world in front of me. It was Mira, and as she looked at me from behind her glasses, she smiled.

“You’re awake!” she shrieked, once I opened my eyes. She came in close to hug me tight, throwing every bit of force behind it. I expected that it might hurt me after the fight, but I realized I’d been fully healed. I was still exhausted, but at least I wasn’t aching.

“We were so worried about you,” continued Mira. “We didn’t know when you’d wake up. It’s already been so long.”

“How long?” I croaked. “How long have I been out?”

“About thirty-six hours,” said another familiar voice, just to my right. I turned my head to see another beautiful face, Elise’s. “And if you do that to us again, I’m going to kick your ass.”

Okay, that made me chuckle. My eyes opened a little further, and I could see both women on either side of me clearly, as well as Vaeda and Seraphina. I could even see Nadira, hanging out by the tent flap and looking relieved that I was finally awake.

It was who I didn’t see that caused me to panic.

“My mother?” I asked. “Calista?”

The smile fell from Mira’s face. She started to tremble before the words came out.

“We’ll get her back,” she whispered. “But your mother is gone.”

There was something about that statement that felt like a Force Torpedo had directly impacted my heart. My own mother was innocent in all of this. What did Rico need with her?

And then it hit me. Freed of any consequences of his actions, Rico was now able to move after my mother like he’d always wanted. My father was out of the way, and now Rico thought I was too.

Anger and hatred boiled inside my chest. There was nothing I wanted more than vengeance at that moment.

“Everyone is still mostly in shock,” said Seraphina. “The attack caught us unprepared, especially the DDU. President Warner is dead. As are nine other officials. And they’re not coming back.”

“They can’t be healed?” I asked, my stomach churning at the thought of Warner being dead.

“They used that Soul Devastation spell,” said Mira, shaking her head. “There was nothing that could be done. My father is now acting president for the DDU, but we don’t know how long that will last. Word has gotten out about the battle here. The people are now becoming aware that the DDU can’t protect them.”

“There was something that could have been done,” I said, sitting upright and putting my feet against the floor. “The ruby could have healed them.”

Out of instinct, I reached up to my neck to grab it and my hand came up empty. Then I remembered the truth.

“But the ruby is gone,” I said, crestfallen. “Fuck.”

Now that Rico had my mother and the ruby, he had two trump cards against us that would be incredibly hard to counter. Almost downright impossible.

Any progress we’d made up until this moment almost felt pointless.

“Not everything is hopeless,” said Vaeda, gesturing her head toward the side of the tent.

I craned my neck and let my eyes fall on Calista. And I found a single ray of happiness in this sea of sorrow we were stuck in. The mountain nymph walked closer toward my bed until she could sit on the side of it with me, taking my hand in hers. Her silver hair seemed to glow this morning, and I was able to appreciate both her eyes in the light for the very first time.

“You’re here,” I whispered to her. “It’s so good to see you.”

Tears appeared in her eyes as Calista suddenly threw her arms around my neck. She squeezed me tightly.

“You saved me,” she said quietly into my ear. “You really saved me, Jeremy. I don’t know what you did, but I can’t thank you enough. You made me whole again.”

I’d be lying to say it didn’t pull on my heart strings. With so many things going wrong, I was grateful that something went right.

“We’re all alive,” I said, looking at all the women around me. “No one here suffered the Soul Devastation for good.”

“Just me,” replied Calista. “But other than that, we’re all healed.”

“And frankly, I’m ready to kick some motherfucking ass,” said Elise, crossing her arms.

It was a break in the tension that we sorely needed. Seraphina smiled and elbowed Elise in the side.

“What?” said Elise. “That asshole came into our camp and fucked with our team. Not only did he steal the ruby, but he took Melanie with him. And there’s no way I’m going to let that stand.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more, Elise,” I said, finding some of my fight. “We’re going to make them pay for what they did.”

“But how are we going to do that?” asked rational Mira. “I didn’t want to be the one to say this out loud, but if Rico has the ruby and we don’t then . . . how are we going to stop him?”

It was a valid question, and I wished I had an answer for her.

“He might struggle to unlock it,” said Calista. “It took us this long to figure it out so I doubt Rico is going to be able to do it within just a day. He’ll get the stat increases certainly, but we have some time. Time to make this work.”

“Speaking of, does Jeremy lose his stat increases from the ruby?” asked Seraphina. “Have we been penalized because of it?”

I almost didn’t want to know the answer to that question. I shrugged and reached for my badge. “Only one way to find out.”

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 109

Experience: 3663/5000

Stats:

Strength: 99 (-10)

Agility: 100 (-10)

Magical Power: 105 (-10)

Stamina: 102 (-10)

Intelligence: 109 (-10)

Charisma: 103 (-10)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

“Shit,” I muttered, looking at my stats. “Now that’s depressing.”

Mira tried to be positive though. “Okay, it’s not terrible though. We can work with this. So you lost ten stat points across the board. It could have been worse! The ruby gave you twenty to begin with so you’re still keeping some of that power.”

“But why is there a line through Lightning Strike?” asked Vaeda. “What’s wrong with that? I’ve never seen that before.”

“My guess is that the drop in MP removed one of his spells,” said Mira. “He has one too many spells for the open MP slots. His badge just picked the first spell without an upgrade. Hence, Lightning Strike is gone.”

“So all we need to do to get it back is to get more MP?” asked Seraphina. “Get Jeremy back over 110 and the spell comes back?”

Mira nodded. “It should be that simple, yes.”

“Okay, that’s not so bad!” said Elise, looking positive again. “Think about it—we haven’t dived into Serpent Hollows yet. We’ll get it back as soon as we go in and before we have to face Rico again. There will be plenty of time to make it up.”

“Yeah, but Rico will have plenty of time to prepare for us too,” said Mira. “He’s going to gain experience in the dungeon as well.”

Elise shook her head, actually disagreeing with Mira. It was a landmark moment, and I couldn’t wait to see what Elise was going to say.

“No, he won’t,” said Elise, grinning from ear to ear.

Mira gave her a weird look. “Umm, Elise, yeah he will.”

“How is it that I know something you don’t?” asked Elise. “Do you really not know why we’ll have an advantage over Rico?”

I glanced around at the other faces in the room and found that everyone seemed confused by what Elise was saying. Finally, Elise started to do a little dance until she remembered the severity of the moment.

“Ugh, we’ll celebrate later,” said Elise. “Rico is nerfed inside Serpent Hollows because he already completed it. He won’t accumulate experience or levels nearly as quickly as we will for the simple reason that it will be our first dive in that dungeon.”

Mira’s mouth fell open and she immediately clapped her hand over it. “Elise, you’re a freaking genius!”

Elise just smiled and shrugged. “I know. I spend a lot of time with my best friend, Mira. She’s rubbing off on me.”

“It’s about time something did,” joked Seraphina, making Elise laugh.

Honestly, despite the grimness of the situation, it was just what we needed. We needed to remember why this team worked the way that it did, and why it had been unstoppable until this point.

And if I had any say in it, this team was going to conquer one more time.

Without a word, I stood up from my bed and approached one of the tables, where I could see my clothes were resting, alongside my pack. I began to get dressed while the girls watched me from afar.

“Jeremy?” asked Calista. “What are you doing?”

I turned to face all of them. “I’m going to Serpent Hollows to get my mother back. And I’m going to kill Rico once and for all. Are you with me? One more dive?”

I saw smiles appear on all of their faces. Elise even put her hands together, clapping several times.

“This is going to be so fucking badass!”

“Rico won’t know what hit him,” added Vaeda, pulling out her daggers.

“No, he definitely will,” said Seraphina grimly. “I’ll make sure of that.”

“I’m with you to the very end,” promised Mira. “Always and forever.”

I glanced at Calista. “I’m going to need your help too before this is over.”

She gave me a strange look. “But Jeremy, I can’t dive again. My career has been over for a long time.”

“If that’s the case, I want you to be our support system once we’re in the dungeon,” I said. “I know that no one dives Serpent Hollows without having a powerful team on the outside ready to rescue if they find trouble. I want you to form the backbone of that team for us. Can you do that for me?”

Calista smiled. “Oh yeah, I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

“Then we have a job to do, team,” I said. “Let’s win one last time.”
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Rico

“Oh, quickly, Rico, she’s awake! Hurry over here!”

Hearing those words brought Rico back to the present. He’d been staring at the ruby that was dangling just in front of him, one that looked completely harmless just resting on the chain.

The fact that it was Jeremy’s ruby filled him with endless amounts of pleasure. Stealing the ruby from the kid might have been plan B, but now that it was in his possession, it was time to figure out how it worked.

But the ruby had confounded him so far. He knew that it supposedly worked better when there was danger against someone he cared about, but there was no literature on how the ruby was supposed to do that, and so far the trial-and-error approach hadn’t gotten him very far.

That was okay, of course. As long as Jeremy didn’t have it, it couldn’t be used against him.

The other part of his plan was now laying a short distance away from their makeshift headquarters, resting deep inside Serpent Hollows, in a corrupted Safe Zone that he was using to stay hidden. It was the one place where no one would ever find him, and now that he had the ruby, anyone who could find them wouldn’t be strong enough to defeat them.

Even if he was missing two of his diving team. The loss of Celestia and Irene was a regrettable setback. Both women had been diving with Rico for nearly two decades. He would especially miss their talents in the bedroom more than anything, but there would always be more members added to the harem.

Especially after today.

Moving toward a table that was used as a crude bed, Rico’s eyes feasted on Melanie Pollard. The wife of his old partner and the mother of his indisputable enemy, Melanie laid on the table as her eyes started to slowly blink. Even the passing of time hadn’t made Melanie any less gorgeous, and the fact that he had to pine over her for years and years was intolerable.

Rico was going to have Melanie one way or another. Either willingly or with the help of the ruby.

“Wha-where am I?” sputtered Melanie, her eyes still fluttering open.

“You’re home now,” said Rico, putting on his most charming smile for his lifelong crush. “Welcome home, Melanie.”

As soon as her eyes fell on him, she recoiled. She would have tumbled right off the table had Patricia and Darcy not been there to keep her restrained.

“What the hell did you do?” hissed Melanie. “Let me go right now! Let me go, you bastard!”

“Oh, you don’t want to do that,” said Rico. “We’re near the bottom floor of Serpent Hollows. If I let you go, you would be dead within minutes. Especially by something like that. Surely you remember teegahs, don’t you?”

Rico pointed his finger just outside the safe zone. Melanie screamed when she saw the creature that looked like a mix between a porcupine and a cheetah. Rapid, agile, and incredibly defensive, a teegah would have torn her apart in a matter of seconds.

“Still want to go out there?” said Rico, a smirk plastered on his face. “I didn’t think so.”

“What do you want from me?” asked Melanie, now not needing to be restrained. “If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with.”

Rico scoffed. “Kill you? Why would I kill you when I’ve spent most of my life chasing you? You could have been mine, Melanie. We could have had something special together, but you threw it all away to date that third-rate diver.”

She said nothing at the mention of Henry, but Rico noticed the glint in her eyes seemed a little more fierce than it was before.

“I get it,” he continued. “You made a mistake. Mistakes happen, Melanie. Like the mistake your boy made earlier. It was a mistake to kill two of my women and think there would be no repercussions. But, like all actions, there was a reaction to that move, and now I have his dungeon gem and his mother.”

She gritted her teeth. “Just kill me. Do what you do best and kill me.”

Rico reached his hand forward and tried to run his fingers through the locks of her hair. She whipped her head away like his fingers were snakes.

“I think it’s time you submit to me. Acknowledge that it was a mistake to marry Henry and not me, and we can put this sad business behind us. I might even let Jeremy live. After all, what kind of stepfather would I be if I tried to kill him? I certainly wouldn’t endear myself to my new bride by doing that, now would I?”

“Never!” she shouted. “I’ll never be your wife. I’ll never be yours at all!”

The smile disappeared from Rico’s lips. “Because of Henry, is it? Still in love with him?”

“I was meant to be with Henry,” said Melanie proudly. “Just like he was meant for me. But even if Henry never existed, I still wouldn’t be with you. You’re a cruel, power-hungry bastard who only loves himself. And for that reason and a thousand more, I will never be with you. Never!”

“Mouthy bitch, isn’t she?” said Darcy, before raising an eyebrow at Rico. “I don’t see why you wanted to be with her to begin with.”

“It’s not your job to understand,” seethed Rico, which made Darcy beat a hasty retreat.

“Fine,” said Rico, straightening his body and cracking his neck. “I gave you the chance to go willingly, Melanie. I thought maybe, just maybe after all these years you might realize the love I had for you, or the fact that I continually looked after your family. If not for me, you would have been hooking on the street corner of Volantis just for a little bit of bread for Jeremy’s stomach. But that’s okay. There is more than one way to make you comply.”

Turning on his heel, Rico marched away to where the ruby was hanging on the discarded necklace. He reached over and snatched it, quickly returning to the table where Melanie was restrained.

Closing his eyes, Rico tried to find a measure of calmness that would allow him to unlock the power within the ruby. It took a few minutes before he heard a voice that seemed to come from within his mind.

You are not my owner.

I am your new owner, thought Rico as his lip twisted into a thin sneer. And I command you to open yourself to me. Flood me with the power that you possess.

You already have the stat increases. What more could you want?

I want it all, thought Rico. Unlock your power. Give me everything you have to give.

There will be consequences. You are a usurper. The gem wasn’t given to you.

Do it, thought Rico. Do it now! Make her into who she was meant to be—the ultimate diver! Make her deny me no longer!

The ruby pulsed with a deep red color, making Rico feel elated as his ultimate wish was about to come true. Glancing down at Melanie, he could see her eyes widen in horror as the ruby glowed brighter than the sun.

“Soon we will be together for all time,” Rico told her. “You won’t deny me any further!”

The ruby lifted out of his hand on its own accord before finally exploding into a fit of brilliance that Rico had never seen before. Overwhelming joy overtook him, but it only lasted for a few short seconds until something happened.

Something terrible.

He was burning. The sensation had come out of nowhere, and it struck Rico across his entire body. The ruby fell back to his hands, turning into a coal that charred his flesh. He had to let go of the ruby, hearing it hit the floor with a crack as his legs gave out from the intense burning.

It was so consuming that he was even overwhelmed by the smell of burnt flesh. His flesh, as the first consumed his body.

“Rico!” screamed Darcy. “What’s going on?”

“Quick, get some water!” said a panicked Patricia.

Rico’s entire world went fiery red and then pitch black. Even as gallons of water were dumped on him to extinguish the flames, it did nothing to keep him conscious. He blacked out seconds later.
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“Rico? Rico, can you hear me? Rico?”

The first sensation that Rico felt was pain. An agonizing and deep, lingering pain that covered his entire body and felt welded to his very soul. Hearing the voice of someone familiar didn’t provide any comfort, and Rico reached his hand out quickly to grab the arm of the person next to him.

“Oh!” said Darcy, shocked at the way he grabbed her. “You’re alive. We were very worried.”

“What happened to me?” asked Rico, amazed at how even his voice sounded different. It wasn’t the smooth liquored honey that it was before. Now he sounded gravelly and rough.

“Your plan worked,” said Darcy, trying to stay optimistic before her voice lowered. “But it came with some . . . complications.”

“A mirror,” said Rico. “Give me a mirror and let me see myself.”

“Really, that’s not the best thing for you right now—”

“Now!” roared Rico. “Get me the fucking mirror!”

Darcy flinched away, and it was only at that moment that Rico realized Patricia was right next to him as well. Her eyes were always hardened, but right now they were full of concern. At least she didn’t look away, but it also left Rico wondering just what had happened to him.

By the time Darcy returned, she very clearly did not want to hand him the mirror. He had to yank it out of her hands before he was able to look at himself.

What he saw was monstrous.

“I think the ruby backfired on you,” said Patricia. “We pushed it too far, maybe further than it was supposed to go.”

“You think?” snapped Rico. “Thank you for your expert analysis, Patricia.”

The woman looked away, clearly not used to being chastised so harshly. But seeing himself now, Rico was in no mood to hear their platitudes.

He didn’t even look like himself anymore. Rico had always relished in his good looks, believing that it was one of the reasons why he’d been so famous in the first place. The only thing that everyone loves more than a winner is an attractive winner, and Rico more than checked both of those boxes.

And now? He was a charred freak. His once lightly-tanned skin was now blisteringly red. Sores and charred lines of flesh intermixed with scraps of clothing covered most of his body. The damage had destroyed part of his face completely, drawing a line from his right cheek across his nose and not stopping until it covered his left eye.

Everything below the line had been charred. Though the rest of his face still looked like the old him, he now looked no better than some of the dungeon creatures roaming around Serpent Hollows.

“Why haven’t you healed me yet?” he snapped at the two women. “You would leave me looking like this? Heal me.”

Darcy actually began to shake. “We t-tried, Rico. Many times. No matter what we did, nothing changed.”

“The damage is permanent,” said Patricia without so much fear. After all, she’d always been the one that actually had a spine. “There’s nothing more we can do.”

Rico gritted his teeth, or at least the few that he had left. “You two are useless. If Irene were still here, she would be able to heal me.”

He brought his fist crashing down on the table he was laying on. In the process, he heard a rattling sound, and Rico realized the ruby was still laying within hand’s reach.

As soon as his hand wrapped around it, it felt like touching a hot coal. Rico yanked his hand away in fury.

You are not my owner.

“Fucking hell,” he muttered under his breath, drawing the attention of both women. “It knows I’m not the owner.”

“Sounds like a simple solution to me,” said Patricia. “If we kill the original owner, do you become the new one? Let’s kill Jeremy Pollard.”

Is that correct, Rico asked the ruby. If I kill Jeremy, will you become mine?

It was almost like the ruby didn’t want to answer him. When it did, Rico thought he detected some reluctance to tell him.

The ruby can only have one master. You can’t use me fully until my old master is no longer alive.

“Very well,” said Rico, casting the ruby aside. “So we have to kill him to use its full powers. No matter, he’ll be coming here for the ruby anyway. In the meantime, get me some fucking robes. I don’t want to look at myself or what it’s done to me.”

Darcy tried to touch his hand in a gesture of kindness, but Rico whipped it away. He didn’t want to be touched by anyone. Not like this. Not in this state. Not even thoughts of time alone with his harem was comforting right now.

He only had one purpose—kill Jeremy, become the owner of the gem, and fix what happened to his body.

“We need to find a way to lure him down here,” said Rico. “I want to defeat him inside the dungeon.”

Patricia’s smile actually grew even more cruel. “I have a feeling he’ll be coming on his own accord. We’ll have a surprise for him when he gets here.” She then whipped her head around. “Won’t we, Melanie?”

Rico turned his head to find a sight that he never expected. None other than Melanie Pollard was standing a short distance away. She looked just like he remembered her, except her eyes glowed red just like the ruby itself. In her hands was a long, thin rapier, just like what she used when she used to dive all those years ago.

“So my plan partly worked,” grumbled Rico. He looked at Patricia. “She is with us now?”

“She is a full-fledged member of our diving team now,” purred Patricia. “She needs some fine-tuning of course, but the ruby enhanced her natural power. She’s now more than capable of diving the dungeons.”

His interest piqued, Rico stood up painfully and approached Melanie, who watched him with her red, unyielding eyes. She felt like a zombie to him. All the warmth inside her had been replaced by her new single-minded purpose. He would have to attend to that once Jeremy was dead.

“What level were you when you retired from diving?” he asked her.

Melanie’s voice was eerily calm but almost robotic. “Level 47.”

“Show me your badge now,” ordered Rico.

Melanie touched the button to bring up her stats.

Name: Melanie Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 97

Experience: 0/4000

Stats:

Strength: 97

Agility: 97

Magical Power: 97

Stamina: 97

Intelligence: 97

Charisma: 97

Abilities:

Ruby Enhancement

Spells:

“Impressive,” said Rico. “A full fifty levels just because of the ruby? You’ve become a weapon again, Melanie. More dangerous than you were twenty years ago in your prime.”

She didn’t respond to that. Instead, she continued to look at him with her red eyes.

In a way, it kinda made him angry that the ruby had done so much for her and not for him, but that was a little mistake that he intended to rectify anyway.

“Come now, we must get you some spells,” said Rico. “And then we can show Jeremy just how deadly his mother can be.”

This time, Melanie replied.

“He won’t receive any mercy from me,” she croaked, in a weird trance-like voice. “I will kill him for you, Rico. I will do it if it’s the last thing I do.”

Rico actually grinned. This was certainly going to be entertaining.


Chapter Eighteen




Jeremy

“Are you sure you want to do this, Jeremy?” asked Mathias. “We can find another place to hide if needed. In fact, I recommend that we leave at once. We’re not safe here at Base Camp anymore.”

It was the following morning after I’d regained my senses. At the current moment, I was walking around the lake with Mathias, having sought out Mira’s father to catch him up on our plan.

The plan couldn’t have been more simple.

Go to Serpent Hollows.

Recover my mother.

Defeat Rico.

The odds in front of us might have been great, but the time had finally come. This next dive would be the culmination of my career, and it just might be my last dive ever. In a very strange way, it was almost ironic that the stakes were so high.

“I’m not going to leave my mother in Rico’s hands,” I told him. “Every moment that she’s there is another that he can use to hurt both of us. I can only imagine what she’s going through right now, but I have to get into Serpent Hollows to save her.”

“But what about the ruby?” he asked. “Our entire plan of beating Rico hinged around you having the ruby to counter his experience. It was the only way you two could stand on level ground when the fight came. I’m not trying to doubt you, Jeremy, but I care for you like a son. And not to mention, my only daughter will be going with you. I don’t want to lose either of you.”

“I know it’s a risk, but Mira has a plan,” I said, referencing a conversation that Mira had told me earlier. “If everything goes like Mira wants it to, we might be able to counteract the ruby too.”

“There’s a big if in that sentence, Jeremy. This is going to be exceptionally dangerous.”

I glanced over at him. “Dangerous is what we do, Mathias. We’re dungeon divers.”

He let out a deep sigh and ran his fingers through his wild hair. “You need to come back alive, okay? Your entire team needs to come back alive. Not just for my sake, not just for your sake, or your mother’s sake, but for the sake of the entire country.”

I knew exactly what he was getting at. The news had now hit the country that there was some kind of attack up here in the mountains involving Rico and the DDU, including President Warner’s death. From what I’d heard, people were now openly questioning whether the DDU was strong enough to bring down Rico. Many were panicking, and chaos was enveloping the DDU.

And I knew it all fell on Mathias’ shoulders. With Warner’s death, the DDU had fallen into his hands.

“The thing I fear the most,” said Mathias. “Is what might happen if we fail? I’m deathly afraid, Jeremy. If we don’t find a way to beat Rico, I might not just be the latest DDU president. I might also be the last one.”

“I won’t let it come to that,” I promised him. “No matter what happens, we will beat him. I refuse to believe otherwise.”

I could tell that hearing my words helped Mathias a little, but I still wasn’t sure exactly how I was going to do it. I knew better than to doubt Mira when she said she had a plan, but we were going to need everything working in our favor to pull this one off.

“What can I do to help you right now?” asked Mathias. “You know just how thin we’re stretched. But is there any other aid I can give you?”

“I only need one thing right now,” I said. “And that’s an Olypepper ride to Serpent Hollows. If you can transport the team there, we’ll take care of everything else.”

“That I can do,” said Mathias. “But I’m going with you. It won’t be safe otherwise.”

“It won’t be safe for you at all,” I told him, raising an eyebrow. “Especially once we’re down in the dungeon.”

“I’ll bring my best people with us,” he promised. “Besides, you’ll need someone to watch your back. Anyone that dives Serpent Hollows has a team of people ready for rescue just in case. And I think in your situation, it’s more than just a necessity.”

“I already had one person in mind that could do that for us,” I told him, thinking of Calista. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, Mathias, but I don’t think you could stand up to Rico even if you wanted to.”

Mathias actually scoffed. “He’d kill me quicker than a frog kills a fly. It could have easily been my death instead of President Warner’s when we engaged Rico. I’ve accepted that already, believe me. But if I’m the only thing standing between Rico and your team, then you better believe I’m going to give it my best shot anyway.”

I couldn’t help but be proud of Mathias at that moment. I knew we were all struggling right now, but in normal times, someone like Mathias might be the best president the DDU ever had. Right now though, it was just a struggle to stay alive day by day.

“Let me go to work on the Olypepper,” he promised. “I can probably have one here in an hour.”

“What about the families?” I asked. “Elise’s parents? Vaeda’s parents? Seraphina’s family? What about Nadira?

“We can move them to another location where they’ll be safe for now,” said Mathias. “Where that is, I don’t know. But my gut feeling is that Rico is after you now. Anyone else is secondary.”

“I think you’re right. We should start packing,” I said. “We’ll be ready to go when the Olypepper arrives.”

I separated from Mathias at that point, with each of us heading back to our respective tents. I knew I wouldn’t have much to do, having already started to pack most of what I needed last night. I found the girls in a similar situation, with all of them clutching their backpacks with every belonging they had inside.

“How’d it go?” asked Vaeda, greeting me first once I was back inside. “Are we getting out of here?”

“In less than an hour,” I replied, kissing her softly. “With any luck, we’ll be inside Serpent Hollows tonight.”

Even just saying the words out loud caused the entire team to fall silent. It was quite unlike any other dungeon in Aspatria.

More people died attempting Serpent Hollows than any other dungeon, by a large amount. It wasn’t for the timid, nor was it for the weak.

And despite all of our practice and conditioning, we were now going in at a distinct disadvantage.

I couldn’t blame them for being nervous. Hell, I was nervous, but I also knew there was too much riding on my shoulders to fail now.

We did what we could to get ready, even helping pull down the tent once we were all set. Some other officials came by right as an Olypepper circled the lake and landed a short distance nearby. Their mission was to take down what was left of Base Camp.

The site was to be abandoned once we were gone.

“Good luck to all of you,” said one of the officials, a middle-aged woman with a friendly face. “We really need you all right now. The entire country is with you.”

“I wish people would stop saying that,” whispered Mira. “I don’t want to disappoint anyone, but it’s giving me so much anxiety.”

“Everything will be fine,” I told her, putting my arm around her waist. “I think everyone believes in us, and they just want to support us in the only way they can.”

“I wish I had Elise’s calmness right now,” said Mira, pointing to the blonde walking just ahead of us. “How is it possible that she can be so reserved at a time like this? My stomach is in knots!”

Elise must have heard us because she slowed down and fell in against me.

“I’m calm because we’re a group of badasses,” said Elise. “We’re the best of the best, Mira. We didn’t name ourselves the Daredevils because we’re a bunch of pussies.”

“I mean technically speaking, we are more pussies than cocks,” said Mira.

Vaeda’s head lifted up. “Cocks? I thought I heard someone say cock.”

Elise laughed begrudgingly. “Take it easy, Vaeda.” She then turned her attention back to Mira. “Besides, you know what I meant. That wasn’t literal. Sometimes you gotta picture that you’re walking around with a big, raging cock and nothing can hurt you.”

“That imagery is really, really disturbing right now, Elise,” I said. “I don’t want to picture you with a cock ever.”

Elise giggled. “It’s all meta . . . something. Metaphysical, maybe. Jeez, look at me using big words. I’ve been hanging out with Mira too long. Either way, the point stands. The only people that are going to need help are Rico and his team of biatches.”

“You really love that biatch word, don’t you?”

“Oh, totally, it’s my favorite word. I think I might even retire badass for the time being.”

“That would be the day,” I joked, earning an elbow in the ribs from Elise.

“We’re going to kick some ass today,” said Elise. “How could we not? Even without the ruby, we’re still the most talented team in the country.”

“And we’re going to show Rico what it means to stand against us,” I added, causing Elise to pump her fist into the air.

“Fucking right!” she yelled.

“I’m so glad I have you two with me,” said Mira. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

I leaned in to kiss her cheek. “You’ll never have to know.”

A short while later, we all boarded the Olypepper so we could take off for Serpent Hollows. The entire team sat near the back of the beast, with Mira pressed in against my left and Seraphina pressed in against my right. Calista boarded next, sitting just in front of me and giving me a shy smile as she sat down.

I was still getting used to seeing her with two eyes, and I could only marvel at just how beautiful she looked.

Rounding out the rest of the seats were Mathias and a handful of other officials. I regretted that we weren’t taking the families with us, or Nadira for that matter, but the best way to keep them safe was for us to get into Serpent Hollows to face Rico.

Right as we were about to take off, the pilot looked back at us.

“I don’t suppose this is the right time to tell you this is my first flight, right?” he asked, leaning into that old joke.

“Not today,” yelled Elise. “We have a country to save, jackass.”

The pilot howled with laughter, as did the rest of us. It really helped to break some of the tension that we all felt. Moments later, we were airborne, sailing over the mountain plateau and turning on a southerly course.

It was only about an hour into the flight, when we’d sailed past Volantis, that I realized I didn’t know the exact location of Serpent Hollows. I leaned against Mira.

“Where exactly is the fifth dungeon?” I asked her. “Come to think about it, I don’t think I’ve ever heard of where it was located.”

“That’s done on purpose,” said Mira. “The location is closely guarded by the DDU, and it’s not a place that is next to any city. I think that was by design. It’s too dangerous to allow anyone to just wander into it.”

“That makes sense. I can imagine a diving team having to earn the right to get there.”

“For the location, it’s all the way in the south of the country,” said Mira, leaning in like it was still a secret that couldn’t be shared. “Have you ever heard of the Vintari Desert?”

“Of course,” I replied. “It’s located off a peninsula that juts into the southern ocean. Never had a reason to go there. I don’t think that many people do.”

“That’s what makes it so convenient to host Serpent Hollows,” said Mira. “Some say the dungeon knew exactly what it was doing when it planted its entrance in the sparsely-populated desert. I’m inclined to agree with them. The only thing there is a small post for the DDU. Other than that, just desert in every direction for many miles.”

“So it’s about as remote as it can get,” I said. “It reminds me of Mortimia.”

Mira winced. “As bleak as Mortimia was, at least it had a population. And the DDU house there was much bigger. This one will look like just a shack by comparison. But that’s okay. We’re not there to see the sights of the desert anyway.”

That last statement reminded me of something—a pre-diving tradition that Mira and I usually had.

“Our date night,” I said, feeling annoyed that I’d forgotten about it. “We’re not going to have time to do our pre-dive date.”

Mira gave me a small smile. “It’s okay. There are bigger things at work right now than our date. So many people are counting on us.”

“Maybe so, but that doesn’t mean we can just forget tradition,” I said. “How about this—we won’t have time before getting into Serpent Hollows, but I’ll make it worth your time once we get out. I’ll take you on a proper date, okay?”

Her eyes sparkled with happiness. “Really?”

“You better believe it. And I want you to get a new dress for me, and we’ll find the most expensive place to eat in the entire country. We’re going to have the perfect night.”

She giggled. “You don’t need to go all-out just to make me happy, you know? I’d be happy with you if we were eating takeout on the side of the road. Just being with you is what makes me happy, Jeremy.”

I leaned over and kissed her. “So you’re saying I can get away with takeout?” I joked.

Mira elbowed me. “Oh no, you promised me a big, fancy restaurant and now that’s what I want.”

“Whenever we’re out of here, I’ll get you whatever you want. We’ll make it a night to remember.”

I could feel her melt against me. “That sounds absolutely perfect.”

Our flight continued as we went through the lowland plains that marked southern Aspatria. I could tell the elevation was getting lower the closer we got to the sea, but it wasn’t until we were able to see water in the distance that I could tell we were nearing the peninsula.

It was one of the weirdest things I’d ever seen. The peninsula was shaped like a curved sausage that jutted out into the sea. It stretched on endlessly once we crossed over it, and I could tell the lush green surroundings of the plains melted away almost on contact with the peninsula.

Within a matter of minutes, the only thing I could see below us was sand.

“What an ugly-looking desert,” noted Seraphina from right next to me. “This feels about as far away from home as we could possibly get.”

“Even the mountains weren’t that alien compared to this,” I said, agreeing with her. “I can see why no one lives here. There’s nothing to see in every direction except sand.”

“And the occasional cactus,” she said, pointing one out to me. “But yeah, nothing else.”

It stayed like that for the next ten minutes until finally the Olypepper started to come down for the descent. I glanced over the edge, seeing a bowl-shaped depression that dominated the landscape right under the Olypepper, as well as a small one-story building a short distance away.

We’d finally arrived.
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“Are you sure you want to go in right now?” asked Mathias once we were on the ground. “You can get some sleep tonight. Go in fresh in the morning. No one would fault you for it.”

We’d checked in at the abandoned DDU house, finding that it had been stripped clean of most supplies. I suspected Rico had been here by the way it had been torn apart, and no doubt whatever he pilfered from here was sustaining him inside the dungeon.

“No, we should get moving at once,” I replied. “There’s no telling what Rico has already done with the head start that he has. The team is ready, and we’re as refreshed as we’re going to get. It’s time to go.”

Mathias didn’t argue with me, though I could tell he wanted to. He nodded his head reluctantly as he looked around the trashed house.

“I suppose we’ll have to get this house back to order while you’re down there,” he said. “We’ll bring in some supplies on an Olypepper, and we’ll wait for your return. You’re already synced up with us through your badge, so we’ll be able to hear you if you need anything while you’re down there.”

“I’m going to do everything I can to make sure this team can handle Rico,” I told Mathias and the rest of the DDU officials. “But if I call you, it’s going to be as a last resort. I just want you all to realize that.”

“We understand,” replied Mathias. “And we’ll support you the best way we know how.”

I turned to look at the rest of my girls, who were already dressed for diving. Elise was carrying her bow, and Vaeda was already spinning her daggers in her hands.

“Are we ready, team?” I asked them. “Are we ready to kick some ass?”

Vaeda nodded and smiled, answering for all of them. “We’re ready.”

Before we could go, there was one last person I wanted to speak with. I caught Calista’s eyes and gestured for her to come to our side, allowing a private moment with just the team and her.

“You’ll have our backs while we’re down there, right?” I asked her. “Just in case we need help? I think you’re a lot more capable than Mathias and the rest of the DDU.”

She came in closer and hugged me. “You won’t need my help. I just know it, but just in case, I’ll always be here for you. I promise you that, Jeremy.”

There was so much emotion in that statement that it went beyond what the words could convey alone. I could see Calista’s heart in her eyes—true recognition of just how far we’d come.

I pulled her to me and kissed her soundly. “I’ll be back soon.”

She nodded and gave me a small smile. “When you get back, can I request the same thing Mira did? Maybe a date night or something?”

I had a hard time holding back my smile. “I think that would be great. And I would look forward to that very much.”

Calista let out a deep breath, almost like she was afraid I was going to say no. It was like she hadn’t accepted that she wasn’t the outcast she used to be any longer.

“Even if I’m still an old lady?” she joked.

It was Seraphina that scoffed. “You might be old in years, but you still look like the rest of us. And you’re freaking sexy, Calista. Just in case Jeremy hasn’t told you that.”

“I was getting there,” I said, chuckling. “But Seraphina is right. You are sexy, Calista. As well as a whole host of other very positive qualities.”

“If that’s the case, then what do you do with a sexy girl?” asked Calista, giving me a teasing glance. “Do you show them a good time?”

“Oh, she’s so trying to get the D,” said Vaeda, elbowing me in the side.

I chuckled. “If that’s what you want.”

Calista gave me a shy smile. “Well, I’d like to sign up for that then.”

“You better get in line, sister,” said Elise. “It’s like a post-diving tradition that we all fuck Jeremy when we’re done. I might let you jump the line, but only because you asked so nicely just now.”

Calista blushed a deep red color, which looked extra gorgeous when compared with the contrast of her silver hair.

“Sounds like we have a date after I get back then,” I said. “A real date.”

“I can’t wait,” she said breathily.

With a heavy heart, I kissed her one last time before we separated. Looking at my team, the time had finally come.

“Let’s go, Daredevils,” I said. “Serpent Hollows awaits us.”


Chapter Nineteen




As a team, we made our way from the ramshackle DDU house out into the hot desert of southern Aspatria. I could feel the heat much more potently on the ground than I could flying through the air. It also seemed like every step I took onto the baked earth seemed to drench me with more sweat.

