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To the bubbly ones.


Enchanter 3


Chapter 1

The first threads of dawn hadn’t yet touched the windows when I woke up. The air in our dorm room was still and cool, wrapped in that quiet calm before the day had fully begun. But the past few days had been exciting, and my mind swirled at once with what was coming our way.

The Aquana Games. Today was the day…

I was wide awake just at the thought of them. I veered up and sat on the edge of my bed, elbows resting on my knees, staring at the packed duffel bag on the floor. Everything was ready — my staff was propped up against the wall beside the bed, my robes folded with meticulous care, ready for me to put on. My new ring — the Ring of Health that Urgram Redmane had given me — gleamed faintly on my finger. Nestled deep into the bag, tucked between clean shirts and a compact first-aid kit, was the Hallowed Horn.

The artifact had become something of a constant. I’d killed two bosses with that horn — waterboarded one to death with the endless supply of water it produced, and the other by washing its hat, weirdly enough, since the blood on it was the source of its power. No matter how much the Games threw at us, I’d always have that in my back pocket; I knew I could get creative if I needed to.

Smiling at the memory, I looked around me. My girls were still asleep. Well, mostly.

Thessa lay sprawled diagonally across her mattress, half of her blanket wrapped around one leg, the other leg hanging off the side of the bed. She was snoring. Not loudly, but with a slow, steady rhythm that betrayed just how deeply asleep she was. Her tail that ended in a spade twitched every so often, flicking against the sheets like she was dreaming of something particularly dramatic.

Lazy was curled up like a cat, her body wrapped around a long cylindrical pillow she’d bought in town. Her tail was coiled neatly over her hip, one ear flicking every few moments. She made a quiet mewling sound in her sleep and shifted closer to the pillow, purring softly.

And then there was Khla.

She wasn’t sleeping. She hadn’t been, not for long anyway.

She sat on the edge of her own bed, one leg raised, already lacing her boots. She didn’t look up as she worked, but her presence was steady as it always was. Her expression was unreadable, like always, but I’d come to learn the little signs — her jaw slightly tighter than usual, her brow just barely furrowed. She was ready. Focused. But she was not at ease; she knew the challenge we’d be facing soon enough.

I looked down at my gear again, then hopped down from the bunk and unzipped the top of the duffel to double-check everything for the third time.

Khla didn’t look up, but her voice came, low and blunt. “Still anxious.”

I chuckled. I was getting to know her, but she was also getting to know me. “Yeah. A little,” I admitted.

Thessa stirred. I glanced at her just as one red eye cracked open and narrowed in my direction.

“Wade…” she murmured, voice thick with sleep. “You’re radiating early-morning energy. What’s wrong?”

I laughed. “I’m not the lazy one around here, Thessa,” I said with a wink before I turned back to my bag. “Just checking the gear.”

There was a long pause.

Thessa yawned, stretched — her tail bumped my shoulder — and then flopped onto her side. “Nervous?”

I hesitated for a beat, then nodded. “A little. Big day.”

From behind me, Lazy made a sound somewhere between a groan and a whine. She sat up halfway, blinking blearily at us with her pillow still clutched to her chest. Her ears were flattened and her hair was a mess. “Oh no!” she hummed with a dramatic flop of her curvaceous body. “Is today the day? You won’t believe this. I had a dream you all left without me.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Khla growled.

I chuckled and turned toward Lazy, her ears flattened as she shot Khla a wounded look. “You think we’d forget you?” I asked her.

She rubbed at her face, fuzzy tail flicking once. “You left and went to the Aquana Games, and I was stuck in the dorms with just my pillow! It was terrible. I couldn’t even cast spells in the dream. Everything just came out as glitter.”

I perked an eyebrow. “Glitter?”

She nodded vigorously and followed up with another overly dramatic, attention-seeking flop on her bed that made her jiggle in all the right places — and there was plenty of her to jiggle.

Thessa grinned as she lay on her own bunk, eyes still closed. “Glitter. That actually sounds kind of amazing.”

Khla snorted as she finished tying her second boot. “If it’s prophetic, I hope it doesn’t come true during the games.”

Lazy gasped, dramatically clutching at her pillow. “Khla! Oh no! What if it DOES come true?!”

“Ugh,” Khla groaned evenly, standing and rolling her shoulders.

I chuckled at their antics, then stood and zipped my duffel shut again. “No one’s leaving anyone behind. We go in together. We come out together. No glitter.”

“Awww,” Thessa complained as she sat up properly, her black hair a tangled mess but her eyes suddenly very awake. “One thing’s for sure, though.” She grinned. “We’re going to win.”

Lazy brightened, stretching both arms toward the ceiling. “Ugh, but first — breakfast. Please.”

“We’ll eat in the common room,” I said. “Keep it quick. We need to be on the move soon.”

Thessa blew out a breath, flopping back again for one more moment of stolen rest. “Give me ten. I need to brush my hair before I terrify the student body.”

Khla was already at the sink, splashing water onto her face with disciplined efficiency. “Five,” she said flatly.

Thessa groaned, but she got up anyway.

Ten minutes — of course, ten and not five — later, we gathered in the dormitory common area, a dimly lit space filled with the smell of eggs, slightly burnt toast, and fresh bread. Some of the long tables were scattered with the remnants of previous students who had either eaten earlier than us or had failed to clean up properly. Others were still occupied. Of course, we got many a look — people knew we were headed to the Aquana Games today, and they had seen us train diligently these past few days.

Lazy was perched on a stool, gnawing at a toasted bagel with a slightly feral intensity. “I forgot how good food tastes when you’re about to go to war,” she said through a mouthful.

“War, she says,” Khla muttered.

Thessa sat next to Lazy, her demonic tail swinging idly as she sipped a mug of black coffee. “Feels like we’ve been at war every day since we got here.”

Khla gave a grunt that didn’t really communicate agreement or disagreement, and the girls all ate in silence for a while after that. As they did so, I let my gaze sweep over the three of them.

My team. My girls.

I remembered Chemult. I remembered the journey with Kay on the Galephant, wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into. I remembered meeting them for the first time — Lazy with her messy energy and barely hidden insecurities, Thessa with her shameless confidence, her craziness, and her love for fire, and Khla, cold and guarded, like a fortress with no doors — but with plenty of insecurities of her own.

And I remembered the spider Dungeon. The Hollow Brood. The way Lazy had screamed when the spiders dropped from the ceiling. The way Thessa had lit up half the room without flinching. The way Khla had thrown herself between danger and the rest of us more than once, without hesitation.

We weren’t perfect, but we had learned a lot since then. And now, we were ready.

Mostly.

I grabbed a leftover roll from the table and took a bite, deciding we could use some motivational talk. “Less than three weeks ago, we weren’t even sure we’d ever be able to work as a team… And look at us now.”

Khla nodded. “And now they whisper our name.”

Thessa smirked. “Team Chimera. Got a nice ring to it.”

Lazy paused, blinking. “Wait… I just thought of something. Was that on purpose? The name? Because we’re all, like… different pieces? A mix?”

“I thought it was obvious,” Thessa said.

“It was not obvious,” Lazy huffed. “Don’t act like you figured it out before me!”

“Sweetie, everyone figured it out before you,” Thessa said and stuck out her tongue teasingly.

Lazy gave an insulted mewl, but I shook my head, still chewing. “Doesn’t matter who figured it out first. It fits. So, are we ready to move?”

Khla nodded. But Lazy and Thessa exchanged a look, then both grinned widely. “Sure,” Thessa said. “Just need to pack a few things.”

“Yeah!” Lazy chirped. “Me too.”

“Wait,” I muttered. “‘Pack a few things?’ You… haven’t packed… yet?”

“No,” they hummed in unison.

Khla groaned and dropped her head on the table.

“Girls,” I muttered. “We’re leaving in half an hour.” I shook my head and sighed as I rose. “Get those pretty butts moving, or you’re not taking anything.”
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The moment we entered our dorm room, the whole place burst into pure, unadulterated chaos.

Thessa exploded her entire closet across the floor, her bed, and — somehow — part of mine. Boots, skirts, lacy underwear, stockings, and at least three different corset tops were strewn across every surface like a boutique had been looted by a bunch of wild raccoons.

I gave her a look that required no further words, and she shot into defensive mode immediately. “I need options, okay?” she said as she held up two nearly identical black dresses — one with light silver trim and one with slightly less light silver trim. “What if the Aquana Games have a cocktail segment? What if we have a formal dinner?”

“We won’t have a ‘formal dinner,’” Khla growled from her corner, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. “You don’t need a seductive dress. You need practical clothes. And sense.”

Thessa flounced back to her side of the room. “Ugh, I’m sensing judgment. Wade, are you judging me?”

“I’m judging the number of shoes you’ve packed. That’s at least five pairs.”

“That’s for different moods!” Thessa protested. “If I have to beat someone up in a flaming blaze of style, I deserve to do it in the right footwear.”

Khla looked like she was two seconds from throttling someone. “Footwear just needs to be practical,” she managed, grunting each word like it was a burden to speak.

Lazy, oddly enough, took on the role of mediator. She sat on her bed, trying to close her own backpack, which was already bulging at the seams with what looked like more clothes than she would need for a three-month trip and an entire grooming kit.

“Well,” she offered gently, “maybe some of it could come in handy? In combat? I mean… if we need to look cute or something.”

Khla turned slowly, her voice dry. “By the… Ugh… ‘Looking cute’ is not a valid tactic in tactical combat.”

Thessa grinned, clearly enjoying herself. “That depends on who’s being cute. I mean, me? Obviously a threat. Lazy? A surprise contender. But you, Khla…?” She paused, putting on an exaggeratedly thoughtful expression. “I don’t know if ‘growl-and-glare’ is considered even remotely sexy.”

Khla’s eye twitched. “I can be ‘sexy’ if I need to.”

Thessa gasped. “Oh? Ohhh?” She dropped the dress and put both hands dramatically over her heart. “Does Khla have a secret spicy side? Because if so, I’d pay actual money to see it.”

I chuckled, thinking she already saw some of the orcess’s spicy side, but it was clear the girls were just teasing each other now. Even Khla was acting a little, and this was the usual banter. Even though we were in somewhat of a hurry, I didn’t feel like breaking it up — it was too entertaining.

“You wouldn’t survive the show,” Khla muttered.

Lazy’s eyes widened at the word ‘show,’ and she raised her hand. “Can I vote in favor of a show?”

“No voting,” Khla and Thessa said in unison.

I just shook my head and moved to zip Thessa’s overstuffed suitcase. “This is why I packed last night.”

Thessa waved me off. “Yes, but you’re boring and efficient. We can’t all be Boy Scout Wade.”

“You start shit with me, and I’ll tie you up with my Boy Scout knowledge of knots,” I said with a grin.

She waved a heeled shoe at me. “Don’t threaten me with a good time, baby,” she muttered, eyes bold and naughty.

I chuckled and continued to wrestle with the zipper of her overpacked suitcase when Lazy suddenly gasped, eyes going wide. “Oh no — I forgot my comb!”

“Didn’t you already — ?”

She shot to her feet, bolted into the hallway barefoot to head towards the bathrooms, and called back over her shoulder, “And maybe something else! Probably!”

I glanced at Khla, who didn’t even blink as she said, “We’re doomed.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Nah. This is par for the course.”

A moment later, Lazy skidded back into the room, triumphantly holding up a bone comb shaped like a crescent moon. “Favorite comb EVER!” she peeped. Then, her expression quickly shifted to confused panic. “Wait — what else was I getting?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Just pack the comb.”

She nodded and did as she was told, though she muttered something about forgetting to remember to remember things that made Khla roll her eyes. Eventually, miraculously, both Thessa and Lazy got their bags zipped, their outfits mostly coordinated, and their hair only slightly chaotic.

By the time we made it out into the courtyard, the sun was up. Borsj was waiting by the van, arms crossed and foot tapping like he’d been standing there since sunrise. He wore a battered trench coat and a thick scarf, his red scales barely visible beneath layers of bundled fabric. His stubby wings twitched irritably behind him, and he had cut holes for his horns in his stupidly colorful puffball hat, despite it being quite warm.

“Finally,” he grumbled when we came closer, his voice scratchy and sharp. “I’ve hauled demons out of the deeper hells faster than this. What was it this time? A fashion parade? A shoe convention?”

“It was important,” Thessa said brightly. “You wouldn’t understand.”

Borsj snorted. “All I understand is that it’s cold out here. That’s what I understand, I tell ya. You think my people were made for this weather? You think this is normal for us? I can’t even feel my tail.”

“Do imps have tails?” Lazy asked, blinking curiously.

“Of course we have tails!” Borsj snapped, grabbing it and waving it in her face. “You want to see what it’s like to get whipped by one? I’ve broken kneecaps with mine.”

“Aw,” Thessa cooed. “He’s cranky.”

“I’m freezing,” Borsj corrected, and his breath came out in a puff of white. “And your parade is late. Again.” Then, his eyes drifted to something — or someone — behind us, and he gave a most profound sigh and rolled his eyes so hard, I thought for a moment they would flop out of their sockets.

And just from that, I knew exactly who was coming. It was someone I loved to see, at least. I turned around and sure enough.

Trixie burst onto the scene in a swirl of perfume and blonde hair, wearing her short skirt that flared up with every bouncy step, showing those delicious thighs, while her full bosom bounced along happily. Everything about the bubbly blonde elf looked perfect, and her — admittedly, slightly vapid — smile always made me grin. She was just a bundle of positive vibes, although she had a drill sergeant side to her, odd enough, that was quite strong.

“Oh my gods, you guys!” she squealed, and she struck a pose next to the van, lifting one heel to touch her bum and raising one finger high. “You look SO cute right now. Like, seriously — team vibes? On point. Hair? Gorgeous. Outfits? Mm-hmm.”

Borsj audibly died a little inside, but Thessa and Lazy made excited peeps and squeals. Lazy was a big fan of Trixie, and while Thessa’s attitude toward the California elf girl alternated between ‘neutral’ and ‘full-on crazy jealous Thessa mode’, a compliment about her outfit would of course always be received warmly.

Alis followed behind Trixie, silent, dressed in pristine silver robes. Her long white hair was braided down her back, and her sharp silver eyes took in everything with a look of permanent disappointment.

“We are late,” she said coolly.

Thessa opened her mouth, but Alis cut her off with a look. “We shall speak less. We shall move now.”

“Yes ma’am,” Thessa muttered under her breath, turning to roll her eyes so that everyone but Alis could see — not that Alis would have cared much, truth be told.

Borsj huffed and waddled to the driver’s side door. “Get in, get warm, and don’t you dare get crumbs in my van this time. I’m still picking them out of the seats from the last time someone ate a damn cracker in here.”

Lazy blinked innocently as she sat down in the back and fastened her seatbelt, struggling with the strap over her ample bosom. “But I like crackers.”

Borsj glared. “That might be so, but crumbs are the devil’s dandruff. You mind yourself in my van, ya hear?!”

“Sheesh,” Lazy mewled, but her dramatic flop in the car seat was thwarted by her seatbelt.

Trixie threw an arm around Lazy’s shoulders. “Don’t listen to him, sweetie plum. You sparkle on like the bright diamond you are.” As she spoke, she fixed her eyes on some indeterminate point beyond the windshield and waved a hand as if showing her a bright paradise rather than the smudged windshield with its constellations of squashed bugs.

“I do sparkle,” Lazy agreed, beaming.

Khla climbed into the van without a word. Thessa followed, muttering about cold-hearted elves. With a smile, I took the seat next to Borsj and gave the girls a nod over my shoulder as I shut the door.

We were packed. We were loaded in. We were properly amped.

And the Aquana Games were waiting.


Chapter 2

The van rumbled down the long, winding road from Krysfelt, tires crunching over loose gravel and patches of cracked stone. The dorms and towers of the Academy receded behind us, swallowed slowly by the morning haze curling off the wooded hills. Lombardy passed next — the sleepy little town just stirring to life, with morning lights in windows and the distant clink of someone setting up chairs outside a café. It was peaceful. Familiar.

But we soon passed out of these familiar grounds and into the unknown. We were headed north — the direction of wilder lands.

As we drove farther north, the scenery began to shift. The soft greens of rolling fields gave way to harsher terrain — scraggly brush, blackened hills, and streaks of volcanic glass glinting beneath the sun like veins of obsidian. The deeper we went, the less the world looked like it belonged to anyone. The road cut through land that had clearly once burned, and the heat from it still lingered. Faint columns of smoke curled from the broken earth in places, vents that had never quite gone cold. Occasionally, a vehicle came from the opposite direction — Magocracy patrols and the odd trader hazarding these perilous paths.

At length, we entered a canyon, its walls rising steeply on either side — black, craggy, and streaked with rust-red iron. Heat shimmered in the air, rising in waves off the canyon floor like it was breathing. The van groaned as it climbed an incline, and I heard Borsj cursing under his breath, something about how the weather was finally a little more like home.

Trixie leaned forward in her seat, holding onto the back of Borsj’s seat for balance as she glanced over to the rest of us. Her blonde hair was pulled into a high, bouncy ponytail that swayed with every bump in the road, and her face was lit with pure excitement.

“Ohmygods, okay,” she said, clapping her hands once. “This is gonna be SO. MUCH. FUN.”

“Define ‘fun,’” Lazy complained from her seat in the back, already fanning herself with a notebook. “Because I think I’m melting.”

Thessa, seated beside her, had kicked her boots off and curled one leg under her, watching the scenery with a smirk. “It’s not that bad. It’s like a warm hug.”

“It’s like a warm death,” Lazy muttered.

“Technically,” Trixie continued, “this is one of the safest routes into the Scoria March. Which is saying something, because, like, the Scoria March is not known for safety. But this part? Totally protected! See these canyon walls?” She gestured around. “Magocracy-grade stabilization spells. Heat seals. Rock reinforcements. It’s even got a name! We’re in the corridor of — uh, something. I think the… uhmm… Warty Valley? Warts? Spotty… valley… thing? Warty… gross… gulch?”

Borsj groaned. “‘Warty Valley’? Ugh… The Warded Valley. And stop talking so loud. My ears are close to bleeding.”

Trixie pouted. “I don’t talk loud,” she mewled loudly.

“Sure ya don’t,” Borsj muttered. “Now sit your butt down before I hit a bump and you go flying into the dashboard.”

“I got good balance,” Trixie chirped. “Besides, we’re almost there. And it’s time for the big reveal.” She spun back toward us, leaning against the seat with a dramatic flair. “Okay, dungeon badasses, listen up! Your destination — drumroll please—” She looked pointedly at Khla, obviously expecting the ‘tribal’ orcess to be happy with a chance to beat something.

Khla didn’t drum. None of us did.

Trixie was not vexed. She shrugged, making her chest bounce, then drummed on the ceiling herself. “Cindervault!” she called out.

Thessa raised an eyebrow. “Cindervault?”

Trixie nodded vigorously. “Yep! Cindervault.” Her eyes got wide and she began gesturing and talking in a spookier and more ominous voice. “A fortress built into an ancient caldera. It dates back to the Upheaval — like, waaaaay back. The Magocracy moved in about fifty years ago and tamed the surrounding lava fields. Now it’s a big, scary base-slash-hostel with, like, enchanted fire wards, thermal floors, and literally no comfortable chairs. I mean, it’s technically a barracks, but we’re calling it home for the next week.”

Lazy wrinkled her nose. “So, we’re gonna be inhaling lava fumes all day?”

“Yes!” Trixie chirped as if it were the best thing. “It’s really good for your pores! And you get your own rooms. None of this dorm business.”

Khla let out a slow breath, leaning her head against the window as the van rumbled deeper into the canyon. “Snorting lava is moderately better than sharing a room with Thessa.”

Thessa turned her head, feigning offense. “Really? I’m delightful.”

“You talk in your sleep,” Khla growled.

Thessa shrugged. “It’s a good thing we’re going dungeon crawling. Maybe you getting clobbered over the head a little will loosen that grumpy brain of yours and make you a little more fun to be around.”

“I am fun to be around.”

“Said the walking, talking graveyard,” Thessa retorted sweetly. “My sweet greenbutt, you’re one angry sigh away from combusting.”

Khla’s fingers twitched, and her brow creased with an orcish growl that rumbled low in her throat.

“Alright, alright,” I said before things escalated further. “Let’s keep it civil. Trixie, what kind of environment should we expect? Like — what’s the terrain for the matches?”

Trixie beamed, nearly smacking a grumbling Borsj upside the head as she began gesticulating with enthusiasm. “That’s the fun part! The terrain is… everything.”

Lazy blinked. “Everything?”

“Uh-huh,” Trixie said, hopping up on her knees, and I was honestly impressed by how she managed to do that while the van was rumbling all over the place and the seatbelt was supposed to keep her strapped down. “Cindervault’s just the hub. The Games themselves? All run through portals. Every event takes place in a different dungeon environment. We have all kinds of dungeons!” Her eyes turned big, and she wriggled her fingers. “Spooooky dungeons, creeeepy dungeons, long dungeons, funny dungeons, deep dungeons, wet dungeons, old dungeons, new dungeons, pretty dungeons, burning dungeons… You know! Variety!”

Thessa perked up. “Burning dungeons?”

Trixie winked. “Maybe! Or maybe snow. Or maybe sand. It’s randomized. The Games are fun like that.”

“Or maybe a jungle,” Lazy muttered. “So, I can get eaten by a vine snake or something. I’m doing a ‘what will eat Lazy next’-bingo.”

“Well, you can cross Wade off that list,” Thessa said and stuck out her tongue, making Lazy turn red as a beet.

Khla rolled her eyes. “Getting swallowed whole by a vine snake sounds good right about now.”

“Not before I get to clean up a little,” Lazy protested. “I want to leave a pretty corpse, even if I get digested.”

Trixie reached forward and gave Lazy’s dark hair a gentle ruffle. “Aww, sweetie. I bet you’ll look adorable when you’re dead.”

Lazy blushed and smiled at Trixie with puppy eyes. “Awww, thanks.”

“This is all madness!” Khla barked and looked out the window, not wanting to say anything more.

I chuckled and shook my head while the van crested a ridge. In the distance, black peaks loomed like broken teeth, surrounding a deep basin wreathed in pale mist and a faint reddish glow.

Cindervault lay ahead.
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The road twisted once more — and then Cindervault came into view.

It didn’t rise so much as erupt from the cliffs like some black stone crown torn out of the caldera walls. Towers jutted upward like broken teeth, their spires sharp, uneven, and bristling with crimson pennants that snapped in the heat-caught wind. The stone was dark and scorched in color — obsidian, basalt, and smelted iron fused into thick ramparts and jagged parapets. It wasn’t elegant like Krysfelt, or austere like the Magocracy’s central towers in Los Angeles. It looked angry. Brutal. Built to withstand siege and fire and worse.

We were all staring, even Khla, as the van climbed the final switchback and leveled out along a wide stone causeway. From here we could see the banners in full — one for each academy. The lion of Lionheart Academy, rearing in profile across a gold-and-blue field. The snake coiled around a burning sun for Qianlang. The skeletal sunburst of East LA. Others, too — schools from across the Magocracy’s territories, some I didn’t even recognize. All of them flying high above their designated towers like declarations of war.

At the center was the largest tower — three times taller than any other. It bore the symbol of the Magocracy itself: the ouroboros — the worm dragon biting its own tail — wrapped around a twelve-pointed star. Above it shimmered a dome of heat and runic fire. That had to be where the administrators would stay. Neutral ground.

The van creaked and rattled as it passed under a massive gate — a jagged black arch flanked by warding pylons, their surfaces carved with complex glyphs and shimmering faintly as we drove through. I felt a ripple pass over us — like warm water against my skin, but sharp. A ward. Or maybe several of them.

Borsj grunted. “There. We’re officially inside the belly of the beast.”

We passed through a wide tunnel and emerged into a broad courtyard, walled on all sides by towers and battlements. Massive doors stood open to the fortress proper, with wide staircases winding upward toward the inner keep. I could already see movement: students in uniform, mages in instructor robes, Magocracy battlemages in ash-gray armor standing in clusters. Everything buzzed with organized chaos.

Off to the right, a wide practice field stretched beneath more banners. Students sparred there — some with swords and spears, others with magic. I saw a fireball flare against a warded shield, the impact sending up sparks and a shimmer of light. Another student drew runes into the dirt while a third hurled illusions across the field. Training, already in full swing.

I didn’t realize I’d leaned forward until I felt Thessa’s hand on my arm.

“We’re not in Krysfelt anymore,” she murmured.

“Nope,” I said, shooting her a grin.

The van came to a juddering stop at the edge of the courtyard. The moment the doors slid open, heat blasted in — a dry, furnace-hot wind that smelled faintly of brimstone and dust. We stepped out into it, squinting against the brightness. The ground beneath our boots was polished volcanic stone, smooth and slightly sticky from the heat.

Trixie was already skipping out ahead, arms wide as she did a little twirl, drawing far too much attention for someone wearing heels on uneven stone. But somehow, she managed to pull it off and immediately establish herself as the best bubbly elf girl at Cindervault.

“Okay, my little Dungeon Delvers!” she called, striking a mock salute. “Get your bags, head over there to the red banner, and wait for your escort! Alis and I are gonna go check in and see what the other coaches and jury are like. Do not wander! I repeat — no wandering! I know everything’s new and shiny and scary, but just smile and look cute!”

Alis didn’t say anything. She simply followed with the kind of stride that made her look like she was gliding over the stones. Her silver hair never even shifted in the wind.

That left the four of us standing in the courtyard. Alone.

And noticed.

We weren’t even fully unloaded before it started. Heads turned. Conversations slowed. A group of students in Qianlang colors led by a fox girl paused mid-sparring to look our way. A dark elf with steel-colored skin — probably from Vengra’s military magic academy — nudged a friend and pointed. A trio of mages in Lionheart red-and-gold tilted their heads, whispering in close formation.

I glanced at the girls, but they were already moving toward the red banner where a clump of other newcomers waited.

Thessa took my right side, threading her arm through mine with a smug smile that screamed, “Yes, he’s mine.” Her tail flicked out behind her, curling once before settling. “Let them look,” she whispered. “Let them wonder.”

Lazy was on my left in an instant, and her arm looped through mine as she pressed herself to my side and gave a cheerful little purr. “We’re like a quadruple scoop of ice cream walking into a room full of plain toast.”

Khla hung back for a second longer, her eyes scanning the courtyard like she was assessing a battlefield. When she finally stepped up beside us, she kept a respectful distance; she wasn’t one for public displays of affection. Still, her voice was low and flat. “We’re drawing a lot of attention.”

Thessa smiled without turning. “You say that like it’s a bad thing, but it’s just because we look fabulous.”

“It is a bad thing,” Khla growled. “We’re the only freshman team without a faction. We don’t belong to a sorority. Or a fraternity for that matter. No legacy. No house. No noble blood. No patron school. Just an orc, a catgirl, a demonspawn, and a human.”

“A very hot human,” Lazy hummed.

“I’m NOT a demonspawn!” Thessa snapped, glaring at Khla.

Khla shrugged, obviously not impressed by Thessa’s temper, and Thessa pouted, muttering something about orcs to herself that Khla ignored. Meanwhile, I glanced around again. Khla wasn’t wrong. A lot of eyes were still on us.

But I could feel something under those stares. Not just curiosity. Not just scorn. Suspicion. Nervousness. Some of them had heard. What we’d done in the Hollow Brood. What we’d pulled off in Blackthorn Keep. Word traveled fast at Krysfelt, and we had leveled relatively fast, while I was level 7, which was pretty high for this competition. Our team composition might not be conventional, but we were surely experienced. Rumors traveled even faster between academies.

Some of them were wondering if we really were a threat.

I let out a slow breath and squared my shoulders. “Let them look.”

Thessa smiled wider. “That’s the spirit.”

Lazy was already smiling. “Oooh! Do you think they know about the thing you did with the shampoo, Wade?”

“Not all of them,” Khla said dryly. “But by the end of the week, everyone will.”

That drew a laugh from me — short, but real. I adjusted the strap of my duffel and kept my eyes forward. The heat pressed down on us, the light shimmered off the stone, and Cindervault loomed around us like a war machine waiting to be woken.

There was anticipation in the air, and I could tell the girls were as excited for this as I was.


Chapter 3

We didn’t have to wait long before someone came over to the red banner for the new arrivals — us included. A sharp, effeminate voice rang across the courtyard like a bell slapped against stone. “All new arrivals, assemble in lines. You heard me — lines. Not piles. Not clumps. Lines.”

The voice belonged to an elf — tall and willowy, with perfect, albeit effeminate, posture, gleaming golden hair tied back into a silken tail, and robes the color of deep violet dusk. He moved with crisp efficiency, like a sword blade turned vertical and given legs. His silver eyes swept the gathering with piercing precision and zero patience for incompetence.

“I am Lusinder,” he announced, arms folding with theatrical neatness. “Battlemage. Logistical officer. And now, regrettably, your assigned administrator for the duration of the Games.”

Thessa leaned over and whispered, “Oooh, he’s snippy. I bet he drinks vinegar for breakfast.”

Lusinder’s eyes snapped toward her. “You — tiefling. Back straight. Tail down. You’re distracting the lesser minds around you.”

Thessa gasped like she’d been mortally wounded. “Distraction? I’m the main event.”

Khla muttered, “Don’t encourage him.”

Lusinder clicked his tongue and turned his attention back to the broader assembly. “You will follow me. Walk with purpose. I don’t care how many levels you have or how prestigious your academy is. You will be silent. You will be orderly.”

With that, he spun on his heel and glided toward the fortress proper, purple robes flowing behind him with perfect, annoying grace.

We followed, moving with the rest of the students through the heat and into the fortress. The air inside was only slightly cooler, and the walls — black stone and forged iron — echoed with distant voices, the grind of armor, and the rhythmic thud of someone practicing sword forms on stone tiles. There were obviously a fair supply of battlemages and spellsword classes here.

We were herded into a high-ceilinged antechamber, its walls hung with more academy banners and a massive placard bearing the Magocracy’s ouroboros in burnished brass. The buzz of different teams filled the space — Lionheart students talking in low, cocky tones; a group of Qianlang students chanting some kind of internal mantra; a cluster of Vengran girls standing perfectly still, arms folded, like they were carved from onyx.

From a side alcove, a second elven figure emerged — a woman this time. Pale hair in a long braid, thin silver spectacles perched low on her nose, and a clipboard clutched like a divine artifact.

“Names,” she barked.

Lusinder didn’t even glance at her. “Yelisse will assign you. Do not argue with her. She is meaner than I am and has fewer weaknesses.”

Yelisse began rattling off names with industrial efficiency. Teams peeled off in small groups — some with visible chemistry, others already bickering under their breath.

“Team Manticore — west wing, floor two. Shared suite. Four beds.”

I saw Varga lift her chin proudly as they stalked off. Salee gave us a disdainful look in passing. No words. Just a look. I filed it away.

“Team Chimera,” Yelisse read, scanning the list. “Khla, Lazy, Thessa — east wing, floor three. Room 319. Shared suite.”

The girls nodded and stepped forward. I moved with them instinctively.

Yelisse didn’t look up. “Wade Aurelius. Male wing. Room 7B.”

I stopped short. “Wait — just me?”

“Obviously,” Yelisse said, and then called the next name on the list.

Thessa spun on her heel. “Excuse me?”

Lusinder turned to her with a raised eyebrow. “Is there a problem?”

“Yes,” Thessa said, stepping forward and planting her hands on her hips. “There’s a very big problem. We’re a team. A tactical unit. We require proximity to maintain cohesion.”

Lusinder blinked. “You’ll see him every day.”

“That’s not the point,” Thessa shot back. “We’ve trained together since day one. Our mana cycles are aligned through constant exposure. Separated, we risk desynchronization. Disrupted spell synergy. Sleep pattern fragmentation. Emotional destabilization. Possibly hormonal spillover—”

She was bluffing, and a familiar voice cut into it — suddenly and brooking no resistance. “Enough!”

It was Alis, who had just entered the antechamber. That one word from her was calm, cold, absolute, and Thessa turned, her bravado wilting slightly under Alis’s unblinking silver gaze.

“You will not,” Alis said, “disrupt the standard arrangements. The male student will stay in the male wing. The team will function regardless.”

“But —” Thessa began.

“No,” Alis said simply.

There was no arguing with that. Thessa turned back, visibly fuming, but kept quiet. Lazy looked miserable. Khla, unsurprisingly, said nothing. But I saw her jaw tighten, and she didn’t look pleased either. While Thessa had been bluffing about all that made-up stuff, she did speak the truth saying we were a team and always slept together.

Still, rules were rules, and I knew we’d manage.

I gave them all a small smile. “It’s fine. I’ll be alright. You’ll barely notice I’m gone.”

“Nooo!” Lazy mewled.

Thessa glared at me. “Don’t joke.”

But I already saw Lusinder’s hand flick, gesturing toward a side door. “Boys to the left, girls to the right. Move.”

I shouldered my bag and gave the girls a smile and a wave before following the other male students into the left corridor. The hallway felt longer than it probably was, lit by red-tinted lanterns and lined with narrow iron doors. I found mine—7B — and pushed it open.

It wasn’t bad. Spartan. One bed, a small desk, a bathroom for myself with a small shower, and a single armoire. The stone walls hummed faintly with containment wards and residual heat from the volcano itself. I dropped my duffel by the foot of the bed and sighed. I instantly missed the girls and their banter.

I unpacked slowly. Folded a few shirts into the armoire. Set my staff against the wall. Laid out the Hallowed Horn on the desk beside my ring and the compact field guide I was halfway through reading.

Ten minutes passed.

Then came a knock.

I crossed the room, unlocked the door — and there she was.

Thessa. In a scandalously short robe. The robe was deep crimson, tied tight at her waist, and stopped well above the knee. The fabric clung to her curves like they owed it money. In one hand she held two toothbrushes, both identical. Her hair was slightly damp, her horns gleaming in the firelight.

“You forgot your toothbrush,” she said simply.

I blinked. “I… don’t think I did.”

She held up both. “Are you sure?”

I took a step back to let her in, but then—

“Oh, no, no, no,” came Lusinder’s voice.

I turned to find him gliding down the corridor like a vulture in silk. He stopped a few paces away, arms folded, expression pinched.

“I do hope,” he said crisply, “you weren’t planning to let a young lady into your quarters.”

Thessa scowled. “He forgot his toothbrush.”

“Did he now?” Lusinder said flatly. “Because it’s always toothbrushes. Or hairbrushes. Or ‘she left her socks in my room’.”

Thessa’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t wear socks.”

“That’s hardly the point,” Lusinder said. “Your rooms are under watch. Infractions are noted. Repeat offenders will be relocated to the damp, hex-protected barracks with the vomiting gremlin infestation.”

Thessa looked like she might actually test that threat. I stepped in gently. “It’s fine. I’ve got mine. I’m good.”

Thessa stared at me, lips pursed, then huffed. “Fine. You’re still getting cuddles tomorrow.”

“Noted,” I said.

She turned, sash swaying as she stomped off down the hallway with her two toothbrushes still in hand. She shot Lusinder a glare over her shoulder before she turned the corner.

Lusinder sniffed. “Hormones…” He threw a disapproving gaze at me. “There will be a general introduction in half an hour in the reception hall. Your attendance is mandatory.”

Then he drifted off like some judgmental cloud, leaving me alone.

I shut the door. Locked it. And leaned back against it with a long sigh. This was going to be… hard.
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The reception hall looked like someone had fused a cathedral with a volcano and then decided it still wasn’t dramatic enough.

Massive columns of dark basalt ringed the chamber, each one carved with reliefs of past Aquana champions — glowing faintly with inlaid runes. Chandeliers hung on chains of black steel, each one studded with ever-burning flames that swirled in unnatural patterns above our heads. And the ceiling itself — enchanted glass or something more exotic — shimmered with a full panoramic aurora, pulsing in hues of emerald, violet, and crimson as if the heavens had been cracked open just to add mood lighting.

Thessa stared straight up the moment we entered. “Okay,” she breathed. “This is hot.”

“You say that about everything with fire,” I said.

“Still true. Literally and figuratively.”

We wore our formal academy uniforms, not the robes we usually fought in — crisp black slacks and jacket for me, white shirt underneath, blue trim on the cuffs and collar. The girls wore the female cut of the same: pleated black skirts, black stockings, polished shoes, and their academy jackets pressed and gleaming with a white button-down shirt underneath. Even Lazy had her tie knotted neatly for once, though I was pretty sure Khla had done it for her.

We stood near the back as the hall filled with students, coaches, and a handful of Magocracy observers. Tables were set around the room in orderly rings — one per team — with trays of appetizers, crystal glasses, and carved place placards with runes of anti-eavesdropping. At the center of the room, the floor rose into a three-tiered platform, where introductions were already underway. Scrying orbs were arrayed around the room, and we knew people were watching this, the formal introductions of the teams. Sure, the Aquana Games were not as popular as the Grand Bowl since it was only beginners participating, but they were surely watched by a lot of people.

A man in a high-collared silver robe stood at a lectern, his voice magically projected throughout the hall as he read off the names.

“Team Onyx, Spring Valley Academy.”

Applause rose politely as four students stepped onto the dais. Clean-cut. There was a meticulously dressed dark elf who was the obvious leader, and he was introduced as Myshandos. Two men, two women. Their smiles were flawless and their uniforms even more so.

Thessa leaned close. “Too clean. Definitely dark secrets.”

I agreed with her. There was something slippery about this team; I could tell right away. For some reason, I wasn’t eager to face them.

Next team.

“Team Sapphire, Spring Valley Academy.”

This group looked very different. Their mage wore all black, and a lionkin guy who looked like a Spellsword had piercings through his brow. The elf girl with them looked like she hadn’t blinked since the Upheaval.

Lazy whispered, “They look like they came out of a cursed comic book.”

“Team Cyclops, Lionheart Academy.”

They were an anomaly like us — unbalanced in terms of Classes as they had two Storm Mages.

“Team Ogre, Lionheart Academy.”

Big. Buff. I wondered if they knew a single spell between them.

“They brought a bruiser team,” I muttered.

Khla’s eyes narrowed, studying their footwork as they stood. “They’ll break early. The Aquana Games are not for meat shields.”

The introductions continued. There were two teams from Huzencraft — one made up of wandslingers with embroidered holsters, the other wearing shock gauntlets and mageplated jackets. Huzencraft loved its mage-engineering hybrids. Every single one of them looked like they could wire a bomb into a breakfast burrito if they wanted to, but it was clear they were glamorous show-offs, and there was a lot of competition between them.

“They won’t make it,” Thessa commented. “They look about ready to start on each other.”

“Huzencraft is always show ponies,” Lazy muttered. She should know; she grew up in Seattle, Huzencraft’s hometown, and she had even managed to steal a skillbook from the academy once. Not very nice, still kinda badass.

Then came Qianlang. Graceful. Flowing uniforms. Combat monks and mages. Their presence was quiet and disciplined, but you could feel the weight of it. One of the girls wore prayer beads the size of apples. There were a lot of foxkin among them.

“Those are something to watch out for,” Thessa whispered. “Qianlang students get drilled endlessly, and they know their stuff.”

Lazy blinked. “They look like they float instead of walk.”

Other schools came next. Vengra, East Los Angeles, Pescadero, Storm’s Gap. Not major names, but still full of dangerous teams. Finally, the silver-robed official looked down at the last name on his list and came to Krysfelt.

Team Manticore was introduced first, and Salee looked proud with Varga, Rohuga, and Landura beside her. And I had to admit, they looked pretty dangerous and well-balanced. Landura, the vampire girl, licked her plump lips when she watched me like I was a snack. Varga and Rohuga threw me dangerous looks. Salee just ignored us, reckoning us beneath her notice.

Then, the announcer’s brow furrowed.

“Team Chimera… of Krysfelt Academy.”

We walked forward, stepping up toward the dais as the crowd turned.

“And — ah—” the announcer hesitated, flipping the page. “With no sorority or fraternity backing… apparently.”

The murmurs started instantly.

The pause had been just long enough to catch everyone’s attention, and now we were walking into a wall of hushed comments, raised brows, and sidelong stares.

Salee now looked our way with a slow, deliberate smirk. Varga didn’t smile. She bared her teeth. I wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be a warning or a welcome. Maybe both.

Thessa tilted her head, took it all in, and then gave the crowd a deep, theatrical bow — tail flicking, mouth curled in a sneer. It wasn’t meant as polite. It was defiant.

As she did so, Lazy pressed close to my side, tail coiled around my calf, golden eyes scanning the sea of eyes staring at us. “I feel like we just walked into a room full of very hungry wolves,” she murmured.

Khla said nothing, but her eyes moved with the precision of a military surveyor. She was watching who was watching us, and she was evaluating posture, equipment, subtle team formations. Battlefields could be stone or sand or social. Khla prepared for all of them.

We took our place at the table marked “Team Chimera,” and the reception shifted into its second phase.

Mingling.

Toasts were raised. Crystal goblets were filled. Waiters moved between the tables with trays of carefully portioned foods designed to look decadent and cost too much. I picked at a piece of smoked mushroom tart and washed it down with something fizzy that tasted like fruit.

Lazy had already snatched a handful of skewered meat rolls and was quietly nibbling while pretending not to eavesdrop on everyone around us. “Ooooh,” she whispered. “The Storm’s Gap team is fighting with their coach. Oh my gods, listen — he just called their leader a ‘fundamentally flawed tactical asset.’”

Thessa had moved a few paces away, already picking a fight shamelessly with a girl from Pescadero who had looked at me for a second too long. The poor girl, obviously some kind of healer, didn’t know what to do with herself. Thessa glared at her as she was twirling a flame above her fingers, telling her to get back to her table — even though she was already there — and keep her eyes on the floor. The girl hastily complied, and Thessa made eye contact with me as she licked her lips slowly, then blew me a kiss.

Oh boy.

Khla rolled her eyes. “She’ll get herself banned before we even start if she sets someone on fire.”

“Ah, she’s not setting anyone on fire,” I said.

Khla grunted. “Yet.”

I noticed a movement across the room. A foxkin from Qianlang — the leader of one of the teams — was watching me. Silver hair. Eyes like mirrored glass. They flickered once — actually flickered — with some kind of mana glow as her fox ears folded back. Not flirtation. Calculation.

We made brief eye contact.

She smiled. Not a friendly smile. The smile of someone recognizing another piece on the board.

I nodded once. Nothing more.

When I looked back to my team, Lazy was balancing a tiny tart on her nose for no reason, Thessa was now back with us and spinning Khla some absurd story about how the girl she just intimidated was ‘being very provocative,’ while Khla was drinking from her glass like she regretted everything.

“This is already a battlefield,” I muttered to myself.
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The reception wound down in waves — first the overeager teams retreating to polish their gear or huddle with their coaches, then the casuals who’d treated the whole affair like a banquet with plenty of opportunities to bicker amongst themselves. Wanting to scope out the competition, we stayed till the end.

However, the others were doing their fair share of scoping, too. Lots of eyes were still on us. Lots of whispers followed the phrase “Team Chimera.”

Eventually, Trixie reappeared at our side to pick us up. She was still in heels, still smiling. Her eyes, however, had that odd clarity she only got when things were about to turn serious. She leaned in, her voice low.

“Okay, my darling little dungeon delvers,” she said, “time to get briefed.” She raised her voice an octave on the last word and waved her hands excitedly. We all exchanged a look and fell in behind her as she dramatically spun on her heels.

We followed her through the fortress, past side corridors carved from black stone, where the air shimmered faintly from the intensive use of magics. The deeper we went, the quieter it got. Even Thessa seemed to get a little nervous looking at the ominous architecture, even though she had probably seen her fair share of brooding fortresses. Lazy’s tail coiled a little tighter. Khla just kept walking, silent as a sword in hand.

The briefing room was carved directly into the caldera wall, like the inside of a geode — black stone walls polished to a mirror sheen, runes spiraling inwards toward a circular table at the center. Suspended above the table was a hovering crystal globe about the size of a watermelon. It glowed with a steady internal light, and it displayed the live feed of the Aquana Games introduction in the reception hall we had just left, winding down now as an excited commentator gave his thoughts on the teams. It was obvious that Salee’s Team Manticore and Team Cyclops from Lionheart were considered favorites. There was no mention of us during the short stint of the broadcast I caught before Trixie touched a gem embedded in the table, and the feed deactivated.

Stone seats ringed the room. We took ours, Khla choosing the one closest to Trixie. She didn’t sit back. She leaned forward, arms on her knees, eyes fixed on the globe like it was calling her names.

Trixie touched the gem once more, and the crystal flared to life again, this time projecting a small image of the Magocracy’s twelve-pointed star above it.

“Alright,” she said. Her usual bubbly cadence was still there, but there was a firmness now. “Listen up, because I only explain this once. Then you get thrown in the fire, and nobody holds your hand after that.”

At once, an image appeared — equivalent to a spreadsheet with bullet points — and Trixie pointed at it before she started pacing in slow circles. “The Aquana Games are, like, basically a series of dungeon runs, right?” she began. “Each team will be inserted into an active, randomized Dungeon site together with one other team. Most of these Dungeons are Magocracy-controlled — some repurposed, some original. All of them… dangerous.”

A sweep of her hand, and the globe shifted. Jagged caverns appeared. An underground fortress. A floating archipelago. Even what looked like shattered ruins built across a jungle.

“The Dungeons are calibrated for your level range. No insta-kill bosses. No eldritch horrors from beyond the dimensions. But that doesn’t mean it’s safe.”