As we descended into the bowl-shaped depression that marked the entrance to Serpent Hollows, I took a second to glance at every member of my team.

Some of them looked like they were still processing the fact that we were about to dive the deadliest dungeon in the country. Others, such as Vaeda, seemed to be taking careful stock of their possessions before we entered. I noticed Vaeda even hit the button on her badge before we got close to the entrance.

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 98

Experience: 856/4000

Stats:

Strength: 97

Agility: 102

Magical Power: 99

Stamina: 98

Intelligence: 98

Charisma: 99

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Infiltrator

Dryad Magic

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance II

Demonic Wraith II

Black Wind II

“A level 98 dryad badass,” I said, trying to be lighthearted with her. “You definitely have some impressive stats, Vaeda.”

She smiled. “I just wanted to take note of where I was before we entered. I can’t wait to see how much we level after Serpent Hollows. We’re all going to be over level 100 by the time this is done.”

I reached out for her hand and squeezed it. I loved her positivity in the face of overwhelming danger. Though we had our work cut out for us, we also had to remember that this team had conquered everything put in front of it.

And that wasn’t about to change now.

It was only a short distance until we came to the entrance to the dungeon, which couldn’t have been more prominently marked. Any doubt that this was the entrance to the dungeon would have been quickly dispelled by the huge arching entryway that was ringed with carved, wooden serpents along its entire length.

The serpents crisscrossed over each other, and there were even some carved that emerged from the mouths of others, giving the appearance that the entire arch was made of nothing more than snakes.

“Really creepy, don’t you think?” said Seraphina once she saw it.

“I think it’s kinda charming,” said Vaeda. “It’s very natural. Snakes aren’t all that bad.”

Seraphina huffed. “Spoken like a true dryad. I won’t rush to save you when a snake tries to wrap around your neck in here.”

Vaeda gave her a deadpan look, but I had to agree with Seraphina on this one. The entrance was ominous, but that wasn’t the only part about it that differed from the other dungeons. Every other dungeon in Aspatria was covered by some kind of strong door, made to keep the dungeon monsters inside where they belonged.

That wasn’t the case for Serpent Hollows. I could see directly inside the entryway, but there was some kind of transparent goop-like film that covered it entirely.

“Is it safe for us to touch it?” asked Elise. “Do we just stick our heads right through?”

“It’s safe,” answered Mira. “But it’s more than just a barrier. If a diver isn’t worthy of going inside Serpent Hollows, it will turn as hard as stone. If you are worthy, it’s just a matter of stepping through it.”

“What a drag to prepare for so long to dive the dungeon only to find out it doesn’t think you’re worthy of going in,” I muttered.

“Yeah, some divers in the past found that out the hard way,” replied Mira. “But I guess there’s only one thing to do. Time to go in.”

Mira took a deep breath and stuck her hand through the film. Her fingers penetrated the transparent coating, becoming visible on the other side.

“Is it slimy?” asked Elise. “Or cold?”

“It doesn’t feel like anything at all,” said Mira, who took a step through, letting most of her body pass through the film. I could now see her on the other side, but it was like she was oddly discolored. The film had a way of messing with natural colors.

I followed Mira next, finding the covering just a little disconcerting until I was through. Now, Mira didn’t look discolored at all, but the three remaining girls on the outside did. One by one, we passed through the opening, but I didn’t let out a sigh of relief under the dungeon deemed all of us worthy of entering.

“Here we go,” said Vaeda, the last one through. “Serpent Hollows. I thought I’d never see the day.”

“I thought we’d see more than just desert,” said Elise. “It looks no different in here than it does out there.”

Elise had a point. Most dungeon entrances were a very clear break from the surrounding terrain on the outside, but not Serpent Hollows. We were still in the desert, though there were a few differences from the outside.

For one, there was no sun. The light here was artificial, and none of us cast a shadow as we walked through the sand.

There was also a path that the dungeon clearly wanted us to walk, marked by lower-lying sand and cliffs on either side. Drawing our weapons, I kept a close eye on the cliffs, suspecting the monsters would make their first appearance there.

“Be ready, team,” I told the girls. “And if you see something, say something.”

“I hope this desert doesn’t last forever,” said Elise after a few steps. “Maybe we might find a beach or something a little later? Something with lots of water and good vibes.”

Like usual, Mira stopped to glare at her. “Don’t do it. Don’t even think about it, Elise.”

Elise grinned, knowing what game she was about to play. “Oh, Mira, can you kindly tell us what kind of layout is ahead of us here in Serpent Hollows? I’d hate to break tradition.”

Mira groaned and smacked the side of her head with her hand. “You can’t be serious, Elise. Of all the dungeons out there, you had to pick this one to know nothing about?”

Elise cleared her throat and began reciting something like she was reading from a book. “Though the experience of Serpent Hollows is different for every diving team, the general layout of the dungeon is a vague mimic of the existing dungeons. There are floors that correspond with Twilight Depths, Cursed Chasm, Shadow Abyss, and the Forbidden Sanctum, as well as a few floors that are highly adaptive depending on how the dungeon wants to test each team. A proper training regime for Serpent Hollows involves invoking the memories of the layouts of the previous dungeons.”

I think all of us stopped in our tracks to stare at Elise. None more so than Mira, whose mouth was hanging as wide open as a barn door.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” said Mira, as her shock turned to delight. “You actually did research on a dungeon?”

Elise looked a little hurt. “Don’t sound so surprised. Oof!”

Elise’s grunt came from Mira slamming into her body with a hug, making the rest of us laugh.

“I guess Elise can change after all,” joked Seraphina.

Elise raised her chin. “Gardenians can do anything they set their mind to. We’re a very adaptable people.”

“Yes, you most definitely are,” said Mira, grinning up at her.

“So that’s it then?” asked Vaeda. “Just a recount of the old dungeons? That doesn’t sound too terrible.”

“Well, it does get a little worse than that,” said Mira, letting go of Elise. “Everything in here has an added twist to it. While the themes of the old dungeons will definitely be present, they won’t be exact. The short answer is not to expect to see anything too familiar.”

“That’s more of the answer I was expecting,” said Vaeda.

“What about the elephant in the room?” asked Seraphina. “Rico and his team of skanks is going to be down here too. The dungeon is one thing, but he’s going to be another.”

“Especially without the ruby,” muttered Elise.

“Believe it or not, I have a plan for that,” said Mira, sticking one finger in the air. “A plan to get a dungeon gem. A new dungeon gem.”

All the girls gave her a shocked look, but it was something that I’d already heard from Mira earlier. I didn’t intervene as Mira attempted to explain.

“There’s a portion of Serpent Hollows called the Glittering Run,” said Mira. “Think of it as a side course to the dungeon, but one that is much harder than the main run through the dungeon.”

“So like going through Serpent Hollows on very hard mode instead of just hard mode?” asked Seraphina.

“Exactly,” I said. “It’s known about but frequently ignored by divers that came before us, mostly because Serpent Hollows was already hard enough. Why take a chance like that when certain death is around every corner?”

“Jeremy has a point,” agreed Mira. “It’s not well-known. Even Rico barely mentioned it in his book about Serpent Hollows, and he chose not to go down that path. But there was a brief mentioning of what to expect there, as well as reports of what happens to those that complete the Glittering Run before getting to the boss.”

“I’m guessing it’s not a lifetime supply of cinnamon rolls?” suggested Elise.

“A dungeon gem,” answered Mira. “From the rumors over the centuries, to complete the Glittering Run greatly increases your chances of getting a dungeon gem. It makes logical sense. The best divers should get rewarded with the best loot.”

“And Mira’s theory is that if the dungeons have already decided to bestow us with a dungeon gem, then they’ll do it again,” I added. “At least, that’s the idea.”

“But there’s nothing concrete about this?” asked Seraphina, raising one of her perfectly-sculpted eyebrows. “Just rumors? That doesn’t sound promising at all.”

“Unfortunately, that’s all we have right now,” said Mira. “We don’t have the time to dive Shadow Abyss again and attempt to carve another gem out of the Oracle’s heart.”

“And more than likely, it wouldn’t be there again anyway,” I said. “We’re short on time, and we only have bad options. This is the least bad option.”

Elise was the one that responded first, leading with a shrug. “Fuck it. If getting a new dungeon gem through the Glittering Run is what we need to kick Rico in the balls and save Melanie, then I’m in. I like the idea of completing the toughest dungeon on very hard mode anyway.”

I couldn’t hold back a smile. I took a step closer to Elise and kissed her, which made her blush a rosy red color.

“I’m with Elise on this one,” said Seraphina, before shaking her head. “I can’t believe those words actually came out of my mouth.”

“Hey!” snapped Elise. “I have lots of great ideas. Don’t you remember that time when I knew the layout of the dungeon before Mira had to explain it to me?”

“You mean five minutes ago?” replied Seraphina. “That just happened.”

“Doesn’t make it any less important,” grumbled Elise.

Seraphina laughed and elbowed the blonde in her side. Meanwhile, my attention shifted to Vaeda, and I watched as the greenish dryad made up her mind.

“I’ll do whatever we need to do to defeat Rico,” she promised. “No matter what cost.”

“I wouldn’t ask anyone to do anything they weren’t truly comfortable with,” I told all of them. “But I think this is our best chance. Rico has the ruby, and we’re going to need something to help us defeat him. If we can get another ruby, we can stand on even ground when we face off with him.”

“The Glittering Run it is then,” said Seraphina. “So how do we find this?”

“Well, reports are mixed,” said Mira. “Some have reported seeing the marker for it on the second floor, although others have said it doesn’t appear until the fourth. It could be that the dungeon decides when to present it to us.”

Elise stamped her feet against the sand. “Hey, dungeon! Give us the Glittering Run and make it snappy, will you?”

I would have found Elise’s behavior comical had it not actually triggered something. A misty entity suddenly manifested in front of us, looking not quite like a ghost, but not solid enough to be a real person. It was a man by the looks of him, an older man that was dressed in ancient diving attire that looked pretty close to a suit of armor. I was ready for anything when he came closer to us, but his behavior seemed to signal that he wasn’t there to fight.

“Another Oracle?” asked Elise, notching her bow with an arrow.

“No,” said Mira, putting her hand over Elise’s bow. “That’s the Dungeon Master. He’s unique to Serpent Hollows. He’s supposed to be a guide for us. Well, kinda.”

“He doesn’t look like much of a guide,” said Vaeda, still keeping her daggers at ready.

“Greetings, Daredevils,” said the Dungeon Master, stopping just in front of us and bowing his head. “My name is Sir Alfred, and I’m the Dungeon Master of Serpent Hollows.”

I couldn’t detect any enmity, so I stepped forward and repeated the gesture.

“Hello, Sir Alfred, I’m Jeremy Pollard.”

“Welcome to my home, Jeremy Pollard,” said Alfred. “As the Dungeon Master, I’m here to answer any question you might have that doesn’t give you an unfair advantage. I will not tell you any hints, strategies, or give you any kind of tactical advice whatsoever that will help you to defeat this dungeon any quicker than you would have otherwise.”

“Erm, so what do you do then?” I asked, trying to be polite.

“I can answer questions about the layout of the dungeon, or about what beasts you will find on each level,” he answered. “As well as the location of the Safe Zones.”

Elise took a step closer to Mira and put her arm around the bookworm. “No offense, Freddy, but we already have someone here who can do that for us.”

Mira hissed at her. “Don’t call him Freddy!”

“Why? That’s his name.”

I gave Elise a look that made her quiet down instantly. Then I returned my attention to Alfred.

“I think we know the general layout, but can you confirm the whereabouts of another diving party inside Serpent Hollows?” I asked.

Alfred gave me a solemn nod. “Yes, there is another party inside. A party toward the bottom of the dungeon. One that has been here before, and one that has shed blood inside the dungeons.”

“Rico,” I said. “Can you tell me his exact whereabouts?”

Alfred closed his eyes and nodded. “I’m afraid that would give you an unfair advantage. So no, I cannot.”

“This might be a waste of time,” said Seraphina quietly in my ear. “He might not be the Oracle, but he reminds me of her in the way he speaks. We might get more riddles out of him than straight answers.”

If Alfred was listening, he didn’t say anything. I suspected Seraphina was probably right, and that we would get limited use out of Alfred. Still, it couldn’t hurt to keep him relatively close.

“Is there anything you can tell us right now that we don’t already know?” I asked him. “Anything that’s not deemed a hint or something?”

Alfred looked into the eyes of everyone into the party, almost like he was scanning our brains. Within seconds, he glanced back at me and nodded.

“One thing you need to know is that the traditional diving rules don’t apply in Serpent Hollows,” he said. “Rules are meant to be broken here, and the future can be changed with a successful victory.”

“Sounds like more Oracle riddles to me,” grumbled Elise, with an appreciative head nod in Seraphina’s direction.

“That’s incredibly vague,” I told Alfred. “Can you be any more specific?”

The Dungeon Master shook his head, and before I had the chance to ask anything further, he disappeared into thin air.

“I wish he would have done that sooner,” said Elise. “It would have saved us all some time.”

“For the first time ever, I’m inclined to agree with Elise,” said Vaeda.

“Uh, you guys?”

We all turned to see Mira, who had moved a short distance away from the path, where the sand became much deeper. Turning my attention to the horizon, I could see several black smudges in the distance. The smudges were moving and they were getting bigger.

“Something’s coming!” I yelled to the group, as the smudges became a horde. “Make ready to fight!”

No sooner were the words out than I was able to identify the monster coming at us. Or rather, the multitudes of monsters heading for our position.

Of all the creatures I’d seen in the dungeon, this one seemed the most impossible, and quite frankly the ugliest. It was a creature that moved on four long legs, gliding across the sand in a way that was graceful while still being fast. The body was flat, lean, and slimy, while the head that rose from the beast was reptilian with narrow slits for the nose and pulsating yellow eyes.

On the far side of the body was a spiky-looking projectile tail, giving the beast the appearance of something that was part scorpion and part snake.

“Lictas!” yelled Mira. “Don’t let them sting you! We won’t be able to heal you for hours while their venom paralyzes your body!”

“What’s their weakness?” asked Vaeda, drawing her daggers.

Seraphina did a quick scan of them with her Strategist ability. “The neck of the creature and the base of the tail. Both have to be severed in order to kill them. If you leave just one, they can still attack you!”

“Nobody ever said Serpent Hollows was going to be easy,” I said, wielding my swords. “But here goes nothing!”

I led the first charge at the oncoming horde, which numbered at least thirty lictas making for our position. The creatures were almost twice my height when the tail was accounted for, creating a formidable foe even just for the entrance of the dungeon.

“Perilous Flames!”

I directed my first spell at a small group that was leading the charge. My fireball generated much more quickly with the upgrade to the third level, and it sped across the sand before crashing into the lead licta. The heat of the flames seemed to melt the licta’s body, causing it to evaporate as a bag of loot took its place.

I yanked back my swords to strike the next one right as I saw an arrow penetrate the fleshy neck of the licta just to my left. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Elise firing off arrows in rapid succession, hitting those two weak points on every licta that we could see.

“Force Torpedo!” she roared, using her latest spell that shot a beam of energy at the next licta, going right through its tail. Its stinger was still rattling when it fell to the ground, handicapping the licta before a killing blow could be made.

“Force Torpedo!”

My next spell centered on the neck of the injured licta, causing its head to join the severed tail. Elise gave me an accusatory glare right before engaging the next one.

“Hey, that one was mine!”

“Teamwork makes the dream work, baby!” I yelled back at her, right before using Life Drain on the next duo of lictas charging my side.

She grunted, but not before killing another licta that had forced its way behind me. I had to give the bastards credit—they were fast. I had to dodge another incoming strike before I teleported away, giving myself some breathing space.

I managed to get right next to Seraphina, who was dancing with her quarterstaff and bashing the brains out of any licta that managed to get close to her. Like usual, Seraphina made fighting look almost elegant with the fluidity and gracefulness of her movements, and this time was no exception.

“Stonewall!”

The newly-formed wall shot up from the ground in sequences, allowing Seraphina to bound up it carefully until she had a height advantage over the lictas. Then, with all the grace of a gymnast, she battled them on the stone wall with her flaming quarterstaff until calling down a round of Star Fire.

As an attack, Star Fire was incredible—mostly for its potency, but also because it had the ability to avoid anyone fighting on the user’s team. Fiery death should have rained down on all of us, but it passed around my body harmlessly while taking out a few more lictas that had gotten in its path. More importantly, it wounded several more, allowing Mira and Vaeda, who were working in tandem, to mop up the remains.

As graceful as Seraphina was, Vaeda’s movements were almost like watching art. She was so swift on her feet thanks to her Light Footsteps spell, but it was the wielding of Shadow Lance that was lopping off heads and tails like it was nobody’s business. At one point, Vaeda did a backflip over the striking head of a licta, landing on Seraphina’s wall right before tossing her daggers at its neck.

The daggers severed the neck as cleanly as a blow from an axe.

“Callback!”

The daggers flew through the air back to its owner, who caught them with a measure of triumph before jumping off the wall to engage the last main grouping of lictas.

For this last group, Mira was joined by Elise in fighting the main attackers, while I provided support to them by teleporting between the different lictas. Several slices at their tails, removing the stingers before they could do any damage, helped to cripple them as the battle winded down.

“Summon! Go Peter, Matilda, and Benjamin! Bring momma home some dead lictas!”

I never tired of seeing those flashy white tigers take to the field. Every time that I thought they were at a disadvantage because of their size, they quickly reminded me that they were able to punch far above their weight. Each of the three tigers went after a licta, with Benjamin drawing first blood after a careful bounce that saw his powerful jaws wrap around the neck of a licta.

Matilda’s licta didn’t go down so easily. The white tiger tried to take it from the rear but found that the tail moved a bit too quickly for its liking. Matilda roared right as the stringer came down on her back, punching through the tiger’s flesh until that roar became nothing more than a pathetic whimper.

With Matilda vanishing back to where she came, I intervened next, using my Life Drain to slowly kill the licta that got Matilda, while Benjamin navigated to get the next. This time, the tiger was able to rip the stinger off another licta, carrying the severed appendage in its mouth like a cat with a treat back to Mira.

“Good Benjamin!” she cooed, right as he dropped the still twitching stinger at her feet. “Go get me another one!”

The fight was almost over. I was using my spells to hurt most of the lictas while the girls finished them off. I set up a wall of flames to funnel one licta toward Elise, who was waiting with her bowstring already drawn.

The creature shrieked when it realized that it was about to be destroyed, but not before Elise got off a vulgar taunt.

“Why don’t you licta my balls?” said Elise, right as she released the arrow.

The arrow went through the fleshy neck, causing the licta to hit the ground and start twitching across its entire body. With my Lava Armor spell, I rushed forward and brought my fist down on what was left of the head, destroying the beast for good.

“Not bad,” said Seraphina, once we were all finished. “Not a bad fight at all.”

“Ugly little shits though,” said Elise, bending over to pick up a bag of loot. “At least our stack of G-coins is replenished.”

“How many?” asked Mira.

Elise tossed the bag to her, nearly knocking over Mira with the heft. “There’s got to be like a hundred G-coins in here!”

“Sounds like we’re in for an amazing shopping trip when this is over,” said Elise.

“Focus, team,” I told them. “We have a mission to complete. Rico is down here somewhere, and I’m not going to let him catch us unaware. Keep your eyes peeled.”

The girls nodded and continued to gather loot, but it was once we reached the next portion of the battlefield that we ran into more trouble.

“I wonder how many of those lictas are around here,” said Vaeda, dropping down low to pick up another bag of loot. “They’re even more vicious than what I’ve read about. I had a few too many close calls with the stingers.”

“They’re the preeminent monster of the upper floors,” said Mira. “But there’s worse once we get lower. Much worse.”

“How does it get any worse than a licta?” asked Vaeda, who suddenly halted in her tracks. A confused look appeared on her face. “What—wait, a second. I’m stuck.”

I turned around to glance at Vaeda, finding her rooted to her spot. And much to my amazement, she seemed to be sinking.

“Quicksand!” I yelled.


Chapter Twenty




“I’m stuck too!” called out Seraphina, a short distance from Vaeda. “I can’t get myself loose!”

“Uh, guys?” said Elise. “I hate to keep piling onto this, but I can’t move my feet.”

All three of them were stuck, and it appeared that only Mira and I were on firm ground, at least for now.

“Hang on, let me see if we can get you out of there,” I said.

“Wait, I got this,” said Seraphina. “Stonewall!”

Her spell manifested a physical barrier just outside of where she was but even once Seraphina grabbed onto it, she had no better luck.

“I can’t pull myself up!” she said. “I’m not strong enough!”

“I’ll come get you, Seraphina,” I promised her, using Teleport to move to the top of the stone wall. Now I had enough leverage to reach down to grab her. I pulled with all my strength, but the harder I pulled, the further she seemed to sink into the sand.

“Guys, we need to figure something out quickly!” said a very panicked Vaeda, as the sand came up to her stomach. “I’m not going to last much longer!”

Seeing that I wasn’t getting anywhere by pulling her, I tried to teleport away. The problem was that Seraphina was so stuck that even the upgraded spell couldn’t yank her from the sand, even though I tried to get her out twice.

Finally, I did the last thing I could think of—I summoned the dragons, thinking they could be the extra leverage we were missing. I knew Mira had a rope in her backpack, and once she tossed it to me, I threw one end down to Seraphina while tying the other end around Azrael’s talons.

“Now!” I told Azrael. “Fly!”

The dragon tried to take off, but it didn’t get very far. It crashed into the sand a moment later while I heard Seraphina shriek in pain. It was too much force for her body to handle, and I feared that we might have killed her.

“Healing Light!” I said, borrowing one of Mira’s spells. The pained expression dropped from her face, but we were no closer to getting her out.

“What do we do?” asked a panicked Mira. “What are we going to do?”

“Oh, no, no, no, no!” yelled Elise, right before her head dipped below the sand. She was followed by Vaeda next, and then Seraphina bringing up the rear.

Within less than a minute, it was only Mira and I left.

“You don’t think that . . . you don’t think they’re . . .” Mira could barely get the words out.

I shook my head and used Ice Freeze, casting my hand out toward a random direction. The spell manifested itself, shooting ice crystals from my palm.

“They’re still alive,” I said. “If they weren’t, I wouldn’t still be able to use their spells. We have to find a way to get to them before something happens though. There’s got to be a place under the sand, or a nearby staircase to get us down to the next level. But where?”

I didn’t have time to ponder because the dungeon made a move of its own. Whereas Seraphina, Vaeda, and Elise were trapped in the sand, sinking through on their own accord, the dungeon decided that Mira and I needed to join them quickly.

A gaping, fifty foot hole opened up right under the stone wall, causing massive amounts of sand to fall through it just like it was a drain. It was so large that any stability that came as a result of the stone wall was quickly destroyed as the entire structure broke into two halves, sending Mira and me tumbling into the sandy tomb.

I couldn’t react quickly enough. One moment we were still standing on the stone and the next, we were falling through the hole, not stopping until our bodies slammed into something hard on the other side.

My head was dizzy, and my shoulder ached from taking the brunt of the fall. I glanced over at Mira, trying to see how badly she was hurt, but apart from a broken pair of glasses, she didn’t appear any worse for wear.

“Your glasses,” I said, looking at the broken lens. “Shit, are you going to be able to see?”

Mira scoffed as she reached into her pack. “Always bring an extra with me. In my case, I have a few extras.”

She pulled out another pair and stuck it on her ears, looking just like she did before.

“It’s times like these that I’m really glad you’re on my side,” I told her, chuckling.

“I know,” she replied. “I feel the same way.”

Once we were back on our feet, I tried to get my bearings, but the place we were in made that downright impossible. It was like we’d fallen through into a new room, where every wall inside that room was covered with mirrors.

I couldn’t make sense of anything. There looked to be hundreds of copies of Mira and me, but it wasn’t apparent where to go or what to do now that we were down here.

“Okay, this is really freaky,” said Mira, reaching out to touch one of the mirrors. “What kind of room is this?”

“I was hoping you’d tell me,” I said. “Isn’t this part of the dungeon?”

“Not a part I’m familiar with,” she said. “If this is the second level, it’s supposed to look a lot like Twilight Depths. But this doesn’t look like anything I remember.”

“We might be between the two floors right now,” I said. “Come on, there’s got to be a way out of here.”

There also had to be a way to get to the other girls. I couldn’t resist calling for them.

“Elise? Seraphina? Vaeda?”

My voice echoed through the mirrored room, and the only thing that seemed to change was my reflection as we walked around.

“Do you think they’re in another room?” asked Mira.

“Anything’s possible down here,” I said. “But they couldn’t have gotten very far. Feel around, there’s got to be a way to escape down here.”

We stayed close to each other, but kept our hands out. With our arms spread open, we were just long enough to touch each side of the room, which had formed a narrow passage that we were able to walk through. Lighting wasn’t much of an issue at first, but the further we went down the passage, the less lighting we had available.

“Hang on, let me try something,” I said. “Swirling Flames!”

Just like that, flames appeared around each of my blades, giving us just enough light to keep moving. I found that I didn’t miss the light as much, mostly because it was disorienting with the amount of mirrors in the passage.

Mira and I continued moving forward, though the tunnel we were in didn’t force us to pick any one direction. It just kept going, leading us further and further away from the original landing point.

Mira was also the one to notice that the passage seemed to be getting narrower.

“We’re running out of room here,” she said, smacking the mirror with her hand. “I hope this breaks soon.”

“Something has to change,” I said. “And hopefully the girls are right on the other side of this tunnel.”

I should have been more pessimistic. Before we got to any change in the tunnel, Mira and I heard a deep growling coming from just ahead of us. A growling that indicated something very big and very mean.

My knuckles went white from the death grip I had on my swords. Mira stayed just behind me, keeping her wand pointed over my shoulders as we waited to see what the growling was.

“Any ideas what it is?” I whispered to her.

“It’s such a deep growl,” she said. “And it echoes down here. It’s like it’s right on top of us, but I can’t see it yet. It doesn’t seem right that it could be a teegah just yet.”

An anxious knot formed in my stomach. I knew what a teegah was from reading accounts of the fifth dungeon, and the menacing creatures were the last thing I wanted to run into in this tight space.

“If it is a teegah, we’ll be at a disadvantage,” I told her. “It might have more reach than I do down here. And it might be fast enough that it’ll be on us before we can react.”

Before Mira could answer, it growled again. It was so loud that I felt like it rattled my brain, and I knew we only had seconds at most before it pounced.

It was time to move a little more proactively.

“Perilous Flames!” I roared.

The fireball that erupted was large enough to consume the entire passage ahead of us. It provided more than enough light for us to see, at least until the flame melted the glass along the passage. Right before that happened though, I caught a glimpse of the fearsome teegah stalking our way.

Somehow, by some trick of the mirrors, the beast had gotten behind us.

I quickly yanked Mira out of the way as the teegah struck, getting a good view of its mighty jaws right before they snapped shut on Mira’s arm. The tricky part about dealing with a teegah was that the mouth and the claws weren’t the deadliest part. The quills that protruded from almost every direction of its body were very sharp and covered in barbs. If you were stuck with one, ripping it out was bound to destroy a lot of tissue on its way out. It was possible to bleed out from the blood loss alone, especially if you didn’t have a caster nearby.

“Time Warp!”

Mira’s spell was just what we needed at that moment, slowing the teegah down enough for us to think about striking back at it. The creature looked frozen in time while we were able to back away from it slowly.

I knew the Time Warp would only last about ten seconds, which was enough breathing space to find another way out of here.

“I really wish I could use Vaeda’s Infiltrator ability right about now,” I grumbled. “Why does Spell Forge have to be limited to spells?”

“That would be handy,” said Mira, looking around hurriedly. “But what if one of my abilities would come in handy now?”

“Like what?”

“Like this one. Telekinesis!”

It was a stunning display of power that Mira was able to use, which took several of the mirrors on one side and yanked them off the wall they were fixed to. With her power, Mira was able to slam them down on the path in front of the teegah, creating a path of jagged glass it would have to cross in order to get to us.

In doing so, she also revealed a near smooth mound of dirt that formed the wall behind the mirror. With her second round of Telekinesis, Mira brought the wall crashing down on the teegah, right as the Time Warp spell wore off.

Her ability worked just the way she wanted it to. It buried the teegah under a mountain of earth, crushing it under the sheer weight. Though effective, it wasn’t without some risk to us though, as the collapsing mountain of dirt created a domino effect that started to work its way toward us.

I only had seconds to react before it crushed us, but I knew just what I had to do.

“Stonewall!”

I crafted the spell so that the wall blocked off the rest of the passage, putting the barrier between ourselves and the mound of dirt. Doing so saved our lives, but that extra pressure had to go somewhere. It went around the wall, creating a gaping hole in the side of the tunnel that started to suction the rest of the tunnel down with it, us included.

I’d only barely grabbed Mira’s hand before we were falling down a dirt avalanche, not stopping until we tumbled through another barrier, which ended up being a glass wall of a tunnel just below ours.

I had the distinct displeasure of breaking Mira’s fall, but in the process of landing, I saw a few familiar faces inside this lower tunnel.

“Jeremy! Mira! What in the world—where did you come from?” shrieked Vaeda.

All three of the missing women were in this part of the tunnel, and they couldn’t have looked more shocked to see us. I was just as shocked to see them, and a little dazed from the tumble we suffered.

“Oh, Jeremy, I’m so sorry,” said Mira, rushing to get off me and then to pull me back to my feet. “Did I hurt you?”

“You just landed on my chest,” I said, rubbing the spot once I was back on my feet. “Nothing a good Healing Light can’t fix.”

“I’ll say this—you two know how to make a grand entrance,” said Elise. “How did you know we were on the other side of the wall?”

“We didn’t,” I grunted. “Pure, dumb luck. It was the result of an accidental wall cave-in.”

Seraphina moved to the opening we’d created, where dirt was still falling through. She leaned forward, just enough that she could see where it was going. “You guys won’t believe how high up we are. Come check this out.”

One by one, we approached the opening to see what Seraphina was talking about. Sure enough, once I was near the edge, I could see just how far down it was until we would have hit the next “tunnel.”

It was a good thing this tunnel broke our fall. If we had missed this one, it was about another few hundred feet until we would have gotten to the next one.

“That was a really freaking close call,” said Mira. “Let’s not do that again.”

“Let’s hope we don’t run into any more teegahs,” I said. “Now, let’s get the hell outta here. Vaeda, have you run Infiltrator on this yet?”

“We ran it twice not long after we separated,” she said. “Apparently, there’s an exit down this path, but we had to choose between four different forks before we got here.”

“That’s more choices than we had,” I said. “Come on, let’s get moving. I think we’ve already been down here too long.”

I took the lead, followed by Seraphina closely behind me. Both of us used the Swirling Flames spell to give us light, as it was even dimmer in this tunnel than it was in ours. I was expecting to find trouble at any point, but after walking close to a hundred yards, the tunnel finally widened before dropping us into a large room with a single staircase in the center.

Except, it wasn’t a staircase to the second level of the dungeon. This staircase only went up.

“Um, that doesn’t seem right,” said Vaeda, looking up the stairs. “I don’t suppose this dungeon is backwards, is it? And we go up instead of going down?”

“Not at all,” replied Mira, as her shoulders slumped forward. “It looks like we’re going back to the first floor.”

I think it sapped our morale to find ourselves going backwards in this case, but we didn’t have any other option. I didn’t relish our prospects of staying down here in this maze, especially with the teegahs running around.

Besides, Infiltrator hadn’t steered us wrong yet, so it was worth trusting the ability to see where it took us.

I just wished it didn’t take us to the one place we didn’t want to go.

“Fuck,” groaned Elise, once we reached the top of the stairs. “Not the desert again.”

Sure enough, we were right back where we started.


Chapter Twenty-One




It was pretty disheartening to know we hadn’t made any meaningful progress.

I think it hit all of us at that point just what we were in for. This wasn’t the final dungeon because it was going to be a cakewalk.

This was going to be an all-out slog, where every step was going to be more challenging than the last. And that wasn’t even counting the fact that Rico would be waiting for us at some point.

Part of me questioned why we hadn’t encountered him yet. If all he wanted to do was kill me, why not show up in the middle of the mirrored tunnel and do the job already?

The more I thought about it, the more I began to realize that the better move was for Rico to wait. We were going to be exhausted by the time we got to the bottom, and there was sense in waiting for our team to tire out before starting the main fight.

It seemed like such a Rico thing to do, but I didn’t put it past him to put up a few roadblocks along the way.

For now though, we had to figure out how to get through the rest of this desert without falling through any more quicksand.

At least I was gaining back some of my lost power from the ruby. I checked my badge during a quiet moment and found that I’d already gained a few levels.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 112

Experience: 911/6000

Stats:

Strength: 103 (+4)

Agility: 105 (+5)

Magical Power: 109 (+4)

Stamina: 108 (+6)

Intelligence: 110 (+1)

Charisma: 105 (+2)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

I was still weaker than I’d been with the ruby, but at least I was getting close to earning back Lightning Strike. One more MP point would have done it, so that was something to look forward to when the time came.

The girls had made similar gains as I had, so at least we had something to show for our quicksand misadventure.

Now the only question was how to not go through it again?

I wasn’t the only one racking my brain on how to defeat it either.

“You think the Dungeon Master will give us a clue about it?” asked Elise, once we came to the same spot that sucked us under before. “Freddy was his name, right?”

“It’s Sir Alfred,” corrected Vaeda. “And I doubt it. He liked to talk in circles.”

“It’s worth a shot though,” said Mira. “Because I don’t see any other way for us around this. Not unless we fly over it?”

“Fiero and Azrael can easily take us over any quicksand field,” I said. “Let’s give that a shot.”

As it turned out, riding the dragons only created a new problem. It was only too easy to fly over the quicksand field, but the problem was that it looked like it would never ended. No matter how long we flew on the dragons, I couldn’t tell where the quicksand ended and where firmer ground began. And the few times we tried to land, we almost got stuck once again.

“I really don’t think this quicksand goes on forever,” said an annoyed Seraphina, who was sharing Fiero with Mira and me. “So what’s going on?”

“It appears we are staying stationary despite the velocity of the dragons. My guess is that the dungeon doesn’t want us to fly over it,” said Mira, shaking her head. “But why? Why can’t we fly? There has to be a reason for it.”

I turned my head, finding that the patch of firmer sand was just behind us. We’d flown on the dragons for a good fifteen minutes, and yet we were no further than eyesight from the firm sand.

The dungeon was definitely playing a game with us.

“Okay, this isn’t working,” I said, directing Fiero to land on the firm sand. “We can’t fly, so we’re going to have to find a way to cross it.”

By the time we landed, I could see Sir Alfred waiting for us. The old master had his arms crossed as he watched us pensively, and I was waiting to see if he would offer any advice once we neared.

“Still haven’t figured it out yet, have you?” he asked, shaking his head.

“Would you care to fix that?” I said. “How do we get across?”

“You’ll need to do something differently than what you already have,” he said cryptically.

Elise planted both hands on her hips. “Could you be any more useless? What a great idea, genius.”

At least the old man didn’t seem to take it personally. He just blinked several times before looking back at me. “Remember that some rules are made to be broken.”

With that last pronouncement, he disappeared into the air around him.

“What I wouldn’t give to watch a licta torment him for a while,” said a grumpy Elise. “I hate people that always talk in riddles.”

“He’s right though,” said Mira. “There has to be a different way across. We can’t fly and we can’t sink through it again, so we have to get through somehow. What if . . .” She tapped her chin for several seconds. “Elise, can you use Ice Freeze on the sand for a second?”

Elise shrugged and used her spell, creating a small patch of ice that was a few feet in diameter.

“Okay, now stretch it across the quicksand in a straight line,” said Mira. “Make a pathway with it. Can you do that?”

“Easy peasy,” replied Elise, creating an ice path that was about ten feet long and a few feet wide. It looked thick enough to support our weight, but I could tell immediately that it wasn’t going to work.

“No, where’s it going?” whined Elise, as the heat from the sand made the icy path evaporate within a matter of seconds. “Hold on, I can solve this.”