She gave us a look as if expecting something. When nothing came, she rolled her eyes dramatically. “I am missing some serious enthusiasm here, guys!”

Lazy blinked. “What? It sounds like we might die.”

Khla grunted.

Trixie moved on, her tone shifting slightly — still cheerful, but with a sharper edge. “Okay, so here’s how it works. The Aquana Games are structured in rounds, right? Knockout rounds. Two teams enter a dungeon at the same time, each from different points. You don’t know where your opponents are until you run into them.”

The crystal flared, showing a stylized dungeon map split in half — two start points, a maze of chambers, then a central chamber marked in red.

“Each Dungeon has one objective,” Trixie said, tapping the red chamber. “Most of the time, it’s to defeat the boss. Sometimes it’s to retrieve an item. Or activate something. Or survive something. But it’s always one goal, and only one team completes it.”

“Which means,” Thessa murmured, tail flicking behind her, “the other team loses.”

Trixie nodded. “Exactly. You win, you advance. You lose, you’re out. No second chances.”

“So, it’s not about points?” I asked.

Trixie shook her head. “Nope. This isn’t a talent show. It’s head-to-head. Everything else — how fast you clear, how clever you are, how clean your teamwork is — sure, it gets noticed by the observers. But none of that matters if you don’t win the Dungeon.”

Lazy blinked. “So… we’re basically dropped in with another team and we race to see who gets the prize first?”

“Or who stops the other team from getting it,” Khla said. Her voice was low. Focused.

“Yay!” Trixie clapped her hands and struck a dramatic pose. “Competition. Skullduggery! Now you’re getting it. There are rules, of course. No open attacks between teams or anything that could lead to death. But sabotage? Interference?” She shrugged. “Totally legal.”

“What happens if both teams don’t achieve the objective?” Thessa asked, voice smooth but curious.

“Then you get a rematch,” Trixie said and clapped enthusiastically. “Yay! More content for the viewers!” She thought for a moment, her eyes turning wide. “It doesn’t happen often, but it has happened before. You’ll be up against other first-year teams, but don’t assume that means soft opponents. Some academies push their rookies a lot harder than Krysfelt ever would.”

“And the Dungeons?” I asked, watching the map shift again.

“Oh,” Trixie peeped. “Yes, let’s talk about Dungeons! They’re all live environments, sealed off from the rest of the world. They’re monitored by the Magocracy and locked down with extraction wards, so nothing can get in while you do your run. Each Dungeon is different. The terrain, the traps, the monsters. But we will announce what you’re facing the morning of the run.”

Khla’s eyes never left the map. “Are the Dungeon assignments randomized?”

“More or less,” Trixie said. “There’s a pool of possible environments for each round. You’ll get one pulled at the start. That way nobody gets to prepare too much. It’s about how fast you adapt.”

Thessa hummed. “So speed, strategy, and a little chaos.”

“A lot of chaos,” Trixie corrected with a happy hop that sent everything bouncing. “And one more thing. You’ll never be alone in there. Eyes will be on you the whole time — scryers, officials, and Magocracy priests. Not for scoring, but for making sure you survive.”

“Survive?” Lazy asked.

Trixie nodded. “Hm-hm. If things get out of hand, competitors are extracted by portal and healed. Still, there is a chance of death. The last time a death happened was five years ago. Let’s, like, try to not do that, hm?”

Khla didn’t blink. “Understood.”

Trixie stopped pacing. Her expression was serious now — no posing, no sparkle. “And if you take away one thing from this little meeting, let it be this: this isn’t school anymore. It’s not training. It’s not theoretical. The Aquana Games are real. You get one shot. You win, or you go home. Any questions?”

No one spoke.

Thessa’s fingers tapped a slow rhythm on her thigh, her expression still and thoughtful. Lazy was chewing a nail, tail coiled tight around her ankle. Khla hadn’t moved once since the map lit up.

I let out a quiet breath and felt the weight settle — not in my chest, but across my shoulders. A responsibility. A certainty. This was it.

Thessa turned to me, eyes sharp. “Ready for this, boss?”

I nodded once. “Yeah. We’re ready.”

Khla inclined her head, and Lazy gave a soft, resolute purr.

Trixie smiled. “Good. Then rest up. First round is tomorrow.”


Chapter 4

The next morning dawned beneath a sky that was too bright and too calm for what the day would bring us. Breakfast had never felt so tense. The mess hall inside Cindervault had been built into a vaulted chamber carved from obsidian and reinforced with blacksteel buttresses, and while the skylights cast a gentle daylight glow over everything, the mood in the room was far from gentle.

The students had shifted. There was no mingling, and the chatter was low, calculated. The glances exchanged between tables were sharper now. Thessa wasn’t the only one with her tail coiled around her leg, and I wasn’t the only one watching everyone else like they might sprout knives at any second.

Then Lusinder arrived.

He glided into the room like he was floating, purple robes pristine as ever, silver hair shimmering with not a strand out of place. He didn’t call for silence. He didn’t need to. The moment the students saw him, the room hushed on instinct. Everyone knew what was coming today, and we were all very eager to learn more.

He stopped at the center of the hall, turned with a small flourish, and raised one elegant hand.

“The first crawl,” he announced, “will commence at noon.”

A ripple moved through the crowd — some excitement, mostly anxiety.

“You will be given the name of your assigned dungeon and the team you’ll face,” Lusinder continued, voice as precise as a scalpel. “Make preparations. Gather your gear. Breathe deeply. Be as ready as you can be.”

He held up a scroll and unrolled it with a practiced flick. First came several other teams, and those who were pitted against one another glared at each other, competition very much alive. Finally, Lusinder came to us.

“Team Chimera of Krysfelt Academy,” he read aloud, and every head turned our way. “Versus Team Leviathan of Qianlang Academy.”

Thessa sat forward in her seat, fork halfway to her mouth. “Qianlang?” she said, frowning. “Oh, great. The tryhards.”

Lusinder said nothing, his eyes not leaving the scroll. “The Dungeon selected is—” He paused for dramatic effect. “Highlair.”

I hadn’t heard of it, but apparently others had. Across the room, someone whistled low.

Khla stopped chewing and sat a little straighter.

Lusinder continued without emotion. “Highlair is a subterranean cave complex overrun by kobolds. It is narrow. Trap-heavy. Structurally unstable in sections. And, notably, laced with ambient methane pockets. You will not be allowed to bypass them.”

Thessa’s tail stopped moving. Her brow furrowed. “Wait. Methane?” Her gaze shifted to me. “That’s—”

“A problem for fire magic,” I finished, already mentally calculating what that meant for her and me both. My staff — my Staff of Firebolt — was suddenly less of an asset and more of a liability. And Thessa’s own primary attack spell was… well, Firebolt. And then was Fire Wall. She lived and breathed that flame. It was her identity in combat.

“The goal,” Lusinder concluded, “is to eliminate the Dungeon Boss. First team to destroy it wins. There is no item retrieval, no activation event, no drawn-out trial. Just the kill.”

With that, he turned and gave the other teams their assignments. We tuned out, no longer interested in any of them, and I looked around the table. Lazy had stopped chewing halfway through a chunk of bread. Thessa was staring down at her eggs. Khla, meanwhile, calmly reached for a second mug of tea.

“Well,” I said, breaking the tension. “That could’ve been worse.”

Khla nodded. “He could’ve said spiders.”

Lazy groaned and flopped onto the table, tail twitching irritably. “Yeah, but no fire? Really? But that’s like… half of what we do! That’s like saying ‘no breathing, please.’”

Thessa leaned back, arms folded, scowling at nothing. “This is a setup. They picked this on purpose. They knew our loadout. Someone’s trying to hobble us.”

“I doubt it,” I said. “The matchmaker really is random. Either way, it’s still just kobolds.”

“Kobolds in cramped caves full of gas,” Khla said. “That’s a meat grinder if we play it stupid.”

“Then we don’t play it stupid,” I said. “We adapt. First thing: Thessa, no open casting without confirmation. You spark the air wrong, the whole place goes up.”

Thessa gave me a flat look. “You want me to just sit on my tail while kobolds throw rocks?”

“No,” I said. “I want you to change tactics. Firebolt and Fire Wall are out, but you can still distract opponents, run interference.”

She huffed. “Not the same. Not fun.”

“Maybe not,” I conceded, “but still useful.”

Khla was already nodding. “I can keep an extra eye on her if she exposes herself. Shield will help.”

“Good,” I said. “I like that. Lazy?”

Lazy perked up a little. “Um. Phantasm?” she offered, one hand raised like she was asking for permission.

“Perfect,” I said. “We stick to our formation. I lead. Thessa follows for damage. Lazy supports from behind her. Khla holds the rear and watches our backs.”

Thessa leaned forward, arms crossed, brow furrowed. “You know how much I hate not leading with fire.”

“I know,” I said. “But we’re not dropping a Firebolt into a gas pocket and blowing the whole team to pieces.”

Khla added dryly, “That would be suboptimal.”

Thessa sighed. “I could cast Wall of Fire if I knew where the gas was.”

“And you don’t,” I said. “Which means unless we want to test it the hard way, fire’s off the table until we know exactly what we’re working with.”

Lazy nodded solemnly. “No kabooms, got it.”

“You’re on crowd control,” I said to her. “Phantasm if they get close. Madness if they group. Save Polymorph for something big — like their caster.”

She gave a nervous smile. “What if they don’t have a caster?”

“Then we throw it at whatever has the biggest teeth,” Thessa muttered.

I nodded. “Exactly. Khla?”

“Rear,” she said. “Shield on the first strike. Heal on the second. If they flank us, I break them.”

I didn’t argue.

“Good,” I said. “That’s the plan. I take point, scan for traps and enemies. If we engage, Thessa targets from behind me — controlled bursts. No wild casting. If the tunnel’s tight, you wait for my call before using Firebolt at all. Lazy stays flexible — support when needed, illusions if we need to misdirect. And Khla guards the rear and keeps us alive. Any deviation from the plan, I’ll call it.”

Thessa exhaled hard, but finally gave a nod. “Fine. Just promise me we get a dungeon next time where I can actually burn something properly.”

“Promise,” I said. “After we win this one.”
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The summons came ten minutes after we finished our strategy session. Lusinder appeared in the hall, robes sweeping behind him like living smoke, and fixed us with his usual look of weary disdain.

“Team Chimera,” he said. “With me.”

Behind him stood Trixie — bubbly as ever, though her usual dramatic bounce was tempered by something sharper now. Serious eyes beneath perfect fluttering lashes; she was a lady of contrasts. Alis followed, distant and expressionless, as if she had no expectations and our participation in the competition meant exactly nothing to her.

None of us said anything. We just stood. One by one, we shouldered our packs. Khla adjusted the straps of her gauntlets. Thessa flicked her tail once and rolled her shoulders. Lazy glanced at all of us in turn, then mimicked our expressions as best she could — serious, focused, but still clearly brimming with nervous energy.

We followed Lusinder down through the lower levels of Cindervault, past locked vaults and long-abandoned arcane labs, past training arenas and holding cells with glyphs still burning softly in the walls. The heat increased the deeper we went. The air thickened. Sulfur and ozone began to hang in the back of the throat.

“This is it,” I said quietly. “No more prep. No more theory.”

“No more shampoo,” Lazy added, as if mourning the absence of absurd options. “At least I brought my comb…”

Khla grunted. “Good. Shampoo isn’t a weapon.”

Thessa muttered, “Depends how you use it. I mean, you saw what Wade did with it?”

At that, Khla gave a conceding grunt.

Finally, we reached the obsidian gate — a massive arch embedded in the caldera’s base, surrounded by massive pylons lined with pulsing runes. Arcane currents rippled around them. The smell of burning aether stung the nose.

Four Magocracy mages stood in formation, each marked with the Ouroboros crest with the twelve-pointed star. They were in the process of finalizing the portal — threads of light arcing from their fingers to a vertical tear in space that shimmered like oil on water.

Standing just off to the side, waiting patiently and already assembled in perfect formation, was our competition.

Team Leviathan.

They looked like something out of a recruitment brochure. Four of them, all in matching battle-robes etched with shifting serpent sigils — silver and green. A Qianlang crest rested high on each left breast. Their stances were still, quiet. Disciplined.

The foxkin girl we’d seen at the reception — her name was Wei-Xin — stood at the front. Slender, tall, silver-furred ears pinned back just slightly. Her eyes were sharp — too sharp. When they turned on me, they were cold but courteous. When they moved to Thessa, though, something in them narrowed. A flicker of recognition? Or dislike?

“Team Chimera,” she said, nodding once. “We’ve heard much about you.”

“Same,” I replied, offering a polite nod back. “Looking forward to a clean run.”

Wei-Xin gave a shallow bow. “That will depend on your discipline.” Her tone wasn’t openly hostile. But it wasn’t friendly, either. Like a warning dressed as civility.

Thessa leaned closer to me, voice low. “I hate sneaky bitches.”

Khla’s elbow shot out and jabbed her in the side. Hard.

Thessa yelped under her breath and rubbed her ribs. “Ow, fine.”

The rest of Leviathan said nothing. Their orc — slim by orc standards but still burly, with scars running along his left jaw — stood silent with his hands clasped behind his back. The human boy beside him had a tightly bound scroll tucked into his belt and didn’t blink once. The second girl — a human with tightly braided hair and twin blades at her back — looked at Lazy for half a second too long before returning her eyes forward.

Lusinder stepped between the teams, snapping his fingers.

“Mana potions,” he said sharply, and one of the Magocracy attendants stepped forward. “Four per team. You get no more, so don’t squander them.”

Another stepped up behind him. “Healing potions. Four. Use them wisely.”

Each team accepted the small satchels of potion vials. I stowed mine in the interior flap of my pack while Thessa slipped hers into the thigh straps of her pants. Lazy attached hers to her belt with a string of leather loops. Khla put hers in the pouch on her belt.

“You will be inserted via portal,” Lusinder continued. “Highlair has been calibrated. Trap density is high. Floor stability is moderate. Fire use is… at your own risk. Each team will begin in separate quadrants. You may engage the Dungeon in any manner you wish — within the rules.”

“No murder,” Trixie chimed, flashing a peace sign with both hands.

“Correct,” Lusinder said flatly. “Indirect sabotage is permitted. Lethal spellcasting is not. If you are caught attempting to directly attack the enemy team, you will be disqualified.”

Khla nodded. “But if they die by accident…”

“Then it is very unfortunate,” Lusinder said, eyes cold.

He turned and pointed at the portal. “Step forward. Teams will enter on my mark.”

The portal flared — brilliant white light laced with threads of green and silver. It pulsed with contained violence, like a barely restrained blade. On the far side, vague shapes danced. A cave. A bridge. Faint lights in the dark.

Thessa’s tail curled low.

Lazy rubbed her knuckles against her temple. “I don’t like caves.”

“Too late,” I said. “We’re in for it now.”

Khla rolled her shoulders once, muscles flexing beneath her jacket. “Let’s move.”

Team Leviathan stepped up first and vanished into the light.

Lusinder turned to us. “Team Chimera.”

We stepped forward together, and the portal swallowed us.

The shift in temperature hit first. The damp cold of Highlair replaced the sweltering heat of Cindervault in an instant. We emerged in a dim cave, the air thick with the scent of methane, rot, and something animal. Bioluminescent fungus clung to the stone walls, casting a soft blue-green light across the jagged floor.

We’d been in Dungeons before, but the feeling was different now. The competition put everything on edge, made everything sharper. I had to fight a deep desire to hurry through the dungeon, wanting to beat Team Leviathan. I knew folly lay there, so I controlled myself.

Just ahead, a slick stone bridge arced across a pool of still, black water. Beyond that — darkness. Deeper cave. Flickers of movement. And above all, the silence. The whole Dungeon held its breath.


Chapter 5

The stillness in Highlair wasn’t silence borne from the absence of life, but the tension of life holding its breath. The kind of quiet that predators created. It made every step echo louder than it should, made every brush of boot leather against stone seem like a warning bell. None of us liked it.

I raised a hand, signaling halt, and crouched beside the stone bridge.

The air shimmered faintly here — warmer above the water, denser. Something about it made my skin itch. I stepped closer, eyes narrowing.

The bridge was old — slab stone set into mortared supports. It arced smoothly across the wide pool, maybe twenty feet across, with the far end disappearing into shadow. Nothing unusual at first glance. But the way the stones were set… they alternated. Light. Dark. Light. Dark.

My fingers hovered over one of the darker tiles, not touching — just close enough to catch the ripple of runework etched shallow into the side of it. Faint, clever, subtle.

Pressure plates.

I exhaled through my nose and turned back to the girls. “Hold up. Traps.”

Khla had already stopped moving the moment my hand went up. She was still as a statue, eyes watching me. Thessa shifted beside her, her tail twitching with frustration but otherwise waiting. Lazy stood half-covered behind a nearby stalagmite, her golden eyes peeking out over the top of it like a housecat watching prey.

I gestured them over quietly, and when they reached me, I pointed to the pattern in the bridge.

“See that?” I said. “Checker pattern. Some of those are pressure plates. I can’t tell what they’re linked to, but I don’t want to find out.”

Khla squinted, leaned in close. “Only the dark ones?”

“Not all of them, I think,” I said. “Just enough to make the pattern unpredictable and seem ornamental. Someone wanted to bait people into assuming it was safe. But some of those are definitely trigger plates.”

Thessa made a low noise. “And if we guess wrong, what — spikes? Collapsing bridge? More methane jets?”

“All of the above,” I muttered. “We move slow. One at a time, single file. Follow my path exactly. Step where I step. No shortcuts.”

“Got it,” Lazy whispered, and she started stretching, tail twitching with nerves. “I hate tightropes. Even stone ones.”

“You’re not balancing,” I said. “You’re following footprints.”

Khla took a slow breath, then nodded once. “Go.”

I took the first step.

The stone was slick — moisture from the surrounding cave condensed on the surface, and I could feel the faintest tremble beneath me. Not from the water below. From mechanisms embedded deep within the bridge. As I moved, I traced each safe tile with the tip of my boot, making a mental path forward. When I reached the halfway mark, I turned.

“Thessa. Come.”

Thessa followed quickly — too quickly at first, but when she caught the slight narrowing of my eyes, she slowed. Her heels clicked softly against the stone, and she mouthed a silent apology when her tail flicked a little too close to a carved glyph in the stone wall.

Then Lazy, graceful and deliberate, gliding along the same path. Her ears were flattened tight against her skull, and she whispered numbers under her breath, counting the steps in her eagerness to be out of this gauntlet.

Khla came last. She didn’t flinch, didn’t stumble. She moved with the weight of someone who knew falling was not an option. The bridge held.

When we reached the far side, I crouched again and peered forward.

The tunnel split ahead — one path continuing straight, and another veering off to the right, narrower and more uneven. I started to ease toward the forward path, but I froze when I saw the movement.

Small, fast figures — kobolds. They weren’t marching or patrolling. They were… building.

A barricade. Wooden and bone scraps, tied with rope and reinforced with sharpened tips. A dozen — no, closer to two dozen — kobolds were setting it up on the far side of a chasm. Between us and them, a rope bridge stretched across the gulf, frayed at the ends but intact. They hadn’t seen us yet, too focused on hammering spikes into the dirt and barking instructions at each other in their clipped, guttural language.

I stayed low, watching.

To our right, the other tunnel curved sharply and vanished from sight. No kobolds. No traps visible from here. Could be a flank route. Or a death trap they wanted to funnel us into. I memorized the layout, the barricade, the chokepoint, and then backed away.

When I slipped back to the others, they were already waiting in the shadows behind a stone outcrop.

“Two dozen kobolds ahead,” I said. “Barricade at the end of a rope bridge. They’re building fast. Defensive posture. Not ready to fight, but getting there. But even with the barricade unfinished, it’s looking to be a hairy fight.”

Khla tilted her head. “Could be their fallback point. If they get pushed, they retreat there.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“Hmm,” Thessa hummed, her arms crossed. “We could hit them now. Get ahead while they haven’t fortified their position.”

Lazy blinked. “Attack that many?”

“Charging across a rope bridge isn’t wise,” I said, and Thessa gave a huff, although she seemed to agree with the principle.

Khla folded her arms across her chest. “We destroy the bridge. Now. Cut off their route. Trap them on the far side.”

Thessa nodded. “Or send them into the chasm.”

Lazy’s ears perked up. “Wait — if we destroy the bridge now, won’t that cut off our route too?”

All three of us looked at her.

She fidgeted. “I mean, I know we probably shouldn’t rush it, but if they’re guarding the boss or the main path forward, and we blow up the only bridge between us and them, don’t we end up stuck? Like, with a bunch of fungus and regret?”

Khla’s brows drew together, but she didn’t argue. She was thinking it through.

“She’s right,” I said. “We don’t know if that’s the only path. But if it is, we can’t afford to lose it yet.”

Khla exhaled slowly. “So, what? We wait?”

“No,” I said. “We try to flank. There’s another tunnel to our right. Unwatched. Could connect back around. Could take us somewhere else. Either way, it keeps our options open.”

Thessa’s fingers twitched, like she was fighting the urge to cast. “I don’t like leaving enemies at our back.”

“We’re not,” I said. “We’re trying to circle around. We get eyes on them, then decide how to hit them without their having the benefit of their barricade. If we collapse the bridge now, we might cut off the fastest route to the objective — or to escape.”

Khla gave me a long look, then nodded once.

Lazy smiled faintly. “The tunnel it is.”

We turned and slipped into the narrow tunnel to the right, leaving the main path and the barricade of kobolds behind us. I wasn’t sure if this would take us closer to the boss or just deeper into the trap-laced bowels of Highlair, but I knew we were still in control — and keeping things that way would be vital.
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The tunnel narrowed as we moved, just wide enough for us to advance in single file with elbows tucked and weapons drawn. My boots barely made a sound, but every step still felt like a warning in this close, tense space. Pale fungus light glowed along the walls — enough to see by, barely — and the air was thick with the scent of damp rock, old fur, and sulfur. A headache was already beginning to stir behind my eyes.

Our formation was tight. I led, Thessa just behind me, Lazy after her, and Khla taking up the rear with that brutal silence that made her seem ten feet tall in a five-foot corridor.

We weren’t thirty paces into the right tunnel when I saw it — a flicker of movement, low and fast, vanishing behind a cracked wall up ahead. My hand shot up.

“Stop,” I breathed, barely louder than the scrape of my boot. “Movement. Right side, ahead. Close.”

Thessa stepped lightly up behind me, her fingers twitching, her voice low and urgent. “How many?”

“Didn’t see. They were fast. Probably scouts.”

“I hear something,” Lazy whispered from behind her, golden eyes wide as she leaned to the side of the wall. “Ahead… It’s… I think they’re waiting.”

Khla’s voice was a flat growl. “Ambush.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Get ready.”

A breath. Two.

Then, the walls split open. Not literally — but close. Cracks, shadowed seams, and shallow pits on either side burst with motion as kobolds poured out — ten of them, wiry and quick, covered in bone armor, each one holding tiny slings loaded with jagged, glinting darts.

“INCOMING—” I shouted, already raising my staff.

The darts came first — tiny, sharp, and whistling through the air. I ducked back as one zipped past my ear. Another grazed my jacket. I felt the sting, but no burning — no numbness. Not hit, just nicked.

Behind me, Thessa snapped her hand forward. “I’ll burn you little bastards down!”

Her voice echoed too loud. I turned, wide-eyed. “No!”

But the words were already out of her mouth. Fire ignited along her fingertips, roared down her arm, and with a violent snap of light, her Firebolt slammed into the closest kobold, lighting it up in a burst of flame. The creature screamed and dropped, its corpse charred black.

The air trembled.

A visible ripple ran through the corridor — the heat shifting the pocket of atmosphere just above the ground. The methane wasn’t heavy enough here to explode, not yet — but I felt the change. The balance tipping.

Lazy’s voice shot forward in alarm. “Thessa! The air! Methane!”

“I forgot!” Thessa growled, furious with herself. “It was instinct!”

“Then kill the instinct,” I snapped. “No more fire.”

Thessa scowled but didn’t argue further.

The kobolds shouted something in their yipping language and rushed us. Their darts were spent in a largely ineffective volley, and they were down to just blades now — curved bone knives and jagged metal. Six of the ten separated from the group while the others hung back, and they charged in, screeching.

I acted fast. I raised a hand and focused on the one closest to me — eyes locking, forcing mana through the pull of the spell.

“Charm! Defend me!”

The creature blinked mid-lunge, staggered, and froze. Its yipping cries turned into confused muttering, then snarls — not at me, but at its kin. It spun and leapt on the nearest kobold, slashing wildly. Bone struck bone. Blood sprayed.

Lazy took the opportunity, eyes narrowing. “Phantasm.”

She pointed at a kobold on the right edge of the group. It froze, whimpered — and then began howling. Screaming, clawing at its eyes like it was being eaten alive by invisible spiders. It threw itself against the wall again and again, leaving streaks of blood and foam before it collapsed, dead.

“Five still coming!” Khla barked, voice sharp. “Form up!”

The remaining kobolds pressed in. Two on me. One on Thessa. One bounding toward Lazy. One darted wide, trying to flank—

Khla moved.

She surged forward and pushed out her hand. “Shield.”

The energy snapped over my body like a sudden second skin, just in time to catch the first slash. The kobold’s dagger struck and rebounded, the force of the blow knocking me off balance but not breaking through. The second attacker tried to feint around me — Khla intercepted with a brutal boot to the side of its head, knocking it flat.

I snarled and shifted back. “Enrage.”

I picked the one attacking Lazy and forced the spell into its head — mana lashing forward. It blinked, then turned with a shriek and tackled the kobold next to it, snarling like a rabid dog.

Lazy stepped forward, arms glowing, her eyes wild with focus. “Polymorph!”

The kobold nearest her twisted in mid-strike — bones creaking, body folding — and with a puff of arcane distortion, it shrank into a puffball chicken. It blinked once, clucked —

And Khla stamped it flat.

“Awww!” Lazy meeped, as always regretting the death of one of her polymorphed creatures.

Four kobolds still fighting. One charmed. One enraged. One dazed by blood loss but still in it.

Then I felt a pang of pain — a jagged flash in my ribs. One of them had cut through the Shield spell, the blade finding skin. I stumbled back, breath caught in my throat.

“Wade!” Thessa screamed.

The kobold raised its dagger for another strike — then Thessa was on it.

She leapt forward and tackled it bodily, snarling like a beast. Her hands wrapped around its neck, and she slammed it back against the floor. “Get your filthy claws OFF MY MAN!”

It was brutal. She strangled it as she slammed its head open on the jagged rock. It thrashed — bit — struggled, but Thessa didn’t let go. Her eyes were blazing, and she was gonna kill this thing with her bare hands. Another wet slap of its head against the rock, and the kobold went still.

Damn…

Khla dropped beside me. “Hold still.” Her hand pressed to my side. “Heal.”

The mana flowed cool through me — quick and clean. The wound closed, and my breath steadied.

I nodded once. “Thanks, Khla.”

Khla turned to the last three kobolds — the enraged one still clawing at its ally, but it was cut down, and I commanded the charmed one to attack the remaining kobold.

Kobold against kobold. Screaming. Clashing. Sharp, panicked sounds of dying. When it was over, one of them was dead. The other turned back to us — still under my charm, panting, bleeding.

Lazy stepped forward, calm now.

“Phantasm.”

The kobold’s eyes rolled up. It shrieked once — and collapsed.

The other four kobolds that had been hanging back shrieked, now properly impressed by our martial prowess, and their desire to fight had obviously subsided. They fled with piercing cries echoing down the hallway, and I held back the girls, telling them not to give chase.

We had won, but who knew what ambushes and traps would be waiting for us if we decided to give chase. It was better to remain cautious.


Chapter 6

We followed the narrowing tunnel for another hundred paces. The air grew stale. The rock underfoot shifted to jagged shale, and I saw signs of more kobold movement — scratched walls, bone totems, half-chewed leather bindings abandoned along the way. But nothing alive. No more traps. No ambush.

Eventually, the tunnel twisted back on itself and brought us to a dead end. We found the four kobolds there, giving us a desperate last stand. In their fear, they hadn’t even prepared an ambush, just stood there shrieking and bouncing and waving their bony, jagged weapons around. We made short work of them by having them kill each other to the last, then finished the final one with Lazy’s Phantasm.

Finding no loot, we looked upon the dead end.

“Seriously?” Thessa grumbled, one hand on her hip as she stared at the unyielding wall. “All that sneaking around, and it’s a damned dead end.”

Lazy kicked a loose pebble that bounced off the far wall with a muted tink. “Maybe it’s, like, a metaphor for our odds.”

“I don’t think we’re doing that bad,” I said with a chuckle.

Khla said nothing. She turned on her heel and walked three paces back the way we came, arms folded, her frown carved deep into her face as she kept an eye on the tunnel behind us.

I sighed and rested my hand against the stone, half-expecting it to shift or swing open, but there was nothing. No hidden lever. No mechanism. The dead end was just that — a slab of rock and disappointment.

“Back to the bridge,” I said.

Thessa growled low in her throat. “Should’ve just burned them all from the start.”

“It was worth a try,” Khla muttered, already moving.

We made the return trip faster. Less cautious now as we knew the way. Still, it felt like the tension was winding tighter, not looser. Every step echoed louder than before, and we knew we were in for a fight at the barricade. It wouldn’t be easy.

When we reached the original chamber with the rope bridge, the scene stopped us cold.

The kobolds were gone.

No shifting silhouettes. No voices. No barking orders in the gutter-gravel language they used. Just the rope bridge, swaying gently, still strung across the wide chasm. The barricade they’d been assembling was only half-finished — spikes laid out in a pile, woven netting half-strung across a wooden frame. Tools had been dropped mid-use.

Thessa frowned. “Where the hell did they go?”

Khla scanned the room, her eyes narrowing. “No blood. No drag marks. Not a fight.”

“Maybe they retreated?” Lazy offered softly. “But why leave the barricade half-done?”

I walked to the edge, looking down into the pit. The chasm was deep, maybe sixty feet. Too deep to survive a fall cleanly. The air rising from it was cold, and thick with mineral stink. A flicker of movement caught my eye — just fungus light swaying. No kobolds. No shadows.

I turned. “I doubt they retreated,” I said. “They had a fine position here…” With those words, I stepped onto the first plank of the rope bridge and tested the weight. It shifted slightly, ropes creaking under my boots, but it held. I turned back. “This is the only way forward. The dead-end tunnel confirmed it. They funneled us into this on purpose, probably, hoping those kobolds would deal with us. But if we want to reach the boss chamber, we have to cross.”

Thessa folded her arms. “Feels like bait.”

“It is bait,” Khla said. “But we have to take it or concede the round… and thus the games. No second chances.”

Lazy clutched the rope rail, her tail twitching. “I’m not good with heights. Or rickety bridges. Or—”

I gave her a look.

She swallowed. “Okay. I’m bad with heights. But I’ll go.”

“Let me go first,” I said. “One at a time, same formation as before. Watch your step. We move light. If anything happens, don’t freeze.”

Khla nodded once.

I turned and started across.

The bridge swayed with every step. Planks groaned under my boots. The ropes were sturdy enough, but they had clearly been retied at least once — one of the knots was frayed and slightly damp. Still, I moved quickly but carefully. Thirty feet across. Ten feet from the end—

That’s when it happened.

“Wade, wait—” Thessa’s voice snapped behind me, sharp and sudden.

I spun. She’d just stepped onto the first plank. The rope swayed. Her tail was lifted for balance. She had one foot down.

And across the chasm, just ahead of me in the shadows — someone emerged.

An orc.

Qianlang’s orc…

Lean, compact, muscle like corded cables wrapped in robes of reinforced threadcloth. His face was painted with two streaks of black ink down from each eye, and his gaze was locked on me with unflinching focus. In his left hand, a wicked talisman of obsidian curled in silver wire. In his right — raw witching magic, already crackling.

“Witchbolt?” I muttered, my eyes wide as I was caught by surprise.

But he didn’t aim at me. No, he hurled the blast at the bridge supports, and the spell hit with a sound like dry bone shattering.

“NO!” Lazy screamed.

The rope snapped.

A crack like a whip cut the air — then another — and the left side of the bridge dropped.

Thessa shrieked as she lost balance, arms flailing. “Wade!”

I turned, and time slowed for me as I fixed my eyes on her, saw her foot slip as the entire bridge tilted under me. There was time for only one thing, and I knew what that one thing would be.

I pushed off. One foot planted against the near rail, and I shoved her back — hard.

Thessa flew backward. She hit the rock lip and rolled, landing in a heap, safe.

And I fell.

The bridge swung down like a dead weight. My body turned, spinning in the air. In a breath, the world was nothing but rushing darkness, a yawning chasm below, stone walls flickering past.

But I didn’t panic. Against even my own expectations, I remained calm while falling.

And in my calm, I saw a crevice coming toward me. Narrow. Jagged.

I jammed the Staff of Firebolt sideways. It was the only thing I had, and this was the only chance I had. Sparks screamed as the staff caught the rock — it snapped in half with a crack that sounded like thunder — and the jolt tore through my shoulder.

But it stopped my fall, arched me toward the wall. And as the two halves of my staff tumbled past me, my left hand found purchase. A ledge. Just wide enough. Just far enough. My hand slammed into it, and I held. Fingers scraped. Skin tore. But I held.

Above, I heard screaming.

“WADE!”

“Wade, answer me!”

“Thessa, move! I’m dropping the rope!”

“I swear to every god in the book, I’m going to flay that foxkin bitch and braid her intestines into a shawl—”

I groaned and looked up.

“Still alive,” I rasped. “Could use a hand.”

“Wade!” Lazy called down, her voice tight with panic. “Oh my gods, oh my gods, he’s alive! HE’S OKAY!”

Khla’s face appeared over the edge, stone-still. “Climbable?”

“Barely. I could use that rope.”

Thessa’s voice was still cracking from fury. “That cheating Qianlang orc-boy aimed for the supports. He tried to kill you! He fled right away.”

“Well,” I said. “I’m still alive. So drop the rope, please! Before I lose my grip…”

Khla was already anchoring it. She’d wedged her foot under a stone lip and passed the other end to Lazy, who looped it over a narrow pillar. The rope dropped.

It swayed toward me. I reached. Missed.

A second swing, and I caught it.

I wrapped one arm, then the other, and met, found the side wall. So secured, I began the slow, agonizing climb. As I ascended, the rope scraped my palms raw, but I didn’t stop. I could hear Thessa pacing above — her voice boiling.

“She tried to kill him! That’s not interference! That’s attempted murder!”

“She aimed for the bridge,” Khla said. “Not him. I suppose it’s legal.”

“Legal my ass!”

Lazy leaned over, hand outstretched. “You’re almost there, Wade — come on, just a bit more —”

I reached up. Caught her hand. She grunted, pulled, and between her and Khla, they hauled me up the last few feet. With a sigh of relief, I came upon solid stone. I was breathing hard and soaked with sweat, but I was still here.

Thessa dropped to her knees beside me, gripping my jacket tight in both fists. “You idiot. You idiot! You pushed me. You didn’t even think about yourself.”

“I did,” I grunted. “But I couldn’t do anything for myself. I could only help you.”

She made a strange sound between an exasperated sigh and a mewl, and then she hugged me tight. “Ugh… I hate it when things like this happen.”

Lazy dropped next to her, burying her face in my shoulder. “I hate that bridge. I never liked bridges. Now I like them less.”

Khla crouched behind us, pulled a cloth from her pouch, and wiped blood from my knuckles with the same care she used to sharpen her weapons. “I’m happy you made it.”

I looked up. “Yeah?”

She offered a rare smile, her coal-black eyes filling with warmth. “Yes,” she simply said, and that one word contained a lot of emotion.

Then it came — a voice, projected through the dungeon like a sound spell, amplified by runes hidden in the stone.

“Interference is permitted. When it may lead to death, it is not. A strike for Qianlang.”

The girls all froze.

“A strike?” Thessa spat. “A strike? That’s it? They try to murder my boyfriend and they get a fucking STRIKE?”

Khla stood, quiet and calm. “Rules are rules.”

Lazy hugged me tighter. “You’re not allowed to fall again. Okay? Next time, let me fall.”

“Next time,” I said, groaning as I pushed myself upright, “let’s hope there won’t be a next time.”

Khla was already scanning the far side of the chasm, eyes narrowed. “They’re gone. Probably moved ahead while we were recovering. They’ll hit the boss first.”

“Then we catch up,” I said.

Thessa rose with a growl. “We do more than catch up. We kill the boss out from under them.”

I glanced at the broken bridge. “One problem, though,” I muttered.


Chapter 7

We stared at the broken rope bridge for a long, wordless moment. The ends frayed. The supports cracked. A dozen snapped strands dangled like veins cut from the dungeon’s body, swaying in the still cavern air.

There was only one solution I could think of. And while it was doable, it was risky. I rubbed the line across my palm where the rope had burned me. “We’re not jumping that as a group.”

“No,” Khla said flatly, following where my mind had gone right away. “Only one of us needs to.”

Thessa turned sharply. “You’re not suggesting—”

“I am.” Khla stepped forward, already tightening the straps of her bracers. “It has to be one of us. I’m the strongest. I’ll make the jump. Secure the rope.”

Lazy’s ears perked up, flicking nervously. “What if you miss?”

“I don’t miss,” Khla said, calm and unshaken. She didn’t even look at Lazy when she said it. “Not when it counts.”

Thessa folded her arms. “That’s still sixty feet down if you slip. And secured, it’ll be a strong yank if you fall. And what if it breaks? I’m not thrilled with the idea of scraping one of us off the rocks.”

“I’m the best choice,” Khla said as she tied down the end of the rope on one of the bridge posts, securing herself. “Wade just climbed out of a pit. Lazy’s way too curvy and bouncy, and you”—she gave Thessa a long look— “are too crazy.”

Thessa huffed, about to get angry, then shrugged. “I suppose that’s fair.”

I stepped closer. “You sure?”

Khla didn’t answer right away. She turned toward me. Her eyes were steady, her tusks visible between parted lips. She leaned in slightly and, without fanfare, kissed me. Just a press of her mouth to mine — short, strong, quiet, but full of the orcess’s passionate love.

Then she stepped back. “See you on the other side.”

With that, she took three long steps back, inhaled once — and ran.

Her boots pounded the stone like a war drum. She hit the edge and launched — arms forward, body curled, a blur of green muscle and iron-willed precision.

Time stretched.

Thessa bit her lip. Lazy let out a soft eep and covered her eyes.

Khla sailed across the gap — five feet, then ten, then fifteen—

—and landed on the far ledge with a grunt. She rolled into a crouch. Her boots skidded on stone, and she was there.

Lazy peeked through her fingers. “She made it?”

“She made it,” I said, exhaling.

Thessa muttered, “Showoff,” but the relief in her voice betrayed her.

Khla stood and pulled the rope tight. Her hands moved fast, tying off the end around a thick stalagmite, since the posts on that side had been blasted. She wrapped it twice, then knotted the loop with practiced ease. We tied down a second rope on our side and threw the other end to her, and she gave it the same treatment. When she was done, she gave both ropes a firm tug, testing the tension, and waved.

“Go,” she called.

I stepped up first.

The rope was tight. Swaying only a little. I didn’t look down this time — I had no interest in revisiting the pit I’d just climbed out of.

Hand over hand. Step by step. I edged across, using the upper rope for balance and the lower for foot placement. My boots shifted on the taut cord. The gap yawned below.

I made it halfway when I heard a guttural bark and the scuffle of feet on stone.

Khla turned her head. Her arms snapped up.

From the hallway behind her, four kobolds rushed into the chamber — bony armor strapped to their chests, weapons already raised.

“Wade!” Khla snapped.

I turned my head — just enough to see them. They were fast.

Khla didn’t run; she planted her feet. “Shield,” she called out, and I knew she was going to tank — to buy me time to cross and join her. It was smart — the only way that I could see.

The shimmer lit across her skin like transparent armor, just as the first kobold leapt at her. The blow struck her shoulder — hard — but the spell held, absorbing the impact in a rippling flash of mana.

She grunted but didn’t budge.

“Lazy!” I barked, still crawling. “Cast something!”

“I got it!”

Lazy darted forward to the edge, one hand raised. “Phantasm!”

The kobold on the right froze, twitched once, and started screaming. Clawing at his face, at his chest — he dropped his weapon and backed into the wall, howling like he’d been set on fire. Then he collapsed, twitching once, and lay still.

Thessa paced behind her, teeth clenched. “I hate this place. I hate this Dungeon. I’m a goddamn fire mage, and I can’t even sneeze without setting off the gas!”

“Complain later!” I shouted. “I’m almost there!”

I reached the end of the rope and jumped the last two feet, landing beside Khla just as another kobold lunged at her side. She took the hit again — another Shield spell flaring — and didn’t even flinch while Lazy hit one with Madness. It shrieked and threw itself into the chasm, where it landed with a wet splat.

Nice.

Two still up. I thrust out my hand. “Charm!”

Mana surged. I latched onto the mind of the kobold to the left, the one who was circling to flank.

His eyes fluttered. His body went still. Then he turned and stabbed the kobold next to him in the side. The blade went deep.

“Yay!” Lazy shouted from across the gap.

Khla turned on the wounded kobold before it could recover. Her booted foot came down hard. One brutal, sideways strike — crack — and its skull snapped sideways with a sickening twist.

The charmed kobold turned to face us next — confused now, blinking like he didn’t remember what he was doing.

But his moment didn’t last. Khla stepped in and crushed it with a blow straight down into its shoulder. The sound of shattering bone echoed off the chamber walls.

Then — silence.

Khla stood over the bodies. Breathing slow.

I exhaled hard, hands on my knees. “Close one.”

Thessa’s voice drifted from across the chasm. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I called. “We got all four. You guys can cross.”

Lazy came first. She moved with careful, nervous steps, her tail stiff and her ears pressed flat. Halfway across, she started muttering prayers to gods I was pretty sure she didn’t believe in. Either way, she made it, and I helped her off the rope. She immediately clung to my side and wouldn’t let go.

“I hate bridges. I hate heights. I hate falling,” she whispered. “I’m never doing this again unless I get a parachute.”

I chuckled and gave her a kiss on the temple — my little drama queen.

Thessa came last. And of course, she moved like she owned the rope. She didn’t even wobble. She hit the edge and stepped off, brushing dust from her skirt. “I still say I should’ve just burned the rope earlier.”

“Methane,” Khla said.

Thessa’s eyes softened for a moment. “Right. That.”

Despite our hurry, we didn’t move right away. The bodies of the kobolds lay strewn across the stone — twisted, limp, bleeding into the cracks. The rope behind us still swayed from Thessa’s crossing, and the acrid scent of sweat, blood, and mana hung in the air like a wet cloak.

Thessa nudged one of the kobold corpses with her boot, scowling. “I swear, if I ever see that Qianlang orc again, I’m setting fire to his fucking robes. Don’t care about the methane.”

“Seconded,” Lazy muttered from where she was still clinging to my side. “He tried to kill us. You. Tried to kill you, Wade. Like — actually kill.”

“They’ll get away with it,” Thessa muttered, venom in her voice. “A strike. Just a little red mark on their record. Meanwhile, we’re crossing gaps on ropes and getting ambushed left and right.”

Khla walked slowly around the corpses, crouched, and pulled a dented dagger from one of the dead kobold’s belts. She inspected it, then tossed it aside. “Leviathan wants the boss uncontested,” she said plainly.

“They’re trying to run the clock,” I said. “If they get the boss, they win. They don’t need to kill us to do that.”

“Yes,” Khla said, voice low but firm. “We don’t have time to sit and sulk.”

“Mana is low, though,” Lazy hummed. “Phantasm is a real mana-eater.”

“Potions,” I said.

Thessa blinked. “What?”

I reached into the satchel at my side and pulled out one of the slim vials — mana potion, pale blue with a silver seal. “No time to meditate. We need our spells up now.”

Lazy nodded instantly, already fumbling with her pouch. “Yup. Gulp-gulp time.”

Khla raised an eyebrow at the phrase but said nothing. She pulled her own and twisted the cap free.

We drank.

The mana hit hard, sharper than meditation and colder too — like swallowing a shard of a glacier. It surged into my limbs, settled in my fingers like electricity, and brought with it the taut awareness that I could cast again, that my arsenal was full again.

Lazy wiped her mouth and grimaced. “Ugh. Why do these taste like minty regret?”

“Because they’re brewed by people who don’t care about flavor,” I said. “You good?”

She nodded. “Let’s go.”

We moved quickly now, formation snapping into place without discussion — me in front, Thessa just behind, Lazy third, Khla watching the rear. The tunnel beyond the chasm curved inward, narrowing again. Stone walls slick with condensation. The faint glow of bioluminescent fungus flickering like it was losing power.

The air grew heavier as we advanced. Not just hot, but dense. Breathing took effort. Something about the way the cave constricted… it didn’t feel right.

I felt it a half second too late. The pressure shifted underfoot. The subtle dip of a false stone.

Click.

“Trap!”

But the word had barely left my mouth before it triggered.

Thwick-thwick-thwick.

Metal dart launchers sprang from hidden holes in the walls — one on each side. A volley of steel needles hissed across the corridor. I ducked, rolling forward and slamming into the floor just as two whizzed past my head.

Behind me, Lazy yelped and dove to the side, tail coiling in reflex. Khla threw her arm up over her face and absorbed one against her bracer.