Elise used all of her power to make another path, this time not stopping until she had layered the ice so that it was about a foot thick on top. It didn’t make any difference though. The bone-dry desert absorbed the water from the ice almost as quickly as Elise could lay it down.

“It’s not working,” said a dejected Elise. “Maybe if Jeremy helps me with his Spell Forge? If we’re both working on it, we might be able to make it last longer.”

“That’s what she said!” said Mira, who was glowing with excitement after making the joke. We all stared at her, which made the bookworm blush. “What? It’s something Vaeda would say, right?”

Vaeda walked over and patted her shoulder consolingly. “It takes time to become as good as I am. Don’t beat yourself up too badly over it, okay? It was a good try.”

“We can’t use Ice Freeze on this,” I said, getting back on topic. “Even if I helped Elise, it would never last long enough to carry all of us over the sand. We need to find another way.”

It almost felt like the situation was hopeless. No matter what we tried, we just couldn’t find a way to get over the sand. I was beginning to wonder if this barrier was even meant to be crossed in the first place, when Vaeda stepped forward with a new idea.

She didn’t have to say anything. I could see that she was concentrating on the sand just in front of her, when finally her face went black. She took a step forward, planting her feet right on the quicksand.

“Vaeda, be careful!” said Seraphina. “What are you doing?”

“It’s okay,” said Vaeda with a smile. “I think I got it. Let me check.”

With those words, the tiny dryad took several big jumps up and down on the quicksand. Despite some of the sand being displaced, she didn’t start to sink when she came back down.

“What did you do?” asked Mira, seconds before the idea finally hit her. “Oh! You used Dryad Magic, didn’t you?”

Vaeda grinned. “We’re one with nature, so it only makes sense to have an ability that lets me influence it directly. In this case, the ability lets me firm up the sand beneath our feet, preventing it from falling away once there’s weight on it. I can do a path through the quicksand now, and we should be pretty safe.”

I couldn’t contain my excitement when I dashed over and lifted the tiny woman in my arms and hugged her. Vaeda giggled and kissed me before I set her down, and I could tell how happy she was to have made a difference on this challenging part of the dungeons.

“Okay, let’s go single-file,” I said, creating a line behind me. “Vaeda leads the way and we all follow. Keep your eyes open for any threats. We’ll be especially vulnerable while moving through the quicksand, so stay alert.”

I nodded at Vaeda, which made her start working on the next section. As a group, we started to move forward one step at a time, putting more weight on the path that she created. I don’t think I took a breath until I saw that Seraphina, at the end of the line, was able to step onto the quicksand and not immediately sink.

“It’s working!” said Elise excitedly. “This is fucking awesome!”

As great as it was to figure out this section of the dungeon, it wasn’t without a few tribulations of its own. We were about fifty feet into the quicksand when suddenly Vaeda noticed that part of the sand opened up just ahead of us, allowing a nest of sand snakes to burst through it.

They were nasty creatures, ones that always formed a colony wherever they nested. Their coloring allowed them to easily blend into the sand, and when they fully stretched out their bodies, they were longer than I was tall.

“We have to go around them,” said Vaeda. “Let me change course. Give me a few extra moments to get turned.”

We waited patiently, since there was nothing more that we could do in the meantime. I thought about using a spell on the snakes, but being surrounded by so much quicksand, I didn’t want to trigger anything that might put us at risk.

Vaeda got us turned so that we were able to go around them, which happened to be great timing, because no sooner had Seraphina gotten past them that they started crawling across the sand at us.

“If they get close to us, use your quarterstaff to toss them away,” I told Seraphina.

“It would be my pleasure,” she muttered, crowding Mira just ahead of her while clutching her weapon. I could tell that Seraphina wasn’t a fan of snakes whatsoever.

No sooner were we past the first nest of snakes than another emerged though. This time, it came just to our left. Vaeda shifted to the right to avoid it, when another nest sprouted up just in front of us.

“Keep going right,” I told her. “Let’s go around it if we can.”

“I really don’t like the looks of this,” she said, continuing to go right around the nests.

It wasn’t until the third nest popped up on our extreme right that we figured out what was going on. It was yet another test from the dungeon.

“It’s not going to stop until we pick a route between two of the nests,” I told Vaeda. “We’re just going to have to get through it.”

“Are you sure we can’t attack them?” asked Elise. “I can freeze those suckers right now and be done with it.”

“And doing so might cause this entire pit to give away and then we find ourselves back below it again,” said Mira. “No, we have to get through without creating a disturbance if possible. We can use our weapons to nudge the snakes away, but that’s it.”

“I’ll do more than just nudge them,” promised Seraphina. “I’ll swing hard and see just how much distance I can get.”

“It’s the only way,” I said. “Now, let’s get moving before more of them appear.”

Vaeda continued making the path with her Dryad Magic, steering us right between two of the nests. I kept my eyes trained on both of them, constantly going back and forth to see what the snakes were doing. Sure enough, the further we got along the path, the closer they seemed to get.

“Jeremy, they’re going to get to us,” hissed Seraphina. “Can’t we move any faster?”

“I’m trying, hold on!” said Vaeda, as the constant use of her power seemed to sap her strength.

When one snake got too close, I used the tip of my sword to toss it back toward the nest that it came from. I had to do the same thing on the other side, while Elise did something similar by flicking the end of her bow. Soon it was all I could do to keep the snakes away. As soon as one was pushed back toward the nest, another would take its place.

We were almost through the in-between path when one more nest emerged. This one happened to be dead center in front of us. I could feel Vaeda start to panic as she struggled with what to do.

“Veer to the right,” I told her quietly. “We’re almost through. You can do this.”

She nodded and wiped the sweat that had accumulated on her brow. Vaeda shifted our path to carry us around the last nest while the rest of us turned our attention back to the snakes. While helping Vaeda, one had gotten just a little too close to my boot, and as soon as I lifted it with my sword, it hissed and lunged at me.

I flicked my sword as hard as I could, sending it flying through the air as its body wiggled. Truthfully, I hated the damn things just as much as Seraphina.

At least we were making progress. We were now the furthest away from the far-left nest, which meant the snakes there weren’t bothering us as much. I shifted my attention to the newest nest, still able to flick the snakes away before we were finally on the other side of it.

None of us breathed a sigh of relief until the darker quicksand under our feet finally changed back to the normal sand. Vaeda practically leapt off the path and had to sit down once we were through, rightfully exhausted after such a high use of her power.

“Let’s not do that again,” said Seraphina, shivering as she cast one more look back at the snakes. “I mean, I know it’s not called Serpent Hollows for nothing, but I’ve had enough snake encounters to last a lifetime.”

“Wait, Seraphina, there’s one on your shoulder!” yelled Elise, pointing frantically at Seraphina.

I never saw the redheaded elf move so quickly. Seraphina practically somersaulted away right before bringing her quarterstaff up and using it to smash against her shoulder at the new threat. It wasn’t until she’d tapped herself twice that she realized nothing was there.

When she turned her attention back at Elise, the bratty blonde was giving her an innocent smile.

“Oops,” said Elise, shrugging her shoulders playfully. “I thought I saw something there, really.”

“I hate you,” grumbled Seraphina.

“I love you too, Sera-boo!”

“Guys, look over here,” said Mira suddenly, catching our attention.

“If it’s more snakes, then I’m out,” said Seraphina.

“No, no, no,” said Mira, shaking her head. “It’s so much better than that. It’s a staircase! And it’s going down!”

This time, we all turned to see just what Mira was talking about. And sure enough, I’d never been so happy to see a staircase in my life.

“Let’s get the hell outta here,” said Seraphina. “Second level, here we come.”

The staircase that we entered looked like every other staircase in the other dungeons. There was a distinct lack of light in every section of the staircase except the one we were presently in, so as you went down it, you couldn’t tell how long the staircase actually was, or how far you’d gone down it. It was about fifty steps or so until we reached the bottom, at which point the lack of light didn’t get any better.

“Swirling Flames,” said Seraphina and I at the same time.

With the fire from our spells, I could finally get a look around our surroundings. And I had a very real feeling of deja vu, like I’d been here before.

“It’s been a while,” said Mira, saying what we were all thinking. “But we’re back. Back in Twilight Depths, the first dungeon in the path.”

It was a lot like I remembered. The light from my swords showed us to be in a deep, dark forest with a heavy covering of trees on either side of the path we were on. The trees were large enough that they seemed to go on endlessly, and I wasn’t able to see the tops of them from our current position.

The fact that it was still pitch-black also didn’t help. Memories of having to avoid imps and minotaurs in the darkness of the lower levels of Twilight Depths assaulted my brain.

“Everyone stay close,” said Mira. “There’s minotaurs down here, but they are so much more powerful than the minotaurs in Twilight Depths. These are fast-moving, and they’re closer to ghosts than they are real flesh.”

“Can our weapons still beat them?” asked Elise, lowering her bow.

“Physical weapons need to be enchanted with a spell to work against these monsters,” explained Mira. “Swirling Flames will work for Jeremy and Seraphina, but the rest of us will need to rely on our spells.”

Neither Elise nor Vaeda seemed too thrilled to hear that news. Both women put their weapons away reluctantly, no doubt feeling naked without their protection in the dungeon.

“At least I know I’ll be able to take on a few measly minotaurs,” muttered Elise. “I shouldn’t need my bow for that.”

Famous last words have a way of being ironic. In Elise’s case, that couldn’t have been more true. One moment she was talking about being able to defeat the minotaurs and in the next, we heard a swishing noise, like something very fast had just flown by us, followed by a small yelp and a gurgle.

I turned around quickly and found blood flowing out of both sides of Elise’s mouth. There were also claw marks across her chest, allowing a massive flow of blood to drip down her chest.

“Elise!”

I caught her right before she hit the ground, her dead weight almost pulling me down with her. Seraphina and Mira surrounded her on either side, with Mira using a Healing Light to bring her back to life.

“What happened?” I asked, seeing her eyes go wide as soon as she was alive again. “What was that?”

“You guys didn’t see that?” she asked. “Holy shit balls, that thing was fast! I barely saw something come against me out of the corner of my eyes before it struck.”

“The minotaurs,” said Mira, confirming my suspicions. “They’re quick down here. Really quick.”

“I don’t know how I could have defended myself,” said Elise. “I didn’t even have time to react before I was dead.”

“That’s how they get you,” said Mira. “Okay, we need to guard against this.”

“What we really could use is the ruby right now,” I said. “If these minotaur wraiths are so fast that we don’t have time to stop them, having a ruby that slows down time would be really helpful right now.”

Mira gave me a pained look. “Hopefully we can get to Glittering Run before it makes enough of a—ack!”

Before she could finish the sentence, Mira fell over dead. She was sputtering by the time we brought her back to life, having not even caught a glimpse of her attacker, unlike Elise.

“How are we supposed to defeat something we can’t see?” asked Seraphina, swinging her quarterstaff ahead of her in some kind of preemptive move.

“I doubt these minotaurs can fly,” I said, toggling my dragons. “Let’s get up over the trees and see if we can get where we’re going even faster.”

All five of us climbed onto the scaly backs of Fiero and Azrael, and we took off before any minotaurs could strike again. We soared up higher than the treeline, finding a mostly empty sky above us. I was grateful that the dragons could see in the darkness, because even with my sword aflame, I could barely see beyond Fiero’s head.

“Can anyone tell if we’re actually moving?” asked Elise, riding my dragon. “Because it’s so dark out that I feel like it could be a repeat of the quicksand thing.”

I knew she had a point, but until that moment, I didn’t want to spoil the flight by making the suggestion. It was just impossible to tell what was going on with so little light.

“I wish I could see something, anything, right now,” I told her. “I wonder if we need to go back down to the ground?”

I felt her grip around my waist get tighter. “Probably not. I hate fighting something I can’t even see. Might as well see if this gets us anywhere before we call it quits.”

At least I was able to make something out on the horizon after a few more minutes of flying. There was something just ahead of us, shimmering brighter than a star. I knew it wasn’t really a star, but it reminded me of the third dungeon, when we found the next staircase by focusing on a shining light in the distance above the maze.

We seemed to be heading for the right course too, because the light was getting bigger the closer we got to it.

“Looks like we might be okay,” I told Elise. “Just a little bit further.”

The shimmering light in the distance turned out to be its own room, set high above the plains of second level. It was a large room too, with bright walls on all but the open side, standing out in stark contrast to the general darkness around it. Once we were inside the space though, I could tell we were supposed to fly through it like a tunnel.

There was darkness on the far side of the tunnel, but there was also this thick red light that was located around the middle. It seemed to come up from the bottom of the tunnel, and it wasn’t until we flew over it that I was able to see what it was.

It was a cauldron. Or at least what appeared to be a giant cauldron that was large enough to fit the entire team inside and still have plenty of room left over. The red light was from the flames that surrounded it, making it look like a stew that had just been put over a new fire.

Every fiber in my body came alive at that point, recognizing the trap for what it was. It was just too late to do anything about it. Especially as a large net lowered from the ceiling of the tunnel, pushing all of us, and the dragons, down into the cauldron.

Chaos erupted as the dragons lost their ability to fly because of the disturbance. The wind swept from their wings, causing them to plummet like a rock toward the bottom of the cauldron, taking us with them.

The distance wasn’t that great, but I knew a fall from this height would still kill us all. I had to find a way to ensure that at least some of us were intact enough to survive the fall.

Unfortunately, I could look no further than those within my immediate reach. Elise was right behind me, and Mira was just behind her. The fall had disturbed our positions, but I was still able to grab both women as we descended through the air.

“Teleport!”

Our feet hit the bottom of the cauldron well in advance of the other dragons and Seraphina and Vaeda. Even my Teleport spell wasn’t quick enough to get back up there to save the other two women, and they splattered against the ground in a gruesome display of blood, bone, and tissue.

The sight of it turned my stomach completely, but at least with Mira still alive, we could heal them. I used my Spell Forge to aid the cause, healing Vaeda while Mira took care of Seraphina.

“Ugh, my head,” grumbled Seraphina, once she was alive again. “Why’d I have to land on my forehead?”

“Something tells me we’re about to have bigger problems,” I said, looking at the rim of the cauldron.

All around us, I saw no less than a hundred imps appear around the rim. These imps looked a lot tougher than their Twilight Depths counterparts, and they were a lot more powerful when they were able to get off their fireballs. We suddenly found ourselves under fire from all of them at the same time, with each fireball throwing up a tuft of steam once it hit the cauldron.

To make matters worse, a net appeared on one side of the cauldron, shooting over to the other side and trapping us inside. It was a net that I couldn’t easily reach from my position, and that meant that until we found a way to bring it down, we couldn’t teleport ourselves out of the cauldron.

“We’re about to become imp food!” yelled Vaeda.


Chapter Twenty-Two




The situation was looking very bleak. It was all the five of us could do to dodge nearly a hundred incoming fireballs at one time, especially in a small area like the cauldron. I knew I couldn’t physically strike at the imps as long as the net blocked the opening, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t beat them with their own spells.

“Perilous Flames!” I roared, aiming at a group of nearly ten imps just above me.

The massive fireball shot through the netting and vaporized the imps standing along the rim, sending up a huge puff of black smoke in the process. I threw another spell at a nearby group of imps, toasting them as well before having to dodge away from several more fireballs heading our direction.

Now we were faced with another two problems. For one, all the imps that I just killed were swiftly replaced by more of them along the rim, taking their places like nothing had happened. The second problem was that their continual fireballs were heating up the cauldron. I could feel the heat under my boots, and the steam rising from the metal surface was becoming too stifling to endure.

“Keep mowing them down!” I told the girls. “I need to find a way to get us out of here before we’re cooked alive!”

I had to find a way to break this damn netting, but how? It was a good twenty feet above my head, and the walls of the cauldron would be just as hot as the floor, making climbing all but impossible.

“Elise, I need you to use Force Torpedo with me,” I told the blonde, grabbing her and pulling her toward one side of the cauldron. “I need the rest of you to cover us!”

“Got it, Jeremy!” yelled Seraphina. “How about this? Star Fire!”

Flashing lights appeared above our heads, raining death on the imps on our side of the cauldron. Seraphina kept up the spell in regular intervals, keeping our side of the cauldron clear while I tried to find the spot where the netting was attached to the top of the cauldron.

Once I spotted it, I pointed it out to Elise.

“See that spot right there?” I asked. “Direct a few Force Torpedoes at it. I’ll be right there with you. Let’s see if we can crack this net.”

We both stood back and used the spell at the same time, sending a powerful blast of energy at the netting. I watched as the netting rippled across the entire breadth of the cauldron, but it wasn’t enough for it to tear.

“Keep it up!” I told Elise. “A few more might do it!”

“I hope this works,” she muttered. “Force Torpedo!”

We kept up the same amount of pressure on it while the other girls covered our backs. At one point, a fireball ducked in past their protection, taking Elise from behind. I had to heal her quickly, but I put up my Magical Shield so that I could allow the rest of the girls to work without having to worry about us.

At least our Force Torpedoes were working. It took about ten different blasts, but we finally carved a hole in the net large enough for us to get through it. And I knew exactly where I was going to go.

I dashed forward to gather the rest of the girls right as the steam inside the cauldron seemed to reach a boiling point. We all felt like we were being cooked alive, and the sooner we could get out of here the better.

“Let’s go! Time to leave!” I told the girls, making sure all five of us were touching at the same time. “Teleport!”

Our group moved through the open netting, appearing on the topside of the cauldron, in-between a small horde of imps. Our sudden movement caught them by surprise, which was more than enough time for Mira and me to raise our shields to protect the group.

What came next was complete and utter carnage. Unleashing the dragons, the five of us fought out from our small circle as we took on the army of imps.

Perilous Flames was my spell of choice, cutting through the imps like a hot knife until the floor around my feet was full of bags of loot. At one point, I used my Lava Armor so I could dispel the shield, using my powerful fists to punch holes in the imps around us.

At least they weren’t being replaced just as fast as we could kill them. The army around us became a scattered group as we were mopping up the remains. The last few remnants were destroyed courtesy of Elise’s Shower of Arrows, raining death from the skies.

Before we knew it, it was all over. I dropped both of my swords, resting my weight on my knees as I felt the utter exhaustion of the near-continuous fighting.

“Okay, how do we get out of here?” asked Seraphina, looking around for the exit. “If I stay any longer, I’m going to turn into a well-done elf.”

“Look over there,” said Mira, pointing to a hallway that had been carved through the rock around us. “I think we can get out that way.”

It was strange being able to walk away from the cauldron and feeling like we’d found temporary relief. This new hallway wasn’t full of mirrors, teegahs, or impenetrable darkness. For the first time since we arrived on this floor, I felt like we were truly able to catch our breath.

“At least those imps had a lot of experience in them,” said Mira, checking her badge. “Check me out now.”

Name: Mirabel “Mira” James

Class: Caster

Level: 104

Experience: 2009/5000

Stats:

Strength: 104 (+6)

Agility: 104 (+8)

Magical Power: 102 (+1)

Stamina: 100 (+3)

Intelligence: 105 (+3)

Charisma: 99 (+5)

Abilities:

Power of Knowledge

Status Shield

Telekinesis

Protective Bubble

Spells:

Healing Light

Minimize

Reanimate

Summon III

Time Warp

Spell Lock III

Clone

“Mira!” shrieked Elise. “You’re over level 100. Holy crap, you’re so strong!”

Mira looked really pleased to find that Elise of all people was acknowledging her power. “Where are you at now, Elise? You have to be over too, right?”

Name: Elise Carlsberg

Class: Archer

Level: 105

Experience: 65/5000

Stats:

Strength: 106 (+6)

Agility: 107 (+9)

Magical Power: 106 (+8)

Stamina: 105 (+3)

Intelligence: 104 (+6)

Charisma: 101 (+9)

Abilities:

Never-Ending Quiver

Rain Dance

Shower of Arrows

Spells:

Ice Freeze II

Illusion II

Confusion II

Force Torpedo III

“Level 105 and feeling alive,” said Elise in a sing-song tone of voice. “Look at us now. More than a hundred levels higher than when we met!”

Seeing the girls celebrate their new levels made me want to check out mine too. I pushed my badge to see how much those imps were really worth.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 114

Experience: 5611/6000

Stats:

Strength: 108 (+5)

Agility: 111 (+6)

Magical Power: 112 (+3)

Stamina: 113 (+5)

Intelligence: 112 (+2)

Charisma: 112 (+7)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

The best thing about seeing my stats was knowing that my Lightning Strike was back. It wasn’t my most powerful move, but it was one of the moves that was closest to my heart. It had once belonged to my father, and not having it in my arsenal felt like going into battle without one of my swords.

I was getting stronger again, and I stood a better chance against Rico as a level 114 than I did at 109 when I entered the dungeon.

At least things were calmer in this part of the dungeon. We were able to catch our breath after about ten minutes, taking stock of our stat gains and getting some water before we moved on.

This part of the dungeon looked nothing like Twilight Depths, and I suspected that we weren’t that far from the staircase to the next level, especially when the small room we were in opened up to a large, empty field moments later.

There was a light mist in the air, giving the field an almost ghostly appearance as we spread out into our usual fighting formation. I just had this feeling that our brief respite was over. It was almost like a sixth sense, but something felt very wrong the further we walked.

I wasn’t the only one to sense it either.

“You guys, does it feel like something is just kinda . . . off?” asked Vaeda as we walked. “Something about this place just feels angry for some reason. I can’t put my finger on it.”

“I got a bad feeling about this place as soon as we stepped out here,” agreed Seraphina. “I feel like I’m being watched.”

“It could be more minotaur wraiths,” I told them. “We’re still on the second level. Just be careful.”

We hadn’t taken much more than a few more steps after that before I heard the telltale sound of an incoming spell. Something was about to land on us, and I had only a few microseconds to react.

“Magical Shield!”

Time seemed to freeze as the shield appeared in front of Seraphina and me, leading the charge across the field when I saw what looked like a Force Torpedo hit the ground just a few feet from the back of my legs.

It landed right in the center of our formation, obliterating the ground around the team and tossing Mira and Elise backwards like weightless rag dolls.

Vaeda was thrown because of the blast too, but she seemed to be impacted the least in that she was still alive by the time her body settled against the ground feet away. Mira and Elise didn’t have that luxury.

Seraphina and I didn’t have to search long for our mystery attacker. A short distance away, I could see the remains of a Portal Door, as well as a few familiar faces standing next to it.

“Well, would you look at that?” asked Darcy, sneering at us while keeping one hand planted on her hip. “So good of you to join us down here!”

“You’ve come here to die, just like all the others,” growled Patricia, already wielding her weapon and looking like she was going to run through all of us in quick succession. “How noble.”

“The only ones that are going to die around here are you two,” I said, taking a stand against them while Seraphina rushed about healing the rest of the girls. “I’m glad you showed up here. I was afraid I’d have to go looking for you.”

Patricia growled. “I’m going to sew his mouth shut. How dare he talk to us like that? Wait until Rico hears about this!”

Darcy calmly tapped her teammate on the arm. “Never mind about Rico right now. I think sweet, little Jeremy deserves to see the newest member of our team, don’t you?”

The anger melted from Patricia’s face quickly, only to be replaced by something that looked positively sadistic. “Yes, of course.”

For some reason, I just had this terrible anxiety in the pit of my stomach as soon as they mentioned a new teammate. It was almost like I didn’t need to see confirmation on who it was.

My heart already knew the answer before their arrival.

Sure enough, I would have recognized that face anywhere. Usually when I saw it, it was full of motherly love. Melanie Pollard was nothing if not a devoted mother who wanted to see her son follow his dreams.

Today was an exception though. Those red-enchanted eyes looked at me like she’d love nothing more than to rip me apart.

I heard gasps from behind me as the girls fell in on either side, seeing Mom just the same way I was seeing her.

“What did you twats do to her?” demanded Elise.

“We have you to thank for that,” purred Darcy. “Or rather, the ruby.”

“I think Melanie finally realized it was time to join the winning team. And you won’t believe how thrilled Rico is to have her.”

“Let her go!” yelled Vaeda.

“Mom, come to us,” I said, waving my hand. “I’ll protect you. I’ll stop them. Come here quickly!”

She didn’t so much as budge. Her lips pulled up to the side, giving me this taunting sneer that I would never forget.

“I’m afraid she’s quite beyond your reach now,” said Patricia. “Her soul has been corrupted by the ruby. The only thing it left was the diver she used to be. She’ll never be your mother again.”

I felt like falling to my knees. If what they were saying was true, there was a chance she could be lost forever. I’d no longer have a mother at all, which was a sickening thought on its own.

No, I couldn’t accept that reality. I couldn’t let myself believe that she was beyond help. If I could just find a way to break the hold that the ruby had on her, maybe she could go back to being the mother I knew.

But how?

“I think they need a parting gift, don’t you?” Darcy asked Patricia. “Something to showcase Melanie’s enhanced powers. Melanie, show them what you can do.”

My mother’s eyes seemed to glow a brighter shade of red as she calmly raised her hand.

“Iron Bolt!”

Five great slivers of iron shot out from each of her fingers, each one centered on one of us. The move came at an incredibly high rate of speed, giving me almost no time to react. The only thing that saved me was the fact I was still holding my Magical Shield from the earlier Force Torpedo, but the moment the Iron Bolt impacted my shield, I was thrown back a good ten feet from the force alone.

I felt like my entire world had just been rocked. Even just the impact of the shield against my chest as it absorbed the blow was enough to crack several of my ribs. I couldn’t stop coughing from all the dust that was thrown up from the attack, but every time I did, the pain was enough to nearly knock me out.

“Healing Light,” I muttered with just enough strength. I felt a stinging pain in my chest as my ribs reconnected themselves, allowing me to stand up on my own two feet again.

The problem now was that my mother was gone. Darcy and Patricia were too, and the Portal Door that they’d used to enter had been already sealed.

That wasn’t the worst part. As I looked around for the other women, I saw only one set of eyes still alive. Seraphina was the only one to survive the incoming Iron Bolt. The other three had been blown away by its power.

“Are you okay?” I asked her, rushing to her side and helping her off the ground. “Are you hurt?”

“She missed me,” said Seraphina. “Though it was one of the most frightening moments of my life. She narrowly missed my head by a few inches.” Seraphina reached up to indicate the side of her face. “I can still feel the air rushing by right here.”

“I’m glad you’re okay,” I said, right before I fell silent. I had no other words for the moment. There were none that described the way I felt. My own mother had turned against me and tried to kill not just me, but my team too.

I’d never felt more alone.

When Seraphina saw the emotions playing out on my face, she rushed toward me and wrapped her arms around my back.

“It’s going to be okay. We’ll get her back. They were just trying to hurt us.”

The lump in my throat felt enormous. “I hope so. I don’t know what I’ll do if she can’t be brought back.”

Seraphina pulled back to look at me, a fierce glint in her eyes. “We’ll get her back. This was only done with the ruby.”

The ruby. It was the missing piece of all of this. I couldn’t tell whether I should be happy that it was only the ruby that had turned her against me, or devastated to know that Rico had bent the ruby to his will.

If that was the case, Rico would be nearly unstoppable unless we leveled the playing field against him. It made our quest to take on the Glittering Run all the more necessary.

Working together, we healed the other girls and brought them back to life one by one. Each of them looked as dazed as I felt once they were helped off the ground.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” said Elise as she cracked her neck. “But your mother and I need to have a serious talk. That was really not cool.”

“It’s the ruby, Elise,” said Mira, grumbling under her breath as she found another pair of glasses had been destroyed. She pulled a third pair out of her pack and put them on. “That wasn’t the real Melanie.”

“Did you see the way her eyes glowed red?” asked Vaeda. “Spooky.”

“That must be the ruby’s influence,” I said. “Which makes the task of us finding a new ruby all the more important. If Rico can wield that kind of power, we’re never going to be able to stop him on our own.”

“But how could he use it though?” asked Mira. “You were only able to access that great amount of power when one of us was in danger, someone that you care about. How was Rico able to do that for Melanie . . . oh wait, I know now.”

We all came to the same realization at the same time.

“Rico cares for her a great deal,” I said, saying the words that made my stomach twist. “I think if not for Mom, Rico would never have turned against my dad. He’s always desired her, and now he had a chance to make her into what he’s wanted all along. The ultimate member of his diving team.”

“Logically, it makes sense,” said Mira. “In a fucked up kinda way though. I’m still confused on how it let him do it. You’re the owner of the ruby. How was he able to wield it? Why would it work for him?”

“We’ll have time later to find out those answers,” I said. “For now though, our task is getting even more urgent. We need to get to Glittering Run as soon as possible. We need another dungeon gem.”

“Well, we are still on the second level,” said Seraphina, looking around the mostly empty plain. “Didn’t you say that the dungeon sometimes allows entrance to the Glittering Run on the second level?”

“I haven’t seen anything yet,” said Mira.

“We’ll find it,” I said, feeling my anger starting to rise. “Come on, let’s get moving.”

I wasn’t going to surrender my mother to that asshole. Rico might have raised the stakes, but to me that only meant it was going to feel that much better when I ultimately killed him.

He deserved nothing less.


Chapter Twenty-Three




It was with somewhat mixed emotions that the team found the staircase to the third level about ten minutes after we started moving again.

Not that there wasn’t some elation at seeing our progress, but I knew it was in the back of everyone’s mind that we still hadn’t found the entrance to the Glittering Run. And that had become our top priority.

From the moment we stepped foot on the third floor, we all had a second bout of deja vu. Looking out on that windswept plain with the mountains in the distance, I found myself reminded of entering the second dungeon, which now seemed like it happened ages ago.

“Cursed Chasm,” said Elise from my side. “Ugh, here we go with the ghosts again.”

“Ghosts are a little better than snakes though, right?” I said, offering her a smile. I glanced back at Seraphina to see her nodding her head in full agreement.

“A little better,” grunted Elise. “But not much. I wonder how closely this is going to mirror Cursed Chasm. Are our bullies going to come back again?”

“I’d say it’s a definite certainty,” chimed Mira.

Elise squared her shoulders. “Then I’ll be prepared to face Rosa again. At least I know how to handle that little bitch.”

That made me smile a little, but as reserved as Elise was about facing our worst fears, I was feeling like I was in a similar situation. The last time this happened to me, I was faced with the ghost of my father, who berated me constantly while telling me I was never good enough to complete the Path.

I wasn’t exactly looking forward to repeating that again.

At least the first monsters we ran into weren’t as potent as what we faced already. We ran into a few packs of trolls, but they were no more powerful than their Cursed Chasm cousins. They died easily, with the team barely having to break a sweat.

“Are we getting tougher or is the dungeon getting easier?” asked Seraphina, after picking up the bags of loot from the dead trolls. “That just didn’t feel as bad as dealing with the minotaur wraiths or the hordes of imps.”

“Don’t get too used to it,” warned Mira. “They’ll get deadlier before we reach the next level. I guarantee it.”

“I had a feeling you were going to say that.”

“Look on the bright side,” said Vaeda, picking up a loot bag of her own. “I’m pretty sure we’re now the richest people in Aspatria. Have you ever seen this much gold in your life?”

Vaeda had a point. We’d been awash in golden G-coins and silver S-coins from all the monsters that we’d battled so far. It was a good thing we had our enchanted packs, because the sheer weight of so much gold would have ensured we never got it all out of Serpent Hollows.

“So what do we do with all of it once we get out of here?” asked Elise. “You know, once we spank Rico for good?”

“Spank him?” asked Mira, raising her eyebrow.

Elise shook her hands. “You know, in a manner of speaking!”

Mira giggled. “Right. Well, I was thinking about giving a hefty share to the Numeria Library. They always need funds to acquire more books, and it’s a worthy cause.”

Elise rolled her eyes. “Spoken like a true nerd, Mira. I’m talking about buying cool things with all our gold, and you want to give it to charity.”

“I thought it was pretty cool,” said Mira defensively.

“What about you, Sera-boo?” asked Elise. “Maybe a mansion like your parents have? Maybe two of them? You’ve got to be richer than they are now, right?”

“The thought had crossed my mind,” she replied. “I mean, it doesn’t make sense to keep living in their house when we’re as rich as we are.”

“We could build a great big house on a lovely nature reserve,” said Vaeda. “Just picture it—lovely green trees as far as the eye can see. Oh, we could even build our house in the trees, just like the house I grew up in!”

“I’ll make sure any house I build has a small tree house for you when you come to visit,” said Elise.

I don’t think Vaeda realized that Elise was poking fun at her because her eyes lit up. “That would be so awesome!”

“What about you, baby?” Elise asked me. “Any plans besides spoiling your girls with endless presents and cinnamon rolls?”

It was something that I’d definitely thought about before. You didn’t get as much gold as we had without making a few plans to spend it along the way. Up until this point though, our plans included various spells and upgrades to prepare us for the next dungeon, but assuming that we survived Serpent Hollows, we wouldn’t need to spend any more on spells.

That left a whole host of possibilities for us.

“A house would be nice,” I said. “One for my mother certainly, because the house I grew up in isn’t getting any better. It needs a lot of repairs, so maybe it’s best to start fresh.”

I could see a pained look in most of their eyes when I brought up my mother. I knew the reason why—all of them questioned what a future would look like for her, especially if we couldn’t release the ruby’s hold on her.

I wasn’t about to give into those dark thoughts though. We would bring her back—one way or another.

“And then I’m in agreement with Seraphina,” I added. “A nice place to call home. Maybe a nice place for all of us to live together?”

Elise started bouncing up and down with excitement. “Are you asking me to move in with you?”

“Elise, we’ve been living together for the past three months,” said Mira.

“I know, but that was more out of necessity,” said Elise. “This is big. He’s actually inviting us to live with him, and it’s not just because someone is trying to kill us.”

“That’s because we’re so much more than just a team,” said Vaeda. “This is a family. All of us. I love Jeremy with every part of my heart, but I also love all of you as sisters.”

“Yeah, as sisters,” agreed Seraphina, smiling. “That’s a great way to put it.”

“Even me?” Elise asked Seraphina.

Seraphina rolled her eyes and grinned. “Yes, even you, Elisey-boo.”

Elise glowered as her eyebrows drew in tight. “You know, I don’t think I like that nickname.”

“Too late, you’re stuck with it,” I said.

We all laughed, and I couldn’t explain how good it felt just to have fun with them. It might have been a mindless discussion, but we needed it badly. We needed to remember that even though the stakes were high, it hadn’t robbed us of who we were.

And at our core, we all just got along. We all liked each other.

We’d truly become a family of our own.

“Uh, guys?” said Mira suddenly, interrupting our revelry. “I see something just ahead of us.”

“It’s ghosts, isn’t it?” said Elise, suddenly stiffening as she lost her playful attitude. “I’m going to murder that bitch Rosa.”

“No, it’s something else,” I said, squinting my eyes. Looking across the plain, I could see a cemetery directly in front of us, which was nothing new to Cursed Chasm. But floating around the cemetery, I could see a few ghostly apparitions, almost like they were the welcoming committee to the graveyard.

There were no more than five of them to start, and it wasn’t until we got closer that I was able to see that their faces were familiar.

I felt Elise reach over to grab my arm. “Holy shit balls! That’s Morgana Hoffman!”

Sure enough, it was the legendary diver right in front of us. Or rather, it was her ghost, alongside the ghosts of the rest of her team. I didn’t know if they would be hostile at first, so we approached them cautiously with our weapons drawn until it became apparent that they meant us no harm.

“Welcome to Serpent Hollows, Daredevils team,” said the ghostly form of Morgana, bowing her head to me. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

“You know who we are?” I asked them, stunned that we were famous enough to even draw Morgana’s attention.

She gave me a sad smile. “Those of us that are bound to Serpent Hollows keep track of what’s going on in the outside world.”

“I don’t get it,” said Mira. “You’re not alive, but you’re not truly dead either.”

“That’s a poignant observation,” replied Morgana. “And you are correct. Though our physical bodies have long since been absorbed by the dungeon, our spirits remain. So do the spirits of all those divers who perish in Serpent Hollows.”

“We linger here,” said a powerful ranger on Morgana’s team, a diver known as Luther that carried a thick broadsword when he fought. “And we can interact with all divers that get this far, hoping to conquer the final dungeon.”

“And your team has an extraordinary foe in front of you,” said Morgana, as her expression hardened. “A foe in the form of Rico Cartwright.”