But Thessa — she was too close to the wall.

The dart struck her side — just above the hip, where her armor skirt flared. I saw the tip drive in, piercing skin.

Her breath caught, eyes wide. Then she dropped to one knee.

“Thessa!” I scrambled to her, sliding across the stone. She was shaking, her breath ragged. “Talk to me!”

“Hit…” she gasped, one hand clutching the wound. “Burns…”

“Poison,” Khla growled from behind me. She was already moving, kneeling beside Thessa, her hand on her shoulder. “This is a karmic debt,” she muttered, already channeling. “Stupid, reckless demon girl…”

Khla’s hands glowed with soft golden light. The warmth of Heal wrapped around Thessa’s side. I felt the spell push into the wound — purging the venom, sealing ruptured vessels. But it was draining; I saw sweat bead on Khla’s brow, her jaw clenched tight.

Lazy knelt beside us, eyes flicking to the trap holes in the wall. “No more darts. Think it was a one-time mechanism.” Her tail thrashed behind her, ears flattened. “This place hates us.”

“Welcome to my mood,” Thessa groaned. Her voice was steadier now, but her skin was pale and clammy. “I have never — ever — hated a place more than I hate this stupid, stupid dungeon.”

I exhaled and gave her a grin. “Still complaining. That’s a good sign.”

“Ugh,” she said, and leaned into me slightly. “That was not sexy. Like, aggressively unsexy. Unless you’re into twitching and poison sweats.”

Khla didn’t smile, but I saw a faint exhale of relief as the glow around her faded. “You’ll live.”

“Barely,” Thessa exclaimed with a dramatic sigh.

“Maybe next time I’ll let you die,” Khla muttered under her breath.

“I heard that,” Thessa grumbled, resting her head against my shoulder. “Noted for later vengeance.”

Lazy scooted closer, peering at Thessa’s side. “Any scars?”

“I hope so,” Thessa said. “I’m gonna wear them like accessories. Battle-couture.”

Khla stood and wiped her palms against her skirt, muttering in Orcish. Meanwhile, I helped Thessa up, one arm around her waist. She rested a little more of her weight on me than usual and shot me a grateful look.

“Thanks,” she said quietly.

“I didn’t do anything,” I said.

“You’re warm,” she murmured. “And I hate everything else in this Dungeon, so it’s nice to be held by someone I like.”

Lazy patted her gently on the back. “At least now you can say you’ve been poisoned by kobolds. Not everyone can add that to their resume.”

Thessa gave a weak laugh. “Hot.”

I looked ahead. The tunnel curved again, deeper now. The light dimmed to a sickly green, and the air grew thicker still — like we were descending into something that didn’t want to be disturbed.

Khla resumed her place at the rear. “We move slow now.”

“Yes,” I said. “Slow and quiet.”

Thessa groaned. “No more traps. Please. No more poison. No more bridges. No more gas. No more—”

“If you make a list,” Lazy whispered, “the Dungeon will do everything on it.”

“I hate everything,” Thessa muttered.

I squeezed her gently. “You’ll love winning more.”

“Debatable.”

But she moved with me, and we kept walking. Step by careful step.

Toward whatever fresh hell waited next.


Chapter 8

The deeper we went, the more the walls seemed to press in on us. The air was dense here, hot and wet like the breath of something massive and ancient. Bioluminescent growths still clung to the cracks and corners of the stone, but they flickered more now, as if they were somehow more unstable.

We found a fork maybe a hundred yards after the trap. Two corridors split from a central bend — one arcing sharply to the right, broader, with a faint trace of old blood trailing down its slope; the other narrowing to the left, untouched, still slick with humidity. No prints. No drag marks. No kobold stink.

Khla crouched and ran her fingers across the stone, sniffed once, and shook her head. “Can’t see where Team Leviathan went — assuming they’ve been here.”

“Well, let’s take left,” I said.

Lazy’s tail twitched. “What if they took right? What if the boss is over to the right?”

“Maybe,” I said, “Debating it won’t bring us close, either way.”

Thessa pushed ahead. “Wade’s right. Let’s just hope there’s no more traps.”

“I’m not holding my breath,” Lazy muttered. “Unless we have to dive. In which case, I am holding my breath. Just — ugh, never mind.”

We took the left path.

The corridor narrowed again, and the incline sloped gently downward. Water lapped at our boots before we even saw it, ankle-deep and cold. I could see the glimmering edge of a chamber up ahead — the stone giving way to an open space half-submerged in shallow water.

The walls here were slick with condensation. The air was sharp with the scent of minerals and something electric. It tingled against my skin. Ahead, the room opened — a wide cavern, about twenty feet across, filled nearly to the waist with water.

The liquid was black and still. Completely still.

But below it… something glowed.

Soft. Faint. Pulsing like a heartbeat. A pale blue, like a lightning bug trapped under glass. Just beneath the surface, I saw it glimmer again — buried in the silt, far down.

Thessa stepped beside me and tilted her head. “Something’s under there.”

Khla stared at the glow. “Could be a trap.”

“Or treasure,” Thessa said, a little too eagerly.

Lazy peered at it from behind me, her voice hopeful. “Do you think it’s a… waterproof blanket? I could use a nap blanket.”

“It’s probably not a blanket,” I said.

Thessa took two steps forward and pulled her boots off, then rolled her leggings to the knee. Her tail flicked once behind her, spraying droplets. “Only one way to find out.”

I reached out and grabbed her wrist. “Careful. If it’s cursed, I don’t want you drowning halfway through trying to be clever.”

She turned to me, her expression unexpectedly soft. “I’ll be fine, Wade. Just be ready to yank me out if I stop moving.”

Khla stepped forward. “I’ll anchor the rope.”

Thessa raised an eyebrow. “I’m not tying a rope around my waist.”

“You are,” Khla said. “Or you don’t go in.”

“You just want to grab my hips.”

Khla said nothing. Just held out the rope. Thessa smirked, muttered something, and tied it. Then she turned, took a breath, and dove. Her body sliced into the water with barely a ripple, and the surface sealed shut behind her.

We waited.

Lazy wrung her hands. “Uhm… How long should this take? What’s the average tiefling-girl underwater chest-retrieval time?”

“Twenty seconds,” I said, crouching and watching for movement. “If she doesn’t come up in twenty, I go in.”

Khla stood at the rope’s edge, holding the slack like it was a lifeline. She didn’t blink.

Fifteen seconds.

Then — a burst of bubbles. A tail-fin flick. And Thessa broke the surface with a splash, coughing once, but grinning.

She had something in her hand.

She waded through the water, then hoisted herself up onto the ledge with a bit more wiggle than necessary, sloshing water everywhere. She held up a small, barnacle-encrusted chest.

“Wasn’t locked,” she said, grinning and breathless. “Just buried. Had to dig with my fingers.”

She flipped it open.

Inside, nestled in a bed of soaked velvet, sat a pendant — black metal looped around a small crystal sphere. Lightning flickered within it like a trapped storm.

“Whoa,” Lazy whispered. “That’s not cursed, I bet.”

Khla leaned in. “Nope. That’s enchanted.”

“Lightning Storm,” Thessa said, her voice reverent. “One-use enchantment. Massive area damage. Thunder and electric backlash. It doesn’t draw from our own mana pool — it’s self-contained.”

“It could fry a room of kobolds in seconds,” I muttered. “Might even take out the boss.”

Thessa was already slipping it over her neck, but then paused. “I should use it, right?” she said. “Makes sense. I have nothing else.”

We all agreed with that, but knowing her… explosive nature, I emphasized it was only to be used if we all agreed it needed to be — not just to blow up the first kobold she’d lay eyes on. After that, we gathered ourselves. Thessa dried off with a flick of a towel from her pouch, and we left the submerged chamber behind.

The next hall angled upward again, faintly. The walls changed here. Less natural, more hewn — chiseled square like an old fort tunnel. The stones were black, veined with red like heat long since cooled. And the sound began to reach us.

At first, faint. Then sharper. Metal on stone. Shouts. Clashes. Scuttling feet.

The sounds of battle.

We stopped at once, forming up without a word.

“Qianlang,” Thessa said, voice low. “It’s got to be them. They’re fighting kobolds.”

Lazy’s ears twitched. “It’s not far. Maybe one turn.”

Khla’s fingers flexed near the haft of her club. “Then we’re close to the center.”

“They’ve reached the boss chamber or are fighting their way in,” I said. “Either way, this is our shot to catch up to them.”

We exchanged a look.

I saw fire in Thessa’s eyes. Tension in Lazy’s stance. The hard calm of Khla’s breath. We were ready.

“Let’s go,” I said.
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The tunnel widened as we advanced, and the heat rose with every step. Steam hissed faintly from somewhere ahead. Then the corridor opened — and the final chamber yawned before us like the throat of something ready to swallow.

It was massive. A hundred paces wide at least, the walls lost in haze and shadow. The stone here was black obsidian veined with red — volcanic, warped, and half-melted in places, with chunks of fallen ceiling crushed to gravel underfoot. Pillars rose unevenly throughout the space, natural columns twisted by pressure and heat. Between them, walkways snaked — raised stone platforms bridged by crumbling ledges. Along the outer rim, pools of boiling water bubbled and spat steam.

And the kobolds were waiting.

There were ten I could see: four archers perched on ledges along the right-hand wall, bows notched, bodies twitching with anticipation; four spear-wielders scattered across the ground level, alert and bristling with aggression; and two shamans crouched behind a row of stalagmites, heads bowed, their staves glowing with unstable green energy.

Atop a raised ledge on the far side of the chamber — black against black — was the dungeon’s boss. A mottled drake. Half dragon, half monstrosity. It had wings that looked too thin to fly but strong enough to buffet, and eyes like molten stone watching us with cold intelligence. It was no ancient wyrm, but it didn’t need to be. Even half-grown, it was the size of a carriage, and its claws could disembowel a bear.

And Qianlang was already here.

The rival Team Leviathan had entered from the opposite side. Their leader, Wei-Xin, stood in the center of her squad — casting a barrier with both hands, her arms wreathed in silver threads of control magic. Two kobold corpses lay sprawled at her feet. A third was flying backward even as we arrived, thrown by her teammate — the lean orc who’d tried to murder us with witchfire.

They saw us. Their eyes locked onto ours — and none of them looked happy.

“Wade?” Lazy whispered.

I nodded. “We go loud. Hit the kobolds.”

Khla moved to my side. “Not Qianlang?”

“No way,” I said. “Not even accidentally. That’ll get us kicked from the games. Let’s just see who beats the boss first. Let’s go!”

Thessa grinned. “Yes, please.”

I stepped forward and took the lead into the cavern as our team broke into motion. Lazy was already weaving a spell. “Madness!”

Her target was one of the archers on the rightmost ledge. The kobold’s fingers twitched, eyes rolled. It loosed an arrow — not at us, but at the archer beside it. The shaft struck true, sinking into its ally’s shoulder. The second kobold shrieked and tumbled sideways, nearly falling from its perch.

I picked a spear-wielder rushing at us. “Enrage!”

Mana surged through me, leaving my throat dry and my skin tingling. The spell hit its mark, and the kobold skidded to a halt — twitched — and turned its spear on the nearest target: its own ally. It screamed in fury and drove the spear through its comrade’s gut. Blood sprayed. The other one gurgled and collapsed.

A moment later, Khla’s voice rang out, sharp and clear. “Arrows!” She raised a hand. “Shield.”

The arrow struck Thessa full in the chest — but the golden shimmer flared just in time, and the shaft bounced off the magic. She stumbled but stayed upright, eyes wide.

“Nice catch,” she panted.

“I pay attention,” Khla said.

With an angry and frustrated grunt, Thessa grabbed a fist-sized stone from the floor and, without hesitation, hurled it at one of the archers. The kobold ducked too late — the rock hit it square on the skull.

Crack.

The kobold tumbled off the ledge with a scream, bounced once on a platform below, then hit the floor with a splatter of blood and shattered bone.

I blinked. “Damn.”

Thessa grinned, shaking her hand. “Improvisation. Suck it.”

I turned toward Lazy. “Target the shamans. They’re charging something.”

“On it!” she said, already casting. “Phantasm!”

The illusion swept out like a heat ripple. One of the shamans stiffened. Its lips peeled back. It screamed — a horrible, primal sound that echoed through the cavern — and dropped its staff as its mind unraveled. It spasmed once, then collapsed.

Lazy winced. “Oof. That one cracked like a boiled egg.”

But right then, a howl rang out from the ledge above. The drake rose to its feet, and its wings flexed wide, kicking up a blast of hot air that rolled through the cavern like a furnace exhaling. Its eyes locked on Qianlang first — four shapes framed in haze and motion, blades flashing, mana surging.

Wei-Xin led the Team Leviathan. A flash of silver thread magic wrapped around her arms as she shouted something in a sharp, clipped arcane formula. Her wards flared across her team like miniature domes — three of them shimmering as they ran, two splitting off hard to the left to clean up kobold stragglers while Wei-Xin and the orc advanced straight toward the drake.

“She’s moving fast,” Khla said, watching. “Too fast.”

“No coordination,” I replied. “They’re burning mana, trying to beat us to the kill.”

“I say we let them die,” Thessa growled.

“No,” I said. “We get clever. Watch this.”

I cast Blind Spot. Mana shivered from my core. A thin blue thread of power leapt from the tip of my staff and zipped across the chamber, striking the drake between the eyes. It snarled, blinked — and then its head snapped left, searching for me but seeing only open stone.

It worked.

“Khla, cover Lazy!” I shouted. “Thessa — keep an eye on those snipers!”

“What’re you doing?” Lazy called.

“Being annoying!”

That was my distraction. I bolted at once.

I sprinted across the slick obsidian tiles, dodging cracks and bubbling water vents, ducking low behind one of the broken platforms. The heat bit into my skin, but I didn’t slow. Up ahead, a collapsed column jutted at a steep angle toward the drake’s perch like a ramp from hell. I hit the base and scrambled up — boots slipping, one hand gripping a jagged edge to keep balance.

Meanwhile, one of the Qianlang mages — slim, fast, veiled in red silk — hurled a lightning orb into the drake’s flank.

The orb struck with a thunderous crack. The beast howled and reared up, wings slashing wide. Smoke curled from its scales. And suddenly, its attention was fully theirs.

Perfect.

I reached the midpoint of the climb and turned back toward the field. Below, three spear-wielders still danced around the kobold corpse pile. One was limping — wounded in the thigh. I picked the one who looked the meanest and who was leading the charge.

“Charm,” I whispered.

My voice resonated through the air like a whisper of godly intent. The kobold stiffened. Its grip tightened on its spear. Then, with a sharp bark, it turned and charged — not at us, but straight for the Qianlang front line as I had commanded.

And just as I hoped, its allies followed their leader without hesitation. All rushed the pair of Qianlang mages closest to the drake.

One of Qianlang’s fighters — a stocky mage — shouted something and turned to meet them. His partner hesitated, caught between drake and kobold. Their advance toward the boss halted instantly.

That’s when I saw one of the remaining kobolds — a short one with dark, burn-scarred arms — was creeping up behind Khla. Fast and low.

“Lazy!” I shouted.

“Already on it!” she sang, spinning. “Polymorph!”

The spell cracked like a whip. The charging kobold let out a yelp — and with a flash of lavender light, it twisted, contorted, and transformed mid-leap.

A rat hit the ground with a surprised squeal, rolled twice, then scurried into the nearest crevice and vanished.

“Cong-rat-ulations on not dying!” Lazy called out, grinning as she held up two fingers.

“Puns later!” Khla shouted.

Then the drake roared — a guttural, echoing blast of primal fury that shook the platform beneath my boots. It lunged forward, tail sweeping wide. Its claws tore chunks from the ledge. Its wings slammed down, driving wind like a wall as it headed straight to its target — the orc from Qianlang, who had attacked us earlier.

The orc had time for one yelp before the drake rammed into him with a single thunderous impact. The orc’s weapon flew from his grip. Claws met armor. Something gave.

A golden light flared — a bubble of white-blue light that burst in a flash and teleported the heavily wounded orc out of the dungeon in an instant, to be tended to by the Magocracy priests.

One down.

I raised my voice and shouted over the chaos, “Lure the drake into the water!”

Wei-Xin turned to glare at me. “What are you doing?! The drake is ours!”

She tried to redirect her group — but they were too split, too staggered by the kobold assault. The two on the flank were still tangled up, the orc taken down by the drake’s charge. Too late.

I focused. One last spell.

“Charm!”

I reached for another kobold — the last of the spearmen. Its mind bent, and it immediately lunged back toward the drake. The beast stepped back to brace as the kobold attacked it, momentarily confused — and its rear foot hit the edge of a boiling pool.

“Thessa!” I screamed. “NOW!”

She was already moving. She had understood exactly what I planned. The pendant swung free from her chest, catching the chamber’s light.

She grinned wide. “Eat lightning, bitch.”

With a snap of her fingers, the pendant flared — crystal glowing white, then blue. The gem burst into a thousand pieces as a line of lightning leapt from it to the pool, then branched out like roots across the water’s surface.

The drake had one claw in, then two, and was just bracing to leap.

Too late.

Lightning Storm detonated.

A wall of power turned the water to arc-light. The electricity surged into the drake’s body in a blinding blast, and the creature screamed — an awful, high-pitched keen that shattered one of the stone ledges. By the looks of their powerful blast, the lightning damage was off the charts. Lightning Storm was a powerful spell on its own, and magnified by water… who knew how much damage that was.

At any rate, enough for the drake. It convulsed once, then collapsed, steam hissing from its mouth.

Dead.

I stood atop the column, blinking through the light as it faded.

Across the chamber, Wei-Xin stared at me like I’d just pissed in her tea.

“Holy shit,” Thessa said from below. “That actually worked.”

A moment later, the remaining few kobolds began shrieking. The fight had gone out of them, and we mopped them all up without further difficulties, leaving the first Dungeon fully cleared…


Chapter 9

The steam still curled from the drake’s corpse, its black-scaled body slumped in the shallow pool like a shipwreck left to rot. For a long moment, no one moved. Not Qianlang — what was left of them, at least — and not us. The last surviving kobolds had scattered or lay dead, and the only sound was the hiss of bubbling water.

Then, apparently, the notifications hit, because the girls got excited.

“Level 5!” Thessa called out.

“Oh, me too!” Lazy chirped, doing a happy hop, and the pleased grin on Khla’s lips told me she was up there as well.

I didn’t get any notification of a level-up yet, but that was to be expected. Since I was already at 7, leveling went a little slower. I had no doubt my moment would come soon enough. But for now, I turned to watch the girls and congratulated each of them with a kiss.

Lazy let out a delighted little snort. “Finally. I was starting to feel underpowered.”

“You were feeling underpowered?” Thessa muttered. “Try being a fire primary in a methane-packed dungeon.” Then, she smiled and clapped her hands. “But yay. Numbers.”

Khla exhaled slowly. Her eyes flickered for a moment as she opened her interface. “What shall we do with the points?”

“Mens,” Lazy said. “At this stage, we focus on Spell Power exclusively.” She shot me a look. “Right?”

“I know,” Thessa said. “I’m not a child.”

I chuckled and made a calming gesture. “Alright, alright,” I said, “calm down and handle those sheets, ladies.”

As they focused on their sheets, I stepped down from the broken pillar. The smell of scorched scales still clung to the air. The drake’s body twitched once, like a muscle reflex, then stilled. Some distance away, the remaining members of Team Leviathan were conferring. I wasn’t expecting violence from them — they had lost, and their loss had been broadcast. To attack us now out of spite would be the purest kind of folly, and Wei-Xin honestly seemed a little too rational for that.

Wouldn’t have put it beyond Thessa had we lost, though…

Still, I kept an eye on them, just to be sure.

Already finished, Thessa came up behind me and joined me as I peered at the remains of the vanquished drake. “Is it… lootless?” she asked, looking around. “Seriously? No chest? No reward? No — golden staff of molten devastation?”

“No loot,” Khla said, confirming it with a slow scan of the chamber.

Thessa scowled. “What kind of bullshit dungeon boss dies without even dropping a handful of coins?”

Lazy leaned closer to the drake and sniffed. “He dropped himself. Does that count?”

I honestly wouldn’t have expected it to; the reward system of a competition like this was unlikely to be something as random as loot drops.

As I thought it over, a faint hum sounded. Space twisted just behind the drake’s corpse, and a ripple opened in the air — a circular tear in the dungeon itself, casting golden light onto the blackened floor.

Lusinder stepped through.

Clad in his regular purple robes, the Magocracy’s neutral observer moved like mist — gliding forward without sound, his thin hand raised, palm outward. No face. Just that blank mask of emotionless grace.

He made a beckoning gesture. “Follow,” he said in his effeminate voice that still managed to carry a lot of authority.

Khla glanced at me.

I nodded. “Looks like we’re done here.”

Thessa kicked a rock into the steaming pool. “No treasure, no justice.”

Lazy poked her tongue out. “I mean, we did fry a drake.”

“Still,” Thessa muttered. “Feels anticlimactic.”

“No, it doesn’t!” Lazy disagreed, their discussion continuing even as we stepped through the portal. On the other side of the chamber, Team Leviathan was being led into a portal of their own by their own team’s version of Lusinder — a tall, male dryad that looked like he had been set on fire a few times in his life by the charcoal spots all over his body.

Then, light washed over us — and then we were back in Cindervault.

The contrast was immediate. From boiling heat to clean, dry air. From obsidian ruins to smooth marble floor and cooling glyphs glowing in the walls. The chamber we emerged into was a side hall — quiet, reserved for recovery transitions. A servant waited with a cart of water flasks and tonic vials.

We grabbed what we needed. I barely had time to wipe the sweat from my brow before Lusinder gave an impatient sigh and beckoned for us to follow.

“Your mentors will see you now,” he said.

Thessa groaned. “Can’t I shower first? I stink of kobold and ozone.”

“No,” Lusinder said. “Your smelling acceptable is not a prerequisite for the meeting.”

So we went, grime and all.

We stepped into the debriefing room soot-streaked with scuffed robes, but that did nothing to reduce the broad — and, I might add, very beautifully white — smile on Trixie’s fine face.

She stood in front of the far wall, arms folded, right next to Alis, who was inanimate as a statue. When we came in, she stopped and put her hands on her hips. “You beautiful, filthy little monsters,” she purred, clapping her hands excitedly.

Thessa blinked. “Hi?”

“Oh my God!” Trixie just continued, hopping in place and clapping her hand again. “You roasted a drake using a lightning pendant and water. You ignored the rival team and instead redirected kobolds to take pressure off your own assault. Do you know what that is?”

“Victory?” Lazy offered.