“We’re here to kill him,” I said, nodding my head. “And to release my mother.”

For the first time, I saw a shade of Morgana’s personality appear, interrupting her mostly pensive demeanor. “Death is almost too good for him. After all that he’s done.”

“What really happened down here?” asked Elise. “The entire country mourned your loss, but all we know is what Rico told us. That the dungeon overwhelmed you, and he couldn’t save you in time.”

“And we can see why that information would be suspect now,” added Vaeda.

“I will tell you what happened,” answered Morgana. “But I’m guessing it’s information you already know. Our team made it all the way down to second level, which was representative of Twilight Depths. It was here, while we battled imps, that Rico opened a Portal Door and stepped through with his harem, engaging us from behind.”

Luther growled. “We didn’t know what hit us. Bethany there was the first to take his spell,” he said, indicating a pink-haired caster just to his right. “Rico knew exactly where to hit us to cripple the team before we knew what happened. Her death was followed by Victor’s and then my own.”

“At that point, it was only Christie and me left,” said Morgana. “Rico wore us down until there was nothing left.” She started to shake her head. “He was one of my closest friends. I never saw his betrayal coming. I still blame myself for not seeing it before it happened.”

“You never could have seen this coming,” said Luther, putting his arm around her waist. “No one did. Not a single team did.”

“How many teams are down here?” I asked, feeling a lump in my throat.

“A great many,” answered Morgana. “And a handful of them were betrayed by Rico.”

Suddenly, it was like more than thirty ghosts had appeared all around us. I didn’t even know where to look as my eyes sought out face after face, looking for those that were familiar to me.

And there were many that I recognized. Divers that had been famous in their own rights, becoming household names over the past few decades. I could even see Mira silently freaking out next to me as we were surrounded by legends.

“Jeremy!” she hissed. “That’s Hugh Tillerman! He was incredibly famous back in the day!”

Hugh must have heard Mira speak because he tipped his head toward us. “Welcome, Daredevils.”

The famous names just kept coming. I saw Yvette Oppenhite, a renowned caster that was speculated to be the next great one so many years ago. She had an incredibly cute face, with the kind of dimples that could melt the hardest of hearts.

I even saw Luigi Palmer, who famously fell in Serpent Hollows ten years ago, on his first attempt of the dungeon. Rico had been on-hand to serve as his rescue team, and he’d come up short (or so the story went).

Looking into all of their faces and knowing that Rico was the reason they never came back home was infuriating.

“Rico has a lot of blood on his hands, as you can see,” said Morgana. “Many of the greats are down here, and there are even a few that would have surpassed Rico himself. If not for his jealousy, most of these people would still be alive today. Including one you know very well.”

My heart felt like it was going to beat out of its chest when the crowd of ghosts slowly parted to allow a single entity to move closer to me. I felt paralyzed to move or even speak as I watched that familiar face stop directly in front of me, right next to Morgana.

This time around, the ghostly entity wasn’t screaming at me or berating me for not being good enough. This time, it was the real deal—the true spirit of a man that fell in dungeons all those years ago.

“It’s good to see you again, Jeremy,” said Henry Pollard, giving me a sad smile. “My, have you grown since I last saw you.”

My voice cracked as I said those faithful words. “D-Dad?”

I felt two hands touch me at the same time. One that belonged to Mira and one that belonged to Seraphina. It was a touch of support, and I needed it at that moment because my knees felt weak.

“I always hoped I’d see you down here someday, Jeremy,” said Dad. “Not under these circumstances of course, but I believed you would be talented enough to get here. Watching your career, even from down here, has been nothing short of miraculous.”

“You’ve been able to keep up with us?” I asked.

He nodded. “From the very beginning,” he said, before looking at Mira and Elise respectively. “From the first day you met these two lovely ladies.”

“I like him already,” whispered Elise in my ear. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“I'm very proud of you,” said Dad, right as his smile melted away to something resembling concern. “But I’m afraid for you. I’m afraid of what you have to face at the bottom of Serpent Hollows.”

“Rico,” I said, before I couldn’t hold back any longer. “Dad, what really happened down here? When you died? You were betrayed too, weren’t you?”

A steely glint appeared in his ghostly stare. “I was betrayed by someone that I considered my brother. Someone that I would have died for a thousand times over. Someone who was always a better diver than myself, but he never cared for that. It was because I had your mother that he wanted me dead.”

“He had to understand that killing you would not have given him Mom,” I said, shaking my head. “Even he couldn’t be so dense.”

“If she knew that he killed me, then you’d be right,” said Dad. “But that wasn’t the case. Just like it wasn’t for all of these people. And I think he hoped to comfort your mother in the days after my passing.”

“It didn’t work,” I said, feeling proud about that fact. “Nothing ever happened between them. She stayed loyal to your memory.”

Until now. That little voice in the back of my head had to remind me of just who was waiting for me at the bottom with Rico.

“It’s a new situation right now,” said Dad. “Rico has taken your ruby and used it to put your mother in a trance. She’s not the same person that you remember.”

“We’ve already figured that part out,” I said. “Whatever he did enhanced her powers. She used a single spell that killed three of us on the second level without even breaking a sweat.”

“She’s almost as powerful as he is,” said Dad. “And she’s had any emotion or fondness for anything other than diving removed from her. She won't hold back when the time comes to battle him.”

“How can I defeat him?” I asked. “And how can I do it without risking Mom? I want to remove the influence of the ruby but I can’t . . . I can’t . . .”

I couldn’t even say the words. I didn’t have the strength in me to even think it let alone entertain the idea.

He put both of his ghostly hands on my shoulders. Though I couldn’t physically feel anything, I could still feel the weight of his grip.

“You already know what to do,” he said. “You’ve planned for it.”

“Glittering Run,” I said, making him nod his head. “Get another gem. Defeat Rico and remove Mom from its influence.”

“It’s not going to be easy, Jeremy. Glittering Run is attempted by one out of every twenty teams that try to dive the dungeon. And none in recent memory.” He took a deep breath. “The odds of success are very small, even for a team as talented as yours.”

“But it’s the only way that everyone gets what they want,” added Mira. “It’s the only way we can truly win.”

Dad nodded. “It’s the only way.”

“Can you tell us how we get to it?” I asked. “Where is the entrance to Glittering Run? What can we expect when we get there?”

“Glittering Run is different for everyone that attempts it,” said Dad. “There isn’t a road map I can give you for it. But I can tell you how to find it. It’s on the fourth level here. Just below where we are now.”

“Fourth level,” I repeated. “Which should be a remake of Shadow Abyss.”

“One of your options will allow you to access Glittering Run,” said Dad. “Once you’re on it, you will break from the rest of the dungeon. Even after you complete the run and rejoin the main course, it won’t look like what you expect.”

“So don’t expect to find the Sanctum down there,” said Mira. “Got it.”

“You need to keep your senses about you,” warned my father. “Rico likes to strike when your back is turned. Always keep an eye behind you.” He took a deep breath. “Don’t let him destroy this family, Jeremy.”

“I won’t, Dad. I promise you that.”

He gave me a sad smile. “I can’t tell you what it means to me to see the man you’ve become. All these years of watching and waiting from this cursed dungeon hasn’t made this moment any less deserving. You were born for this, Jeremy. And I know you’ll succeed where I failed.”

It was a heavy set of expectations that fell on my shoulders at that moment. I knew there could be no failure, not when it came to Rico or the ruby, and especially not with my mother. Though I still felt like anything could happen, my resolve was only strengthened after this talk with my father.

“Go on now,” he said, giving me an encouraging smile. “You can do this. And I’ll be here waiting for you once you succeed.”

“You can’t come with me?”

He shook his head. “I can’t leave the graveyards. My spirit is bound to it. Don’t be upset about it though. There are other graveyards in Serpent Hollows besides this one. I will see you again before the end.”

“We’ll be rooting for you,” said Morgana. “We’ll be rooting for all of you. Today, we are all Team Daredevils.”

“And today the team will triumph over its biggest threat,” said Dad.

“I won’t let you down,” I promised them. “Whatever happens, this team will succeed.”

“That’s all I can ask of you,” said Dad.
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It was with a heavy heart that we finally walked away from the graveyard, leaving the spirits of the departed divers behind us. The team was quiet as we walked, and no one wanted to be the first to speak up after such a heavy conversation. Not even the few trolls we ran into seemed to break us from our silent reverie.

The dungeon on this level started to change around us after exiting the graveyard. We entered what appeared to be a narrow path that was carved through the face of a sheer rock wall, which was something I didn’t remember from Cursed Chasm. The path in front of us was narrow, and it didn’t allow for a lot of sight as to what was coming ahead.

Because of the narrow size, we all had to get used to walking in a single file.

“How far do you think this goes?” asked Elise finally, her voice echoing off the wall. We’d been walking inside the path for about fifteen minutes, and now there was a heavy fog over our heads, obscuring the rest of the sky and giving everything a deathly pallor.

“I really wish I knew,” said Mira. “I keep waiting for something to happen. Like us falling into another imp cauldron or for Rico to show up. I feel like I’m permanently on edge down here.”

“I think I’d be happy to see something that was living at all,” said Vaeda. “Besides us, there’s nothing but rocks everywhere I look. Ugly rocks too.”

“Aren’t most rocks ugly?” asked Elise. “I’ve never seen a rock that made me think it was pretty, Vaeda.”

“Some rocks can be very pretty,” said the defensive dryad. “Have you never seen quartz? Or a stunning marble with swirling colors? Or maybe even an amethyst?”

Elise just shrugged. “A rock is a rock is a rock.”

Vaeda scoffed. “Humans.”

I glanced back at them. “Don’t lump all of us in Elise’s bucket.”

“Yeah, I love amethysts,” added Mira. “So pretty.”

“The only type of rock I want to see is another ruby,” said Elise. “And I want to see Jeremy kick some ass with it. How about that?”

Vaeda glared at her. “Rubies aren’t rocks. They’re gems.”

“Ugh, same thing, Vaeda!”

I pulled Vaeda up front with me before she strangled Elise. “She changes very slowly. You might have to keep working on this, but now’s not really the best time.”

Vaeda sighed. “I see I have my work cut out for me.”

“Yes, you very much do.”

We all kept walking through the carved path until it suddenly opened up on either side of us. We entered what looked like a small courtyard, but I could tell we weren’t supposed to deviate from the path because of the high sides along it. Still, the courtyard was different in that it was full of grass—a welcome distraction from all the rocks.

On the other side of the grass, on each side, was a raised dais that contained as many as ten carved statues of dungeon monsters—trolls to be specific. There were five on each side, and each one was posed in a position that looked especially fearsome.

“Someone went a little overboard with the scenery down here,” said Seraphina. “Those are some really ugly statues.”

“You can say that again,” said Mira. “They’re even worse than the ones in the graveyard.”

Something about the statues seemed off to me. They were made to resemble the trolls found on this level, but they looked more muscled and deadly than the trolls we’d encountered thus far. I guessed they were an example of what we could expect before we found the next staircase, as Serpent Hollows had taken the old monsters that we were familiar with before and found a way to enhance them to make them deadlier.

I still found that I had a hard time taking my eyes off them. And it was only a crashing sound ahead of me that forced me to finally do so.

I was ready with my hand raised within seconds, but this time, it wasn’t Rico or some monster. The path in front of us was suddenly cut off before we could reach the other side of the courtyard, stopping us from making progress.

A similar sound was heard behind us, sealing any retreat we might make too. We were stuck inside the courtyard, and that could only mean one thing.

By the time I looked back at the statues, they were no longer inanimate tributes to ugliness.

Now, they were flesh and bone.

At once, all ten of them came to life, and they did something that trolls weren’t supposed to be capable of doing.

They fired magic at us.

Whatever came out was different depending on which troll fired it. I saw about three different fire spells, two that resembled Force Torpedo, and one exceptionally potent spell that whipped up the winds in the center of the path, essentially creating a small tornado.

I had to fight hard to stay standing, especially as the two girls right in the center of the path, Mira and Elise, went flying into the vortex.

“Dispel!”

My spell eliminated the tornado, allowing Mira and Elise to fall back to the ground. It was an especially hard landing for Elise, and I could see a bloody gash on her face once she was back on her feet again.

From that point forward, the battle truly began. I hated the fact that we were in the middle of both sides of attacking trolls, so I immediately teleported myself to the dais on the far left side, moving between two trolls. I had to duck to avoid an incoming blow, sliding on my knees as I came to a stop right next to one of the creatures. The beast fired a short-range spell at me, casting a fireball that reminded me of the basic spell for Perilous Flames.

The creature narrowly missed me. The heat was so close that I felt several scorched hairs on the top of my head. I didn’t even have time to recover, as the troll that had access to Force Torpedo landed one not far from my feet, effectively blowing me off the dais.

I landed in the courtyard more angry than defeated. Now I just wanted to rip these bastards to shreds.

“Lava Armor!”

I might not have been able to punch through them like I did when I had the ruby, but my Lava Armor would make me nearly unstoppable. I used Teleport to get back on the dais, avoiding another incoming blow before punching the troll with the pummel of my sword. I crushed the monster’s face in, causing his body to start to twitch while I followed up the movement with a dash across its upper chest.

It still didn’t want to go down, despite losing all mobility by that point. It took one more hard jab to the head before the monster finally fell, allowing me to move onto my next victim.

One down, only nine left to go.

On the other side of the courtyard, the girls had their hands full. Each of the girls was engaging a monster or two on their own, and despite our elevated levels, these trolls were proving to be more than a handful. I saw one take hold of Seraphina and fling her across the courtyard, her body slamming into the rock and landing in the grass as a bloody and broken mess.

Something needed to change here if we were going to turn this around.

“Fiero! Azrael! I need your help!”

A deafening roar occurred in the center of the courtyard as the great dragons took flight. My plan was for each of them to take a side, using their powers as a supplement to what we were already doing.

The problem with that was the trolls had a trick up their sleeves as well. All nine of them seemed to synchronize at the exact same time. They turned to face the courtyard, throwing each of their arms in the air.

Lightning emerged from their palms at the same time—a frightening power that I didn’t know they were capable of. The lightning met in the very center of the courtyard, high above our heads. Suddenly, that lightning rocketed back down in two separate spots, striking each dragon in the middle of the back.

All at once, the deafening roars of the dragons became nothing more than pitiful whimpers. The lightning crippled them, causing them to fall from the air until they vanished without a trace.

Our fight became just a little bit harder at that moment.

This was going to be a slog.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Without the help of the dragons, I felt that it was truly up to me to find a way to destroy these trolls for good. It wasn’t that they were invincible, but so far dealing with them felt like practicing with Calista.

They more than carried their weight in terms of battlefield effectiveness. The only advantage that we had was this was a do-or-die moment for us. They could fail and nothing would change for them—their statues would still be waiting here for the next diving team.

On our side, failure simply wasn’t an option.

It was time to go about this fight the smart way. I stopped trying to fight four trolls on my own, teleporting to the other side of the courtyard where the girls were concentrated. The only way we could get through this was working as a team.

“Vaeda! What is Infiltrator telling you?” I asked the gorgeous dryad. “What’s their weak spot?”

Vaeda looked slightly panicked after using her ability and shaking her head. “Nothing that really stands out! They’ll die if they take enough damage, but these trolls were made to be stiff warriors. We just have to overwhelm them!”

It wasn’t the answer I wanted to hear, but part of me already suspected it. That was fine—we’d just have to do this the old-fashioned way.

“Spell Lock!” yelled Mira, who was now fighting just to my left. The troll raised its hands in response, finding nothing coming out in return. With its attention diverted, I ran through him, using my Lava Armor for protection while slashing at him with my swords.

The troll leapt back, using its powerful fists to blunt my blows until he could land one of its own. It was ineffective though, my armor protecting me and causing his body to slowly break out with deep-seated burns.

“Let’s try something different!” said Mira. “Clone!”

Her latest spell created five carbon copies of the team, manifesting in the middle of the courtyard not far from where we were fighting. I’d seen the spell a few times now, mostly when we were training, but it never failed to make me do a double-take when I saw another version of myself fighting.

“Come on, let’s help them!” said Clone Jeremy as his cloned beauties leapt into action. “Perilous Flames!”

The numbers had turned against the trolls, but they were no less of a threat until the final one could be beaten into the ground. With our troll mostly dead, I let Mira put the finishing touch on it before using one last spell.

“Reanimate!”

Suddenly, the troll sprung back to life, pushing back to its feet despite the incredible burns that torched half its body. Instead of reengaging Mira and me, it let out a mighty roar before barreling headfirst into another troll that Vaeda had occupied.

That proved to be the final move for the second troll, who was already being harried by Vaeda’s Black Wind. Her spell didn’t differentiate either troll from being bad guys, and so with hers falling dead, it finished off the reanimated troll with it.

“Three down!” I yelled. “Seven more to go!”

“Five more to go!” yelled the Clone Jeremy, fighting nearby. “We’re handling this side!”

With the numbers moving to our advantage, it was now only a matter of time. Mira, Vaeda, and I teamed up to help Elise and Seraphina with the final two trolls on our side of the courtyard. These trolls were doing something that I rarely saw in dungeon creatures—fighting together. They each were guarding the backside of the other, preventing my two ladies from getting a kill blow until this point.

Now that it was five-on-two, the odds had swung decisively in our favor.

“Demonic Wraith!” yelled Vaeda. “Get them!”

The ghoulish-looking demons sprung forward, circling the two trolls and nipping at their flanks while the rest of us pitched in to help.

“Confusion!” said Elise, making the trolls forget the reason they were fighting together, separating and giving us a temporary reprieve.

Seeing my opening, I hit the one on the right with Lighting Strike, paralyzing its body as continuous jolts of electricity racked its large frame.

Seraphina managed to finish that one off with her quarterstaff, leaving just the one weakened troll remaining.

“Life Drain!” I roared.

The troll found itself raised into the air, twitching across its entire body as my spell stripped it of any skin, blood, and bone inside its body. After a few seconds, there was nothing left but the tattered husk of sinew that had once made the monster.

With our side now clear, we rebounded quickly on the other, wanting to help our clones finish the job. I saw myself on the other side, working with Seraphina and Elise to finish off the last troll with a joint combination of Force Torpedo and Perilous Flames.

It wasn’t until Seraphina stabbed the troll right through the center of the chest that the fight was finally over.

“I really don’t remember trolls being that capable!” said Seraphina, breathing heavily as she rested on her quarterstaff. “Seriously, those guys were like nothing I remembered.”

“Even for dungeon creatures, they seemed incredibly capable,” I said, finding a spot where I could sit down. “We’ve had numbers against us before, but fighting ten of those guys was like fighting a few hundred minotaurs. Worse, I think.”

On the other side of the courtyard, our clones slowly started to disappear now that the fight was over. I never heard them say anything that wasn’t related to battle, but that was just the nature of the spell that created them. Though it would have been nice to have a permanent clone with us during the entire run of the dungeon, I found that they didn’t bring much to the table when we weren’t fighting.

“As much as I’d love to take a break, I really dislike this place right now,” said Elise, pushing back up to her feet. “Let’s get the fuck outta here.”

“Agreed,” added Seraphina. “I don’t want to do that again.”

As a group, we left the bloody battlefield of the courtyard behind us after collecting our loot. When the last troll died, the gates that had sprung up over the entrance and exit of the path had been removed, allowing us to travel once more. We moved back onto the path and entered the stone walkway again, anxious to see what would be in front of us next.

I didn’t put it past the dungeon to put a few more of those super trolls in front of us, but the pathway ended not far from the courtyard, revealing two things to us.

The first was a Safe Zone that looked incredibly inviting, and I could already spy food waiting for us within.

The second was the stairway to the next level just a short distance beyond.

I wasn’t the only one excited to see something to eat.

“Food!” shrieked Elise, now racing toward the Safe Zone. As soon as she was in the protective bubble, she dropped her bow and ran up to a table full of pastries on one side, freshly-baked bread in the middle, and all kinds of different meat dishes on the other side.

I couldn’t help but smile once I saw Elise take off. All this fighting had made me just as ravenous as she was, and the entire team made a beeline for the Safe Zone so that we could fill our stomachs.

Even Mira, who had a very odd relationship with food, didn’t hold back from stuffing her face as we sought to recover our expended energy.

“I think it’s safe to say this is my favorite part of Serpent Hollows so far,” said Vaeda, taking a nibble of a fried pastry in her hand. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was!”

“I fight betta’ on a foll stomack,” said Elise, her words garbled thanks to the large piece of donut in her mouth.

For once, no one teased her about what she had to say. I think we were all consumed with getting something to eat and taking a break from the dungeon.

We nearly cleared the entire table too—not a small feat for a group of five with the size of the table. It wasn’t until about fifteen minutes later, when we were all full, that we received our next visitor.

“Hey, it’s Freddy!” said Elise, her hands still on her stomach as she nodded toward the ghostly apparition of the Dungeon Master. “What’s going on, Freddy? You got any more riddles for us?”

If he was annoyed by being called Freddy, he didn’t let it show. Sir Alfred bowed his head, which only made his armor creak in protest.

“Your team has done well so far in getting to this point in Serpent Hollows,” he said. “You are one of only three teams that have made it this far in over fifty years. I commend you for your skills and your bravery.”

“Three teams?” repeated Mira. “That’s it?”

Alfred nodded. “Serpent Hollows isn’t for the timid or the weak. Only those that have prepared for every eventuality will conquer here.”

“Is there anything more you can tell us about the dungeon?” I asked him. “Anything we don’t already know?”

“I can only tell you two things for now,” said Alfred. “You’re looking for the entrance to Glittering Run, the secondary path through the dungeon. Glittering Run will manifest itself differently to every team that dives. For your team, you will find the entrance on level four.”

Okay, so that was good news. With us just about to enter the fourth level, we weren’t far away from getting a chance to earn another dungeon gem. It also confirmed what Dad had told me about the entrance location.

“I don’t suppose there’s any chance you can tell us the exact location of Glittering Run’s entrance, can you?” I asked, testing the waters. “Where on the fourth floor is the entrance?”

Alfred closed his eyes and shook his head. “I’m afraid that is beyond my limits. All the creatures of Serpent Hollows are bound to the rules of the dungeon. I cannot break them for you, or for anyone. You’re going to have to find the entrance on your own.”

“Bummer,” muttered Elise. “And I thought Freddy was actually going to be helpful this time.”

Mira elbowed her in the side. “He still might be.” The brunette then turned to look at the Dungeon Master. “Sir Alfred, you mentioned you had two things you wanted to tell us. What’s the second?”

“The second item concerns the dungeon boss waiting for you at the bottom of Serpent Hollows,” replied Alfred.

I think we all perked up upon hearing that, especially Mira.

“Can you tell us what we’re actually facing?” she asked him. “I know Serpent Hollows tailors the boss to the diving team, so every team gets a different experience. It’s impossible to prepare for, and that’s why battling the boss can be one of the hardest parts about diving this dungeon.”

“You are correct,” said Alfred. “Serpent Hollows will test your team with a unique boss that is designed around your experiences as a team. However, your team will be tested differently than other teams that have reached the bottom in recent memory.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “How so?”

“In your case, you already have a hostile team at the bottom who is looking to fight you for supremacy,” said Alfred. “Serpent Hollows, in all its wisdom, has decided that this team will be your final fight. Defeating this team will be the ultimate test of your mastery of the dungeon.”

“So let me get this straight,” I said. “Once we kill off Rico and the rest of his team, we’ll win?”

“That is correct, young master,” said Alfred, bowing his head in reverence.

Panic gripped me at that moment, mostly because there was one member of Rico’s team that I really didn’t want dead.

“Every member?” I asked. “What if there’s one member of his team that we don’t want dead?”

Alfred’s look was sympathetic, but ultimately resolute. “The dungeon has already made the rules. You must kill every member of Rico Cartwright’s team to be considered the winner.”

I could taste bile in the back of my mouth, and more than anything, I just wanted a few minutes alone to compose myself. If I went through with this, I’d have to kill my own mother. That thought alone was enough to nearly bring me to my knees.

“It’s going to be okay, Jeremy,” said Mira, wrapping her arms around me. “We can heal her. We can bring her back to life even if she dies. It won’t be a problem.”

“You’re forgetting the ruby,” I said. “With the ruby involved, what if that changes things? If her life is linked to the ruby now, what happens if we destroy the ruby with it? Can we still heal her if that’s the case?”

I saw her lower lip tremble as she replied. “I d-don’t know.”

I whipped my head around to look at Alfred. “Do you know the answer? Can we bring someone back to life if they’ve been possessed by a dungeon gem? If we destroy the gem, can we still bring them back to life?”

Alfred closed his eyes. “I’m afraid I cannot give you that answer. Doing so is against the rules that the dungeon is governed by.”

I never felt more angry in my life—angry that he knew an answer, but couldn’t tell me. I wanted to yell and scream at Alfred. I wanted to do anything that would give me the answers to the knowledge that I was looking for.

Most importantly, I just wanted to know that my mother could still have a chance at life after this was all over.

Unfortunately, any answers eluded me. I was still clenching my fists minutes later, long after Alfred disappeared, when I came back to reality.

“Hey,” said Seraphina, holding me tightly with her body crushed against mine. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to get her back. She’s not going to die permanently.”

“I just wish I knew the answer,” I told her. “I hate going into this not knowing.”

“I know,” she said, nodding. “I hate it too. We all do, but we’re still here. We still have a job to do, right? As much as I love your mother, we have to worry about defeating Rico first. It’s what she would want, no matter the price, right?”

I let out a deep breath and nodded. Seraphina was right. It was almost like I could hear the words in the back of my mind, coming to me in my mother’s voice.

Rico is the bigger threat. Put your full attention on him and don’t worry about me.

She was right, and so was Seraphina. I steeled myself, coming back from the edge.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I let some bad thoughts take over just now.”

Seraphina actually smiled right before she kissed me. “You have nothing to apologize for. I know all of this is because of how much you actually care. If it were me or one of the other girls in place of your mother, nothing would change.”

“I’d never let anything happen to you,” I said. “Nothing, Seraphina. I’d always come after you no matter what happened.”

“I know,” she said, giggling. “That’s why I love you so much. With all my heart.”

It was refreshing to know that even after all the shit we’d been through, my relationships with the girls were still rock solid. If anything, I felt like they’d gotten stronger. We’d all truly been through the ringer together, and we still loved each other despite all that happened.

“Ready to get moving again?” she asked, after a few more moments. “Besides, I have more experience to earn. I’m getting so close to level 110.”

“Already?” I said. “Let me see your stats.”

She pulled them up so I could take a closer look.

Name: Seraphina Cultress

Class: Mastermind

Level: 109

Experience: 3001/5000

Stats:

Strength: 112 (+14)

Agility: 107 (+7)

Magical Power: 109 (+10)

Stamina: 107 (+9)

Intelligence: 109 (+15)

Charisma: 106 (+10)

Abilities:

Grace of the Elves

Turbo Boost

Strategist

Spells:

Swirling Flames

Stun III

Healing Light

Stonewall II

Invisibility II

Star Fire

“Wow,” I said, doing a quick scan. “Impressive.”

She grinned. “I think I could take on all three of my parents now. Maybe even single-handedly. I can’t wait to see what they say when we get out of here.”

“I know they’ll be proud of you,” I said. “Just like I am.”

Seraphina and I both rose to our feet and grabbed our weapons. Looking back at the other girls, I could see the brief moment of rest and nourishment had been exactly what we needed.

“Shadow Abyss is next,” I told them. “Are you ready?”

“You better believe it,” replied Elise.


Chapter Twenty-Five




After leaving the Safe Zone, the entire team took the next staircase, descending further into the dungeon. Upon hitting the fourth floor, I saw a very plain set of surroundings in front of us. One that looked like a cube with similar colors on both the floor and the walls around us.

It reminded me of Shadow Abyss, and I was ready to be tested with another maze and the usual twist thrown in by Serpent Hollows.

“There better not be an Oracle down here,” said Elise, glancing around at our surroundings. “But I will kill her on sight if I see her. I’m not going to be playing any games this time with that bitch.”

“Who’s to say that the dungeon would even put an Oracle down here?” said Mira. “I’m sure that Serpent Hollows knows that we already figured that particular trick out already. They won’t do it to us again.”

Elise’s shoulders fell. “And here I was secretly hoping I’d get to kill her again. Like one last good pop. Maybe right before she starts talking.” At that point, Elise’s eyes went wide as she tried to mimic a trance-like state. “Hello, Daredevils, here’s a riddle for you-POW!”

“You’ve thought a lot about this, haven’t you?” asked Vaeda, patting her shoulder.

“I think a lot about many things,” said Elise defensively.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “You’ll get the chance to kill something very soon.”

“You two sound like full-on murderhobos,” joked Seraphina.

“Down here, we kinda are,” replied Elise. “Murderhobos for dungeon creatures. And Rico too.”

“Definitely for Rico,” confirmed Vaeda.

Our team proceeded down a long, narrow hallway that was incredibly tight on either side, forcing us to walk only one person abreast. The walls seemed to fluctuate from being just a little narrow to very narrow, moving like a wave on the ocean as we walked. When the ceiling started to copy the style above us, it made one person in our group take notice.

“Guys, I really didn’t want to be the one to say this, but this hall kinda reminds me of a vagina,” said Vaeda, using her hand to mime the movements of a wave. “And it’s getting tighter.”

“You would be the one to say that, wouldn’t you?” said Elise, shaking her head.

“I figured it was a fifty-fifty bet on whether you or I would get there first,” said Vaeda honestly.

“Technically speaking, vaginas don’t look like this,” said Mira, glancing back and forth between the walls. “I mean the ridges aren’t so pronounced.”

“I meant that more in the metaphorical sense,” said Vaeda. “Not the literal.”

“What the hell does metaphysics have to do with all of this?” asked Elise.

“Quiet!” said Seraphina, lowering her quarterstaff. “Do you hear that? There’s something up ahead of us.”

“I hope it’s not a giant dick monster,” muttered Vaeda, readying her daggers.

At that moment, we all heard it—a low, guttural growl that seemed to echo along the entire hall. The narrow passage made the natural acoustics of the growl stretch so that it felt like the monster was all around us, even though we couldn’t see it just yet. The growl continued to get louder, stalking closer to us until it seemed like it should be right atop of us.

“Why can’t we see anything yet?” hissed Vaeda.

“We’re going to see something any second now,” I said, ready to pounce. “It’s going to show its ugly head in just a second.”

Sure enough, the monster appeared, but it caught us all by surprise. That was because it didn’t jump around the corner and take a headlong charge at us.

Instead, this monster seemed to appear out of thin air right in front of us. I could see a shimmering flicker in the air as something manifested, and it didn’t even appear solid until it was no further out than the reach of my sword. By that time, I could just make out what it was before it pounced.

“Demons!” I yelled.

“Ghost demons!” corrected Mira. “Attack!”

Since I was so close to the demon in front of me, I resorted to slashing with my swords, making a quick slice across the front of its chest before pulling back and attempting a plunging thrust. The demon was quick though, knocking my blade out of the way and reaching out with its claws to slice at me.

I had to sidestep, throwing my body against the wavy wall. In doing so, I caught a side glance at the rest of the hallway behind us, seeing that it too was full of demons.

This fight just got a lot more interesting.

“Minimize!” yelled Mira, standing just a few feet behind me and now suddenly in the demon’s path. The spell did absolutely nothing to the demon, and to demonstrate its ineffectiveness, the demon opened its mouth and roared in her face, causing her glasses to fall off.

I’d now recovered my bearings and launched an attack against the demon’s open side. I achieved the plunging thrust I was looking for, causing the beast to yelp in pain as it crushed against the wall, mortally wounded.

I barely had time to finish it off before another demon was now crashing down on my position. I assumed Mira would be able to finish it off, as the other three girls were now protecting our rear, allowing me the chance to go after the second demon.

Since I had the spare second to react, I pointed my sword at the second demon and decided to use a spell.

“Lightning Strike!” I yelled.

Big mistake.

Whereas my spell had been one of the most reliable tools in my arsenal up until this point, absolutely nothing happened as soon as the words were out. No lightning erupted from the ceiling, and I was left flabbergasted as I tried to quickly readjust to the situation in front of me.

I wasn’t the only one that seemed to notice that their magic wasn’t working. From behind me, I could hear a panicked shout from Seraphina.

“My spells aren’t working, Jeremy!”

“Mine neither!” confirmed Elise.

I didn’t even have time to respond. I had to rush to block the heavy blow of the demon's claws right before it went transparent in front of me, taking itself out of my line of sight. I stood there, utterly confused on how to respond, before I felt the crushing weight of its heavy arm slam into my side and knock me flat against the wall.

“Jeremy!” screamed Mira, now placing herself between me and the demon.

Somewhere in that fog, I realized the move was going to be entirely futile. Our magic didn’t work down here, and seeing as Mira wasn’t trained to be a physical fighter, it was the equivalent of asking a baby to fight a dungeon creature.

“Mira, get back!” I yelled, coughing up blood as I tried to get back on my feet.

It was too late for that. The demon simply pulled back its claws and sent them crashing forward, hitting Mira against her shoulder and slamming her into the wall so hard that I cringed. I didn’t need a second look at her to tell me what I already knew—Mira was dead.

I felt anger flowing through my body—an intense, visceral anger that happened any time I saw the women that I loved die. With renewed vigor, I leapt back into action, moving quickly with my swords to avenge her death.

The demon in front of me was fast, but not quite as fast as I was. Its claws were his strong point—deadly, fast, and attached to forceful arms that could be used as a club just as much as it could a sword.

I heard another scream behind me, but there was no time to react to it. Right now, it was only my swords against this beast, and I was determined to chop it into little monster pieces for what it did.

The demon roared in my face as it was forced onto the defensive, joined by yet another demon behind it. This one was riding a teegah, though how it did it without being stabbed by the quills was beyond me. This new demon was also carrying a spear that it used to jab at me from behind the first demon, keeping him just out of my reach.

The second demon’s time would come. I was moving so quickly with my blades that in a strange sort of way, it was almost akin to dancing. I weaved just before I thrust with the swords, taking a step back and turning around again to build up momentum to make another thrashing cut. In doing so, I became like death on two legs, with only my swords to save the day.

My renewed vigor kept the demon in front of me persistently off balance. The creature kept getting forced further back, and at one point, it was punctured by the quills of the teegah, letting out a small whimper of pain in the process.

It only spurred me forward. The next time the creature raised its arm, it was to block my next thrust. My blade severed the tissue of the arm, causing the rest of it to fall harmlessly to the ground while a fountain of blood spurted from the severed appendage. Knowing the end was probably near, the demon charged at me headlong—one last desperate attempt to win the battle.

It was no use. My blades slid through its chest easily enough. I twisted my right sword, and the creature evaporated before I had a chance to properly pull it out.

Now only the demon on the teegah remained in front of me, and it was soon joined by another. With a little bit of breathing space, I turned to make sure the girls were still maintaining their position behind me. I found Seraphina twirling her quarterstaff and holding her own, while Elise was using her Shower of Arrows to keep our rear clear.

It was seeing that ability that gave me an idea. Maybe it was only just our spells down here that didn’t work.

“Seraphina, use Strategist!” I yelled to the redheaded elf. “What kind of weaknesses do these bastards have?”

She took a minute to respond back, but when she did, she confirmed what I was already thinking.

“They’re not immune to our abilities,” she said. “They’re more than capable fighters on their own, but if we can use what abilities we have in lieu of our spells, we can defeat them more easily!”

I’d heard all that I needed to know. I toggled my Fire Mage ability and shot a wall of flames up directly in front of me. I watched as it enveloped one teegah, who screamed a loud roar before leaping over the flames toward me.

I was hoping the fire would be enough to take it down, but that wasn’t the case. It would need just a little bit extra before it fell.

I would have loved to use Mira’s Telekinesis ability, but since she was dead, that option was closed to us.

That meant that I had to get a little creative. I racked my brain for a few seconds just before figuring out what I was going to do.

My Spell Forge wasn’t working because of the level, so instead of that I blocked off another area between the two teegahs with my flame walls, keeping them segregated into two distinct pens. Though they showed some immunity to fire, it wasn’t total, and the teegahs hesitated to cross the flames.

It put them right where I wanted them.

“Elise, can you give me a hand?” I asked the blonde. “Use Shower of Arrows on those two and send them back to wherever they came from.”

Elise turned around as a dangerous look appeared on her face. She cracked her knuckles together once. “With pleasure.”

Two, separate showers appeared at once, raining death on the demons and their pet teegahs. The only place for them to go to escape the carnage was to cross the flames, and I bolted forward to shred them when they did. My swords cut through their arrow-covered bodies, slicing off the head of the teegah in front of me, which caused the demon to tumble off its back. It was so disoriented that it gave me just enough time to manage a quick thrust of death before advancing on the other one.

Like its friend, this demon was also mortally wounded, allowing me to quickly dispatch it before securing my position.

The demons were gone, but I realized our fight was only just beginning when I looked down to see not only Mira’s dead body but also Vaeda’s.

Our predicament only became worse when Seraphina tried to heal Vaeda with her spell, only to find that nothing happened.

“Oh no, no, no, no,” muttered Seraphina when the spell didn’t work. She started shaking Vaeda, as if she was trying to use her willpower alone to bring the tiny dryad back to life.

“You don’t think that—it can’t be, right?” stammered Elise, with tears in her eyes as she kept her eyes trained on Mira.

I shook my head firmly and reached down to lift Mira’s body, placing her on my shoulder.

“We can’t use our magic on this floor, so we can’t use Healing Light. Which means that until we leave this floor, we can’t bring Mira or Vaeda back to life,” I said. “We’re going to have to figure out another way.”

“But who knows what’s going to be in front of us down here,” said Elise. “We’re not going to get very far dragging their bodies behind us.”

“Elise is right,” said Seraphina. “It’s a weight we really don’t need right now.”

That gave me an idea.

“What if we retrace our steps to the last floor?” I said. “It’s only this level that won’t let us use our spells. Let’s retrace our steps and heal Mira and Vaeda before we get any deeper.”

“Jeremy, that’s brilliant!” said Seraphina brightly. “Come on, it’s just back this way!”

It wasn’t easy moving throughout the maze with Mira and Vaeda on my shoulders. The few times that we ran into demons on teegahs, I had to drop them rather abruptly to be able to fight. We also had to make sure that we didn’t leave them too long, or else the dungeon would absorb their bodies.

It was a perilous situation to be in, made all the worse by the time we reached the entrance, finding that we’d been blocked off from going backwards.

“What I wouldn’t give to be able to have Vaeda use her Infiltrator ability right now,” I grumbled under my breath as we stared at the solid wall in front of us. “There’s no way around this.”

“So what does that mean?” asked Elise. “We can’t go back?”

I shook my head. “We can’t go back. We have to move forward. I hate to say this, but healing Vaeda and Mira is going to have to wait until we get off this floor.”

At no point in time until that point had I seen the team’s spirits drop so low. Even after all we’d been through, it was this moment when I saw both Seraphina and Elise slump down low, as if we’d finally met our match. It was almost like admission that they knew this was it. The dungeon was going to win.

Rico was going to get what he wanted.

“Chin up,” I said, while lightly caressing Elise’s face. “This is not going to beat us. We’re going to get through this, and we’re going to bring Mira and Vaeda back to life.”

I turned my head to see Seraphina shaking. Her lower lip was trembling, no doubt out of concern for the rest of our team.

They never needed me more than in that moment. And I was determined not to ever let them down.

“We keep pressing forward,” I said, adjusting Mira’s body on my shoulder. “We will get through this. But we can’t give in to our negative feelings right now. This is our ultimate test, and we can’t fail. We won’t fail.”

“Yeah?” asked Seraphina quietly. I could see in her eyes all she needed was gentle affirmation. She needed to hear the confidence in my voice.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “Now, come on. We have more demons to kill.”

There were probably more inspirational ways to have that speech, but as crude as it was, it did the job. The girls didn’t seem so glum anymore, and if anything I felt like it had put some wind back into their sails.

Now I just felt the responsibility of keeping my word to them, which was nowhere near as heavy as the girls resting on my shoulders.

We pressed on regardless. At least I could say that the demons weren’t getting any harder, especially now that I knew how they fought. Their biggest strength was in trying to surprise us, appearing out of thin air. I noticed though that the air seemed to shimmer right before they appeared, which was my cue to drop the girls and rush forward to attack.

“Jeremy, two more behind us!” yelled Seraphina, during one fight about a half hour later.

“Keep Elise between us!” I told her. “And don’t you dare think about dying on me!”

Even though our numbers were lessened, the three of us still fought well. Elise provided just the amount of support we needed, aided by her Shower of Arrows any time the demons showed up. In doing so, Seraphina and I were able to mop up the remains, allowing us to move forward.

The challenging part about the dungeon wasn’t just the monsters either.

“Shit, it’s a water portion,” said Elise, looking just ahead of my shoulder as we came upon a marshy-looking divide. Right in the middle was a thick wall with no opening on top of it. I knew that meant that any passage through this area would ensure that we all got a little wet.

“Any ideas on how to get Mira and Vaeda through?” asked Seraphina, judging the marshy area with her foot. She took the first step inside, finding that the water rose all the way to her calf. The next step made the water rise all the way to her lower thigh.

“We’re just going to have to move fast,” I said. “I doubt this area lasts for very long, but there’s no telling what’s waiting for us on the other side.” I took one look at the halfway-submerged Seraphina. “Let me scope it out and see what’s over there.”

Thankfully, the water wasn’t too cold, but the bigger problem was what happened once I was in the water. I was suddenly surrounded by a small school of sea snakes. They weren’t very big, but they were quick, and they liked to nip at my skin as I passed underneath.

It wasn’t so much an obstacle as it was a fear tactic—designed to stop anyone who had a heavy fear of snakes.

Someone just like Seraphina.

“You’re not going to like this very much,” I told her once I was back on their side.

Seraphina pursed her lips. “Fuck, just tell me now. Get it out quickly. Hurry!”

“There are snakes in the water,” I said. “Not big snakes. Not deadly snakes. But lots of them.”

Seraphina paled and started to breathe more rapidly. “Fuck me sideways.”

“I’d love to but maybe after we get out of here,” I said, trying to keep it light and airy before she freaked out.

She shook her head. “Now is so not the time to joke about sex.”

“Vaeda would be greatly disappointed in you right now,” muttered Elise as she elbowed Seraphina. “Come on, Seraphina. It won’t be that bad. I won’t even call you Sera-boo anymore if you get through it without panicking.”

“You just called me Sera-boo.”

“I said I won’t call you that anymore.”

“Okay, but you’re both on!” said Seraphina. “No more nicknames, and I want really good, mind-breaking sex after this is all done.”

I chuckled. “Consider it done.”

The only way to make this work was for one person to make multiple trips. I assumed that responsibility without any prompting, as I felt like it should naturally fall on the team leader. That meant that I stepped into the water with Mira’s body while Elise helped me with her lower half.

Crossing wasn’t the hardest part. Instead, it was keeping the snakes away from Mira. They seemed to be working together, trying to drag her into the depths of the dungeon.

I knew what would happen if they succeeded, so I kept a tight hold on her until we were on the other side.

“Keep an eye on her,” I told Elise, gesturing to Mira’s body. “We’ve come too far to lose them for good now.”

Elise nodded as I dived back in, this time to get Seraphina and Vaeda. Seraphina put on her bravest face for me as I crossed again. The snakes tried to pull Vaeda’s body down, but with the two of us working together, we were able to emerge on the other side without any issues.

“Wherever we end up moving when this is all over with better not have any snakes for like a thousand miles,” said Seraphina, shaking her head once we were done.

“You might need to compromise a bit,” I teased her. “But we’ll do the best we can.”

“Look over there!” said Elise, pointing at something shimmering just in the distance in front of us. “What do you think that is?”

“I’ve learned by now that shiny things in the dungeon are usually bad unless they come in bags,” said Seraphina.

“You’re not wrong,” I told her. “But we also know what could be down here. Let’s go check it out.”

We only had to fight two more groups of demons on teegahs before we came to the shimmering light at the end of the tunnel. It was here that the dungeon opened up, leaving the bare walls behind us until we emerged into something that almost looked like being outside the dungeon.

It was like dropping right into the middle of a lush forest. I could even hear birds in the air as we stepped on the greenest grass I’d ever seen. Several thick trees stood in our way, requiring us to navigate around them as we moved closer to the glimmering light.

It made me wish even more that Vaeda wasn’t dead right now. She would have loved the sight in front of us.

“Wow,” whispered Seraphina. “Have you ever seen something so beautiful?”

“Every day of my life,” I replied, grinning at both women until they figured out what I was talking about.

“Such a sweet talker,” said Elise, though the smile that appeared on her face showed how much she appreciated the stealthy compliment. “But this is definitely not what I expected to see. Did we go out the back exit of the dungeon or something?”

“Not exactly,” I muttered as I stepped through the forest.

It was here that I could see a choice just in front us. The forest wanted us to follow it, creating a narrow path that weaved through the trees and over a small brook a short distance away. However, there was another path, one that seemed to glow with enough light to make it look like it was shining.

“Is that what I think it is?” asked Elise, now that we were close enough.

“I think it is,” I said.

Though it wasn’t marked, I didn’t need to be told what it was. The Glittering Run was so bright that there was no way it could be mistaken for anything else. It was like the full light of the morning sun shone on this part of the dungeon in particular, illuminating it above all other things.

“We found it,” I said breathily. “This is where we need to go.”

Elise followed just beside me and raised her hand. “Ice Freeze.”

Nothing happened, which made me give her a curious look.

She shrugged. “Now that we found it, I wondered if we got our spells back.”

“I suppose not until we leave this floor,” I said. “Though that can’t be too far away.”

“Hey, look at this!” Seraphina called out, just ahead of us.

We dashed forward until we caught up to her. I couldn’t have been happier that we did, because the moment we arrived, we saw what we’d been waiting to see.

The stairs to the next level.


Chapter Twenty-Six




“What? What happened? Where am I right now?”

I don’t think I was ever happier to see Vaeda than I was at that moment. Not only did I hug her tight, but I kissed her like I’d never get the chance to do it again.

It caused her to laugh uncontrollably once the kiss broke.

“Don’t get me wrong, you can kiss me all you want,” she said, still giggling. “But what happened that made you want to kiss me like that?”

“Girl, we thought we might never see you again,” said Elise, taking the moment to explain what had happened on the fourth floor. We were still at the bottom of the stairs, and the dungeon still mimicked the lush forest that marked the entrance to Glittering Run, but thankfully there were no monsters in sight.

“Well, if that’s the case, feel free to let me stay dead more often,” joked Vaeda as she pulled me closer to her by my collar. “You think there’s time to show me how much you really missed me?”

“Maybe later,” I laughed, kissing her one more time before shifting my attention to Mira. The pretty brunette sat upright and placed her hand against her head.

“Wait a second,” said Mira, looking around. “This doesn’t look like Shadow Abyss.”

“Welcome back,” I told her. “We’ve already started Glittering Run.”

Mira’s eyes went wide and she started to shake her hands. “Seriously? That’s awesome!”

“Yeah, you only had to almost die permanently for us to get here,” said Elise, helping Mira to her feet. “No biggie.”

“Well, it worked,” said Mira. “Did anything happen that I need to know about?”

Elise started ticking off her fingers. “Seraphina conquered her fear of snakes, and Jeremy promised us all mind-breaking sex when we get out of here.”

“Oh, fun!” said Mira brightly.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I love all of you.”

“The feeling is mutual,” said Mira, tapping my chest with her hand. “Okay, should we move forward from here?”

“Let’s do it,” I said. “Although I’m sure this lush forest won’t continue forever.”

“Watch your step!” screamed Mira suddenly.

Mira pointed to the ground, where I could just make out the scales of something large slithering through the grass. It didn’t take me long to realize it was one of those giant snakes, the kind that only existed in the deep forests of Aspatria.

Anacondas.

We all reacted quickly when faced with such a deadly predator. At least we had our spells back, because as soon as I saw it, I used a Lighting Strike to vaporize the anaconda before it could strike us.

To my surprise, it killed the giant snake almost too easily.

“That’s it?” asked Seraphina. “There should have been more to it than that, right?”

“Poor creature,” said Vaeda, moving closer to the dead snake’s body. “Just in the wrong place at the wrong time. It doesn’t belong down here in the dungeon with those other monsters.”

“Uh, I know you have some weird dryad feelings right now, Vaeda,” said Elise. “But that thing could have killed all of us very easily.”

“But it wouldn’t unless it felt threatened,” argued Vaeda.

“I felt threatened,” said Elise. “Good enough reason for us to kill it. Great job, Jeremy.”

“We have to assume it has hostile intent if it’s in the dungeon,” I told Vaeda. “Otherwise, we would have left it alone.”

I knew Vaeda didn’t like that answer but she accepted it nonetheless. We still had a job to do.

At least the forest didn’t last for much longer. The magnificent trees and vibrant grass started to melt away, replaced by something that looked much more barren and dead.

When we happened across a graveyard, it was almost like being back in Cursed Chasm again.

“Look familiar to anyone else?” asked Mira, echoing my thoughts.

“A little bit too familiar,” I said. “And it looks like we even have a crowd down here to cheer us on.”

Glancing over at the graveyard, I could see the ghosts of my father, Morgana and her team, as well as a few others watching us. Though we were far enough away from them that we couldn’t have a conversation, I could still feel the weight of their expectations.

“There’s just something so tragic about the entire thing,” said Vaeda, casting an eye toward the ghosts. “Like even if we win today, we still won’t be able to do anything about them. They’re gone forever because they trusted Rico.”

“It’s a depressing thought, yes,” said Seraphina. “Not like we can do anything about it though. The best we can do is kill Rico so that their deaths weren’t meaningless.”

Vaeda shrugged. “Killing to avenge another killing just doesn’t seem right to me.”

“Not a whole lot is right with our situation right now,” I said. “But here we are anyway.”

“True, but think about it this way—” started Vaeda, who never did get a chance to finish her sentence.

At that exact moment, an apparition appeared in front of us. Not just any apparition either.

It was Rico, manifesting from nothing just like the demons on the floor above us. His hand was raised and pointed in my direction.

“Force Torpedo!” he bellowed.

I barely had a moment to react, but this was what I’d been waiting for. Ever since I heard that Rico liked to strike when his opponents least expected it, I had a feeling it could come at any moment. And for that, I had a plan that was always in the back of mind, ready to trigger the second that he tried anything.

I didn’t even need to think about it. Instead, I just reacted by instinct alone.

“Perilous Flames!” I roared right as I conjured my Magical Shield to block Rico’s attack.

In my next breath, I went for Mira’s Time Warp, wanting to slow time down to allow me to stand up to any attacks from my stolen ruby.

The problem was that my Perilous Flames sailed right through Rico like he wasn’t even there.

I watched flabbergasted while the spell shot through the middle of his body without torching him or causing him any other harm. Not even his face showed any registry of being aware of the attack.

To make matters even more complicated, I was still bracing myself for the force of his spell against my shield. When I should have felt the impact, I felt nothing.

Something was definitely not right here.

“Lava Armor!” I said, trying something else. “Teleport!”

As my fiery armor surrounded my body, I was suddenly transported to the space right next to Rico. I pulled back my fist and launched it forward, hoping to hit the solid weight of his body and send him flying.

Instead, my fist went through his body like there was nothing there at all. Indeed because there wasn’t.

Rico wasn’t really here. Just like the ghosts watching us from the graveyard, this too was nothing more than a shadowy wraith.

“What’s going on?” called out Seraphina, figuring out that something was wrong from watching my display.

“He’s not real,” I said, finding it hard to take my eyes off the ghostly version of Rico. “It’s not him.”

“Is he dead?” asked Mira. “Did he die and now he’s a ghost?”

Her tone was hopeful, but I knew we weren’t going to get that lucky today. I started to shake my head.

If he were really dead, he would be bound to the courtyard just like the others,” I said, swinging my hand through his body and watching the air around us swirl. “No, this must be something the dungeon is doing.”

“Freaky with a capital F,” said Elise. “I guess it’s just meant to scare us.”

“It worked,” said a relieved Vaeda, before looking down at her skirt. “It’s a good thing I don’t wear pants.”

Elise and Seraphina snickered.

I knew how Vaeda felt. My adrenaline surged upon seeing Rico, only to find out the threat wasn’t real. That didn’t stop the dungeon from trying it a few more times, always eliciting the same response from the team.

Because we knew that there was a chance Rico was just doing it to keep our guard down before his real attack.

“This is getting really old,” said Vaeda, right before tossing her daggers through the ghostly version of my mother. “Give me the real thing already and stop with these ghosts.”

“We can’t afford not to take any threat seriously though,” said Mira. “One slip up and it could be the real thing.”

“Mira’s right,” I said. “We keep moving forward slowly. I expect it’s only going to get worse from here.”

I was partly right. Though the apparitions were a constant threat, at least there wasn’t much in the way of monsters in this section of the dungeon. The occasional teegah appeared—a much larger and faster version of the ones we’d previously faced. They went down easily enough when the entire team worked together to counter them.

Other than that, we just focused on moving through the terrain. The barren landscape soon melted away to something different entirely, resembling an underground pathway through a rocky cave after a half hour of travel.

Our pace slowed dramatically here, mostly because the pathway included several climbs that required us to moderate our pace. At several points, I was able to use Teleport to cheat our way above the climbs, but that wasn’t always the case. Several nets had been spread throughout the cave, stopping us from using it every time.

Soon enough, we entered a glimmering hallway unlike anything that I’d ever seen inside a dungeon. In the middle of the hallway was a set of stairs that led up to a golden archway. Right before entering the archway, I could see the presence of Sir Alfred waiting for us.

“Here we go again,” grumbled Elise. “I wonder what kind of riddle we’re going to get this time.”

We approached the Dungeon Master cautiously. Part of me was on the same wavelength as Elise. I could only imagine the kind of cryptic message we would get from Alfred, especially considering that he hadn’t been that helpful up until that point.

“Greetings, divers,” he said, bowing his head. “It is a brave and bold decision to attempt the Glittering Run. Not many teams have stood in the spots you now occupy. I commend you for your confidence and desire to succeed.”

I looked back at the team warily before turning my attention back to the Dungeon Master.

“You must be here for some reason, right?” I asked. “Do you have a message for us? Or a warning?”

Alfred nodded his head again, making his armor creak with the movement. “I do. Up until this point, the five of you have worked as a team, but that is not allowed for the next portion. On this next section of the Glittering Run, only one of you will be permitted to move forward.”

“Why is that?” asked Mira, stepping closer to us. “And what happens to the other people that don’t move forward?”

“The person that moves forward will be the champion of your team,” explained Alfred. “And that person will receive the ultimate reward for completing the Glittering Run. As for the others, they are permitted to watch their champion’s attempt, but they will not be allowed to intervene because it is expressly prohibited.”

“What if that champion falls inside the Glittering Run?” asked Seraphina. “What if he needs our help? Will we be able to heal him?”

I noticed that Seraphina had already referred to the champion as he, meaning that she was thinking of me. I wondered if the other girls had already come to the same conclusion. Not that I didn’t want to be the champion, but I was curious if there would be any debate about it.

Alfred shook his head. “That is not permitted. The Glittering Run is the ultimate test of a diving team, and the champion is the greatest expression of diving achievement. It may only be attempted once by the champion.”

That certainly put a dimmer on the whole affair. I even heard Vaeda gasp, and when I turned to face her, her worried eyes were locked on me.

“This is the only way we can possibly get a dungeon gem though, right?” I asked Alfred. “There’s no other way?”

“You are correct,” he replied. “The Glittering Run is the only way forward for the task ahead of you.”

I shrugged as I glanced back at the girls. “Then we have to do it. I have to do it. I volunteer to be our champion.”

Suddenly, I felt the emotions of four different women all weighing on me. When I met their eyes again, I could only see the intense kind of worry that comes from an impending separation.

“Whenever you are ready then, Champion,” said Alfred, using his hands to gesture to the stairs next to him.

I took a deep breath and rebounded on my girls. Truthfully, I was scared about having to do this without my team, but this was the only way we could beat Rico. I had to maintain my brave face.

“It’s okay,” I told Seraphina, who was the first to throw her arms around me. “I wish I had my team with me, but I’ve got this. I won’t let you down.”

“I just wish we could be there with you,” said Seraphina as tears appeared in her eyes. “What if something happens?”

“It won’t,” I promised her. “I’m going to go through there and get my gem. And I’ll see you on the other side.”

She nodded but I found that her embrace grew even tighter. By the time we separated finally, it was Elise’s turn.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” said Elise as she squeezed my neck. “And try to leave some monsters for us, okay?”

“No promises,” I said, chuckling.

Elise kissed me tenderly before passing me over to Mira. She looked to be the one taking it the hardest, and I knew it was because her big brain was calculating my odds of survival.

“You need to watch your back,” she told me as we hugged. “This dungeon is known for being treacherous, and that’s not even counting the threat from Rico. Keep your Lava Armor on at all times for protection. And hurry back to us when you get that gem.”

“I’ll make you proud,” I told her, kissing her lightly just before moving toward Vaeda.

The tiny dryad also had tears in her eyes as she hugged me. Her heart was in her gaze after we kissed.

“I love you so much,” she whispered, on the verge of crying.

I smiled. “No crude jokes or anything? No double entendres? I’m not used to you without a dirty joke on your lips.”

“I’m going to have something dirty on my lips when you get back,” she said, though it was a struggle for her to get it out. “Sorry, you just set me up so easily.”

“That’s my girl,” I said, laughing. “I’ll be back soon.”

I centered myself and approached the stairs, trying not to think about the women behind me. I was also really trying not to think of this as a goodbye. This was more of a see-you-later deal, and more than anything, I needed them to know I was coming back.

“I’m ready,” I told Alfred firmly, right as I donned my Lava Armor.

“Good luck, Champion,” he said, stepping aside and permitting me to pass.

I took the first step onto the stairs and kept going, marching toward what I felt like was my destiny. By the time I reached the top, I gave a cursory glance behind me to see that there was now a transparent barrier separating me from the rest of the girls and the Dungeon Master. As if the barrier wasn’t enough, the two parts of the dungeon were now pulling apart, which only served to increase the divide between us.

I was truly on my own now.

“Now or nothing,” I muttered to myself. “Let’s get this gem.”
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Rico

Rico’s world was full of one sensation above all else—pain.

It was an agony that he’d never felt before, not even comparable to his first dive into Serpent Hollows twenty years ago, when his skin had been stripped from his body one strip at a time by the monsters on the fifth floor.

Back then, that was the pinnacle of pain. Today, it wouldn’t even register.

His entire body ached from using the ruby. His flesh was charred like he’d been cooked over an open flame, left to sunder carelessly while the fire destroyed his body.

The ruby had done what he wanted it to do, but it all came at a terrible price. Right now, all he wanted was solitude. He didn’t want to be touched, not even by himself let alone his women. Not even by Melanie now that she was finally within his grasp.

Fate wasn’t without a sense of irony it seemed.

“Rico.”

His arm twitched in anger from the sudden interruption, causing Patricia to flinch away from him. There was fear in her eyes—the kind of fear that only manifested when faced by a dungeon creature.

Perhaps that was all he was now. Maybe the dungeon was finally claiming him. If that was the case, he would be the ultimate boss just like he was the ultimate diver.

“What is it, Patricia?” he asked, settling his hand. It even hurt to speak.

“You wanted to be informed of their movements,” said Patricia. “They’ve separated.”

“Where and why?” croaked Rico.

“The Glittering Run,” whispered Patricia, making his blood run cold in his charred body.

Rico grunted. So the kid had balls after all. He was brave, but also incredibly stupid. Rico wondered if he’d even need to intervene in Jeremy’s dive at all, or whether the dungeon would do his work for him.

It wasn’t his first choice to wait out Jeremy, but then again, it also wasn’t his choice to get burned over ninety percent of his body from using the ruby.

Rico needed the time to regroup, which allowed him the chance to see if the dungeon would finish off Jeremy on his own.

Rico coughed several times before uttering one word. “Fool.”

“The Run will kill him,” gloated Patricia. “We might not have to do anything at all.”

“I wouldn’t leave it to chance,” said Rico. “Keep up your pressure. You know what to do. It should be easier now that he’s . . . alone.”

Patricia smiled cruelly. “Trust me, I know just what to do.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Jeremy

Being away from the girls was something that I never really got used to.

I’d been alone on this portion of Glittering Run for only ten minutes, but I missed them every step of the way. It wasn’t just because I loved them, though that was a good enough reason on its own.

It was more because we were a team. We were set up in such a way that the sum of our parts was greater than any one individual. It felt like going into the dungeon without my swords or spells. I just felt naked.

In a strange way, it reminded me of my childhood. I spent so much time in the backyard of my house, or in the woods directly behind it, playing at being a dungeon diver. Vaeda was in a good portion of those memories, humoring me while I waved about a sword that was really a tree branch.

Still, Vaeda wasn’t there every time, and most of those memories involved me being alone. Though it was familiar to me, it wasn’t comforting in any real sense.

Especially because I knew the hard part was ahead of me. So far I’d only encountered one teegah, and though it was slightly harder to take down solo, it didn’t pose much of a threat to me now.

I’d checked my stats just after being separated to find that I’d gotten even stronger.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 120

Experience: 112/8000

Stats:

Strength: 121 (+13)

Agility: 120 (+9)

Magical Power: 118 (+6)

Stamina: 119 (+6)

Intelligence: 119 (+7)

Charisma: 122 (+10)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

I was as strong as Rico now, at least the stats that he’d shown me in the nightmare session. I was almost to the point where my stats had grown enough to compensate for the loss of the ruby. I was still more powerful when I had it, but I didn’t feel its loss as keenly as I did back then.

Even with my high levels, the dungeon still found a way to challenge me. It put me on a very narrow path where I found myself moving between these rocky caverns without much space to work with. Each cavern was separated by what appeared to be a pool of lava, sending up a great amount of steam every time I crossed through them.

To make matters worse, each pool was crossed by a small, wooden bridge, leaving me to wonder if it would catch fire at any moment.

A new monster appeared while I was crossing the pools. No doubt taking inspiration from the lava itself, what appeared in front of me was a large snake monster that appeared to be made of the molten hot rock below. It glowed red with seams that crisscrossed its entire body. Two ruby-red eyes were perched on its head, alongside a slithering tongue that looked to also be made of lava.

They might have been slow because of their mass, but the strike was deadly. The first monster confronted me inside the cavern. I knew my fire spells would most likely not work, so I tried a Life Drain in the hopes that I could wear it down first.

It was stronger than I gave it credit for. Even with Life Drain working, the beast’s strength lessened slowly, ensuring that I had to fight for my survival longer than I expected. My swords didn’t have much of an effect on it either, bouncing harmlessly off its molten body.

Every time it lunged at me, it caused part of the roof above my head to cave in, crushing parts of the walkway. Thankfully, every time the walkway became too small for me to move through, I could still teleport around the monster, which became my default strategy. I’d wait until the monster trapped itself inside the cavern and then teleport around it, sealing its fate.

It was a messy way to win, but it would have to work for now.

I crossed three separate lava pools until finally reaching the end of this particular section. The rocky walkways disappeared until my next steps seemed to be overlooking a massive cliff. It was so large that I couldn’t even see the bottom of the cliff, just that it appeared to fall into the nothingness of space.

That wasn’t the only thing that caught my eye though. Just beneath my ledge, about twenty feet down, was another ledge. And there was someone laying on it.

Not just anyone, but it was my mother.

“Jeremy, help me!” she croaked, coughing up a storm. I could see her holding her one side as blood pooled on the rocks below her body. Her hair was tangled, and her clothes were ripped.

“Mom!”

I used Teleport to get down to her ledge quickly, falling to my knees beside her as I appraised her wounds. Whatever had happened to her had been painful in the extreme.

“Are you okay?” I asked her. “I’m here now, I promise.”

She gripped my collar and looked at me with her own eyes—a gaze that wasn’t stuck in the trance that I’d seen before.

Whatever happened to her had broken the power of the ruby.

“They tried to kill me,” she said, pulling on my collar. “Rico and his team. I only barely got away.”

“At least you got away,” I said, caressing her hair softly. “I was so scared for you, Mom. I thought you’d never be able to get away from them. I was worried sick about you.”

Her pained eyes locked on mine. “You need to get out of here, Jeremy. We’ll go together. You can’t defeat him. He’s too strong now.”

I knew that was the trauma speaking so I didn’t say anything. “What did he do? How did you get away?”

She shook her head. “Let’s get out of here. We can’t linger down here. They’ll find us. We have to get above ground.”

“Mom, that’s not possible,” I said, trying to be as gentle as possible with her. “So much is going on. Rico, the Glittering Run, there’s too much—”

She shook me fiercely as her gaze hardened. “Don’t you understand? We can’t win down here. Rico is the ultimate diver. If you confront him, you’re only going to die.”

“I don’t believe that. I don’t, Mom. He needs to pay for what he’s done. For all the blood on his hands. For Dad.”

I couldn’t believe what she did next. She actually pulled her hand back and slapped me.

“You stupid boy, you’re not going to defeat him!”

In all my life, my mother had never hit me like that. It was a strike so hard that it jerked me out of this consolatory phase and made me realize that something was incredibly wrong.

My mother would never act like this. She believed in me, and despite the odds in front of me, she believed I could take down Rico.

Which meant that this person wasn’t my mother.

I think the impostor realized it at the same moment I did. One second we were staring at each other with open mouths, and in the next, I’d teleported back toward the ledge just as I unleashed Perilous Flames.

When I looked again, I saw the cruel face of Patricia where my mother’s body once laid. It had all been a trick after all.

“Stupid boy!” she hissed at me. “You’d be wise to listen to me. You can’t hope to win.”

Before I could respond, she used a spell that broke off the ledge, sending both of us tumbling into the abyss. I barely had time to react, and I hit my head on the rock, which caused a momentary lapse of judgment.

I was lucky that I didn’t knock myself out. By the time I realized I was still falling, I could no longer see the upper edge in order to use Teleport. So I used the next best thing.

“Fiero! Help me!”

The dragon manifested about fifty feet below my falling body, giving me only a few second’s warning before I fell onto its back. The scales were harder than I expected, but it gave me something to hold onto as the dragon began to fly higher, making up the ground that I’d lost.

There was no sign of Patricia as we ascended the long canyon. There was something new though—voices on the wind that sent a chill through my body when I realized what they were.

They were screams coming from the girls. I could recognize the voices of Vaeda and Mira easily enough, but the other two girls were there as well. Wherever they were, they were in trouble.

They were being attacked. And whoever was attacking them was clearly winning.

My blood ran cold as I tried to figure out where the sounds were coming from. What made it so terrible was that the sound seemed to be coming from every direction. It was like I was standing in the bottom of a cave listening to sounds echo all around me.

Even when I breached the upper cliff and jumped off Fiero, I was still nowhere closer to figuring out where they were or how to reach them.

“Mira!” I yelled. “Elise! Where are you?”

What I heard instead was a cackle just about thirty yards from my right. I craned my head to see Patricia right before she catapulted across that distance with superhuman speed, leading with her daggers. Right before she could split my head open, I teleported out of the way as I put on my Lava Armor.

Soon enough, she was outfitted in armor of her own—the kind that seemed to pulse with electric current as it raced across her entire body.

“Sounds like your sluts are in trouble!” snapped Patricia, as she tossed another spell my way. This new one was called Body Failure, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what it did.

“Dispel!” I yelled, calling for Fiero as the majestic red dragon dove on our position. Patricia was forced to turn to confront the dragon, only narrowly avoiding the flames breathed from its mouth. In doing so, it diverted her attention just long enough for me to teleport to her side and whip my blade across her stomach.

The force of her armor threw me back nearly ten feet. I landed on my ass, but I could tell the move wasn’t for nothing. Patricia had stopped moving as she dropped her daggers, staring down at her torn-apart stomach.

Her guts were hanging out. The slimy, fleshy organs slithered down her stomach, coating her pants with blood. As if that weren’t bad enough, a trickle of blood escaped from her lips.

She wasn’t long for this world, but there was something I needed from her before she died.

“Where are they?” I yelled, grabbing her by the shoulders. “Where is the rest of my team?”

Patricia stared back at me with glassy eyes. She tried to open her mouth to say something but no words came out.

I contemplated healing her just to see if I could make her talk, but before anything else could happen, Patricia’s body simply disappeared. It was almost like she was a dungeon creature that had just been killed because one moment she was there and the next, she was gone.

I was left without any answers. The only thing I knew was that my women were still being tortured somewhere. I just didn’t know how to reach them or even where to go from here.

I did the only thing I could think of. I hopped back onto Fiero’s back and let the dragon take off. At least flying wasn’t forbidden in this part of the dungeon because we crossed the distance quite easily without any complications. The entire time we flew I kept hearing the screams.

At several points, it looked like the screams would fade off into the distance. They almost went away for a short time before coming back again in full strength.

The screaming was driving me mad. Mad with fear, anxiety, stress, and anger. They were just out of my reach, wherever they were. And no matter how far Fiero flew, we just couldn’t find them.

I felt like I was slowly losing my mind. I couldn’t think, feel, or even breathe. I was numb to my core after what felt like hours of listening to my loved ones be tortured.

It wasn’t until I saw a passing graveyard below that something changed. I was ready to claw out my eyes by that point, but luckily I saw a familiar form below me. Fiero dropped out of the sky, landing perfectly next to the graveyard and my waiting father.

“Do you know where they are?” I asked him as soon as I was off the dragon. “Where is my team? What’s going on?”

“Jeremy, it’s not real,” he said, shattering everything that I thought I knew. “The team is fine. They’re not in danger.”

“But the screams,” I said, gesturing around us. “I can hear them. Mira’s voice. Seraphina’s voice. It’s their voices!”

“It’s a trick,” he said. “Designed to drive you mad just like it has to others before you. The team is not currently in any danger. You have to work through this. The screaming is just that—sounds.”

It was hard to form a response after hearing that. I knew what he was saying made logical sense, but there was nothing logical about my response to my girls being in danger. It took me several moments to understand what he was saying.

“You’re sure?” I asked. “It’s such a mind-fuck. I can’t get over it. I can hear it echoing throughout my brain.”

“It’s just a trick,” said Dad. “Put it behind you and move forward.” He then leaned in closer to me. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but it will get worse before it gets better. Before you have a chance to get a dungeon gem—”

Before he could finish his statement, the ghost of Henry Pollard was yanked away from me like he had a rope tied around him. Before he was gone, I watched him fade away.

“Dad!” I yelled. “Dad? Dad, where did you go?”

I was still reeling from the news, but Dad was nowhere to be found. No matter how hard I called for him, he never appeared.

Someone did appear though. A very apologetic-looking Morgana appeared in front of me moments later, her eyes cast downward as she floated my way.

“Morgana! Where did he go? Did you see him?”

She shook her head. “I’m afraid he told you information that he shouldn’t have told you. The Dungeon Master is very displeased with his spirit right now.”

“What?” I asked. “Because he told me the screaming wasn’t real?”

“That, and for what he was about to tell you next,” she said. “There are rules that we have to follow down here, Jeremy. Your father broke them.”

The hair on my neck stood up as soon as I heard that. “What’s going to happen to him? Is it bad? Talk to me, Morgana.”

“I’m sorry, Jeremy, but I’m not able to divulge that information or the same thing will happen to me,” she said. “But you should know that his spirit is still well. He just can’t reach out to you right now.”

“For how long? What are they doing to him?”

Morgana just shook her head. “I’m sorry, Jeremy. I’m not permitted to tell you.”

I let out a deep sigh. The frustration of the dungeon was getting to me, but at least I knew my father would be alright. For now though, there was nothing else I could do but push forward.

“Is there anything you’re allowed to tell me?” I asked her. “Anything at all?”

There was regret on her face as she answered. “You have all the knowledge that you need now. What you do next is truly up to you.”

I nodded. It wasn’t that comforting to hear but at least I’d gleaned every useful thing from them. I turned away from the graveyard and tried to catch my bearings. I was near another large cliff where I could see a canyon just a short distance below it. There was light coming from the canyon, a sparkling light that reminded me of the entrance to the Glittering Run.