“IN-NO-VA-TION,” Trixie said, pronouncing each syllable markedly. “Adaptation. You didn’t, like, brute force it. Nooo…” She wagged a finger. “You adapted to environmental limitations. You abandoned straightforward power plays in favor of positioning, timing, and misdirection. And best of all, you didn’t break the Magocracy’s ‘no sabotage’ clause. Yay!” She twirled, her skirt lifting to reveal some of that very fine elven rump, before she struck a disco fever pose. “Wei-Xin can go cry about it in the healing ward.”

Khla stood a little straighter. Thessa looked slightly smug. We had trained with Trixie often enough to know that compliments — when dispensed — were sincere.

Trixie offered another warm smile. “You saw the traps coming. Well… most traps.”

“Yeah,” Thessa muttered. “The poison sucked.”

“Still! You worked around the methane and made a play that none of the trainers predicted.”

“I think I’m blushing,” Lazy whispered to me.

“You are,” I said.

Trixie clapped her hands again, then shot Alis a look. During the California elf girl’s rain of praise, Alis had simply stood there, not really moving or adding anything. If she hadn’t been breathing, I would have reckoned her a fine work of taxidermy.

But now she moved — minimally. She craned her neck so her eyes met mine, cold and sharp. She didn’t smile. “Enjoy the praise,” she said. “You earned it.”

We were all flabbergasted by that. Alis did not praise, so we must have really done well. Now, the frigid elf stepped forward, and Trixie moved aside to let her speak.

“But don’t mistake cleverness for security,” Alis continued. “You humiliated a more well-balanced and — across the board — higher-leveled team today. You won through skill and wit. Good. That will only make what comes next worse.”

Thessa narrowed her eyes. “Meaning?”

“You’ll face survivors next,” Alis said. “Teams that weren’t shaken or sloppy and that got through the first round. Strong, tight units.”

“So?” Thessa folded her arms.

“So,” Alis said, turning her eyes to me, “they’ll expect you. They know you are versatile and creative, so they’ll plan for you. You won’t be underestimated again.”

“I’m fine with that,” Khla said quietly.

Alis nodded once. “Good. You should be. Because the next round won’t give you second chances.”

I spoke up. “What about Qianlang?”

“They were eliminated,” she said. “They lived, even the orc that was wounded, but they failed the objective. And with a strike for attempted murder on record, they will be taking disgrace back to Qianlang. I doubt their careers will be very prosperous after this.”

Thessa exhaled hard. “Good.”

“They’ll return to their faction in shame,” Alis said. “No prize. No glory. Just proof that they lost on every front, even when they cheated.”

There was a pause. Then Lazy mumbled, “That’s kinda sad.”

“They tried to kill Wade,” Thessa snapped.

“I know. But still.”

Alis didn’t reply. She turned toward the door. “Rest while you can. You’ll need it.” Then she was gone, robes whispering behind her.

Trixie exhaled and cracked her knuckles. “Well. That was upbeat. Gotta love Alis!” She struck a pose.

“I’m taking a bath,” Thessa declared.

“I’m eating an entire pie,” Lazy said.

“I’m going to enjoy some silence,” Khla added.

Trixie laughed. “And you, Wade?”

I smiled. “I’m gonna be planning…”
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The upper halls of Cindervault were quiet after sundown, save for the occasional flick of a warding rune along the corridor walls. The enchanted torches cast a soft amber glow that pooled between the massive basalt pillars lining the observation deck wing. I walked with Lazy, our steps echoing faintly against the volcanic stone. Her tail swayed behind her, no longer tense, just… tired.

We were heading toward the overlook — one of the less-trafficked ones on the east wall, the one where the warded windows let you spy into the recovery chambers without being seen. It was a good spot to decompress, and I was going to suggest we sit for a bit and just breathe.

But someone was already there.

Leaning against one of the iron-bound pillars like she owned the place, Salee stood watching the recovery deck through the one-way glass. Pale-haired, petite, and perfectly dressed even at this hour, she had the kind of stillness that most elves — except Trixie, of course — were born with and most people learned to distrust. Her arms were crossed. Her expression? Blank. Except for the tight set of her jaw.

We slowed at the mouth of the corridor. I could feel Lazy tense beside me, one hand twitching toward her satchel before she caught herself.

Salee turned slightly when she noticed us. She didn’t smile. Not sincerely, at least.

“So, I heard you survived,” she said. Her voice was smooth, faintly melodic, but the tone was brittle and dripping with disdain. “Good for you. It must be nice to be so lucky.”

Lazy stiffened, just a hair, her eyes narrowing. “Hello to you, too.”

Ever since Salee had sent Lazy off into Hirfangr on her own as a sort of hazing ritual for joining the Eye and Key Society — one that might have killed Lazy if it hadn’t been for my intervention — the two really hated each other, but Salee always seemed to intimidate Lazy a little.

I kept my voice calm. “We did more than survive, Salee,” I said. “We beat them.”

Salee’s eyes — those wide, icy blue things that made her look like a porcelain doll with a very cruel streak — flicked to Lazy. “Well, let’s see if you can keep your streak alive, streetcat.”

Lazy’s lips parted just slightly. Not a retort; she was too intimidated by the way Salee carried herself. But her whole posture shifted — shoulders drawn back, tail lifted slightly, the edge sliding into her body language. I laid a hand on her back. Just one, small touch. Not holding her. Just supporting her.

Salee gave a final little tilt of her head, then turned on her heel and walked off down the corridor.

She was almost to the corner when something changed.

From the adjacent hallway — silent and smooth as flowing ink — Alis stepped into view.

Salee stopped mid-stride.

For half a second, no one moved.

Alis didn’t say a word. She simply stood there — arms loose at her sides, face expressionless. Her hair was gathered in its usual severe twist, and the long robes she wore rustled faintly as she stood. Her gaze locked with Salee’s.

Salee’s chin lifted by the smallest fraction.

Alis’s expression remained neutral, but something passed over her face. Something subtle that I would have never noticed in another person, but I had known Alis long enough to realize the slightest shift in her expression conveyed some of those feelings she normally kept under full control. Now, I couldn’t place what this meant, but it meant something.

Salee looked away first. She scowled. Her fingers clenched. Then, without a word, she walked past Alis and vanished down the other hall, her boots sharp against the basalt floor.

There was something between those two — something I hadn’t noticed before…

Alis didn’t watch her go. She didn’t move. Not until the sound of Salee’s footsteps faded. Then she turned and disappeared into the corridor in the opposite direction.

The entire exchange lasted maybe ten seconds, but it had been very intense. I even noticed I had tightened my fists and stood ready to spring into action.

Weird…

Lazy let out a slow breath and leaned lightly against me. “What the hell was that?”

“I don’t know,” I said, eyes still on the now-empty hall. “But something was going on there.”

She made a face. “Salee always acts like she’s the crown jewel of Krysfelt, and Alis treats everyone like shit, but that… that was weird.”

I nodded. “Did you see the look they gave each other? They don’t treat each other like they normally treat others. Think they have history?”

Lazy shrugged, but it was stiff. “Salee’s important. Connections up the chain. It’s why she’s still here. You know. After what she did. To me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “She should’ve been suspended.”

“She should’ve,” Lazy said, echoing it bitterly. “But instead, she just got to hang around. Because she’s got pull. And probably because some teacher went to bat for her.”

“Like Alis,” I said quietly, even though it seemed unlikely. The look that passed between them wasn’t necessarily one of friendship or affection — if either of those ice queens was capable of such things.

More like a grudge or something…

As I thought it over, Lazy walked to the viewing panel and looked down. I joined her.

Below, we could see the remains of Team Leviathan being broadcast — two sitting on cots, one standing off to the side looking miserable. The orc was missing. Probably still under care. Wei-Xin sat on the edge of her bed, her jaw set, one eye bruised, her robe hanging open at one shoulder. The others didn’t speak.

“That’s what losing with a strike looks like,” Lazy murmured. “That’s what disgrace looks like.”

I turned to her. “You doing okay?”

Lazy leaned her head on my shoulder. “You know,” she said after a moment, her voice soft and low, “when I was back in Seattle… I used to think I was cursed. Like, actually cursed. Some gods screwed up or maybe forgot to finish my file. I’d see those kids walking to school with clean coats and smooth shoes and parents that loved them or — at the very least — were there, and I thought…” She paused, then scoffed. “I thought maybe I just wasn’t real. Like someone made me wrong.”

I said nothing. Letting her talk. Letting her breathe through it.

She pointed down through the glass at Wei-Xin and her team — at the crisp uniforms, the embroidered house crests, the lined cloaks that still shimmered even now with trace enchantments.

“Those kids? They were born with mana in their blood and coin in their pillows. People like Salee… she could burn down half this place and still get a second chance. I screw up once, and I’m out for good.”

She looked at me then — really looked, her expression raw and unshielded.

“I know I’m smart. I know I’ve got power now. But sometimes, I still feel like I’m just some alley girl who got lucky. Like they’re just waiting to yank it all away. Like Salee’s waiting.”

I didn’t try to offer a silver lining. There wasn’t one. Those who came from the establishment would try to keep the up-and-coming ones down — it was just like that. I leaned down, pressed a kiss to her temple, and held her hand tighter.

“You earned your place,” I said. “You fought for it harder than any of them ever had to. You’re not lucky, sweet Lazy. You’re good.”

She blinked fast. Cleared her throat. “Ugh. Don’t make me cry.”

“I’m not trying to,” I said. “But if you do, I’ll still be here.”

She snorted, wiped her nose on her sleeve, and gave a crooked smile. “That’s sweet. I… I love you, you know?”

“I know,” I said.

She laughed, eyes still a little wet, and swatted me on the shoulder. “Don’t go all Han Solo on me!”

I chuckled. “I love you too, Lazy.”

She leaned her head on my shoulder again. “I’m still eating an entire pie,” she muttered.

“Absolutely.”

She paused. “Maybe two.”


Chapter 10

The vaulted dining hall was loud as the winning teams dug in and bragged and boasted and talked about the first round of runs. The whole was alive with heat and noise and sharp eyes watching sharper tongues. At the long obsidian tables, the air practically vibrated with the tension of a dozen half-spoken scores and a hundred new rivalries. Every student here had just crawled a dungeon. Every team had tasted fear or triumph or both. Most bore sores and magically healed injuries. All were hungry — for food, for prestige, for the next kill.

We entered as a unit, clean and only a little sore from the day’s adventure, and as we stepped into the wide hall, heads turned. Not subtly. Dozens of them. And the glances weren’t just curiosity anymore. Before, we’d been no-names without affiliations and with a poor team composition — an anomaly that would be weeded out in the first round. But now? We were the ones who killed a drake and outplayed Qianlang Academy. We’d just eliminated one of the top-seeded teams on the board — and were on the receiving end of the foul play that earned the only official strike issued in the entire round — and we still came out on top. It made people curious.

And it made some people angry.

We found a table near the center — open space, exposed, impossible to miss. I’d picked it on purpose. Let them watch.

Thessa sat hard, crossing her legs and folding her arms with a scowl. Her eyes flicked toward the remaining Qianlang students near the eastern wall — those who hadn’t been part of Leviathan but clearly hadn’t enjoyed watching their flagship team get humiliated.

“Don’t you even look over here,” she muttered under her breath, baring a sliver of fang. “I will burn the rest of those stupid-ass, cheating monks if they just look.”

“Don’t,” Lazy said automatically, though she didn’t sound entirely opposed. She was scanning the room, her eyes flicking from table to table. I knew the look. She was tracking positions. Subtle tells. Which teams had gravitated closer together. Who whispered with whom. Who sat isolated. Lazy saw things others missed. Even now, still smiling faintly, she was collecting information like a thief counting the guards.

I was glad for that; it was a far cry from the dejected, unmotivated wallowing she could do sometimes when she felt the whole world was against her.

Khla was quiet and stoic as usual. She sat at the table’s edge and quietly worked through a bowl of stew. Her eyes never left her plate, but I knew her ears were catching every word they could.

I kept my tone light. “At least nobody’s throwing fireballs.”

“Yet,” Thessa muttered.

“Is that Bo Kho stew?” Lazy said brightly, perking up and leaning over her bowl. “That’s stew! You guys, we got Bo Kho stew! I’m not even mad anymore.” She dug in.

I chuckled as I kept an ear perked while I dug into the, admittedly very savory, stew. Conversation buzzed around us. Some was meaningless, but some wasn’t.

“Did you hear Manticore cleared their dungeon in under an hour?” one mage whispered to another.

“They didn’t even burn half their mana pools,” someone else said. “Used almost no healing spells.”

“Varga almost soloed the boss. Didn’t even take a hit.”

As the rumors thrummed, I noticed a group entering the mess hall, and the girls looked up at the same time.

Team Manticore strode in like they owned the damn room, trailed by envy and adoration. Salee didn’t look at us. Landura did, her lips curling into a lascivious smirk that might’ve been flirtation — of the predatory kind.

But it was Varga who veered off course. She saw us, and she grinned as she headed our way.

“Here comes trouble,” I muttered to the others. “Don’t let her provoke you.” Those last words were aimed in particular at Thessa, who was already seething just at the sight of the wolf girl.

The wolfkin broke from her pack and trotted toward our table, tail low but twitching. Her golden eyes locked on mine, then shifted briefly to Thessa, who glared back like a barely leashed hound.

Varga stopped beside us. “So,” she said. “Team Chimera. The underdogs. Bet you’re real proud of yourselves for winning today, huh?”

“We are,” I said evenly. “As we have a right to be. Odds weren’t in our favor, and yet here we still are.”

“Indeed,” she said, sniffing once. “Not for long, though.”

Thessa started to rise. I felt it in her shoulders before I saw it. She didn’t say anything yet, but her fingers clenched, and her tail stiffened into a perfect line of tension.

“Careful,” I said to Varga. “You’re bleeding arrogance all over our table. It’s turning my stew sour.”

“I’m just telling the truth,” Varga went on, unfazed. “Some of us didn’t need to rely on luck and tricks to win. We did it clean. Straight up.”

“Straight-up bullying,” Thessa snapped, standing now. “That’s all you’ve ever done.”

“Please, fire hazard,” Varga said, folding her arms and glancing at Lazy. “Your whole team is like a street performance held together with spit and your little boyfriend as glue.”

Lazy tilted her head. “At least we’re getting laid,” she hummed, her voice almost friendly.

Varga growled, almost taunted into jumping into action herself. Meanwhile, I couldn’t suppress a chuckle — to the beastkin races, not getting laid might result from not being desirable or fertile enough, which was very insulting to them.

And Varga — who liked to throw punches like those herself — wasn’t very good at rolling with the punches she got. But she regained her composure and shot me a very dirty look.

“Once I’ve knocked you bitches the fuck out, I’ll give your boyfriend a ride myself — see what all the fuss is about. If he’s that good, he might even survive being my mate.”

“Time to add some fried dog to my Bo Kho stew,” Thessa hissed as her hands sparked faintly. The tiniest whiff of heat shimmered around her knuckles.

I stood slowly, placing one hand lightly on Thessa’s shoulder. “Don’t.”

“She’s asking for it.”

“She’s baiting you.”

“Let me light the bitch up just a little. I’ll aim low; the ugly bitch won’t need that part anyway.”

Not really true. Varga was kind of hot — albeit in a very unstable, crazy way. Kind of like Thessa, honestly, except more aggressive. Still, I shook those thoughts off and met Varga’s eyes. “You’ve made your point. Congratulations on clearing your Dungeon. Now get lost before someone says something they regret.”

Varga’s ears twitched. Her tail flicked once. Then she grinned — a sharp, wolfish thing.

“See you next round, fire hazard. Streetcat. Meat shield.” Her eyes then fixed on me. “Mate.”

“Slut!” Thessa snapped. “A back-alley mutt wouldn’t rut you — even if you hung a damn steak around your neck!”

“Easy, easy,” I said, holding her back.

Varga grinned, turned, and strolled off without another word, rejoining her team without even glancing back.

Thessa hissed something undoubtedly extremely vulgar in Infernal and sat down hard. “I loathe that bitch,” she muttered.

Lazy patted her arm. “It’s okay. Be positive! You inspired her! She’s gonna try the steak thing now.”

That got a snort from Thessa.

Now that the threat had passed, Khla raised an eyebrow and resumed eating as if nothing had happened.

I leaned back and took a long drink of water. The mood around us was still thick. Rivalries hung like nooses. But we were still here. Still visible. We still counted. And that was exactly why Varga had come over to taunt us.

We were on the rise.


Chapter 11

The next morning, I woke up alone — something I did not enjoy about the Aquana Games.

I opened my eyes to find the room quiet, the magical climate control wards humming softly from the corners. Faint light leaked through the window, cold on the basalt floor and my folded robes, washed and ready for another adventure.

I reached across the mattress automatically, hand dragging across the space Thessa usually claimed. Nothing. No tail brushing my leg. No sleepy muttering. No Lazy stealing half the blanket and drooling into my shoulder. No Khla, silent and heavy like a warm stone.

Stupid rules.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and sat there for a minute, rubbing my hands over my face, trying to shake the static out of my head. The next round was up — quarterfinals.

I stood, stripped off my sleepwear, and washed up quickly at the basin in the corner. I dressed in my robes and headed down for breakfast.

The halls were still waking. Ward-lights hummed low. Servitor mages moved like shadows, adjusting ambient temperature and clearing the occasional fallen napkin or boot left in someone’s haste. I passed one team heading toward the central lift — tight formation, blank faces. They didn’t acknowledge me.

Fine. They weren’t my concern.

When I stepped into the mess hall, it was like breaking the surface of a cold lake.

Conversations halted just briefly — like someone had pulled a thread tight across the room — and then resumed, quieter, more focused. The vaulted chamber spread out before me like the inside of a cathedral dedicated to survival. No one was laughing. No one looked relaxed. Students leaned in close, muttering over food and drink.

I saw my team halfway down the third row from the east wall.

Thessa sat with one foot on the bench, elbow on her knee, fork dangling from her fingers. She wasn’t eating so much as skewering her scrambled eggs. Her tail was coiled tight around her calf.

Lazy was next to her, working through a bowl of yogurt and fruit with mechanical precision, eyes constantly flicking around the room like she was expecting someone to make a move. Every few seconds, her ears twitched in response to something unsaid.

Khla sat across from them, silent as always, drinking a cup of spiced broth. Her expression was unreadable. Calm. But her gaze lifted the moment I approached, and for a brief instant, something warm flickered in her eyes.

“Sleep well?” Lazy asked as I dropped into the space beside her. Her voice was soft. She still hadn’t made eye contact.

“Cold bed,” I said. “Missed you.”

Thessa huffed. “I hate these stupid rules,” she muttered, echoing my thoughts.

“Yeah,” Lazy mumbled.

A moment later, the doors swung open and the team coordinators entered — a colorful collection of mages, Lusinder among them. The effect was immediate — conversations died mid-sentence. Chairs stopped creaking. A few spoons froze in midair.

“Business time,” I said.

As if he’d known where we were sitting even before he entered, Lusinder glided our way without even seeming to look. His robes shimmered with an impossibly perfect purple sheen. His expression was as unreadable as ever.

He stopped at the edge of our table, raised a single hand in greeting, and spoke.

“The next crawl,” Lusinder said, voice like silver being poured across glass, “will commence at noon. Please accompany me to the briefing chamber, where your coaches are waiting.”

We rose. In the excitement, Lazy accidentally bumped over a glass of water. She didn’t even seem to notice, although Lusinder threw the spilled water a disturbed look before leading us down the mess hall. All around us, the other teams were breaking up as well, being taken away by their coordinators. Before we left the hall, I caught Team Manticore glaring at us. I just smiled back, leading my girls out of the hall and after Lusinder.

The elf was silent as he guided us down the now more familiar halls of Cindervault until we came upon our briefing room, and he opened the double wooden doors and gestured for us to enter.

Trixie was already waiting for us, and so was Alis. The briefing room was smaller — private. A war chamber built for focused planning, not performance. Black stone walls flickered with warded sigils, and the long obsidian table at the center had no chairs, only a few glowing data panels and a raised map circle inlaid with brass.

Trixie, as ever, led the charge with her usual flair. She strode up to the head of the table like she was opening for a concert, heels clicking like a countdown.

“Okay, bright and dangerous darlings,” she said, voice sharp and theatrical. “Thank you for gracing us with your mostly-conscious presence. I’m thrilled to see no one got murdered in the night. Progress!”

That earned a few smirks from us.

She turned with a flick of her hand, and a panel of light unfurled behind her — eight crests glowing in sequence across a vertical plane, rotating slowly in magical suspension.

“There are, like, eight teams left,” she said, dropping the levity. “One mistake, and you’re out. High stakes! Potential for death! Yay!” She clapped her hands.

Lazy leaned in, murmuring just loud enough for us to hear. “Is it weird that I’m aroused by her speeches?”

“Yes,” Thessa muttered. “Also, same.”

I didn’t comment, just studied the crests. One was ours. Team Chimera. The outliers, the anomaly… now center stage.

Trixie pointed lazily at the grid. “Quarterfinal matchups are based on time, tactical rating, and overall cohesion…” She looked at us all individually, then chuckled. “Just kidding! It’s totally random!” She did a little twirl that made Alis sigh, although my eyes were more on what was under that flaring skirt. “Isn’t that awesome?”

I couldn’t help a smile. Trixie was like walking fireworks — distracting until she landed the boom.

She flicked again, and the projection changed — now showing a three-dimensional schematic. A labyrinth in motion. Bridges shifted, corridors realigned, entire sections rotated or vanished with every few seconds of playback. The structure was contained within a vast vertical cylinder, like a tower filled with sliding walls and moving floors.

“Your arena is the Shifting Maze,” she said. “A classic. A fan favorite. A total bitch. The layout reconfigures at random. There are no safe zones. There is no stable route. This thing will eat you if you let your guard down.”

Khla leaned forward slightly. “No fixed routes.”

“Exactly,” I said, eyes on the map. “We’ll have to rely on improvisation. Or go down trying.”

Trixie let that hang, then smiled thinly. “And your opponent — Team Onyx. Spring Valley Academy’s elite. Led by none other than the elusive and very annoying Myshandos of House Tlynn.”

That landed like a coin in a bowl of water — ripple effect immediate.

Lazy stiffened. “He’s the shadow mage, right?”

“Right,” Trixie confirmed. “He acts all prim and proper, but he’s stealthy. Total bitch. They work by ambush, misdirection, traps.”

Thessa crossed her arms. “I hate stealth assholes. Can’t burn what you can’t see.”

“I’ll see them,” Khla said quietly. “Eventually.”

That’s when Alis stepped forward, and everything cooled. “The maze is the trial,” she said, her tone razor-sharp. “You are to kill the boss — a King Slime. Whichever team kills it first, wins.

“And as before,” Trixie chimed in. “And we’re, like, obligated to mention this — don’t kill the other team, blah-blah-blah.” She rolled her eyes and made a yapping motion with her hand. “You know the drill.”

Alis bit back another sigh before she continued, “You and Team Onyx will be dropped in from opposite ends. The maze is not symmetrical. Don’t assume anything. Most importantly, the priest wards may be unable to pull you out of the Dungeon if you find yourself engulfed by a slime. That means the risk of death is marginally higher. Keep an eye out for each other; prioritize freeing team members from the slime.”

Lazy whispered, “It’s tag. In a death blender.”

“Yay, death blenders!” Trixie said and clapped her hands excitedly.

Lazy looked at her happily, more excited by the approval from Trixie of something she made up than she was apprehensive about having to enter that same death blender.

Alis gave the slightest nod. That was all.

Then Lusinder moved to the side of the room — silent as ever. With a slow gesture, he dismissed the projection and said in that soft, cold voice, “You will deploy in an hour. Until then, rest. Plan. You will need both.”

I nodded, then glanced at Trixie, curious about something else. “What about Salee’s team?” I asked. “Do we know who they’re facing?”

Trixie struck a dramatic pose. “Manticore is up against Huzencraft Academy. You may want to get popcorn for that one.” She thought for a moment. “Or well, like, if you weren’t in the death blender yourselves at that time.”

Thessa grinned, wide and toothy. “Oh, please let them crush Varga.”

Lazy added with a sweet smile, “Let’s all hope Salee finds out what it’s like to hit wall after wall.”

Even Khla looked amused.

I exhaled slowly, watching the fading afterglow of the projection. A shifting maze with a treacherous opponent. It was looking to be quite the match…

[image: AOIcon]

Back in my room, which I was graciously allowed to share with my girls as we prepped for the next run, the atmosphere was calm but focused — the eye of a storm yet to arrive. Our gear sat neatly packed in a corner, still bearing scuffs and soot from the last crawl, and we were feeling ready. This place, once unfamiliar, had begun to feel like a staging ground for war.

Thessa paced, boots tapping softly against the thermal stone floor. “Finally, no more methane. I swear, if I had to hold back another Firebolt in a perfectly fire-worthy situation, I was gonna scream.”

“Pretty sure you did scream at some point,” Lazy said, perched cross-legged on her bunk, polishing the lens of her spell monocle. “And throw a rock.” She giggled at the memory.

“Improvisation,” Thessa countered.

“And temper,” Khla added. “A good combination to get things done.” She gave a firm nod, approving of Thessa’s action as much as we all did.

“Right,” I said. “The dungeon looks to be pretty complicated. Shifting corridors will prove a real challenge, and I think we need a marking strategy.”

Thessa glanced over. “You mean so we don’t walk in circles like idiots?”

“Exactly,” I said, holding up a small chunk of wax-based chalk. “That way we know when we hit the same spot twice, even if it does look completely different. Also, I want each of us to use a different color. White for me, red for Thessa, blue for Lazy, green for Khla.”

Lazy tilted her head. “What if the walls move and take the marks with them?”

“They will,” I said. “But a partial trail is better than nothing. If we ever loop, we’ll know.”

Thessa picked up a piece of chalk and spun it between her fingers. “Good. I was worried you were gonna put down breadcrumbs or something, you know? Hansel and Gretel style.”

“That was plan B,” I deadpanned.

Lazy made a little squeaky laugh and flopped sideways, tail flicking over the edge of the bunk. “Okay, but what if we did do breadcrumbs. I think it’s a lot more romantic and—”

“I will burn the breadcrumbs,” Thessa said.

“Noted,” Lazy muttered, chin in her hands.

“Onyx won’t come at us like Qianlang did,” I said. “They won’t try to brute force us or rush the boss. They’ll play to their strength. Delay, mislead, scatter.”

“We don’t scatter,” Khla said flatly.

“No,” I agreed. “We move as a block. Same formation as always. I take point. Thessa behind me. Lazy in third position for spell flexibility. Khla in rear guard. However, a dungeon like this and we might still get separated, even if we’re trying to avoid it. That’s where the colored chalk will help too. We can see if anyone from our team has already been somewhere.”

“Smart,” Khla said.

“We need to expect anything from Team Onyx — illusions, traps, maybe blindness or fear effects.”

Thessa scoffed. “Let them try fear on me. I am fear.”

“You’re loud,” Lazy corrected.

“I am both,” she conceded.

I chuckled. “Save the attitude for the fight. Right now, check your packs. We need to be ready when they come get us.”

Lazy slid off the bed and started humming as she checked her satchel. “One rope, one mirror, my comb…”

“Not the comb again!” Thessa complained, flopping loudly on the bed.

“What?” Lazy hummed, holding up her bone comb. “If we’re trapped in shifting corridors and mazes for the rest of eternity, a girl’s still gotta groom, right?” She turned back to her pack. “Oh, and three emergency snacks—”

“No snacks during the run,” Thessa said. “We might get confused as to which marking strategy we were using.”

“Gods,” I muttered, trying not to smile.

Khla sealed her pack and stood. “I’m ready.”

Thessa and Lazy took that cue as it was meant and moved to check their own packs, continuing the banter as they did so.

“Any ideas on the boss?” Khla asked me.

I shrugged. “Gammicka mentioned slimes once during Beastiary classes. In general, she said they are pretty slow, but they can engulf their prey, and they can sometimes split when attacked. We should be ready for either.”

At that moment, a soft chime rang through the walls — final call.

Khla was already at the door. Thessa adjusted her belt, and Lazy tucked her piece of chalk into a little side pouch where she also held her comb. “You guys ready?”

I nodded. Every part of me felt tight, coiled. But not nervous. I looked around at them — my team.

The firebrand, the trickster, the shield.

“Let’s win this,” I said.

The four of us left our quarters together and made our way through the winding stone halls of Cindervault toward the portal chamber. Our footsteps echoed in lockstep. A few teams passed us on the way — some nodding in greeting, others watching in silence as we headed toward our next challenge.


Chapter 12

The portal spilled us out into a room that… well, wasn’t really a room. More like the mouth of some living kind of structure.

For a few seconds, I couldn’t tell which way was forward — if there was a way forward.

Walls rose around us, obsidian-black but slick like oil, faintly glowing lines pulsing across their surface like veins under skin. The air was still — deathly so — and the floor beneath us trembled with a pulse that didn’t match any clock or countdown. Weirdly, it was like standing in a train cabin, with a constant tremor coming up through your feet — I theorized they were caused by the dungeon shifting in places.

And the moment we stepped out, the corridor in which our portal had appeared twisted behind us, sliding shut with a hiss and a soft grinding sound.

Lazy flinched. “Was that the portal? Is it… huh?”

“That is now the wall,” I said grimly. “The portal’s gone.”

Thessa turned a slow circle, squinting. “Anyone else getting the vibe this thing is… watching us?”

“No,” Khla said. “But I’m getting the ‘vibe’ I don’t want to be here a second longer than we need to be.”

I tapped the chalk against the wall — white, my assigned color — and drew a simple arrow with a slash above it. “Mark one. First direction, first corner. Let’s keep the system clean.”

“Sounds good,” Lazy murmured, still staring at the walls. “Sheesh. This place feels like a dungeon designed by anxiety itself.”

Thessa grunted, clearly agreeing, but she stayed sharp. “Lead on, Wade.”

I nodded, started forward.

The maze was deceptively quiet. At first, the halls seemed stable. We moved in our standard formation — myself at the front, Thessa shadowing me, Lazy humming softly in third position as she looked at the place with wide eyes, and Khla bringing up the rear like a silent anchor. I was thorough with the marks — every turn, every corridor taken or abandoned, got a mark. We even passed one intersection twice — confirmed by our own scratches.

Then, after we took the right turn at a T-junction and proceeded down a long corridor, the maze shifted.

We could feel it before we could see it. An increase in the faint rumble underfoot, a click of stone sliding past stone like a tectonic whisper. Then Lazy pointed back the way we came and said, “That hallway was straight. It’s curved now.”

We all turned.

She was right.

The way behind us had reformed into a half-moon bend, the original corridor sealed behind a wall of solid stone as something else had shifted into its place.

“What the hell?” Thessa said.

“Feels like we’re being rerouted,” Khla muttered.

“It’s like we’re in a Rubik’s Cube,” Lazy said, hugging herself.

I drew a fresh mark on the wall. “Alright. Let’s not panic; this is bound to happen a few times, everyone.” I glanced at Khla, who was glaring suspiciously at the hallway behind us. “And I don’t think it’s targeted, Khla; it’s random. And we still have our system. Everyone, eyes open. We treat every shift like a trap trigger.”

“Speaking of traps,” Thessa said, “anyone else think we’re being too lucky so far? I mean, nothing’s really happened… yet…”

“Please, don’t say that,” Lazy mewled, looking at the ceiling as she was immediately reminded of the spider ambush in our first dungeon crawl together.

I suppressed a smile. “Let’s keep it together and keep moving,” I said.

We pushed on. Another few turns, another fork — this one splitting around a central pillar of jagged stone. I started left, eyes scanning for traps, but just as I stepped forward, Thessa muttered, “Wait — chalk on the wall there.”

She pointed at a faint smear of chalk — our own mark from before. We’d circled. Again… Somehow.

“Lazy,” I said, “check that right turn real quick. Just to confirm it links back. Ten feet tops.”

“On it,” she chirped, bouncing ahead around the bend before I could say more.

She barely got seven steps.

Then the corridor rumbled. A sharp metallic grind, then a hiss of pressure — and a wall slammed down between us, smooth and fast like it had always been there.

I spun. “Lazy!”

Gone.

“Lazy?!” Thessa shouted, bolting toward the spot.

“No response,” Khla said instantly. Her voice clipped, urgent.

I raised my hand. “Don’t panic.”

“I’m not panicking, you’re panicking!” Thessa snapped, palms sparking as if she was about to burn her way into something.

“Thessa — calm!” I barked. “Throwing fire around willy-nilly is not going to solve anything right now!”

“I can hear you!” Lazy’s voice came from the other side of the wall, muffled but clear. “I’m fine! I’m okay, just — wow, this is narrow.”

“Talk to us,” I said, my voice level but tight. “What do you see?”

“Um… stone wall in front of me. Another wall behind. Tight space. Not a corridor — more like a chute?”

“Can you move?”

“I can crab-walk like half a foot or two,” Lazy called out, voice muffled through the stone. “There’s some room to my left. Looks like a corridor branching off — kind of narrow.”

She was talking this very calmly — much more so than I would have expected. But then again, I knew Lazy was into the theatrics, the drama, and liked to complain, but the truth was that she had had a pretty rough life so far — surviving on her own on the streets. When push came to shove, she was a rough one, which meant she was as hard as she needed to be or as soft as she could be in any situation.

“I’m gonna get so lost,” Lazy said.

“We’ll find you,” I said, stepping back and drawing a white star on the new wall. “Use your chalk. Blue for you, right? Mark every turn. Make it obvious. Every three paces.”

“Okay,” she called back. Her voice was stronger now. “I’m putting blue smiley faces at every intersection. So if I die, at least it’ll be a cheerful breadcrumb trail of doom.”

Thessa snorted. “Very cheerful.”

“I do my best!”

A moment later, there was another rumble. A hiss.

The wall between us pulled back into the floor just as fast as it had dropped — but Lazy was no longer there.

Only her mark remained. A blue comet-shaped streak, trailing off into the passage beyond, ending abruptly in a wall.

“Shit,” I muttered.
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The corridor ahead narrowed — gradually at first, then sharply, until it funneled into a tight bottleneck. The walls pulled inward like jaws about to bite down.

We were in a hurry — we wanted to find Lazy, but I was trying my very best to keep us in control and make sure that we wouldn’t get messy. As the one in the lead, I got to dictate the speed, and Khla in the rear was not one to lose her cool ever. The only one having trouble managing her stress was Thessa, and she was between us.

We moved into a new area, and the stone here was different — no longer the crumbling basalt from earlier, but something smoothed and polished. Veins of red quartz threaded through the black walls like arteries, glowing in slow pulses.

However, despite the walls, ceilings, and floors being smooth and polished, there were entire stretches where the stonework was heavily damaged, as if something had been pummeling it for hours on end with a sledgehammer. In some places, it even looked ready to collapse.

As I pondered this, the floor shook.

At first, I thought the dungeon was shifting again — maybe it would shift Lazy back to us. But then I noticed the rhythm. It wasn’t a continuous rumble like it had been the past few times.

No… this time, it was like footsteps.

“Get ready,” I snapped, holding ground. “Something’s coming.”

Just as we took battle stances, they came around the corner.

Golems.

Ten feet tall, easily. Built like siege towers that learned how to walk. One had a chunk missing from its left shoulder, as if someone had taken a bite out of it with a hammer the size of a wagon. The other dragged a mace fused to its right arm. Their eyes — dull yellow pinpricks sunken into their heavy heads — lit as they locked onto us.

They stepped forward as one, focused on us. There was no possible doubt that they were going to try to pummel us into a sticky paste.

“Yep,” Thessa breathed. “This is the meat grinder part.”

And then the first one lumbered forward, the other one coming behind. They weren’t very fast, but they certainly looked like they would hit like a truck.

I raised a hand and cast. “Charm.”

Mana surged from my hand, arcing into the first golem like a jolt of starlight. The light touched the thing’s chest — and fizzled out. It didn’t even blink. No response. Nothing.

I grimaced. “No effect. They’re immune.”

“Constructs,” Khla said calmly. “No minds.”

Thessa raised both hands. “So, we crush them?”

“Try not to get crushed first,” I muttered.

The first golem came on even as Thessa’s Firebolt slammed into its shoulder — that didn’t really stop it. It was coming straight for me, and I took a deep breath, ready to act.

I ducked hard left as its stone fist came down with the force of a falling building, slamming the floor where I’d just been. The impact cracked the stone in a jagged line that raced down the corridor, shaking the walls with a deep, grinding groan.

The second golem didn’t charge. It moved slower — calculated. It stepped into position, blocking the corridor ahead, sealing our way forward if we were to slip past the first and make a run for it or try to flank the golem.

Seeing the limited effect of the Firebolt, I knew at once that we had to use the terrain to our advantage, and I had a plan — all we needed was a controlled retreat.

“Khla, on me!” I called out, already pivoting. “We stall! Thessa, stay behind us and hit the ceiling when I say so!”

She fell into step without a word. Together, we moved — kiting the first golem. Its follow-up swing thundered past my shoulder. I ducked low and cut right while Khla lunged in the opposite direction, drawing its other arm.

“Thessa — fire!” I shouted over the noise.

She didn’t ask for clarification. Her hand lit up in a flash of orange-white, and a Firebolt ripped over our heads — not aimed at the golems, but straight into the ceiling above them.

It detonated against the stone with a boom and a blossom of flame. Debris fell in fist-sized chunks, slamming against the shoulders and backs of the two constructs. They staggered and fell back a little, giving us the space we needed to disengage.

“Fall back!” I called out. “Keep up the speed. We’re faster than they are. But don’t let them fall so far behind that they’ll give up.”

Khla moved up next to me as we ran back, with Thessa in front. Khla and I moved like gears in a machine — retreating step by step, drawing the golem’s attention just long enough for Thessa to hit again.

Another Firebolt. Direct hit to the ceiling. This time, part of the overhang gave way — a slab fell, clipped the first golem in the side of the head. It reeled, swaying for a moment before regaining balance.

“Not enough,” Khla said.

“I know,” I replied, eyes scanning ahead. I wasn’t looking at the golems anymore — I was watching the structure.

And then I found it. A shallow ridge along the left wall that I had seen coming down this corridor — thankfully, the place hadn’t shifted away. It was a weak point. A fault line in the support structure, running from the base of the wall up into the arch of the ceiling. If that went, the entire corridor might just fold in on itself.

“There!” I called out, pointing. “Left wall, above the third joint! Thessa, hit it hard when the golems are under it!”

“On it!” she called out, already spinning into place.

Khla and I kept drawing the golems, ready to dodge any strike they might get in. The two mindless constructs lumbered forward — the one with the club arm in front now, which it kept raised to strike at us.

We darted back swiftly, and I kept my hand up as the first golem lumbered into place. “Hold!” I called out to Thessa, knowing she was eager to release her Firebolt, but we needed to time this just right.

Then, the second one came into position.

“Now!”

Another Firebolt left her palm, screaming across the corridor. It hit the fracture dead-on. It was a perfect shot, and I was proud as I saw it fly.

The wall buckled. Dust and chunks came down.

“Again!” I shouted.

A second blast from Thessa split the support open completely, and the corridor gave with a roar of splitting stone and shearing weight. A mass of ceiling and support collapsed downward, engulfing the two golems in a rush of rubble. Their arms flailed once. Then the dust swallowed them whole, and a wave of it followed from the collapse, striking us and reducing visibility.

We stood in the haze, coughing. Thessa wiped her forehead with her sleeve, chest heaving. “That do it?”

“Just a moment,” I said, still ready to move if we needed to.

But the dust settled, and nothing moved. The corridor had collapsed in its entirety, and only the front golem’s club arm stuck out from under it, as lifeless as the pile of debris it was buried under.

“They’re not moving,” Khla said. “Good enough.”

I nodded once.

Of course, with the collapse, the way forward was gone, too, and there was nothing else for it than to backtrack to the last junction — if the dungeon didn’t reconfigure before that. I felt a sting of despair, wondering if we’d ever find Lazy again, but I pushed it away.

She was depending on us, and I was the leader of our group. We needed to keep it together, and if we played this smart and kept our heads in the game, we would find her again. I knew it.

“Well done, girls,” I said to Thessa and Khla. “Now, let’s backtrack. See if we can find a way out of this mess.”


Chapter 13

The corridor was silent after the encounter with the golem, and we moved quickly but not recklessly. I kept marking the walls wherever we went, and Thessa kept glancing over her shoulder every ten seconds like she could somehow spot Lazy peeking around a corner. She hadn’t said anything in the last minute, and for Thessa, that was borderline ominous.

Khla broke the silence first — which wasn’t like her, either. “I don’t like that she’s alone,” she said, her tone even, but the tightness in her jaw was a clear tell. “She’s smart. But that doesn’t mean this place will go easy on her.”

“She’s probably cracking jokes to keep herself from panicking,” Thessa muttered, rubbing one thumb along the edge of her belt. “And that’s how she gets herself into trouble. She jokes, then distracts herself, then wanders down the wrong hall thinking she’s being brave—”

“She’s not stupid,” I said, cutting in gently but firmly. “You know that.”

Thessa shot me a look. Not angry — just anxious. “I didn’t say she was. I said she’s distracted. There’s a difference.”

Khla nodded faintly. “She’s also fast. And good at hiding. If she gets into trouble, she’ll buy herself time.”

“But time doesn’t help when you’re in a maze that eats itself,” Thessa replied. Her voice was too sharp. She knew it and added, “Sorry. I just — she’s my friend.”

“She’s more than a friend,” I said.

Thessa nodded. “Yeah… yeah, she is.”

“You know, you two argue constantly,” Khla grumbled, shooting Thessa a look.

“That’s what sisters do!” Thessa huffed.

Sisters…

I smiled, just a little, despite everything, and there was a beat of quiet after that. We turned a corner, passed under a low arch, and came into a wider stretch of hall. I drew another mark.

That was when the floor shook. Not the long, ambient rumble of shifting walls — no. This one was sudden. Directed. Like something massive was pressing through the stone to our left.

Khla raised a hand. “Something’s moving.”

I stepped in front of them instinctively. “Positions. Now.”

The wall beside us groaned — a deep, grinding sound that vibrated through the soles of our boots. Then it began to move. Not break. Not crumble. It folded back in slow, smooth layers, like a jaw opening sideways, revealing a corridor that hadn’t been there a second ago.

And I found myself staring right into someone’s face.

A dark gray face — almost purple. Red eyes. White hair swept back.

Myshandos.

Behind him were the other three members of Team Onyx. Another man and two women. Their cloaks were hooded, seamless, matte black with silver-thread seams — cut in that Spring Valley way that made everything look ceremonial and effortless. None of them spoke right away.

“Oh, come on,” Thessa growled. “Of course it’s them.”

Myshandos stepped forward. He had his long, delicate fingers clasped in front of him like he was the sweetest choir boy. His eyes were unreadable and reflective as they scoured us.

“Well, well,” he said, voice smooth and unhurried. “The underdogs.”

I made sure I was in front of Thessa immediately. Khla didn’t move from her position at the rear, but I could tell she’d gone still — ready for a fight if it came to that. We all had.

The tension in the corridor was razor-thin. Everyone knew what was happening. Everyone also knew the rules: no direct conflict unless provoked. No preemptive strikes.

Not unless you wanted to get kicked out. Or worse.

“We prefer Team Chimera,” I said evenly.

Myshandos tilted his head slightly. “Do you? How quaint. You’ve had a good run. Qianlang’s little tantrum gave you quite the stage.” His eyes flicked over each of us, and his smile didn’t reach them. “Sloppy spellwork, though. You had to resort to trinkets to get rid of that drake.”

Thessa stepped forward despite me. I put a hand across her chest, firm. “Don’t. He’s baiting you.”

Myshandos raised a hand, as if to soothe. “Oh, I’m not baiting. I’m merely… observing. Tacticians notice things.” He paused, then added, “For instance — your tendency to throw fire at everything, no matter the environment. It’s admirable in its simplicity. Even charming.”

Thessa was already heating up. “I will absolutely burn your smug little—”

“Thessa.” My tone cut through.

She glared at me, but she listened. She exhaled through her nose, furious, but let the fire fade. Barely.

Myshandos’s smile didn’t falter. “Wise,” he said, nodding to me. “Discipline. That will serve you well when this maze devours you.”

“Focus on your own team, Myshandos,” I replied. “We’re not the ones who’ll need help.”

He stepped back. “Feisty,” he hummed. “In all honesty, it’s a shame we face each other here instead of in the finals. I would have found it thoroughly entertaining to see you underdogs put a few others in their place.” He shrugged and gave a smile that just begged to be punched off his face. “Unfortunately, that won’t be happening.”

I shrugged. I wasn’t interested in slinging shade. The dungeon saved us from a further standoff.

With a long hiss and a low groan, the hall between us began to shift. A wall slid between the two teams — seamless and fast. Thessa’s tail flicked as the shadows vanished.

Myshandos offered one last glance before the stone sealed off. “Best of luck,” he crooned, voice dripping with sarcasm.

Then he was gone. The wall finished sliding into place, and silence returned.

Thessa exhaled hard. “I hate him.”

“Good,” I said. “Hate him some more when he is licking his wounds and got kicked out of the games by us. Right now, we need to stay sharp.”

“He talked like he knew everything,” she snapped. “Like he was toying with us.”

“He was,” I said. “But he didn’t get what he wanted.”

Khla brushed some dust off her sleeves. “He wanted us off-balance, to get us to make a move and get disqualified so they would win this without even beating the boss.”

“Well,” Thessa muttered, “next time, I’m lighting his cloak on fire.”