Somehow, I knew that’s where I needed to go. Since it was within my line of sight, I used Teleport to get me to the entrance.

“Another cave,” I muttered as I checked out the entrance. It didn’t appear to be just any cave either. This one was marked with lights alongside the entire perimeter. If it weren’t inside the dungeon, it might even have been a pretty sight, but by this point I only associated the light with meaning that something bad was about to happen.

“Probably more lava snakes,” I said once I stepped inside.

That didn’t turn out to be the case, at least at first. I was confronted by a wide array of monsters that I was already familiar with—minotaurs, imps, trolls, and demons. During one particular portion, I even had a hawk monster swoop in on me, not having seen one of those in quite some time.

None of the monsters were hard to defeat, and it definitely felt like the calm before the next storm.

I continued down the path for nearly half an hour until I finally came to a dead end. At this stop, the pathway suddenly opened up, dropping me into a canyon with very high sides all around me. There was only one path forward, one that led up to a raised platform inside the canyon. All around the rocky platform was lava, reminding me of the imp cauldron from a few levels back.

It was obvious that I needed to go up, but it wasn’t until I reached the top that I saw a strange scene unfolding in front of me.

All four of my girls were tied to a post only about ten yards from my current position. They were situated in a line with Seraphina on the far left and Mira on the far right. They saw me coming, but my first indication that something was off was when they called out to me.

“Jeremyyyyyyyyy!”

Their voices were extremely muffled and drawn out, almost like they were yelling underwater. I couldn’t detect that anything was out of the ordinary with them, but somehow I knew that these weren’t my girls, but perhaps another trick.

They weren’t the only ones on the platform. Three other figures stood in front of the girls, all of them waiting for me with serene faces and crossed arms.

My father, mother, and Rico were all waiting for me, but like the girls I could immediately tell that these weren’t the real people they were supposed to represent. For one, their age gave it away instantly. All three of them looked to be no older than I was. Even Rico, who had long since had a very distinguished mane of salt-and-pepper hair was now sporting a full head of charcoal black hair without a single age line on his face.

Whatever this was, it wasn’t about confronting the real people these were supposed to represent.

I was even more guarded as I approached them, not sure what to expect. Part of me expected them to burst into flames at any moment, possibly as another mental trick of the dungeon to get me to give in. Needless to say, I was incredibly wary.

“Mom?” I asked, calling out to the twenty-something Melanie Pollard in front of me. “Can you hear me?”

Her eyes, which had been completely normal until that point, became solid white as soon as I addressed her. At that point, she opened her mouth to say something.

“Hello, Jeremy Pollard,” she said, in a voice that was totally foreign to what I expected from my mother. “You only have one chance to get this right.”

I blinked. “Get what right? What are you talking about?”

She took a deep breath. “What am I? The more that you take, the more that you leave behind. What am I?”

I knew it was some kind of riddle, but I wasn’t expecting to find that here. I’d always hated them too, never being very good at solving them. Of course, my luck wasn’t about to change now.

“I only get one chance?” I asked, trying to stall for time. “Uh, the more you take, the more you leave behind. I don’t know, I think that—”

Apparently, saying the words “I don’t know” counted as an answer because at that moment, my mother morphed into a teegah that immediately lashed at me. I recoiled quickly, nearly losing my balance as I slashed my sword across my chest, hoping to stave off its advance. The creature leapt over my head, showing a stunning dexterity that I wasn’t expecting. It nipped at my flank, sinking its teeth into my calf muscle before I could get away.

Pain shot out from my body, slowing me just enough to allow the teegah to strike at me again. This time, it took out my other leg, leaving it a mangled mess before it let go.

“Healing Light!”

At least the spells worked in this part of the dungeon because my legs came back to life. Though I had my mobility back, I was no closer to taking down this teegah without resorting to drastic measures.

“Life Drain! Perilous Flames!”

The double hit on the teegah proved to be just enough of a strike to get me back in the fight. Now it was my turn to be the aggressor, going after the teegah after burning part of its flesh with my spells. It started to slow down greatly as a result of the Life Drain upon it, allowing me to teleport near its back and slam my swords into its flank.

The teegah let out one final roar before it vaporized, leaving only a bag of loot in its wake.

By the time I caught my breath, I noticed the scene of chaos had disappeared, leaving only my father and Rico standing before me. The girls were still tied to their posts, and when they called out for help, it still sounded like they were underwater.

I had a feeling I knew what this game was going to be. Sure enough, when I approached my father, his voice was different too.

“Hello, Jeremy Pollard. You only have one chance to get this right.”

“Another riddle?” I asked.

He nodded. “I’m tall when I’m young and short when I’m old. What am I?”

I racked my brain trying to think of an answer. Tall when you’re young and short when you’re old. It was something living, but what? What grew smaller as it aged? I tried to think of all the creatures that inhabited Aspatria. Dwarves didn’t fit the bill, and neither did elves. Dryads were always little, so that didn’t work either. Humans kinda fit, but barely. I knew many old people that lost inches in their height as they aged, but that answer just didn’t seem to fit as perfectly as I would like.

Either way, my time was running low. I had to say something, and I only had one thing that seemed to vaguely fit.

“People?” I asked, holding back my sword just in case it was the wrong answer.

It was definitely the wrong answer. My father became another teegah at that point, but he was joined by Mira and Vaeda, who became slithering snake monsters that looked vaguely similar to the chompers we faced in the Forbidden Sanctum. All three creatures were on me in a hurry, forcing me to come up with a quick defense.

“Lava Armor! Lightning Strike!”

I took care of the first snake monster before my armor had even finished manifesting. It came just at the right moment too, because the teegah struck me hard enough to toss me across the platform, nearly throwing me into the lava below. I rolled away, not stopping until I was back on my feet and able to take a running lunge at the teegah. Using my swords, I sliced at the underside of its belly before teleporting away just in time to take care of the last snake monster with another well-placed Lighting Strike.

I was keeping up but barely. The teegahs were only getting stronger, and the distractions of the snake monsters gave it a competitive edge that was hard to get around.

Now that this last teegah was left, it started to charge me again. I used Teleport several times in succession, keeping the beast off balance and unable to pinpoint where I was going to land next. In doing so, I caught my breath and prepared for my next strike.

Right when I felt its confusion was highest, I used Perilous Flames against its rear, teleporting away before it could rebound back on me.

The plan worked. I burned away the lower legs of the teegah, rendering it practically immobile. From that point forward, I stopped using Teleport in order to go on the offensive. I stalked forward, using my swords to carve up any pieces of its flesh that came near me. Finally, I managed to slit its throat, causing the teegah to go up in smoke.

I was sweating so much from the exertion that it was dripping off my face. I needed a second to catch my breath, especially seeing as there was one more riddle in front of me.

I knew the dungeon was going to try to escalate the situation, but I was determined to get this riddle right. I closed my eyes for several seconds, trying to find an inner peace that would allow my brain that chance to guess this next riddle correctly. It took me a few moments, but once I had my breathing under control, I felt a lot calmer. I took a deep breath and approached the very young-looking Rico.

He watched me with curious eyes as I approached. As soon as I was near, he gave the same greeting as the other two before offering me his riddle.

“Hello, Jeremy Pollard. What has hands that cannot clap?”

Hand that cannot clap. That seemed like a tough one, on par with the other riddles. I immediately ruled out any creatures, mostly because all people could clap if they wanted to. I ruled out any animals too, because the question was hands, not paws. There were no plants or trees that I knew that had any kind of appendages that could be called “hands” either.

So that meant it had to be something inanimate.

I took a step back and tapped my chin. What did I know or use on a daily basis that had hands? I put myself in my mother’s kitchen mentally, looking around at all the tools, pots, and pans. I even looked at the table and chairs, making a note that they stood on legs, not hands.

When that didn’t work, I went to the bedrooms and looked around mentally before stopping in our living room. It wasn’t until my eyes fell on the wall that I realized the answer.

“A clock!” I said, proud of myself for figuring out the answer. “A clock has hands but they don’t clap. That’s the answer. That’s how you solve the riddle.”

I took a sigh of relief as the clone of Rico actually smiled. “Well done, Jeremy Pollard. Here’s your reward.”

I was expecting a mountain of gold to appear. Or maybe to have a dungeon gem just float its way over to me. I expected almost anything to happen except for what actually did.

Instead of getting a true reward, Rico and the final two girls morphed into teegah-riding demon monsters that surrounded me quickly.

“But I won!” I shouted, holding my swords out to keep them at bay. “Why did you turn into monsters when I won?”

I didn’t receive an answer apart from the teegah that was supposed to be Rico growling at me. On his back, the demons had long lances and started to jab at me.

I clenched my teeth. Fine, if that’s how it was going to be, I was just going to have to kill them too.

But first, I needed a little extra help.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




My first goal was to get some reinforcements for this fight.

“Clone! Illusion!”

Suddenly, there were four of me. An actual fighting clone appeared next to me, which was always an eerie experience to see your own twin appear out of thin air. A short distance away, two illusions of us appeared too. Though these weren’t fighters in their own right, they could at least be used as a distraction.

“Let’s do this!” roared Clone Jeremy as he hit the first demon with Ice Freeze.

From that point, it was on. The two illusions that I put up successfully managed to distract the third demon while my clone and I each focused on one. I used Star Fire and then Life Drain to start weakening the creatures, but even after getting pummeled by Star Fire, they seemed no less capable than they were before.

“We’ll see how you like this one then,” I muttered under my breath. “Lighting Strike!”

The spell was powerful enough to not only paralyze the teegah, but it threw the demon right off its back. The teegah trampled the demon as it sought to get away, charging at me with the full force of its body. I had to use Teleport a couple times just to get away from its incredible speed, but it wasn’t until I spied the lava in the cauldron below us that I had an idea.

I teleported right to the edge of the cauldron and hit the teegah with Confusion. I hoped that it would be enough to get it to do what I wanted, and sure enough, it charged after me in a blind rage seconds later.

I waited until the last possible second before teleporting away, moving back to the center. Once I was in my new position, I craned my head rapidly to see that the teegah was now gone.

It had gone right over the edge.

“Great idea!” called out Clone Jeremy, still fighting his demon. “Let me try that!”

On his side, he quickly replicated the idea, but without getting the same results. It seemed the demon controlling the teegah wasn’t so quick to fall for the same trick, successfully stopping the teegah before it careened over the edge.

“Looks like we’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way,” I told my clone. “Force Torpedo!”

Elise’s powerful spell blew a chunk of rock out from under the demon and its teegah. The demon went sailing over the edge, and the teegah was too paralyzed to get back on its feet quickly. I let the clone handle that one as the third demon had finally dispelled my illusions and was now rebounding back on me.

Somehow, I don’t think the dungeon liked me sending these monsters into the lava below. Once the demon was over, the platform under my feet started to shake in the most violent earthquake that I’d ever felt. I couldn’t maintain my footing, but neither could anyone else still alive on the platform, being forced to our knees while the shaking intensified.

Suddenly, several great plumes of lava shot up from the pool below us, going higher than I could even see. It didn’t shoot up endlessly though, instead breaking up into separate fountains that rained down around the original plumes, creating a fountain effect with the lava.

It was equal parts incredible and terrifying at the same time.

To make matters even worse, it caused parts of the platform to fall away, leaving only a figure-eight shape behind, within what was once a circle. My clone wasn’t lucky enough to be on stable ground, falling into the lava and disappearing, leaving me with the last demon.

By that point, the goal simply became survival. I had to get out of this canyon before the entire platform fell away, and that meant that this demon came second. I got off a cursory Lighting Strike before calling for Fiero.

Even with salvation in the form of a red-scaled dragon on its way, I knew the bigger challenge would be getting out of this cauldron without getting hit by the lava plumes. Seemingly at the very moment I climbed onto the dragon’s back, the rest of the platform disintegrated, sending the last demon into the lava.

The dungeon reacted to the last demon’s death by creating a boiling wall of lava that seemed to erupt from the very walls of the canyon. It sent a tidal wave of molten rock towards Fiero and me as we tried to gain altitude while avoiding the rest of the lava sprays.

I wish I could have said that it was easy to get to the rim, but despite Fiero’s best efforts, the dragon veered too closely to a plume in an attempt to escape another. The dragon roared in pain as its wing was seared by the lava, crippling it in one fell swoop.

I went tumbling forward, only catching my grip on its foot just before I fell headfirst into the fiery depths below.

“Azrael!” I yelled. “I need you now!”

The black dragon’s arrival occurred just in the nick of time. My grip on Fiero was weakening just like he was, and I watched his body shimmer right before he disappeared. I finally lost my grip, tumbling downward until I was caught by Azrael, landing right on the dragon’s tail.

“Great catch, Azrael!” I cheered as I struggled to hold on.

We were still a far distance away from the upper rim of the canyon, and I had serious doubts about whether Azrael could make it through unscathed. There were a few times I had to shut my eyes, not knowing whether or not the next second would be my last.

Remarkably enough, Azrael came through with flying colors. The black dragon weaved majestically throughout the field of lava, not stopping until we summited the rim. I was flushed with success for about three seconds until I heard a loud roar beneath us.

The entire canyon was now crumbling away. Millions of tons of rock were now falling back into the lava pool below us, smothering the plumes with smoke and dust.

We almost got away from it. The clouds of dust made it impossible for Azrael to see, and moments later, the dragon clipped its wings on one of the remaining lava plumes.

From that moment onward, my memory of what happened became fuzzy. I remember holding onto Azrael for dear life as the dragon careened toward the crumbling rocks. I knew I called out for Fiero again, as there was no solid footing for me to teleport to, but the red dragon couldn’t get to us in time.

Azrael’s body broke my fall, but once the dragon disappeared, I was at the mercy of the rocks. I put on my Lava Armor to protect me from the brunt of the fall, but I kept tumbling downward, thinking that I’d finally met my end. At any second, I expected to feel the searing pain of the lava.

But it never came. What did come were more rocks. So many rocks that they buried me in short order. My world went dark, and with it went my consciousness.
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I don’t know how long I was out for. It could have been hours or even days, but I knew two things as I came to inside a mountain of rocks.

Number one—I was still alive.

Number two was that my entire body ached more than anything I’d ever felt. I’d broken my arm one time when I was ten, falling out of the tree that Vaeda had in her backyard. She was worried sick that my mom was going to be pissed that she let it happen, but all I could care about at the time was the pain.

This was like that times a hundred. I didn’t know how I was able to achieve consciousness, but it only took me a few seconds to use Healing Light before I was better again.

The pain went away, but I was still trapped in this rocky tomb, without a way out.

That meant there was only one thing to do—dig. Dig for the surface and pray that it wasn’t that far away. At least with my bones healed, I was able to start moving some of the rocks around me. It was an extremely difficult task seeing as the weight of the rocks above me made some of them too heavy to move. To that end, I found a very useful tool in Mira’s Minimize.

One by one, I shrank the rocks around me, allowing enough space for me to worm my way out of my current position. It was slow going at first, but I could tell that I wasn’t buried too deeply because I was able to get some momentum as I moved. It felt like ages, but I was finally able to breach the surface, seeing real light for the first time in hours.

By the time I was free, I was covered in dust. My lungs were full of it, causing me to hack up whatever I could get out.

Looking around, I expected to see lava, but the strangest thing had happened while I was buried. The remains of the canyon and the lava plumes themselves were completely extinguished. The only thing that remained was a grassy slope that led down to a large amphitheater.

I’d been diving for long enough now to know what that meant. Some kind of boss would be waiting for me inside. Hoping that the end of the Glittering Run was near, I made my way down the slope and entered the amphitheater, finding only Sir Alfred inside.

“Congratulations for getting this far, Jeremy Pollard,” said Alfred. “You’ve battled the dungeon with intelligence, strength, and dexterity. But now begins your final test. You must beat this monster without the aid of MP in order to complete the Glittering Run.”

I glanced around, not seeing any monster just yet. “What monster?” I asked him finally.

As soon as I said the words, the ground started to shake. Alfred disappeared as small rocks were shaken loose from the roof of the amphitheater.

Suddenly, a large hole erupted only twenty feet in front of me and a large snake monster burst through it, coiling its scales around in a large circle.

The snake must have been nearly a hundred feet long. Even when coiled, it towered over me, casting a long shadow that completely dominated my body. The scales on the snake were shades of red and orange—a frightening combination that extended all the way to the creature’s eyes.

Its tongue slithered out as it appraised me, no doubt thinking I would be an easy opponent. It seemed to be eyeing me like I was some kind of snack, but before it could move again, a thick spit erupted from its mouth and landed only a couple feet from where I was standing.

I watched as the spit hit the grass next to my feet, and it immediately made the grass smoke and turn a charcoal-black color. After it was all burned away, nothing but dirt remained.

This was going to be the test of my life. It was like facing a full dungeon boss on my own, without the help of my team or my spells.

I had no time to wallow in my unluckiness. Instead, I had a job to do.

I ran forward toward the snake, hoping to use its coils as coverage to protect me from the spit, but the monster was incredibly fast. No sooner had I hid behind the coils than they disappeared, slithering to another side of the dungeon while the snake lowered its head and lashed at me.

My sword clanged against one of its fangs, and I only narrowly escaped without being stabbed by it. I rolled to my right, finding its body slithering across the ground in front of me.

I needed a strategy, and I needed one fast. I knew one stab wouldn’t be enough to finish this snake off, so I was counting on death by a thousand cuts instead. Everywhere I moved, I started to stab, slash, and swipe with my swords, creating nicks all across the scales of the snake as I tried to avoid being spit on.

It was a strategy that I hated mostly because I had no idea if it was working. I didn’t succeed in slowing down the snake or putting it on the defensive because every time I made a slash, it regrouped and struck at me again.

The third time it struck, it nearly got me. I was pushed back on my ass, losing control of the sword in my right hand. It was only seconds until I was able to regain control of it again, but the snake was far from idle during that time.

I could see it eyeing me again right before another strike. The only thing that I had to block it was one more sword. I almost cringed when it finally lowered its head and lashed forward.

I used all my strength to extend the sword upward, hoping and praying that it would have the desired effect. I felt this crushing pressure against my entire left half, and the next thing I knew, I could see the mouth of the snake open all around me while my sword plunged into something soft and fleshy.

That part ended up being the roof of the snake’s mouth.

The moment only lasted for a few seconds, but I heard the snake whimper as it recoiled backward in pain. It was enough of a break that I was able to get back on my feet, slashing at its coils just before the snake used its tail to flick me against the wall.

I swore I broke a few ribs when I went crashing against the wall. The pain was excruciating, but there was no Healing Light to help me now. I would have to see this fight through to the very end.

I started coughing up blood as I moved forward again, finding the snake watching me a little more warily now. The next time it lashed, I tucked and rolled to the left, wincing in pain from my aching body. Making a few more slashes against its coils, I noticed that there was a pool of blood that was starting to build up under the snake’s body.

Maybe this strategy was working after all.

Emboldened by the success, I doubled down on my plan of attack. The snake was so thick that I couldn’t hope to chop it in half with one blow, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t keep working on the same area. There was a fleshy part of its body not far from its tail that was now missing several chunks of flesh. It was hard to tell just how bloody it was because of the color of the scales, but the blood on the floor left no doubt that I was having an effect.

I just had to keep at it.

Finally, I felt like the snake monster was slowing down. It was becoming more lethargic with its lunges, giving me more time to get away. I also was able to get a good slash against its face, removing one eye completely on a lucky break.

I just had to persevere. At one point, I thought I spied another lucky break, but the snake still had one last trick for me. Using its head as a battering ram, it sent me flying against the stone edifice of the amphitheater one more time.

This time, I could actually hear the crunch of broken bones. I crumbled forward right before being hit again and then again. Each successive hit blackened my vision, making it harder to see. I knew I had blood coming out of my mouth now. The metallic taste was foul, but it was the total pain that gripped my body that nearly killed me.

At that moment, I almost gave in. I almost let the snake strike me one more time, putting me out of my misery. If not for all the things that I had to live for, I might have surrendered.

But my people needed me. My girls needed me. My mother needed me. And I couldn’t let them down.

With all the reserves of strength that I had left, I raised my head and forced myself back onto my feet. I only had one more shot at killing this beast, and I was determined to make it count.

I knew the snake monster was losing its strength too, and that meant I only needed it to strike at me one more time to complete my plan. I stayed close to the edge, watching it carefully until the right moment arrived.

It came with a stumble. A carefully-planned trip over the fallen rocks around my feet tricked the monster into thinking it found its chance. It lunged at me right at the exact moment that I darted to the side, twisting my body to bring my sword around.

In doing so, my body screamed with the pressure, but as the snake monster’s head smashed into the rocky wall of the amphitheater, I knew I’d won.

The final measure to victory was what I did with my sword. Since the beast was dazed from running headfirst into the wall, I had a bird’s eye view of its last ugly eye right in front of me.

I did the only thing I could think of—I plunged my sword right through that eye.

Doing so was the secret sauce of defeating the monster. Red hot steam erupted from every scale on its body as the creature hissed and squirmed in front of me. Suddenly, its body rose into the air on its own force before finally exploding just above my head.

I covered my eyes, expecting to be showered with blood and guts but found that my body was remarkably clean. I was still covered in dust, but I was no worse off because of the explosion.

Instead, I found there was something glittering just where the snake used to be. It was so bright that it was like looking into the surface of the sun. Slowly, the light started to dissolve, allowing me to see what was in front of me.

My heart pulsed with hope when I saw that it was a dungeon gem.

Not just any dungeon gem. This one was a sparkling white color, completely different from the ruby that I once carried. I knew what it was at that moment—the next level of dungeon gems.

A diamond. One of the rarest of all dungeon gems.

It floated its way toward me, not stopping until it was just above my hand. I took the hint and extended my palm, finding that the gem landed right in the center. It let off a brilliant but brief cascade of life as I felt my body imbued with more energy than I could possibly describe. All at once, I felt stronger, smarter, more energetic, and definitely more hopeful.

Turning my head, I saw that Sir Alfred had reappeared. He’d lost all of his armor, and now appeared to be outfitted in some kind of ancient toga. He bowed his head and smiled at me.

“Congratulations, Jeremy Pollard. You’ve completed the Glittering Run. And your powers have already unlocked your dungeon diamond.”

My mouth fell open as I whipped my head back around to look at the diamond. It glowed brightly one more time before I heard the words in my head.

Hello, Jeremy Pollard. It looks like we’ll be getting to know each other much more now.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




I almost didn’t know what to say to it. I was used to the ruby being so tight-lipped that seeing this all-powerful diamond talking to me freely was a bit of mind-fuck.

I’m surprised to hear you talking so soon, I told it. Do all diamonds unlock so quickly?

No, but I started unlocking the moment you engaged the snake monster. Diamonds are different from the ruby you’ve had in the past. We’re more rare, but almost more powerful. You ought to check your stats.

Curiosity filled me at that point, making me check my badge to see where I was.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 129

Experience: 4005/8000

Possessions: Dungeon Diamond (Level 43)

Stats:

Strength: 151 (+30)

Agility: 155 (+35)

Magical Power: 152 (+34)

Stamina: 154 (+35)

Intelligence: 151 (+32)

Charisma: 152 (+30)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

“Wow!” I said out loud, after looking it over. “It’s like I’ve gone up at least thirty points on everything.”

Such is the case with a dungeon diamond. We are more powerful than the rubies, and less likely to be corrupted.

As soon as it mentioned the chance of being corrupted, it triggered something for me.

My ruby was corrupted, wasn’t it? That’s why I had such a hard time controlling it. Why it wouldn’t speak to me until danger was right on top of me?

Such is the fate of all corrupted rubies, it told me. They are more difficult to use, and they can more easily turn on their owner.

Am I considered your owner now? Since I won you?

That is correct. You are now my owner, Jeremy.

That was a comforting thought, especially now that I knew the reason we had to work so hard just to get anything out of the ruby. Compared to that, working with the diamond almost felt . . . easy.

What else can you do, I asked it. What are the rules regarding using you? Is there anything that you can’t do?

You’ll find that my powers grow with time. As you become more powerful, so will I. Together, we will do great things.

The answer was more vague than I would have liked, but I accepted it for now. I knew that just having it alone would give me an edge over the rest of the dungeon, making the Glittering Run all the more worthwhile.

First, can you help me rejoin my team, I asked it. I have no idea where the rest of my team is. I thought they were supposed to reunite with me after the Glittering Run?

The answer back was surprisingly simple.

They are waiting for you just beyond that doorway. Enter the door and turn left.

When I turned around, there was a door that I hadn’t notice before. It was made of the same rock as the rest of the amphitheater, but I could have sworn that it wasn’t there during the fight. Perhaps it had only appeared once I’d won?

I went through the doorway and turned left, passing yet another door to find myself in a very simple room with a large balcony. There, overlooking the bloody remains of the amphitheater, were four of the people I cared most about in the world.

“Jeremy!” shrieked Vaeda, who jumped into my arms first.

I felt the successive thuds of three more women as we became one giant tangle of bodies and limbs. I could only laugh as I felt four different women try to kiss me at once, with their lips landing all over my face and neck.

“One at a time, one at a time!” I said, still half-laughing and half-crying in pain as they let go of me. “And will someone heal me please?”

“Thank the spirits that you’re okay!” said Mira, after performing Healing Light. “We were so worried. I don’t know how you got through all that!”

I blinked. “Did you see the entire thing? Were you . . . watching me?”

“Yeah, and let me tell you something,” said Elise. “You put on a great show. How you battled that snake monster was fucking awesome. Actually, if I’m being honest, it was kind of a turn-on.”

“Only kind of?” asked Vaeda, snorting. “You should feel me right now. I’m fucking drenched from watching him.”

“Wait, so you all saw the entire thing?”

“From the very beginning,” confirmed Seraphina. “You really were magnificent, baby. It was hard not to worry about you, but you did amazing.”

“You kicked so much ass,” added Elise. “And you got something out of it, right? You got another ruby?”

I opened my hand to show them what was inside. “Not a ruby. A diamond this time. A real dungeon diamond.”

It was Mira that gasped the loudest. She forced herself to the front and grabbed my hand forcefully. “You’ve got to be shitting me!”

“Mira!” said Seraphina with a laugh. “You don’t usually swear that much.”

“Do you have any idea how rare these are?” asked Mira, her eyes practically glowing with the light from the diamond. “Jeremy, one of these hasn’t been found in the dungeon in hundreds of years! Maybe more than that!”

“We can ask it and it would probably tell us,” I said, right before concentrating on the diamond as I asked the question internally.

One thousand, two hundred and fourteen years to be precise, it answered. It’s been quite a long time since we’ve found a diver worthy of bearing one.

“Just over twelve hundred years,” I told the girls. “The diamond just told me. It’s a lot more . . . talkative than the ruby ever was. Which makes sense since it’s not corrupted.”

“Okay, I have so many questions for it right now,” said Mira. “Should I start writing them all down or should I just pester you with each successive question?”

I chuckled. “Let me tell you what I know about it first.”

I spent the next five minutes glossing over all the conversations I’d had with the diamond since pulling it from the remains of the snake monster. By the end of it, Mira looked only partially sated with the knowledge, but I could tell she still wanted to ask more questions.

“After we get out of here, you can talk to it all night if you want to,” said Elise, pulling Mira away. “For now, we still have a job to do. Rico’s still out there, and we still need to rescue Melanie.”

“Maybe we can do something about that with the diamond,” I said. I turned my thoughts inward. Can you help release the hold the ruby has on my mother?

Perhaps. If we’re strong enough.

What does that mean?

It means that we’ve only tested the limits of our power together. I won’t know until the time comes.

That answer wasn’t very comforting. Not knowing the limits was one concern that I had, but so too was not having a direct answer about my mother.

The ruby would only intervene with someone that I loved, I told it. Do you have the same limitation?

For now, I do. In time, there will be no limits to our power. I also won’t backfire like it has on your main competitor.

“Backfire,” I said aloud, catching the girls’ attention. “What do you mean by that?”

Rico’s use of the ruby on your mother backfired on him. Though he was able to use it on someone that he cared about greatly, he was not the true owner of the ruby. The power rebounded on him, burning him horrifically.

How horrifically are we talking?

Enough that he will never look the same way again. The Rico that you knew all your life is gone forever.

“Tell us!” insisted Elise. “What’s it saying?”

“When Rico put my mother in that trance, the ruby didn’t like it,” I said. “It burned him. He’ll never look the same again.”

After a few more questions to the diamond, I found out that while Rico was injured, he was still just as potent. And I saw that he could still use the ruby, even though it came with a threat of it backfiring on him again. Still, there were a few more questions I wanted to ask the diamond.

How was Rico about to use my ruby so easily? It took me so long to unlock it. Weeks of practice. It sounds like he was able to do it almost instantly.

Dungeon gems only need to be unlocked one time, it told me. You poured so much of your MP into your ruby that you eventually unlocked it, but when Rico stole it from you, he benefited from the time you already sank into it.

So if I hadn’t unlocked it, he would have been slowed down greatly?

Exactly, but he still wouldn’t have been the true owner of it, which is why it’s risky for him to use it. And I’m already unlocked so you won’t need to do that again. As long as you’re not about to hand me over to him as well.

I snorted. The diamond wasn’t without its own sense of humor.

Either way, I’m glad you’re on my side, I told it. You’ll help me when the time comes, right?

To the best of my ability.

I was satisfied with that statement, but I could tell Mira was just chomping at the bit to get some answers. Her grip on my arm was so tight that it was cutting off my circulation.

“What I wouldn’t give to be inside you right now,” she said aloud.

Vaeda giggled. “Mira, don’t you mean that the other way around?”

Mira stomped her foot playfully. “No, I mean inside his brain! I want to hear what the diamond is saying!”

“I’ll do my best to tell you everything,” I said. “I’m still getting used to having no shortage of answers to questions that I’ve had for some time.” I glanced around the room. “We should probably walk and talk at the same time though. We still need to find Rico.”

As if I’d said some kind of magic word, part of the wall on the far side of the room slid open, revealing an open passageway that hadn’t been there before. The noise caught our attention, and it was Elise that was the one to inspect it first.

She thumbed her finger down the passage. “I think we’re meant to go down this way.”

Seraphina snorted. “Gee, what gave it away? Was it the moving door?”

Elise pointed her finger at the redheaded elf. “Careful, Sera-boo.”

“Okay, team, we still have one more big hurdle in front of us,” I said, approaching the door. “Let’s stay alert, and let’s put an end to Rico’s career for good.”

Vaeda grinned. “Oh, wow. I got goosebumps listening to you say that!”

As a team, we entered the darkened passage, which turned into a set of stairs that led down seemingly endlessly. Much longer than the staircases that marked the different levels of the dungeons, I felt like we did nothing but descend for the better part of half an hour until we finally reached the bottom.

When we did, I could hear the sound of water before I saw it. Judging by the sound, it was quite an expanse of water too.

It wasn’t until we were on the platform that I could see what looked like an actual ocean right in front of us. Water that went on without end in every direction. And it seemed like the dungeon wanted us to swim because there was a net that stretched over the water, staying just about a foot above the surface.

“Feel like swimming?” I asked the girls.

“Looks like we found that beach that Elise was looking for,” said Mira.

“Not quite my idea of a beach,” said Elise. “Besides, we’re missing the sand.”

“This might be the best we get for a while,” I said. “Come on, I’m guessing the direction we go in doesn’t matter.

I took my boots off and stowed them in my pack. I did the same with one of my swords since I would need at least one hand free in order to swim. We also removed the heavier pieces of armor before getting into the water.

“At least it’s nice and warm,” said Vaeda, looking on the bright side.

“I suppose it could be worse,” said Elise. “At least there are no snake monsters, right?”

We all turned to glare at Elise for saying that part aloud. I was under no illusions that there wouldn’t be something that tried to attack us in here, but calling attention to the fact only served to worsen our luck.

Sure enough, the entire group wasn’t in the water for more than three minutes before I felt something nipping at my side.

When I looked down, it was the ugliest little creature I’d ever seen. A large eel-like creature with an oversized head and a mouth full of razor blades. It looked like a cross between a piranha and a snake, taking the worst of both creatures.

“Ouch!” yelped Mira, under attack at the same time. “That really hurt!”

“Something’s in the water!” shouted Seraphina.

From that moment onward, we all felt the constant biting of the creatures. Our clothes and what little armor remained helped to offer us some protection, but our extremities were the most vulnerable to attack. I had a finger ripped off in the process, and I knew the other girls were struggling too.

“Stay close to Mira,” I told them. “We need to stay within her Protective Bubble. If we do so, we’ll be healed while we swim.”

“What do we do about the monsters though?” asked Elise.

“Seraphina, any ideas?” I asked.

It took her a few moments but she shook her head. “Beyond catching them and killing them with our hands? Not really. They’re immune to magic, and they’re too damn fast. We just need to keep moving forward.”

“What if we teleport forward instead?” asked Mira.

“We can’t teleport because of the net,” said Elise.

Mira shook her head. “No, teleport but stay in the water. Let’s just hop ahead a little. Our constant movements might keep the eels at bay.”

It was worth a shot, and it was certainly better than constantly being bitten to death. Since the girls and I were already touching courtesy of Mira and her bubble, it was easy to throw ourselves in one direction by using my spell.

The first time we did it, the sensation was very weird. It was almost like we all jumped into the water at the same time. That, or the sudden displacement just made it feel that way.

“Whoa, that was freaky,” said Elise. “How far ahead did we jump?”

“I just picked a point on the horizon,” I said. “Distance is kinda meaningless in the ocean without a reference point.”

“I hope this isn’t another situation we had with the sand,” said Mira. “And we don’t end up going anywhere.”

“Ouch!” said Seraphina, pulling a bloody hand from the water. “The eels followed us here too.”

“Let’s keep moving,” I said.

We kept bouncing forward one jump at a time. Every time we did, it was like jumping into the water again, but I learned that if I teleported again instantly, we could stay one step ahead of the eels. I still wasn’t sure if we were making progress, but it was better than getting bitten to death.

Our pace continued like that for about another five minutes until I could finally see something in the distance. Something that looked like a single mountain rising out of the ocean. It was a tall mountain by the looks of it, and the peak was concealed by clouds.

“Looks like that’s where we need to go,” I told the girls. “Almost there!”

We teleported two more times until something happened that actually stopped us dead in the water. I heard a screech in the air just above us, making me crane my neck to see what it was.

“Oh, no!” said Mira. “It’s Melanie again!”

“And she’s riding some big-ass hawk monster!”

That appeared to be the gist of it. My mother was joined by the only remaining member of Rico’s harem, Darcy, and together the two women were riding these giant hawks above the netting that would have put both my dragons to shame with their size.

Just the size would have been bad enough if not for the fact that the hawks’ had glowering blue eyes. Once they were closer, I could see the exact reason for the glow.

They used their eyes to shoot some kind of an energy beam from them.

The first blast landed a short distance ahead of us, shooting up a tower of water and soaking all of us. It was followed by another and then another again. We kept getting more disoriented, which meant that we had to move quickly to get out of the water before the situation deteriorated.

I used Teleport one more time, getting us about halfway to the island. Just before I could use it again to clear the distance, I watched with horror as half of the ocean seemed to rise in front of us. It wasn’t so much a wall of water as it was a wall of rock, erupting out of the ocean’s depths. It was as tall as a mountain chain, and it stretched all the way from one horizon to the other.

The face of this chain was completely sheer, and I couldn’t see the top of it either, seemingly stretching to the top of the dungeon.

Whatever it was, they were trying to block us from getting to the island.

I didn’t know if it was a spell or not, but I had to figure out something different.

“Quick, hit them with our spells!” I told the girls. “Now!”

I borrowed Elise’s Force Torpedo, directing my blast for Darcy and her hawk. I was joined by a chorus of the other girls using their spells too.

“Ice Freeze!”

“Star Fire!”

“Minimize!”

“Black Wind!”

We all coordinated our fire on Darcy, and we succeeded in knocking her off her hawk, but it did nothing to change the wall around us. I didn’t wait to see what would happen with Darcy before I started teleporting again, avoiding more blasts from my mother’s hawk.

It just seemed like no matter where I teleported, I couldn’t get around this barrier. It was like an impenetrable wall that I couldn’t puncture.

“Vaeda! Are there any weak spots in the wall?” I asked, trying not to let water get into my mouth.

She scanned it frantically and shook her head. “Not that I can see! I don’t know what kind of magic this is but it’s strong!”

By that point, Darcy had recovered her bearing and got back on her hawk, and the two women were circling us, blasting up the water around us and making it impossible to swim. Even when I tried to Teleport, I couldn’t escape them, with the hawks quickly making up the distance.

To make matters worse, the sudden appearance of the wall had whipped up the waters in the ocean. Surging waves were now making it almost impossible for me to hold onto the girls, and I was afraid I was going to lose my grip on them.

Something had to change, or we were going to drown.

Before I could begin to think of a new plan, I was swamped by a crushing wave that caused me to lose my grip on the rest of the girls. I was forced under the water not once but twice, held down by the sheer force. When I surfaced again, I could see the rest of the girls floating a short distance away from me, exchanging spells with our attackers.

I needed a way out of this. What I really needed was the diamond’s help.

How do I get out of this, I asked it. My team is in trouble!

If you can’t go over, then go under. Trust me. I will show you the way.

I wanted to ask a thousand different questions but there simply wasn’t time. I’d come this far on faith alone, and I was willing to trust that the diamond would have my best interest in mind. I teleported to join the rest of the girls right as we were swamped by another wave.

“I need everyone to dive right now!” I yelled. “On my count. Three! Two! One!”

Together, all five of us took a deep breath and dropped under the surface of the water right as we were blasted again. This time, I opened my eyes to see the faces of all the women, but I noticed that there was an intense glow coming from my hand, where the diamond was.

I opened my hand and let the diamond come out of it. As soon as I did, bubbles started to erupt from the diamond. They were few at first, but they became much more until suddenly the largest bubble I’d ever seen emerged from it, completely surrounding my entire body until I slipped inside it.

I took a deep breath, finding that I could breathe inside the bubble even though we were still underwater. One by one, each of the girls was pulled inside, staying together until we were completely encased inside.

“What in the world is this?” muttered Seraphina, touching the walls of the bubble. “Is this what I think it is?”

“Well, it’s definitely not a submarine,” snapped Elise. “But I kinda like it. How do we control this thing?”

“I don’t think we do,” I said, watching as the bubble sank further into the water. “I think the diamond is just going to control it on its own accord. We’re just along for the ride.”

Is that right, I asked it. Can I control you at all?

The diamond seemed slightly miffed when it replied to me.

No need. My intuition is better than yours here.

We continued to sink into the water. I could no longer see the blasts from the hawks above my head, nor could I really see much of anything at this depth. I could still see the light from the diamond, but other than that, I could only spot little eels nipping at the edges of the bubble.

I could tell we were still moving, but it wasn’t apparent just how far we moved until we bounced against the wall that had emerged from the ocean.

I thought we might be stuck for a moment until the bubble passed harmlessly through the wall, like it wasn’t even there in the first place.

“We were just transported through that solid wall courtesy of the bubble,” announced Mira, shaking her head. “That’s not even physically possible. We should have felt it even inside the bubble.”

“I don’t think the standard rules apply down here,” said Vaeda. “At least not to the diamond.”

“Would you rather our bubble popped and we float back up to the surface to hang out some more with those hawks?” asked Elise acidly.

“No, but I’d just really like to know how it works,” said Mira meekly.

Elise sighed and wrung the water out of her hair. “Who cares? We’re dry and moving forward on our own. That’s good enough for me.”

Elise had a point. I didn’t need to know how this worked, just that it got us where we were trying to go.

We must have spent nearly half an hour traveling underwater in our bubble until I noticed that light was starting to filter in from above. I felt like we were approaching the island, but I still couldn’t tell if we were going to roll up on a beach or something else.

It wasn’t until we reached a point where the most light was filtering down that the diamond spoke to me again.

We’ve arrived.

Where is that exactly? Where are we?

Its response chilled me to the bone.

It’s time for the boss fight. It’s time for your final battle.

That could only mean one thing—Rico. Now we would finally get a chance to settle this once and for all.

Any advice? He’s waiting for me right above here, isn’t he?

He is, which is why I’m going to shoot the entire team up quickly. Rico has put a trap on this entrance, but I’ll be able to get through it. Once we’re through it though, the bubble will disappear and you’ll be on your own. Be ready to fight to the bitter end.

I didn’t like the sound of that, especially with regards to my mother. I tried to ask the diamond again whether or not it was strong enough to break the ruby’s hold on her, but it didn’t answer me.

“Rico is just above us right now,” I told the girls. “Which means my mother is up there too. The diamond is going to burst us up there so that we can have the final battle, but we need to be ready to fight.”

I thought the girls might be shocked at hearing that but they reminded me again just why I was so grateful to have them on my team. One by one, they took out their weapons as they prepared to fight.

“It’s taken long enough for us to get here already,” said Elise, grabbing her bow. “Time to settle the score.”

“Time to make Rico pay,” added Seraphina.

“And it’s time to get Melanie back,” said Vaeda.

“Are we ready, Daredevils?” asked Mira. “One more time?”

“One last fight,” I said, as bittersweet feelings washed over me. “Let’s do this.”

As soon as I signaled the diamond, we suddenly accelerated upward just like we were shot out of a catapult. The next thing I knew, we broke the surface, causing a massive explosion outside the bubble. All I could see was fire and smoke until we suddenly landed outside of it, without any harm to us inside.

At that point, the bubble disappeared and we were on our own.


Chapter Thirty




For the first time ever, we didn’t land in an amphitheater.

As soon as we broke away from the bubble, I glanced around to see we were in some kind of open field that had been carved inside the mountain. The walls around us were steep, but they weren’t sheer, and I guessed that I would be able to climb up them if I really needed to.

I couldn’t see the top of the mountain, but I could see a passage that was far above us that looked like it led deeper into the rock around us.

It was an ominous setting, made all the worse by three people directly in front of us.

I had no problem recognizing my mother, nor Darcy for that matter, but it was the sight of Rico that shocked me the most. I knew the ruby had done a number on him, but I hadn’t realized just how bad it was until now.

I never would have recognized him if I saw him in any other place. His well-known and widely-recognized good looks had perished completely. His wavy mane of hair was completely gone, replaced by a bald head of charred skin that extended to his face. Even his ears were gone, burned away and replaced by fleshy stumps.

His clothing was no longer the colorful outfit of a diver but rather the pitch-black attire of someone that was truly tortured. It was the best way to describe Rico now—someone that once had it all and surrendered it entirely.

“So kind of you to join us here, Jeremy,” said Rico. Even his voice was different, more gruff than it was before. “We’ve been expecting you, haven’t we, ladies?”

Darcy sneered, which was to be expected, but my mother’s evil cackle was something that I truly felt inside my chest.

“What have you done to her?” I asked him. “And what have you done to yourself? Was it really worth it, Rico? You’ve ruined your reputation, your face, and your relationship with a family you’ve known for most your life. Was it really worth it?”

“You’ll never understand my motivations, Jeremy,” he said, shaking his charred head. “This isn’t about coexistence. It never was. You’ll never understand the heart inside me. The all-encompassing, burning passion to always be number one. I could never settle for anything else.”

“That’s where you and I are different,” I said. “I would never do what you’ve done.”

“Oh, really?” he said, giving me a knowing look. “You have no idea what it’s like, but trust me, you will someday. You’re on top now, and everyone knows your name. If you manage to survive here, the people will call you the next Rico and slowly but surely, you’ll get addicted to that fame. I wonder what will happen the first time you meet a serious challenger who could take the mantle from you as the world’s greatest diver?”

“I’d do anything in my power to help them,” I said. “I never wanted to be the world’s greatest diver. To me, that was always your undisputed position. I just wanted to complete the Path of Progression.”

“The two are one in the same,” barked Rico. “You look at me as some twisted monster now, but the same heart in my chest beats in yours. You’ll see that someday, if you can beat me.”

“I’ll never be like you,” I said. “I’ll never value power over everything else. That’s why you’re alone right now. Why it’s only you and your team down here. Power can’t buy love, Rico.”

“Power isn’t so bad,” said Rico, approaching my mother and reaching out to touch a lock of her hair. “Power can give you things that you never would have had otherwise. I gave your mother so many chances to come to me willingly, and yet it took the power of the ruby to make that happen.”

“And look what it did to you,” I said, pointing at his face. “The ruby recognizes me as the owner. It backfired when you attempted to use it.”

“Be that as it may, I can still tap into its power,” said Rico. “I have you to thank for that. So thank you for unlocking it for me. Perhaps it will recognize me as the owner once I kill you.”

“Not if I kill you first, Rico.”

“You’ll try, but I know something you don’t,” said Rico, his lip curling upward in a sneer. “You think the diamond will protect you. Tsk, tsk. You really should have done your research better.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Mira. “A diamond is stronger than a ruby. All the diving texts support that finding.”

“A true know-it-all to the end, aren’t we, Mira?” snapped Rico. “Your texts were written by people who could only speculate about the diamond’s power. But as rare as they are, they are also capable of failing you when you need it the most. Your diamond is so much less reliable than my ruby.”

Is that true, I asked the diamond. Is he telling the truth?

All power in the dungeons is relative, Jeremy. The strength of one gem depends on its level and whether it has been unlocked.

But you didn’t answer my question. Will you fail me when I need you the most?

The diamond never answered. Instead, I watched as Rico suddenly raised his hand and barked a spell.

“Force Torpedo!”

The fight had begun. I had only seconds to react, but I managed to use Teleport before the blast from his spell hit me. I moved a short distance away right as all hell broke loose.

“Rock Shower!” yelled Darcy.

“Iron Bolt!” said my mother.

“Force Torpedo!” said Rico.

All at once, the three spells converged on my team, creating enough force that we were all thrown back. A hazy cloud of dust appeared on the battlefield around us while I used my Lava Armor and conjured a Magical Shield around the five of us.

“It’s time to use our numbers to our advantage,” I told them. “I want you four to go after Darcy and my mother. You know what to do. I’m going after Rico.”

“What about the ruby’s hold on her?” asked Mira. “What should we do about that?”

“I’m still figuring that part out,” I said. “But if I can kill Rico, maybe we can reverse the trance with the help of the ruby. Just keep her alive until I can do that, but make sure you kill Darcy.”

A determined look appeared on Elise’s face. “It’ll be my pleasure. I’ll show that bitch what a real archer looks like.”

“Go now!” I yelled.

With those last words, the girls broke off to engage my mother and Darcy, freeing me up to turn my attention toward Rico. My old mentor squared off as he gazed at me, already using his Elemental Armor on his body, which had the effect of making his black cape glow.

“After today, you’ll truly be dead,” said Rico. “The Pollard family name dies forever.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.”

Raising my hand, I toggled my Heavenly Strike ability to put some extra power into my spells. Then I used my Perilous Flames. The fireball that erupted from my hand was stronger and larger than any that I’d created before. It was like having a ball of lava that was the size of my house beckon forth, and it slung its way toward Rico’s position faster than a slingshot.

The hit turned out to be right on target. Rico was thrown back with the force of the spell, crashing against the walls of the battlefield around us. He was thrown down on his knees, only stumbling back up on his feet after gritting his teeth.

“Not bad,” he said, spitting out blood. “But you’re going to have to do better if you hope to defeat me. Spirit Binding!”

“Dispel!”

His next spell was destroyed before it was even given the chance to manifest. I tried to hit him with a Lighting Strike, but his Destroy spell was very similar to my Dispel, removing the threat before it even reached him.

“How I missed seeing that spell used in the dungeon,” said Rico, taunting me. “Your father’s spell. I remember when he showed it to me for the first time. It’s so touching that you think to use it now.”

“Like father, like son,” I said.

“And you’ll die just like him. Rock Throw!”

Rico’s next spell threw a small avalanche of rocks on my position, threatening to consume me with the weight of the stones. I teleported out of the way, only to find myself nearly overwhelmed with a Force Torpedo. I managed to dispel it before it hit me, and then I toggled my Fire Mage abilities to throw up a flaming wall that darted toward Rico, causing him to leap out of the way.

The more we fought, the more I noticed one unchanging fact—Rico and I could hurt each other, but there didn’t seem to be such a thing as a killing blow. Whenever one of us landed a direct hit with one of our spells, our armor and our high level protected us from getting too seriously injured.

There was also the fact that whenever I needed a little help, I could call on my Spell Forge to use Healing Light. Rico also had an advantage, observed whenever I sliced off his arm with my sword after teleporting behind him.

The arm was able to regrow itself thanks to his ability, Regenerative Heal.

“Neat little trick, isn’t it?” said Rico, flexing his fingers at me once the arm had returned. “I find it extremely useful.”

“Too bad it didn’t grow back without being charred,” I said. “The ruby really did a number on you.”

Rico clenched his teeth. “It’s far past time I showed you the power of the ruby.”

I’d seen enough by that point. I toggled my Dragon Keeper ability and let loose both creatures, teleporting to the back of Azrael as we soared over the battlefield. I directed Fiero to approach Rico from behind while Azrael and I took him head-on.

It was time to melt Rico between us. The bastard didn’t even bother to get out of the way, only raising that glowing ruby in his hand.

Suddenly, a flash of red pulsed from the ruby, blinding me and causing both dragons to squeal. We were then thrown all the way back toward the wall of the battlefield, crashing against the rock with a strength that shattered my back and caused me to tumble onto a nearby ledge above the field.

My body ached, but it was a quick use of Healing Light that allowed me to get back on my own two feet. Below me, I could see the body of Azrael tumbling toward the ground right as the dragon disappeared for good.

Before I could rejoin the fight, a Portal Door opened up next to me on the ledge, and Rico stepped out. He was still wielding the ruby, and he was giving me a twisted smirk.

“You can’t compete with the power of the ruby, Jeremy,” he taunted me. “Not now, and not ever.”

“We’ll see how you compete without the use of your MP,” I said. “Spell Lock! Clone!”

My hope was concentrate our power on taking him down while he was unable to use his spells, but Rico didn’t get the title of world’s greatest diver for nothing. He moved faster than I expected, using his Destroy spell to block the Spell Lock and Spirit Binding to destroy the cloned version of me.

His next spell blasted me off my spot with the force of a hundred Force Torpedoes. In hindsight, I didn’t even know how I could have survived that, dying before I even realized that I was airborne. I was grateful that my girls were paying attention, because when I awoke again, my body was back on the ground where I landed.

“Are you okay?” asked Mira, rushing to my side.

“That ruby is kicking my ass,” I said. “But thanks for healing me.”

Mira smiled. “I’d do anything for you. You know that.”

“I do. That’s why I love you—”

“Soul Devastation!”

With only two words, I watched as Mira’s body suddenly stiffened. A blackish aura appeared around her frame, and within seconds she was dead. My mouth fell open as I turned my head, seeing the smirking form of Darcy not far away.

“Oops,” said Darcy right before she engaged one of the other girls.

“Oh, no, no, no, no,” I said, rushing to Mira. “Healing Light!”

For the first time ever, the spell didn’t work. Nothing happened when I tried to bring her to life, making me remember just what getting hit with Soul Devastation did.

There was no recovery from it. The death was permanent.

Which meant that Mira . . .

I felt tears run down my cheeks as I cradled her body.

Suddenly, I had Seraphina rush toward us, dropping to her knees as she looked at Mira. There was disbelief in her eyes, especially as she tried Healing Light too.

To find that nothing happened.

“Mira,” she sobbed. “No, dear spirits, no.”

Can you fix this, I demanded of the diamond. Can you bring her back to life? Just like how the ruby healed Calista before?

The bigger question is can I help you defeat Rico?

I felt like screaming. No, I don’t care about that right now! Can you bring Mira back to life?

The diamond didn’t answer me, which didn’t make me feel any better about using it. I was now wondering if maybe Rico was right after all.

Was it more unreliable than the ruby?

Fury swept over me. An intense, burning-hot anger for anything or anyone connected to Rico took hold in my soul. I wasn’t ready to give up on Mira yet, but more than anything else right now, I wanted Rico to experience the same pain that I was feeling.

The same crushing weight of loss that now gripped my heart.

Off to my left, I could see Darcy using her spells to conjure some kind of monster with vivid-green eyes and long, slashing arms. Before I even knew my own strategy, I used Teleport to get to her side while she did the chant, slashing at her with my swords.

I kept her off balance by continually teleporting, slashing at her, and then teleporting again. On my last move, I pulled back just a short distance away and hit her with a Perilous Flames.

Darcy’s screams filled the entire battlefield as the flames consumed her body until she was just as charred as Rico. When the smoke finally cleared, her body was nothing more than ashes being looked at by the monster she’d just created.

“Healing Light!”

From the corner of my eye, I could see my mother enter the fray, after holding off Elise and Vaeda. Darcy sprung back to life, and this time she couldn’t look more furious.

“You’ll fucking pay for that,” she spat at me.

I opened my mouth to respond, but then I felt Seraphina’s grasp on my arm. I turned to look at the beautiful elf.

“We’ll handle this,” she said firmly, gesturing at Darcy. “Rico. Kill him.”

“With pleasure,” I growled.

When I found Rico again, he’d opened a Portal Door at the top of the battlefield, where the ledge was that led deeper into the mountain. I used Teleport to bring me closer, escaping the carnage below while keeping the fury of Mira’s death at the forefront of my mind.

I loved everything about Mira—her spirit, her intelligence, and even the way she was self-conscious about the littlest of things. And now knowing that she would never be healed again, that she would never get the chance to leave Serpent Hollows, filled me with a blinding rage.

“Pity about the girl,” said Rico. “If you were a better leader, she might still be alive right now.”

“At least I’m not the type of leader that forces myself on my own teammates,” I said, hitting him with a powerful Perilous Flames.

By the time Rico recovered, he was smirking at me.

“Ah, so Calista has told you her story, has she? And you believed it? Silly you.”

Rico created another Portal Door, bouncing to yet another higher cliff. This cliff overlooked a small field, where I could see several tombstones poking out of the ground in a disorganized graveyard.

I followed him with Teleport but he was ready for me when I appeared, blasting me out of the way courtesy of Force Torpedo.

I swear that I felt my brain rattle around my head when he did it.

Help me, I demanded of the diamond. How can I beat him?

Focus your intent on me. Only when your mind is centered on my presence can I help strengthen your attacks.

That was easier said than done, especially with Rico bearing down on my position with murderous intentions. I pulled myself back to my feet and concentrated everything I had on the diamond. For several intense seconds, I poured myself into it, asking for its help as I thought of nothing else but it.

In the process, Rico stopped in his tracks on his way over to me. Opening my eyes, it wasn’t hard to see what caused him to pause.

I was glowing. Even with my Lava Armor on, I was glowing with this intense white light that surrounded my entire body.

“Two can play that game, boy!” yelled Rico, taking a few steps back until he too started to glow red.

From that moment onward, our fighting escalated to cataclysmic levels. We were two giants hurdling spells at each other that were strong enough to bring down the entire mountain, and we nearly did. Huge chunks of rock were blasted out of the way whenever we used our favored spells—Perilous Flames and Force Torpedo.

In doing so, I worried for the girls below, anxious that we were going to bury them in a deluge of rock.

The only saving grace to what we were doing was that it wasn’t weakening me like the ruby did. I still had all my strength after using the diamond, but I could tell the ruby was having an adverse effect on Rico. Not only was he glowing from using the ruby but it was taking a toll on him physically, causing his weakened body to exert itself much harder than mine.

At one point, he was even aflame. His arm and parts of his upper thigh were burning uncontrollably—the result of not being the owner of the ruby.

“You’re going to kill yourself before you kill me,” I told him, hitting him with a powerful Lighting Strike.

“I’ll kill you long before that happens,” he roared. “And then I’ll take that diamond and use it to fix my body! I’ll be the Rico everyone remembers again—the most powerful diver that ever lived.”

“You’re nothing but a relic. A washed-up relic with no loyalty and no spirit.”

The words didn’t come from me. Both Rico and I craned our heads to find my father’s ghost standing on the edge of the graveyard. He was joined by Morgana and her team, as well as a few others—all of them watching our fight.

Rico sneered when he saw him. “Henry, you’re just in time to watch me kill your only son. At least he knows it’s coming. You never saw it until the last second of your miserable life.”

“You betrayed our friendship for no reason whatsoever,” said Henry calmly. “You were always a monster, Rico. Now you finally look the part.”

“No reason whatsoever,” scoffed Rico. “That’s how you refer to your wife?”

Speaking of my mother, Rico opened a Portal Door and allowed her to step through it. Melanie Pollard looked to still be holding true to the trance, especially as she took one look at Rico’s body and used a new spell.

“Aqua Pulse!”

The tidal wave that appeared was weaker than the one that I’d seen Calista do, but it had the desired effect. The flames that were burning Rico’s body disappeared, allowing him a second wind.

“Thank you, my dear,” snapped Rico, sending her back through the Portal Door. “Your wife is already adjusting to being with me, Henry. Just like I knew she always would.”

“The only way you could make her do your bidding was with the power of the ruby,” replied my father. “Just like when we were younger. She wanted nothing to do with you.”

“You turned her against me,” raged Rico. “She would have been with me if not for you.”

My father shook his ghostly head. “You don’t even know the first thing about her.”

His rage taking over, Rico shot a Force Torpedo directly at my father’s ghost. It exploded at the edge of the cemetery, causing all the ghosts to disappear temporarily.

“He never did know when to shut up,” snapped Rico, turning his attention back to me.

“You gave her Aqua Pulse because it reminded you of Calista, didn’t you?” I said. “It’s a useful spell, but not very common. That was your intention.”

“Calista would have made an excellent member of my team until she decided that she wanted to take the same path as your mother,” said Rico. “What a pity too what was done to her eye.”

“A wound that’s already been fixed,” I said. “Leave it to me to fix all the wrongs that you’ve made.”

Rico laughed cruelly. “Poor, wounded Calista. You’re wasting your time with that one. There’s a reason she’s been in isolation all these years. She’s lost her mind.”

“She’s lost most of her life because of you,” I said. “If she never met you, she would have been fine.”

“She was damaged goods to begin with!”

“That’s not true,” said my father’s ghost, reappearing once again. “I remember Calista well. I also remember believing the story you told us, Rico. How she attacked you. I now know the truth about the matter. What you did to that woman was monstrous.”

“Because I am a monster!” raged Rico, extending his arms. “Look at me now! A bona fide dungeon boss myself! I am the dungeons!”

Rico’s next attack was more powerful than the ones that came before it. I was again thrown back against the canyon wall right as most of the ceiling collapsed in against me. The only thing that saved my life was the fact that my Lava Armor was still burning, allowing me to emerge from the crater seconds later.

By this point, I wasn’t sure what else I needed to do to win. The ruby was still wearing down Rico, but as long as he had it in his possession, I couldn’t kill him totally. We were two titans that weren’t strong enough to kill each other on our own, making us destined to do this for eternity unless something changed.

At least it seemed that Rico came to the same conclusion as I did.

By that time, he was burning again, with the flames taking over much of his upper half. Using Portal Door, he brought my mother forward again just to wash the flames away, but this time he didn’t send her away.

“Melanie, my sweet, why don’t you show your son and your dead husband just how powerful you are now,” said Rico, causing my mother to turn towards me. A thin rapier appeared in her hand as an angry glare took over her face.

I shook my head. “Mom, you don’t want to do this. I’m your son. Rico has twisted your mind.”

“Rico is my life,” said my mother, raising her hand as if to strike me with a spell.

I moved more quickly than she did. I got out Spell Lock before she was able to strike, stopping her from making any magical attacks.

She didn’t say a word in response. Instead, she moved forward with all the grace of a dancer, using that rapier like she couldn’t wait to skewer me with it.

“Melanie!” yelled my father. “Stop! You don’t know what you’re doing!”

His pleas were futile, just like my own. The ruby’s hold on her was too great and not so easily shattered. I blocked the first thrust of her rapier, forcing me back as I just tried to defend myself without attacking.

Can you help, I begged the diamond. Can we use our combined power to turn her back?

Use your willpower, Jeremy. Focus your intent. Remain calm.

That was my biggest problem. My mother’s skill with her rapier was so great that I was finding it incredibly difficult to stay calm. Every time I tried to center myself, I had to make a rapid retreat just to avoid getting stabbed.

And yet, I didn’t feel like I could attack her back. I couldn’t fight my own mother, possessed or not. It was one weakness that Rico knew he could exploit.

“That’s it, Melanie, Get him!” roared Rico. “Kill the fucking whelp!”

I managed to land one blow on her, just enough to block her from having an open shot at my gut. Every fiber in my body screamed at me for striking my own mother. I had to do it again, and then again, drawing blood on the third time with a slice across her cheek.

“Mom, get a hold of yourself!” I yelled. “I’m not your enemy! Rico is!”

No matter how hard I tried, she just wouldn’t listen. She began to glow red with the power of the ruby, making her even stronger and faster. I did everything I could to block her thrusts but I just couldn’t trigger the power of the diamond against my own mother.

It was to be my downfall. I missed the last block, and I yelped in pain as my mother’s rapier pierced my stomach and emerged out the other side of my back.

My strength left me at that point, as did the rest of my Lava Armor, which had burned off completely. I hit my knees right as she pulled it free, glaring down at me with pained eyes.

A short distance away, Rico was positively exuberant with happiness. He clapped his charred hands together.

“Brilliant, Melanie,” he said, cheering her on. “Just like I always expected. You’re the diving legend in your family. Not your son.”

“Jeremy!” called out the ghost of Morgana, watching alongside my father. “Get up! You have to get up now!”

“Son, stand up,” urged Henry.

I tried to stand up but my feet just wouldn’t allow it. Whatever my mother had hit had done severe internal damage. The pain was so great that I had to use Healing Light right before I felt myself getting too lightheaded.

By the time I was aware of my surroundings again, my mother had produced a dagger and was holding it against my throat.

“Very good, Melanie,” said Rico, taking several steps forward. “I suspected that he would have a hard time fighting his own mother. You’ve more than proved that you deserve a spot on my team.”

My mother said nothing, but I could hear the sound of her breathing now that she was so close to me. The dagger tightened against my throat.

“You’ve lost, Jeremy,” said Rico. “I’ve won, just like I knew I always would. In a few minutes, your ghost will join your father’s in that graveyard, where you’ll stay for the rest of eternity. It is now inevitable.”

I hazarded a glance over at the graveyard to find my father and Morgana standing side by side. Their eyes were closed and their mouths were moving, but what they were doing, I had no idea.

I felt totally alone in that moment, and helpless too.

“The time has finally come,” said Rico. “Kill him for me, Melanie. Kill him now.”

I couldn’t let this be my end. I turned my head to face my mother, looking at her red, glowing eyes. I knew I could still use Teleport, or potentially use a spell and blast her away right now, but this was still my mother. There had to be another way to get through to her.

If I couldn’t get through to her now, I’d never be able to.

“You can’t do this,” I whispered to her. “I’m your son. I’m Henry’s son. Everything that you love and treasure about your life is right here. Me and Dad. Don’t do this, Mom. This isn’t what you were meant for.”

I expected to feel the pressure of the dagger against my throat increase, but nothing of the sort happened. She was still staring at me with those eyes—those same pained eyes that said everything and nothing at the same time.

“It’s not supposed to be like this,” I whispered. “Rico is your enemy, not me. The ruby turned you against me.”

For the very first time since she’d been turned, I heard my mother’s voice.

“It’s not true,” she said, shaking her head. “I belong to Rico!”

“You don’t,” I replied. “You belong to our family. No matter what you’ve done, no matter what you could do, you’ll always be my mother. You feel that too, don’t you? The bond of family? Even now with the ruby’s power?”

I could tell my words were having an effect on her. It was a bond that was stronger than the ruby, one that it couldn’t break. The pressure against my throat slackened as she stared back at me.

“Kill him, Melanie!” yelled Rico. “Do it now!”

“I love you, Mom,” I said quietly. “No matter what happens, I love you. We’ll always be family, no matter what.”

With those last words, I used my hand to cover the hand that was holding the dagger against my throat. I squeezed it gently, and as I did so, I saw my hand outfitted in a white glow.

What happened next was like it was out of a fever dream. I watched the glowing red eyes of my mother suddenly expand until it evaporated entirely. For a brief moment, I saw my own mother again—the real her without the influence of the ruby.

“Jeremy,” she said, a smile appearing on her face as tears stung her eyes. “My son.”

“Kill him!” screamed Rico.

Her smile lasted for all of about three seconds until I heard a small popping sound. My mother’s eyes closed again, and her body fell against my side lifelessly.

“Mom!” I yelled, scrambling toward her dead body and cradling her against my arms. I was still glowing, and I willed the power of the diamond to bring her back to life.

Before I could complete the move, I felt an intense explosion against my back. I could now see Rico, his teeth gritted, pouring every ounce of energy he had through the ruby. His eyes were burning with fire, and so was the rest of him as he attempted to use the ruby to the utmost of his power.

The diamond was protecting me from him, allowing me to stand and to push back with my own power. We were like two glowing spirits—one white and one red, with the energy from both converging in the center. At first, the heat from both was dead even, without a clear winner as we battled.

But soon enough, my powers started to overwhelm his. I felt the weight of the eyes of all the ghosts from the graveyard watching us now, as we battled for the last time. I even saw the eyes of my girls, who had now joined us on the upper ledge. There were two bodies at their feet—that of Mira’s which was being treated lovingly, and that of Darcy’s who’d died for the last time.

It was seeing Mira’s corpse that gave me the last bit of strength to totally overwhelm Rico. The white glow of my diamond overtook the glow from his ruby, surrounding Rico with white. At that moment, a powerful explosion erupted from around him as both the diamond and ruby ceased their glow. Rico was thrown backward, crumpling as a wreck against the cemetery wall.

It is done, said the diamond. The power of the ruby is broken.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Sure enough, one glance at Rico showed that the ruby in his hand had ceased glowing. As he tried to stand up, he kept trying to toggle its power while nothing happened.

“This can’t be happening!” raged Rico, squeezing his fist around the ruby. “Kill him damnit! Kill Jeremy!”

As he found his back against the cemetery wall, I saw that my father and Morgana had moved. Both of their spirits had converged behind him, with each of them latching onto Rico’s arms and pulling him back, pinning him against the gate.

Rico kept struggling to free himself, but their strength was greater than what his taxed body could overcome. At one point, I noticed that the destroyed ruby even dropped from his hand, shattering against the ground into a million pieces.

“Jeremy, it’s time!” yelled my father, still struggling to restrain Rico. “Finish this once and for all!”

There was only one thing left to do. Grabbing one of my swords that had fallen on the ground after my mother’s attack, I stalked forward until I was only feet away from a man that I had thought of as a friend, a mentor, and a father figure for my entire life.

His eyes burned with hatred as he realized what I was about to do. He opened his mouth, screaming a hundred different obscenities at me as I pulled back my sword and sent it launching forward.

The sound of my blade penetrating Rico’s chest was one of the most satisfying events ever. His mouth fell open as blood poured from the opening, soaking his black garments. I watched for several seconds as the life left his eyes, and by the time I pulled my sword free, it was done.

Rico Cartwright was nothing more than a memory.


Chapter Thirty-One




We should have been celebrating.

With Rico now dead in front of me, there were no longer any threats. His entire team was dead, and as the boss of Serpent Hollows, that meant that we’d won.

A lifelong dream had just been accomplished. The problem was that it came with a terrible price.

Turning around, I could see Seraphina, Vaeda, and Elise huddled around Mira’s body. A short distance away, I could see my mother’s body near the cemetery, where my father was now watching over her. I didn’t know which of them to go to first, feeling the pain of their loss equally.

It wasn’t until I met my father’s eyes that I moved closer, not stopping until I was on my knees and cradling my mother’s dead body.

I looked up to see tears in the eyes of his ghost. At that moment, I wondered why her spirit wasn’t with him inside the graveyard.

“She wasn’t killed by the dungeon,” said my father, seemingly reading my thoughts. “She won’t be a ghost here. It was the ruby that stopped her heart when it released her. She’s lost to us forever now.”

Hearing those last six words shattered me completely. Even in death, I hoped that my mother would gain just a little bit of peace if she could be reunited with my father. And yet, even that was robbed of us.

I need your help one more time, I told the diamond. This isn’t right that we should have to sacrifice so much just to do the right thing. Help me please.

I didn’t receive an answer, and for a few seconds, I questioned whether or not Rico was correct about its unreliability. It wasn’t until I met my father’s eyes once more that I noticed I was glowing white again as the power infused my body.

Suddenly, a beam of light erupted from the top of my head and shot up over the entire field. The light spread out in every direction before it came cascading down, creating a bubble of intensity that caused Mira’s and my mother’s bodies to float upward into the light. It became so intense that I had to shield my eyes as I stood up, joined by the other girls as we all took each other’s hands.

For several long seconds, the light remained too intense to see what was behind it until I saw a dark shadow walking from it. It wasn’t until that shadow grew large enough that I was able to make out who it was.

It was Mira. She was alive once again, and as soon as she saw us, she beamed with a smile and rushed toward the entire group.

I’d never hugged Mira more tightly than I did at that moment. Neither did the rest of the girls.

“You’re back!” shrieked Elise. “My best friend is back!”

“You have no idea how much we missed you!” confirmed Vaeda.

“Do I even want to know what happened?” asked Mira, looking around. “Did we win?”

I grinned and kissed her. “We won. Rico’s dead. And you’ve just been brought back to life after a Soul Devastation.”

Mira’s eyes went wide behind her glasses. “Seriously?”

I opened my mouth to answer when Seraphina raised her arm and pointed at the light. “Someone else is coming!”

We all turned back toward the light, seeing a larger shadow than Mira’s coming our way. It wasn’t until it got closer that I could see not one shadow but two.

My throat went dry as the light suddenly exploded into a fit of brilliance before it ended, revealing the last two people to come out of the light.

My mother looked just how I remembered her. Free of the taint of the ruby, Melanie Pollard seemed to be herself again, but she was happier than any time in recent memory because of who was standing next to her.

My mouth fell open when I gazed at the living, breathing form of Henry Pollard, holding hands with my mother as they walked toward me. The ghost was gone, replaced in full with flesh.

It was the first time in my life that I remembered them being together and alive at the same time.

“Mom?” I said hoarsely. “Dad?”

My mother broke into a run as she collided into me and squeezed me tight. Tears were flowing down her face as she looked into my eyes. “Thank you, Jeremy. Thank you for everything.”

The words barely came out of my mouth without choking. “You’re w-welcome?”

It wasn’t until my father stopped by my side that I was able to look at the real him. He resembled his ghost in many ways, except that whatever the diamond did to him allowed him to age to what he should be. I almost didn’t know what to say now that he was in front of me, but thankfully, he did.

“I’ve never been more proud of you, Jeremy,” he said, embracing me. “You’ve really done it. My son has conquered the Path of Progression. You’ve beat Serpent Hollows!”

From that moment onward, it was one big blur of hugs. Of course all of the girls hugged my parents. Though they all knew my dad from the graveyards, they got the chance to greet him for the first time properly.

I never remembered a time when I was this happy. It finally hit me just as I remembered the diamond was still in my hand.

Thank you, I told it. Thank you for everything. All the help. Bringing back Mira and my parents. Thank you.

If anything, it’s answer was modest in return.

I didn’t think we were strong enough to do that just yet. Your power keeps growing by the hour, Jeremy. Together, we’re going to do great things.

Of that, I had no doubt.
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By the time the Dungeon Master appeared, we were all ready to leave. The team was exhausted, hungry, and in serious need of a vacation.

“So what do we do now?” asked Vaeda as we were being transported back to the entrance. “No more dungeons to dive right? Are we officially retired?”

“I don’t know about the rest of you, but I intend to find a proper beach and plant my amazing ass in the sand for about the next three months,” said Elise.

“Amazing ass, huh?” asked Seraphina, elbowing her in the side.

“Jeremy thinks I have an amazing ass, don’t you, Jeremy?”

I was very conscious of the fact that my parents were right next to me. I wasn’t going to answer right away, but it was my father that elbowed me.

“Go on and answer her,” he said with a chuckle. “I remember what it was like being your age.”

I gave in and answered after that.

“Everything about Elise is amazing,” I said boldly, making the blonde blush before she crushed herself against my side.

“You really mean that?” she asked, battering her eyelashes.

I gave her my answer by kissing her, which only seemed to make the other girls want a piece of the action.

“What do you love about me?” asked Vaeda, worming her way into my side and placing her hand against my chest, making my heart thump.

“Everything,” I said, letting myself loosen for a while. “I love all of you. And I think Elise is right—we’ve earned a bit of a vacation.”

“Dibs on somewhere tropical!” shouted Elise. “And I want a bunch of those little fruity drinks too. You know, the really colorful ones. And maybe we will hire a butler to keep us from going dry.”

“For once, I think you have a great idea, Elisey-boo,” teased Seraphina.

Elise beamed with a grin. “Thank you, Sera-boo!”

We all laughed at that as we emerged at the entrance to the dungeon. It only felt fitting that my parents exited first, stepping back out into the desert. I followed in their wake, and of course we weren’t alone from the moment we stepped out.

“Jeremy!”

The first person I spotted was Calista, who took off on a sprint to reach us. She collided into my arms, and I kissed her like I’ve been wanting to kiss her for some time. She never looked more beautiful than she did at that moment, with her sparkling silver hair and green eyes.

“Please tell me this is what I think it is?” asked Calista. “Is everything okay? Is he . . . gone?”

“Dead,” I said, watching the tension leave her body. “Rico and his team are dead.”

She hugged me again, resting her chest against my body.

Suddenly, we were confronted by a whole host of others. Mathias was there, but so were the families of the other girls. Even Nadira was there, standing right next to the Carlsberg family.

“What are you doing here?” Elise asked her parents. “How did you get here?”

“We couldn’t stay away, pumpkin,” replied her father. “We just had to know you were alright. Is everything good now? Did you win?”

Elise smiled and nodded. “We beat Rico. We conquered the dungeon. We won our dive, erm dungeon dive not ocean dive.”

“You’re an amazing diver, Elise,” said her mother, causing Elise to turn bright red. “We’re so proud of you.”

Even I felt the tightness in my chest at seeing Elise finally earn the praise of her parents—something that had been neglected from her for so long. I’d even earned the praise of Nadira, which definitely put a lump in my throat.

“I’m so happy to see you back now,” she said, hugging me tightly. “Thank you so much for what you did.”

I hugged her back just as fiercely. In a strange way, I felt like her parent’s sacrifice hadn’t been in vain now.

All around us, the parents congratulated their children, but it was my father who still had one bit of unsettled business.

He approached Calista, who was still glued to my side. His eyes were heavy, and so was his heart by the way he looked at her.

“Calista, I need you to know how sorry I am,” he said, bowing his head. “I didn’t know any better. I listened to Rico’s version of what happened with you, and now I know just how wrong that was. I’m so sorry for how we treated you. I couldn’t get this second chance without telling you that.”

I watched Calista for her reaction. I wasn’t sure what she would say, especially since I knew how bitter that experience had made her. Truthfully, I wouldn’t blame her if she still needed space, or if some memories were just too painful to forget.

But she surprised me when she took it in stride and hugged my father.

“Thank you,” she said to him. “I’ve always thought you were a good person, Henry. Your apology means a lot to me.”

My father smiled as he glanced at me. “So this thing right here? This is serious? You and him?”

“Well, I kinda have to share him with them,” said Calista, giggling as she thumbed her finger at the other girls. “But I think we’ll manage.”

Elise came over and rested her arm on Calista’s shoulder. “Welcome to the rotation. Take a number, and we’ll call you when you get your turn with Jeremy.”

My mother put up her hands. “Okay, this is way more information than I need to know right now.”

“Oh, come on, Melanie, live a little,” said Elise. “How often do you get genuine alone time with the one you love?”

My mother’s eyes found my father. They reached for each other’s hand and squeezed. “Not often, Elise. And I plan to make the most of mine.”

Elise put her hands together and looked at me. “They’re totally going to bone right now.”

“Thanks, Elise,” I said. “That’s my parents.”

She pulled me closer. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “We are too!”
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We flew back to Numeria that night.

It appeared that news of our victory outpaced us, and by the time we landed, there was a large crowd outside the Olypepper field to greet our arrival. Banners were hung everywhere, and there was even an effigy of Rico that was made up, and it was being trampled on by people in costumes that were done up to look like us.

I couldn’t help but feel bittersweet about the victory over Rico. Yes, he needed to be killed for what he did, but at one point in time, he was still the closest thing that I had to a father figure. He wasn’t always bad, at least not to me, but his lust for power had turned him into the monster that he became.

Still, I couldn’t deny that it felt amazing to know that my goal had been completed. With the Path of Progression now over, we were the foremost diving team in all of Aspatria.

We were probably also the youngest victors ever. If there was an award for speed-running the Path, we certainly would have won it.

Before we landed, I took a moment to look at my stats now that the dungeon was finished.

Name: Jeremy Pollard

Class: Warrior

Level: 156

Experience: 7621/12000

Possessions: Dungeon Diamond (Level 47)

Stats:

Strength: 161 (+10)

Agility: 163 (+8)

Magical Power: 170 (+18)

Stamina: 165 (+11)

Intelligence: 165 (+14)

Charisma: 162 (+10)

Abilities:

Force Multiplier

Rapid Promotion

Fire Mage

Heavenly Strike

Experience Share

Magical Shield

Spell Forge

Dragon Keeper

Spells:

Lightning Strike

Perilous Flames III

Teleport III

Life Drain II

Dispel

Lava Armor II

“Good spirits, Jeremy,” said Mathias, who was sitting just behind me. He’d clearly gotten a full view of my final stat sheet. “I’ve never seen stats like that in all my life. And I used to think that Rico was the pinnacle of success.”

“It’s amazing just how far we’ve come recently,” I said. “Even the girls have surely grown by leaps and bounds too.”

Mira, who was sitting next to her father, toggled her stat sheet too. “You better believe it!”

Name: Mirabel “Mira” James

Class: Caster

Level: 144

Experience: 10098/11000

Stats:

Strength: 140 (+36)

Agility: 144 (+40)

Magical Power: 143 (+41)

Stamina: 145 (+45)

Intelligence: 144 (+39)

Charisma: 144 (+45)

Abilities:

Power of Knowledge

Status Shield

Telekinesis

Protective Bubble

Spells:

Healing Light

Minimize

Reanimate

Summon III

Time Warp

Spell Lock III

Clone

“Absolutely incredible,” replied Mathias, hugging his daughter. “I’m so proud of you, Mira.”

She beamed with a smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

“You all have really earned that vacation,” he said. “The entire country has earned this respite. With Rico dead, I’m hoping we can finally have peace. And I’m hoping the DDU will be able to rebuild.”

“With you as their leader, I know they’ll be just fine,” I told him. “You’ve helped us every step of the way, Mathias. I couldn’t be more grateful to know you. Or that you found us after that first day at the stadium.”

He grinned. “It all seems to have worked out, didn’t it? More than I ever could have hoped for.”

“You can say that again.”

At that point, my attention turned to Nadira, who was just a short distance away. I nodded my head toward her.

“What about Nadira?” I asked him. “Does she have any family that can take her in? Anyone that can help her?”

Mathias and Mira shared a look before turning their attention back to me.

“About that,” said Mathias. “I thought that Nadira could stay with us for the time being.”

“Really?” I asked. “That’s amazing.”

Mathias chuckled. “She really seems to get along with Mira. And I think Mira is happy to see someone that also shares her love of books. I think the two will get along famously. At least until Mira moves in with you permanently, which from the sound of things, won’t be that far into the future?”

“Not far at all,” I said. “We might have to revisit plans for Nadira sooner rather than later.”

Mathias waved his hand. “I’ll try to find the rest of her family. Either way, I’ll make sure she has a place to go. We owe it to her for her sacrifice.”

I couldn’t agree more, and it made me grateful that Nadira was going to get a new home.

“So I heard Elise say you were going to go somewhere tropical,” said Mathias. “How long do you think you’ll be able to stay away for? A few months?”

I glanced at Mira and shrugged. “What’s the rush to get back? We’ve already won. There are no more dungeons to dive in. We have more G-coins than we could all reasonably spend in a lifetime. What’s the rush?”

“Well, sure you’ve reached the pinnacle of diving in Aspatria,” said Mathias. “But there are other countries out there. Other dungeons. Other diving leagues. No one is saying you have to retire if you don’t want to, Jeremy. You could still have a very bright future in front of you.”

I glanced at Mira and she nodded. “There are at least six more dungeon leagues that I know of in the world. Or at least ones I’ve heard of. The Path of Progression might be finished, but we still have options if we want to keep going.”

“I hadn’t really considered it,” I said. “But it’s something to think about. Especially since we love it so much, and I don’t like the idea of total retirement.”

“Me neither. But after a vacation,” said Mira, winking at me. “And date night? Because we’re surely missing out on that.”

I laughed. “We definitely are. And I think we’ve earned that rest and recuperation.”

“You definitely have,” said Mathias. “Just come see me when you’re ready. I can put you in touch with the other leagues when you want to start diving again.”

I reached over to shake his hand. “That would be amazing, Mathias.”


Chapter Thirty-Two




“Are you sure this is okay? I don’t want to ruin a tradition, especially since it means so much to Mira.”

It was the following day after our dive, and I think we were all still dazed by the sudden return to normal. Even though our enemy was dead and the Path was complete, we couldn’t go anywhere without people trying to meet us.

Still, despite our nationwide fame, it was great to be able to get back to normal. We’d been denied so much of our freedom in recent months due to the threat from Rico that it was refreshing just to walk outside without fearing for our lives.

In the case of tonight, it meant fulfilling a long-standing tradition of date night. It was already delayed because of our dive into Serpent Hollows, but I promised Mira we would make it happen afterward.

Leave it to Mira to decide that all the girls should go with us, Calista included.

Mira hugged the silver-haired nymph after the question was asked. “Yes, I’m sure. We’re not just a team, but we’re a family too. And that means that you’re definitely invited to date night, Calista.”

“And we have you to thank for so many things,” I added. “For everything you did to help us prepare to face Rico.”

“Besides, some really great things happen once date night is over,” said Elise, elbowing Mira in the side. “Tell her what happens, Mira.”

Mira turned red. “Elise, I don’t really want to be that crude—”

“We all go home and fuck like rabbits,” said Elise proudly.

I never saw Calista blush the way she did right now. I could tell that she had a hard time meeting my eyes, but then again, she’d made no qualms about where she saw our relationship going.

“Then I guess I’m in the right place,” she said finally, once she met my eyes. It was a look that said everything I could possibly want to know.

“Well, we should get going then!” said Seraphina, after putting on a stunning blue dress that matched her eyes. “Where’s Vaeda by the way?”

“Over here!” said Vaeda, after putting on her signature tube top and skirt. “Just checking my badge. I really can’t believe I’m a level 142 now. I just keep staring at it expecting that it’s going to change and go back down.”

Name: Vaeda Trespert

Class: Rogue

Level: 142

Experience: 5505/11000

Stats:

Strength: 140

Agility: 145

Magical Power: 145

Stamina: 139

Intelligence: 138

Charisma: 140

Abilities:

Rapid Strike

Infiltrator

Dryad Magic

Spells:

Light Footsteps II

Callback

Shadow Lance II

Demonic Wraith II

Black Wind II

“Ha, newb!” said Elise, marching over while toggling her own badge. “I’m at level 145. How do you like these apples?”

Name: Elise Carlsberg

Class: Archer

Level: 145

Experience: 901/11000

Stats:

Strength: 146

Agility: 141

Magical Power: 142

Stamina: 140

Intelligence: 144

Charisma: 147

Abilities:

Never-Ending Quiver

Rain Dance

Shower of Arrows

Spells:

Ice Freeze II

Illusion II

Confusion II

Force Torpedo III

“You two know that I have both of you beat, right?” said Seraphina. “I’m second only to Jeremy. The most badass elf anywhere in Aspatria.”

Name: Seraphina Cultress

Class: Mastermind

Level: 146

Experience: 3199/11000

Stats:

Strength: 147

Agility: 144

Magical Power: 149

Stamina: 147

Intelligence: 142

Charisma: 140

Abilities:

Grace of the Elves

Turbo Boost

Strategist

Spells:

Swirling Flames

Stun III

Healing Light

Stonewall II

Invisibility II

Star Fire

“You totally didn’t just steal my word, did you?” said Elise. “I’m the one that uses badass!”

“Well, you better learn to share, Elisey-boo,” teased Seraphina.

I chuckled and glanced at Calista. “You sure you want to be part of this group? We’re a little crazy.”

Calista grinned at me. “I’d love nothing more. It’s been a long time since I had anything remotely resembling a family. This feels like home to me.”

Elise looked around. “Here? In this dorm? Sweetie, you’ve got to raise your expectations a little. Home should be reserved for whatever house we build once we get back from vacation.”

“I meant that metaphorically,” joked Calista.

Seraphina elbowed Elise in the side. “You know that as metaphysically.”

Elise pursed her lips. “If you say so.”

“Come on, everyone,” said Mira, now wearing a newly-purchased black dress that showed off generous portions of her cleavage. “We’re going to be late for dinner!”

All around me, I was surrounded by gorgeous women. The fact that I loved each one of them, and in return was loved by them, made me feel happier than at any one point in my life. This was truly going to be a night to remember.

On the way out, we passed by another couple who was also enjoying some time alone. My parents were spotted holding hands as they walked back to the dorm, no doubt coming in from an earlier dinner on their own. I’d never seen my mother look happier than she did right now, and seeing my father alive and well made the entire thing worthwhile.

“Oh look, it’s the kids,” said Mom, waving to us as our two groups passed. “Off to dinner?”

“You bet, Mrs. P,” replied Mira.

“Mira, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Melanie?” asked Mom, feigning playful anger.

“One more time it seems,” said Mira meekly.

“Oh, she’s fine, Mel,” said Dad, throwing me a wink on the side. “You kids have fun tonight, okay?”

“Do you want to go out with us?” asked Elise. “We’ll just get a bigger table if you’re interested?”

My parents glanced at each other and quickly shook their heads. “That’s okay, Elise. Henry and I have a lot of time to make up for right now.”

“A lot of time,” he stressed.

I exhaled loudly. “Okay, time to get going.”

My parents laughed, and so did the girls.

“Personally, I think it’s incredibly sweet,” said Mira as we walked away. “They love each other.”

“And they’re going to be loving each other all night long,” added Elise, earning another glare from me. “Oh, lighten up. You’re going to be loving all of us all night long too.”

Vaeda clapped her hands together in an adorable manner. “I can’t wait. I’m so freaking horny that I could mount him right now!”

We all laughed at hearing that, and even Vaeda did too.

Once we were out the door, we found the restaurant we were looking for after about fifteen minutes of walking. It was the most expensive that I could find—another promise that I made to Mira. Along the way, we had to stop three times so we could sign autographs, but once we arrived at the restaurant, we managed to get seated in a private room just for us.

“To never-ending success and fame,” toasted Elise, holding a glass of wine up high.

“To conquering the Path of Progression,” added Mira.

“To us,” said Seraphina finally. “I love all of you. I wouldn’t be here without you.”

“Well said, Seraphina,” I said.

We toasted and ate and drank until our stomachs and hearts were full. Even with as much wine flowing as it did that night, I was surprised we managed to make it back to the dorms in one piece. It was truly quiet by the time we got back, and the girls wasted no time in pushing us inside the room and locking the door.

“Fucking finally!” said Vaeda, who started to strip off her clothes the moment the door was locked. “I was thinking we’d never get home at this pace!”

As many times as I’d seen Vaeda’s flawless body, it never got old. Her greenish skin and subtle curves never failed to make my mouth water or to make my cock hard.

“Vaeda!” said Elise with a laugh. “How did you get naked so fast?”

“It’s a little something we like to call Dryad Magic,” teased Vaeda. “Not just an ability, you know? It’s a full-body experience.”

Seraphina giggled. “Right now, I’m really wanting some Jeremy magic.”

“Then take your dress off and let’s get this party started!” said Vaeda.

Seraphina didn’t need to be told twice. In one fell swoop, she ripped her blue dress over her head, pulling it away from her long, red locks. She dropped it on the floor, alongside the only other thing she was wearing—a red pair of sexy panties.

“Fuck me,” I muttered, looking at Vaeda and Seraphina standing side by side, as nude as the day they were born. “You two are flawless. Utterly flawless.”

Seraphina reached down to cup her extremely full breasts, tweaking her nipples with each hand. “I surely hope you’re going to do something about that too. And why do the rest of you still have clothes on?”

“Not all of us have dresses we can just whip off in a hurry!” said Elise, who was now fiddling with a gorgeous white blouse and a sexy blue skirt.

“Speak for yourself, Elise,” said Mira, who repeated the same gesture as Seraphina by ripping her black dress off her body. I groaned aloud when I saw her full breasts and sexy hourglass figure. I loved Mira’s body, probably more than Mira did. Still, it was a testament to just how far she’d come now that she was able to show it so publicly as she was doing now.

“Hold your horses,” snapped Elise, yanking her skirt down and showing her toned and athletic ass. She caught me staring and gave it a little wiggle. “Like what you see, baby?”

I was in heaven. Four of the five most beautiful women ever were now naked for my eyes to feast on. The only one left was Calista, who was understandably a little shy about getting to this part.

There was no reason to rush her either. I wanted the nymph to know that she didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to do, so I walked over to her and kissed her gently on the lips.

“You’re stunning too,” I said quietly. “We go at your pace, okay? Don’t feel obligated to do anything right now.”

Calista’s smile was shy but confident—a really sexy combination.

“I think I’ll be okay,” she said. “Just know that it’s been a really long time for me since I’ve done anything close to sex.”

“Our sweet Calista is a virgin, eh?” asked Vaeda.

Calista blew a raspberry. “No, I just haven’t had sex in more than two decades. You might need to clean out the cobwebs a little.”

Elise walked over to me and started rubbing my cock outside my pants. “Don’t worry, we have the perfect cobweb cleaner right here, don’t we, love?”

I started to chuckle. “Your dirty talk needs a little work.”

“Sue me, I’m not Vaeda,” replied Elise.

“Vaeda takes it to a new level,” agreed Seraphina.

We all glanced over at Vaeda and watched her shrug. “You try being perpetually horny all day and night. Some weird things are going to come out of your mouths too.”

“Okay, ladies, focus!” said Mira, getting everyone’s attention. She smiled as she pushed her glasses back up her nose. “I believe our man is wearing way too many clothes. Shall we do something about that?”

“We shall,” said Seraphina.

Just like that, the four naked women approached me, with each of them going after an article of clothing.

Seraphina started the scene by undoing my belt and yanking it clear of my body. She put it together, making the leather snap playfully before dropping it on the floor.

Vaeda was next, going after the buttons on my pants. Her fingers made deft work of them before she stuck her hands inside the waist and worked them around to my hips. All it took was a little tugging before they fell down my legs.

It was Mira’s turn next, and the sultry brunette made her way closer to me. She went after my shirt, helping to yank it over my head before placing several hot kisses against my chest.

“More to come later,” she said, giving me a shy smile before she too slipped away.

Elise was the last one to go, and leave it to Elise to be stuck with my underwear. The bratty blonde sank to her knees in front of me and gripped my cock through the material, finding that I was already throbbing because of the visual sight in front of me.

She sighed happily as she rubbed me, but not before she leaned forward, dragging her lips over the material and making me groan in approval.

When I opened my eyes again, I saw her hazel eyes locked on me as she fished my cock out lovingly. It sprung forth over the band, and she teased the tip of it while yanking my underwear all the way down.

“Mmm, perfection,” Elise cooed now that I was fully naked for them.

I glanced over to see what Calista was doing and was pleased to see that her eyes were glued to my cock. I even made it jump for a moment, finding that her eyes moved with it.

“Any of you girls suddenly hungry again?” asked Vaeda, licking her lips as she looked at my cock too. “Because I’m positively starving right now.”

“We probably shouldn’t get in the way,” joked Seraphina. “When Vaeda wants cock, she’s going to get it.”

“That doesn’t mean that we can’t have a little fun on our own, does it?” agreed Elise.

The entire group migrated to our bedroom, where we had to push three beds together just to give us all enough space. It wasn’t an ideal situation but we hardly cared, because our time together mattered above everything else.

I laid on my back, with Elise and Seraphina appearing next to my side. Seraphina put her hand on my chest as she leaned down to kiss me while Elise started trailing kisses over my lower abdomen and stomach.

Between my legs, I found both Vaeda and Mira. The stunning dryad had found a way to work my cock into her mouth, keeping a tight suction on the tip that was incredibly mind-blowing. My sweet Mira was doing something different though, paying attention to my balls at the same time Vaeda was working the shaft.

It was the full-on celebrity treatment, and I found it hard to remember a time when I felt such a level of bliss. The only thing to make it better was when Calista positioned herself near my head, placing me in her lap so that I could see rest against her.

“Just enjoy yourself right now,” whispered Calista. “Let us take care of you.”

I had to admit—it felt like the royal treatment. But just because they were committed to taking care of me right now didn’t mean I couldn’t have a little fun of my own. My hands were still free, and that meant I was able to explore the two women closest to me.

I started with their tits. With one hand, I caressed Elise’s small breasts, gently rubbing over her nipples until they were hard. My other hand paid attention to Seraphina’s massive mammaries, caressing them until her nipples were just as stiff.

After I had my fun with their tits, I moved south, trailing my fingers along their stomachs. I didn’t stop until I felt something hot and wet, using my thumbs to tease their clits.

“Mmm, right there,” moaned Elise, letting out a little shiver. “Touch me, Jeremy.”

It was an incredible experience to know that I was playing with both Elise and Seraphina while getting my cock sucked by Vaeda and Mira. The only thing that made it better was when Calista repositioned herself so that she could kiss me, her slippery tongue darting into my mouth.

After a few more minutes of this, I just wanted to fuck. I needed to be inside not just one but all of these gorgeous women. I was truly going to put my Stamina gains to the test, because I would need it to truly last for my beauties.

I wasn’t the only one that couldn’t take it anymore.

“Can we please have sex now?” asked Mira, letting one of my balls pop out of her mouth as she fixed me with a flirtatious stare. “Because there’s nothing in the world that I want more than to have you inside me.”

“Aww, that’s so cute,” said Calista, taking a temporary break from kissing me.

I was able to get up on my knees, gesturing for Mira to get in the position she wanted to be in. It was of little surprise that my romantic brunette went on her back and spread her arms out for me.

“Come to me,” she whispered. “Get between my legs.”

I took hold of Mira’s legs and worked myself between them. My cock led the way, still glistening with wetness courtesy of Vaeda. Once I had myself positioned between Mira’s loving thighs, I slowly inserted the tip inside her.

“Oh my goodness,” she whimpered, as the tip slid inside. Mira was so incredibly tight that it always took a few tries before I could get all the way inside her. We worked at it, using a slow bump-and-grind until finally I was all the way inside my brunette goddess.

At that moment, Mira reached her hands around my neck and pulled my lips to hers. Our bodies were crushed together, and I could feel her nipples pressing into my chest. My hips started to pump against hers rapidly, my balls slamming against her asshole with every powerful thrust.

Soon Mira was moaning into my mouth as she worked her hips against mine, meeting my thrusts. When we both started to breathe heavily, I pulled myself up just far enough that I could pay attention to her tits, knowing how much she loved nipple play.

“Jeremy!” she squealed as soon as my lips wrapped around her nipple. “Keep sucking. Oh, fuck, my nipples. I love it! Oh, yesssssss!”

All this time with Mira ensured that I knew just how to take her to the edge. She liked it when I maintained a deep suction with my mouth—so hard that I could almost feel pain in my own lips as I sucked. It put so much pressure on her nipples that it always seemed to make her hips swing out of control, and this time was no different.

“Oh my goodness,” she said, gasping for air as she took off her glasses. “I’m going to . . . going to . . . I’m going to cum!”

I suddenly felt Mira’s thighs clamp down on my hips, squeezing me tight as I continued to pump against her. Her pussy became even more drenched at that moment, and she pulled me down to kiss her while she came.

Her orgasm only lasted a few moments, but when it finally subsided I saw her open her warm eyes and stare at me with love and affection.

“I love you so so so so so much,” said Mira, her gaze looking incredibly dreamy.

I kissed her lips tenderly. “I love you so much too, Mira.”

We kissed lovingly for a few more minutes until someone else made it clear that it was their turn.

“Okay, I need it right now!” said Elise, moving away from my side and approaching the edge of the bed. The other girls stopped to see what she was doing as she laid on her back and pulled her legs all the way back.

“Jeremy, sweetie, lovey, handsomest boyfriend in the whole world?” called out Elise, fluttering her eyelashes at me. “Would you come over here and breed me please?”

The other girls giggled as I moved off the bed and slid between Elise’s thighs, eager to resume intimacy after starting it off with Mira. The other girls filled in around Elise, watching with anticipation as the tip of my shaft hovered next to her wet, pink walls.

“Oh, fuck meeeee,” moaned Elise as I slid all the way inside on the first thrust. She was completely drenched for me, letting me fill her all the way to my balls. “Uh huh, oh yeah. Fuck me. Just like that. Mmm f-fuck yes. Oh, Jeremy!”

I loved listening to Elise’s moans, especially as our hips began to slap together. What I loved even more was how this position let me get truly deep within her. I felt like I was stabbing her guts at this angle, and I knew it was having an effect on Elise too.

“Had to make sure you get deep,” she moaned, locking eyes with me. “Need to get deep to breed me. Make me pregnant, Jeremy. Fill me with your cum. Make me have your baby. Ugh, ugh, ugh! Right there! Fuck me, baby. Fuck me harder!”

I grabbed hold of her waist and started to pound her, really laying it thick into Elise. I was so turned on from everything that had happened so far—from the attention, the intimate sex with Mira, and now the breeding dirty talk from Elise.

I was losing control, and there was nothing I wanted more than to give Elise what she deeply desired.

With a mighty roar, I pushed all the way inside the bratty blonde and unloaded. Several pints of cum shot into her, filling her womb until she couldn’t take anymore of it. Elise came hard at that moment, her upper chest flushing a deep red color as I withdrew my cock from her tight embrace.

A small river of cum started to flow from her body, only stopping once Elise angled her hips upward and smiled at me.

“I can’t wait to have your baby,” she said lovingly.

I kissed her on the forehead as I stood up. I was lightheaded from such a powerful orgasm, but I found that my cock still hadn’t subsided just yet. In front of me, Vaeda fell to her knees and took my cock in her mouth, tasting the combined fluids of Elise and I while making sure it was ready to go again for the next girl.

“I want to go next,” said Seraphina brightly, positioning herself in the middle of the bed. “But I’m going to need some help from all of you in order to make this work like I’m wanting it to.”

“What do you need?” asked a still glowing Elise.

“Hold on, I think I know,” said Mira. “Girls, everyone take a separate corner of the bed.”

Following Mira’s direction, all the remaining girls, including Calista, moved to opposite corners. Seraphina laid down on the bed and extended all of her limbs to all four girls.

“If you wouldn’t mind just . . . you know . . . holding me down,” said Seraphina, turning as red as her face.

“So kinky,” said Elise with a grin. “I like it!”

“How’s this?” asked Mira, holding Seraphina’s arm with both her hands. “Too tight?”

“Just perfect,” replied Seraphina as her eyes turned toward me. “Ready for you to have your way with me.”

I had to admit, even after such a hard orgasm, I was still incredibly hard. Especially seeing all the girls chip in to make Seraphina’s kink more memorable. I climbed between her legs and inserted my cock inside the elf’s burning-hot pussy.

“Oh my fucking word,” moaned Seraphina, her eyes rolling to the back of her head. “That’s it! That’s what I fucking needed so bad!”

Her body started shaking almost immediately once I began to hammer into her. Even though I knew it was what she wanted, I couldn’t help but think what a strange experience it was, especially with the other girls holding her down.

Still, this was what made Seraphina cum the hardest, and I was determined to give it to her after all the recent events.

I held onto her hips and focused on giving her long and deep strokes, keeping just the right intensity to really build up her orgasm. I could see her body turning as red as her hair as she started to approach the brink, and once she got to a certain point, I moved my thumb to her clit.

“Yes, yes, yes, yes!” screamed Seraphina as she arched her back. Her mouth fell open as her eyes rolled out of her head, and once more I felt my cock bathed in her sweet juices.

I could have kept pounding her for another few more orgasms, but Seraphina quickly waved me off, claiming that it was too sensitive for me to continue. That was fine with me, and as the girls let go of her hands, she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me passionately.

“You’re so perfect for me,” she cooed in between kisses. “Thank you for doing that for me, my love.”

“Anything for you, Seraphina. You know that.”

She grinned at me before turning her head to find Vaeda. “I do believe it’s time that you show our dryad a good time now.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” said Vaeda, clapping her hands together. “Jeremy, will you stand up, baby? I want us to try something fun.”

I was a little wobbly as I made my way off the bed, but it soon became apparent that Vaeda’s definition of fun was leading me toward the wall. She then practically leapt into my arms, squeezing her legs around my waist while motioning for me to crush her against the wall.

“Oh, yes, that’s what I wanted,” she said, right as I slammed her against the wall. “Mmm, fuck me just like this. Against the wall, against the window.”

I glanced out the window to see that people were still walking around outside. Any one of them would be able to see us if they just turned their head.

“You sure about this, Vaeda?” I asked right as my cock started to pierce her sex.

“I’ve never been more sure about anything,” she said, looking out the window. “Make love to me right here. I want to show the whole world that I belong to you.”

It was pretty kinky, but if this was what Vaeda wanted, I wasn’t going to deny her. Plus she was so tiny that even holding her upright wasn’t taking that much of my energy.

I loved the way that it made me feel. Knowing that Vaeda was completely within my control only made this so much sexier, and I could feel my cock throbbing as I hammered into her, owning her small dryad body with my cock.

At one point, I even looked outside to see that someone was watching us. Two twenty-something women had apparently noticed the movements and were pointing at us through the window. As soon as they saw me looking back at them, they covered their mouths and ran away.

Being sighted didn’t do anything to lessen my horniness. If anything, it made it even more intense. I started to pound Vaeda even harder, slamming my hips into hers.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck me!” moaned Vaeda, pushing her ass back against my hips. “Dear spirits, I love you so much. I freaking love you, Jeremy. All my life I’ve loved you. Just never realized how much. You’re so amazing. Fuck, I need you, you, you, you.”

The more she talked, the closer I realized she was. Soon enough, Vaeda’s body began to shudder over and over again as an intense orgasm racked her. Her pussy squeezed down so hard on my cock that I thought I might cum again.

And yet, I held it together. I didn’t know if I would get another shot at this, and there was still one woman here who deserved my attention.

By the time I looked back at the bed, the other girls had done a number on Calista. The mountain nymph was waiting for me, and she’d been completely disrobed of any clothing in the process.

My eyes scoured over her thin but athletic frame. Calista was the very definition of not looking her age, and her body appeared to be twenty years younger than what it actually was. Her breasts were very full and high, capped with large, thick nipples that made me just want to suck them. I glanced down to see a thin layer of pubic hair before finding her lips, already glistening in anticipation of what was about to happen.

I let Vaeda down softly only to have her kiss me and join the other girls on the bed. Together, the four original women surrounded Calista on all sides, ready to join her for our first time.

“You sure this is what you want?” Mira asked her once I approached Calista’s open thighs. “We can give you two privacy if you’d like. Your first time together is always special, you know?”

“It’s all the more special because all of you are here,” said Calista. “I meant what I said. We’re family now. And I want my sisters here when Jeremy takes me for the first time. Although . . .”

I raised an eyebrow. “Although what?”

Calista grinned at me. “Maybe not this position. Let’s do something different.”

With those words, Calista gestured for me to lay on my back on the bed, which I did so willingly. The other girls moved until they were on either side of me while Calista moved closer. She leaned down, placing a tender kiss against the head of my cock before she raised herself on her heels and straddled my waist.

“I like to be in control too much,” she joked, right before the head of my cock touched her sex.

The smile disappeared from her face the moment I started to slide inside her. Twenty years of no sex had taken its toll—Calista was tighter than a virgin, and I was having serious trouble getting anything more than just the tip inside her.

I could see the pressure building on her face, so I grabbed her hips and stopped her before she could slide down any further.

“Slower, babe,” I said. “No need to rush. Let’s make this amazing for both of us.”

She smiled and nodded at me. From that moment onward, we started this little rocking motion that was perfect for getting me inside her. Back and forth we went, slowly, taking a little more at a time while the other girls kept adding saliva to my shaft. Soon enough, we were making progress, and I could already see a frothy ring around my cock from all the combined juices.

“How’s it feel?” I asked her, once she was completely full of my cock.

“Stuffed like a turkey,” she joked, but at least she was smiling again. “It feels wonderful. I almost forgot how amazing sex could be.”

“It makes it ten times better when it’s with someone you care about,” I said.

Calista nodded. “You couldn’t be more right about that.”

After getting over her tightness, Calista and I started to move with more force. I rested my hands against her ass, helping her with leverage as she started to ride me. I watched as her full breasts rippled every time she moved, loving the sight of pleasure that appeared on her face.

“You’re so deep in me,” moaned Calista. “I never knew it could feel this good. You’re hitting spots inside me I didn’t even know that I had.”

“I know that feeling,” said Elise. “Being with Jeremy is like having a religious experience.”

“You’re not kidding,” said Calista. “Oh my stars, the feelings inside my body right now. I can’t even describe it. It’s so good. What’s happening to me?”

The nymph’s mouth fell open right as she lost control. I had to take over the work, but it soon became apparent that Calista was trying to pull off me. I let go of my grip just as Calista popped off my cock, pushing toward one side.

At that moment, a small jet of cum erupted from her pussy, soaking my cock and slipping down my balls. It didn’t expect that to happen, and clearly neither did Calista. She almost looked embarrassed by what happened until Vaeda clapped her hands together.

“Calista, I didn’t know you squirted!”

“I what now?” asked Calista.

Vaeda pointed to the puddle just under my ass. “You squirt when you cum! Did you even know that?”

“I’ve never done it before!” said Calista. “Never in my entire life!”

“Well, you do now,” joked Seraphina. “Don’t worry, Jeremy has that effect on all of us.”

Calista still looked embarrassed when she met my eyes again. “You’re okay with that, right? You don’t hate it?”

“I think it’s amazingly hot,” I answered. “Just like you. Now get back on me, okay?”

Calista looked apprehensive as she guided my cock back inside her pussy. She started riding me again, and for the next ten minutes, she squirted twice more. She drenched the bed under us, but I had to admit that I found the idea of her squirting incredibly sexy. It turned me on so much that I felt the need to cum again by the third time she did it.

“Calista, I’m going to cum so hard for you,” I warned her, thrusting upward into her body at a frantic pace.

She grinned wickedly at me. “I’m not getting off. I want your cum in my pussy, Jeremy.”

Hearing those words was all I needed. Knowing that she wanted my cum so deep in her body triggered my second orgasm, and I flooded her right as she sat down completely, catching all of it with her body.

We were all sweaty, tired, and completely stinking of cum. But all of us were happy after sharing so much together. When Calista finally dismounted, we all came together in one great ball of flesh.

I was surrounded by women that I loved, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“So I was thinking,” said Elise after a few moments of silence. “When we get back from vacation, maybe we should build our new home in the countryside. You know, somewhere we can have a little privacy for our big-ass mansion.”

“Any place you have in mind?” asked Seraphina.

“Well, I’ve kinda grown attached to Volamma,” said Elise with a small smirk. “It’s so cozy and welcoming, plus we’ll have plenty of help around for all the babies I want to have.”

“Babies as in plural?” asked Mira.

“Duh,” replied Elise. “It would be so hot if we were all pregnant for Jeremy at the same time, wouldn’t it?”

“You really take that breeding kink to a new level, don’t you?” snickered Vaeda.

Elise turned toward me. “What do you think, Jeremy? Volamma it is?”

“You’re going to make me correct you one more time, aren’t you?”

She giggled. “Okay, fine. Volantis?”

I kissed her forehead. “Volantis, it is. Sounds like a perfect place to settle down with my family.”

“And we wouldn’t have it any other way,” chimed Mira.
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