I chuckled. “With any luck, there won’t be a next time with this guy.”

We moved again, more cautious than before. We took two more turns, then another. The corridor shifted behind us once — minor this time — and we didn’t lose any ground. Then, faintly, down the next bend—

“Help!” A voice.

Thessa froze. “Was that—”

“Lazy,” I breathed.

We took off at once.
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We sprinted.

The call came to us again faintly — Lazy’s voice bouncing down the stone corridors like it barely made the trip — but it was hers. No doubt.

We took the first right, then another left, and as the dungeon shifted behind us, the floor re-aligned, pushing us toward what looked like a wide arch choked with steam. We hurried, needing to reach her before another shift would screw us over and separate us again.

“Here!” I shouted, leading the way through the haze.

The chamber we entered was huge. Domed. Cracks in the ceiling glowed with a dull green light. Steam hissed from vents in the floor. And in the center of it all was a broken, half-collapsed pillar — and Lazy perched on top like a cat caught in a rainstorm, arms wrapped around her knees.

“I’m fine!” she called. “Just, you know — about to be eaten by goo!”

The things below her were slimes. The numbers were hard to say, as they seemed to merge and split as they came into contact with one another or moved this way or that. They weren’t the cute kind, either. These were the color of old bile and twice as fast as they should’ve been. They pulsed when they moved, squelched when they slammed into each other. Some were the size of melons. Others? Whole-body engulfers.

Lazy hurled a stone down. It struck one — and to our collective horror, the thing split down the middle. Now there were two.

“No!” she shouted, flopping helplessly on her pillar, “why?! Whyyyy? Why always stupid monsters? I hate spiders, I hate slimes, I hate Dungeons!”

Thessa was already summoning flame. “Can I burn them now?”

“Yes!” I snapped. “Fire sounds perfect right now!”

Khla stepped beside me. “I’ll shield you,” she said. “You hold the front.”

I nodded. “Let’s do this. On me.”

We burst into the room, ready to unleash magic.

The first of the slimes surged toward us, splitting and reforming as they crawled over each other. I tried an Enrage for good measure, but the slimes were immune to mind-affecting spells. When it didn’t hold, I darted left, opting to kite the slimes around.

“I’m looking forward to a dungeon where we can use all of our spells to effect for a change,” I grumbled to myself as I ran.

The slimes surged after me, and Thessa unleashed fire with a gleeful giggle. She was beautiful when casting her spells — the way the fire reflected in her eyes was pure poetry.

Of the crazy kind, but hey… I liked her just the way she was.

The Firebolt struck home, and the slime burst apart in a wash of sizzling goo that didn’t reform.

“Confirmed,” Thessa called with pure happiness in her voice. “They die from fire.”

“I’m not surprised,” Lazy shouted down. “Goo is flammable! That’s just science!”

“What do you know about science?” Thessa shouted as she burned another slime, and I was happy they were picking up the banter right about where they’d left off.

Maybe a little too happy, as the next slime struck home.

Luckily, Khla’s Shield was there. It flared golden just before it hit, turning the thing’s jump into a harmless bounce off the barrier. I lunged forward, grabbed a chunk of broken tile from the ground, and batted it away into the Fire Wall Thessa had just laid down.

It screamed. That was new.

“They scream?” Thessa muttered. “That’s disgusting.”

Another three slimes were coming in low, but I kept kiting them as Thessa dropped another Firebolt. Khla refreshed her Shield spell on me while she kept back with Thessa. Luckily, the slimes were not smart enough to try to single her or the damage-dealer out — an advantage of their being mindless, they just went after the closest thing they wanted to slime.

And just like that, it turned into a dance: I pulled the slimes, she kept me protected, and Thessa turned them into scorched pudding. Mana was gonna be the bottleneck — for Thessa.

So, I decided to prioritize going after Lazy. If she had to fall back due to lack of mana, then we would fall back with Lazy.

Thessa saw my plan. “Get her down!” she shouted. “I’ll hold the damn room!”

And she did. Firebolt after Firebolt, interspersed with Fire Walls, she was precise and vicious. She was sweating now, and she was burning through her mana, although she remained sharp and methodical. No wasted motion. No wild bursts. Just power aimed smart. She had grown — a lot less reckless and impulsive than she had been before.

With a grin on my lips, I reached the pillar on which Lazy had climbed, and I reached up. “Jump!”

She didn’t hesitate and leaped down, and I caught her around the waist, staggering half a step back. She was warm and breathing hard, and when she wrapped her arms around me, she didn’t let go. Warm kisses in my neck, and I delighted in them — just for a moment.

“Come on,” I said, placing her on the floor and pulling her along.

Khla moved in to cover our regroup. “We go now,” she said.

“Yes,” I said. “Thessa, we’re clear!”

She nodded. One last Firebolt scorched the remaining slime, and then she fell in behind us as we hauled tail back the way we came, cordoning off our escape with a Fire Wall.

Slimes left screeching behind us, the chamber shifted again — walls sliding back into place, cutting the slime nest off from the route we were taking. Good — it worked to our advantage for a moment.

We stopped three turns later in a safe corridor — no vents, no monsters, just chalk marks and stale air.

Lazy dropped to her knees, panting. Thessa immediately fell to her side and grabbed her. “You idiot,” she hissed, not unkindly — rather lovingly, in fact. “You’re not allowed to get split off again.”

“I didn’t try to!” Lazy croaked. “Maze did a thing! I marked everything!”

“You did good,” I said. “You did more than good.”

Even as I spoke those words, I reached out and hugged her. It was good to hold her close — to hold her tight. And as I pressed her soft body to mine, I felt another move up against me, and I smiled as Thessa’s arms wrapped around me and Lazy.

And next came Khla. She wasn’t a hugger, I knew that, but she joined in anyway. And we all stood like that for a moment, reveling in being together again — the value of which was only increased because of our being separated for a while.

And as we stood like that, a chime rang softly in my ear.

Level Up.

I blinked. But before I could say anything, Lazy gave an excited meep.

“You guys, I leveled up!” she said.

“Same here!” Thessa called out.

“Me too,” Khla added in.

The warm, quiet moment of relief and sweat and shared body heat ended with a flurry of cheers and excited hopping from Lazy and Thessa and a satisfied grin from Khla.

Lazy blinked, then let out a delighted little gasp. “I got a slot!” she squeaked. “New slot! New slot unlocked!”

Thessa raised her eyebrows. “Wait, me too. Sixth level — yeah. I got a new one.”

Khla nodded once. “Same.”

We all sat down together in the corridor, just for a moment. The air was stale, but no slimes. No golems. No dungeon shifts. Just a beat of peace and celebrations.

Thessa grinned and stretched out, fangs flashing. “Finally. I’ve been wanting a third ability for ages. Firebolt and Wall of Fire are great, but I need options.”

“I want a fear spell,” Lazy muttered. “Something that makes people hallucinate… like… crabs. Really big ones. That talk.”

Khla frowned. “Crabs.”

“Crabs! Or lobsters!”

Thessa shot her a look. “You’re a lunatic.”

“You’ll take that back when I send my talky crustaceans after you,” Lazy retorted.

“You’re all mad,” Khla muttered.

I chuckled and shook my head. “Well, congrats, all of you,” I said.

Thessa glanced over. “Did you level, too?”

I nodded. “Eight.”

Lazy raised an eyebrow. “New ability slot?”

“No,” I said. “Those only come on the third levels. But Command and Charm are now Journeyman.”

Thessa whistled low. “Oof. That’s gonna save you some mana.”

I chuckled and nodded, then brought up my character sheet, mind flicking through the interface, and dumped my ten attribute points into Mens before inspecting my sheet.

Wade Aurelius
Level 8 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 51
Anima: 31

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Corpus: 4) = 9
Spell power: (no focus: 0) + (Mens: 51) = 51
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Mens: 51) = 76
Hit points: (Ring of Health: 10) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 30
Mana: (no gear: 0) + (Anima x 5: 155) = 155

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Journeyman) [Cause one target to attack nearest creature for 1 minute, 9 mana]
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Journeyman) [Turn invisible for one target for 1 minute or until you attack the target, 9 mana]
Slot 3: Command (Journeyman) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action, 9 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Journeyman) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 14 mana]

I exhaled slowly, the increase in spell strength already humming in my core. The numbers were good. More than good. We were moving into real territory now — dangerous territory — and it felt like we were finally stepping into the tier where everything started to count.

Lazy glanced sideways. “You’re grinning.”

“I’m ready,” I said simply. “We all are.”

Thessa bumped her shoulder against mine. “Damn right.”

Khla cracked her knuckles. “Let’s finish this.”

I nodded. “Agreed. But we’re meditating first. Thessa is nearly spent. You girls go first, and I’ll keep watch.”


Chapter 14

As we finished up after meditation, the air in the corridor was still warm from residual flames. Bits of charred slime clung to the floor in hissing puddles. As we were getting ready to leave, Lazy’s eyes widened.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Hmm, yeah,” she muttered as she crouched, still catching her breath. She reached into her pouch, rummaging around for a moment. The other girls looked on with raised eyebrows as she did so.

Then, she pulled out her bone comb with all the casual calm of a woman fresh from a spa visit instead of nearly being devoured.

“What?” Khla growled.

Lazy hummed as she sat back against the wall, tail flicking lazily, as she began combing her long, slightly matted hair, each stroke deliberate and smooth.

“What?” she said brightly, catching the looks from the rest of us. “Gotta look sharp.”

Thessa blinked. “Are you… are you grooming right now?”

Khla gave her a long, slow stare, like she was trying to determine whether Lazy was having a nervous breakdown or just didn’t care about how insane this looked.

“I just got slimed,” Lazy said defensively, tucking a strand behind her ear. “The hair gets clingy. Besides, it helps me think. Some people do push-ups. I brush.”

“She’s serious,” I said, grinning.

Thessa rolled her eyes and muttered something under her breath, but she was smirking. “This team is held together by boyfriend glue, duct tape… and bone combs apparently.”

“I’m the duct tape,” Lazy said proudly, tucking the comb away. “All fixed. All fabulous. Now, where were we?”

That was when the scream hit us.

It wasn’t too far away from us and it echoed down the corridor from what might have been a chamber ahead. It was sharp, male, and immediately followed by a crash, then a second scream — cut off halfway.

We were already moving.

By now, we were a pretty smooth machine, and we all fell into the usual formation at once. I took the lead, Thessa right behind me, Lazy third, and Khla on rear guard. The corridor twisted once, narrowed, then burst wide again into a massive chamber, the ceiling lost in shadows and the floor slick with… something.

No time to figure that out, though, because there, in the center of it all, was the Dungeon boss — the King Slime.

It was colossal — easily the size of a merchant wagon. Its mass quivered and pulsed like breathing jelly, and its surface glistened with a horrible sheen like wet glass. Colors rippled inside — green and violet and black. Translucent but thick, it was a wall of living ooze.

And trapped inside it — engulfed — was a man. Uniform black with silver trim — Team Onyx. His shape floated inside the slime, limp, eyes wide in frozen agony. It was an absolute horror to see, and I wasn’t even sure he was still alive.

“Myshandos’s team,” Lazy whispered. “They’re getting wiped out.”

Before I could respond, another scream tore the air. A third member of Team Onyx — a woman, slim, hooded — was reaching out for help, half her body already engulfed. Myshandos was next to her, his hands glowing with shadow magic, but he couldn’t get close. His spells were slipping off the creature’s surface like oil on water.

The slime surged again. Myshandos turned—

And the woman was gone.

He spun to face us as we entered. His eyes widened, furious, desperate. “Help us!” he shouted.

We didn’t hesitate. He might’ve been an ass to us before, but there had been no outright hostility as there had been with Team Leviathan. Besides, drowning — or dissolving — in that King Slime looked like a fate I wouldn’t wish upon a competitor.

“Go!” I barked. “Thessa, pen it! Lazy, lock something down! Khla, shield me!”

“Wall of Fire!” Thessa shouted, already casting.

Her flames roared up in an arc, forming a blazing wall that seared across the left flank of the King Slime, hemming it in and forcing it away from the corridor leading to us.

Lazy raised her hands. “Polymorph!”

She picked one of the smaller slimes breaking off the main body — maybe the size of a barrel — and snapped her fingers.

The light cracked through the air, and suddenly a guinea pig sat blinking on the ground, looking very confused and very not acidic.

“One less,” she said.

Khla stepped in behind me. “Shield.”

The golden shimmer wrapped me just as I ran in, boots splashing through slime residue. The shield shimmered against my skin — a strong one.

The King Slime reared back, part of its mass forming a pseudopod that whipped toward me. It hit full force. My ribs jolted. But the shield held as I staggered back, blinking.

“Wade!” Khla’s voice again. “Heal.”

Light surged through me, my skin tightening with the surge of clean, hard magic. Pain faded instantly. I was back on my feet before the second strike landed.

The King Slime roared in response to my defiance — or what passed for a roar in a creature without a throat. The air trembled as it lifted and slammed forward again, trying to engulf everything in its path.

“Myshandos!” I shouted. “Fall back, now!”

He didn’t argue. His face was pale, furious. But he was not stupid; he knew he was in danger and there was little he and the other member of his team — a wounded woman — could do. He stumbled clear of the beast as I ran to cut across its path. But he and the other mage were too slow; the King Slime rose like a tidal wave over the two of them.

A Firebolt from Thessa struck it but didn’t stop it, and then the mass washed over the two remaining members of Team Onyx, swallowing them whole and absorbing them into its mass. As it did so, more smaller slimes broke off from the main mass to engage us.

Damn…

“Charm!” I shouted, targeting a smaller slime surging toward Thessa’s side.

The spell landed — but slid right off. I cursed. No mind. Of course. Still, I had to try. I dropped it and focused on keeping the thing’s attention.

Another limb lashed out. I ducked low, rolled across the slick stone, and barked, “Enrage!”

Mana sparked from my hand. The spell hit a second smaller slime to the right — this one hadn’t seen us yet. To my surprise, it twitched, shrieked, and slammed directly into the King Slime’s side, splattering into it like a rock thrown into a pond.

Enrage worked?

I frowned for a moment, wondering why. Perhaps in the presence of the King Slime, they had some intelligence — enough for simple targeted rage, but not for Charm, which was a more complex spell after all.

Didn’t do much damage. But it distracted the thing just enough for Thessa to reposition.

“New line!” she shouted. “Casting Wall of Fire!”

Flame burst from Thessa’s hands again — another Wall of Fire roaring to life, splitting the chamber cleanly down the middle. The inferno arced to meet the first one, boxing the King Slime in from both flanks.

It reeled, pulsing like a heart about to burst. Hemmed in. Trapped.

Lazy darted forward past me, pivoted on one foot, and pointed. “Phantasm!”

The spell rippled like a heat mirage, slamming into a mid-sized slime just breaking away from the bulk. It shrieked — a wet, desperate sound — then turned on itself, flailing and slamming into the wall. It exploded in a hiss of vapor and pulp, smearing itself across the stone like crushed fruit.

Yuck.

Khla moved in close, her voice low and steady. “Shield’s charging. I’ll keep you up.”

“I’m not planning to die today,” I grunted, ducking beneath another pseudopod that shot out of the fire that carved a trench into the ground where I’d been standing.

The King Slime surged again — driven not by panic but by hunger. It didn’t try to flee. Didn’t try to survive. It just wanted to feed. And in its hunger, it flung a piece of itself over Thessa’s firewall, which turned sentient and tracked me, closing fast.

I raised a hand. “Command!”

The barrel-sized blob jolted. Magic cracked across its gelatinous skin like frost. It twisted mid-motion and slammed into another slime beside it with a loud blorp. The impact made both of them lurch backward. Minimal damage, but they tangled — one more delay.

Lazy was already moving. “Polymorph!” she snapped.

The light lanced across the room. Another mid-sized blob twisted, compacted, and reshaped — landing on the floor as a very surprised raccoon.

The little beast blinked, made a high-pitched noise, and bolted into the shadows.

“Two for two,” Lazy whispered, satisfied.

Thessa stepped up beside me and stretched out her hand. “Firebolt!”

The projectile screamed into the King Slime’s center. It hit with a wet crack, and the creature jerked like it had been hit in the gut. Steam blasted from its core. Part of its semi-translucent mass flared white-hot, then split open, pouring acidic goop across the chamber floor.

Thessa grinned fiercely. “That’s it! It’s coming apart!”

She kept up the fire, and as she did so, what smaller slimes were still out there tried to get back to the main mass — as if rejoining the King Slime would heal. I exchanged a quick look with Lazy, and we put a stop to that with Polymorph and Command, preventing them from moving toward the King Slime whenever the firewalls didn’t kill them.

And as Thessa kept up the heat, the King Slime convulsed violently. It towered high for a moment, steam rising from it, then collapsed outward, like a living wave smashing down onto itself. Slime surged in all directions, extinguishing Thessa’s firewalls as the goop washed over them. I grabbed Thessa and yanked her back just as something fell from the collapsing mass.

A limp arm, then another.

Bodies. Four of them.

Myshandos and the other mage were barely breathing — coated in slime, gasping, coughing up fluid like drowning victims dragged from a lake. The other two — the rogue and the brawler — lay totally still. The acidic components of the slime had already eaten away at the outer layers of skin, and hair and body hair were all gone, and most clothing dissolved.

Khla didn’t hesitate. She dropped to one knee beside the mage and pressed a hand to her chest. “Heal!”

Light bloomed beneath her fingers, spreading across the woman’s body like warmth cutting through a fever. The mage shuddered, then began to breathe. Myshandos rolled over and tried to sit up. His eyes were glassy, red-rimmed. Rage and shock warred behind them, but he didn’t speak. Didn’t curse. Didn’t even blink.

Even as he sat there, Khla moved to the other two members of Team Onyx — the two who had been inside the slime the longest. She touched their pulses, tried a Heal spell, then looked at me and shook her head.

Dead.

Holy shit…

While engulfed, the Magocracy priests couldn’t have gotten a lock on them to pull them out through the wards, just as Alis had said might happen. And now they were gone.

Meanwhile, the puddle that was all that remained of the King Slime gave one final tremor, its massive body twitching — and then it spread out further. Its form liquefied entirely, mass flattening into a wide pool that bubbled once, then dissolved into mist.

Gone. Disgustingly so.

We stood there in silence for a beat. The only sound was the ragged breathing of the survivors and the low hiss of steam where the flame walls still burned out their final seconds.

Thessa leaned against the stone wall, sliding down into a crouch. “Holy shit,” she panted. “We actually did it.”

Lazy dropped to her knees, wheezing, tail twitching like a struck wire. “Why always with the filthy monsters,” she groaned. “First the spiders, now the jelly apocalypse — why does it always have to be disgusting?”

Khla stood slowly, eyes fixed on Myshandos. Her gaze was unreadable — calm, clinical. Watching.

Myshandos sat up fully now, wiping slime from his face with a shaking hand. “…They’re dead,” he said, voice hoarse. “Two of mine. Gone.”

I met his eyes. They were dull with grief, but sharp underneath. Already calculating. Even in a historic defeat — deaths hadn’t occurred in the Aquana Games for five years, and how long it had been since two had died… well, I doubted even Trixie would know.

“We’re out,” he muttered. “Defeated. Eliminated.”

I frowned at him. “Who gives a shit about that?” I said. “Two of your friends are dead. That’s a little more important than you losing the games, wouldn’t you say? And you’re welcome, by the way.”

He didn’t reply. No thanks. No accusation. Just a long stare — tight-lipped and cold.

I left him and turned to my girls, giving them a proud look. Tragedy had occurred here, but we had done what we could to mitigate it. And in the process, we had beaten the dungeon.


Chapter 15

The portal shimmered open with a low hum, and its pale light spilled across the scorched chamber floor. Before we could enter, a rather sullen group of Magocracy priests came into the Dungeon. They did not speak to us, instead moving to the fallen members of Team Onyx. Simple spells were cast, and the bodies restored to how they looked in life before they were respectfully loaded onto litters and prepared for extraction.

The reality of death sank in even harder, and our mood was low as we stepped through the portal together, stepping out of the chaos of the Shifting Maze and into the controlled heat of Cindervault.

The black stone chamber that greeted us — obsidian walls, rune-lit sconces, and temperature-regulated air — was too quiet. Something had changed. We could feel it in the walls. In the silence. In the way the portal sealed shut behind us like a tomb lid.

Two were dead.

That hadn’t happened in five years.

Sure, the teams had been at each other’s throats, and some of them — like Team Leviathan’s orc who tried to make me fall to my death — were taking this way too far, but now it had happened. Death was a reality, and this wasn’t a game. We were doing more than competing; we were trying to survive, and while we had all known that we could fail at the competition element, we hadn’t truly realized that failure at surviving was an option too…

A robed servant waited at the far end of the corridor, silent as a gargoyle. He bowed once, did not speak, and turned to guide us forward without fanfare. No cart of tonics. No Lusinder hovering around us with his thinly veiled disapproval, no tonics, no refreshments.

Just silence.

Lazy walked beside me, unusually subdued. Her feline ears twitched once, then flattened. Her tail dragged behind her in a slow, lazy sway that didn’t match the nervous energy that usually bounced through her bones. She looked like someone who had just remembered a bad dream in the middle of the afternoon and couldn’t shake it off, despite the sunlight and reality all around.

Khla was behind us, arms crossed, breathing measured, but she didn’t argue or complain. She didn’t challenge the silence. Didn’t even grunt.

Thessa walked just a bit ahead of me, spaded tail lashing behind her in slow arcs. Her arms were folded, jaw tight, and her manic energy was subdued.

And I felt it, too. I didn’t speak, because I had no idea what to say, so I just walked, feeling how unreal it was that those young people had died here today, never to return home. And Myshandos’s response flickered in my mind too — how even with his teammates dead, his mind had still been on the competition, on winning, on the prestige.

Right there in that hallway of obsidian stone, I resolved to never let that happen to me. I would never put the competition, the advancement, the rush of winning before my girls — never.

And as our minds roamed in gloomier places, we were ushered down a side corridor and finally reached the briefing room. The double doors opened with a low, resonant creak — not a magical slide, not a quiet shimmer. Just the sound of old wood parting.

Trixie stood at the far end of the chamber, arms crossed. Her usual theatrics were gone. No pose. No twirl. No giant breathy “Oh my God!” or finger guns or mock salute. Just a serious, quiet expression on her normally giddy face.

Next to her stood Alis. Cold as ever. Still. Regal. Her arms were tucked behind her back, her robe pristine. Silver eyes stared at us like she was inspecting weapons after a harrowing battle, not students after a deadly crawl. Even now, there did not seem to be a thread of emotion on her cold face. She had the look of a parent who had issued a lot of warnings and then had seen the thing happen that she had warned about.

The moment we entered, Trixie stepped forward and drew a breath. “Hey, team,” she said softly.

It was the softest I’d ever heard her speak.

“You did everything right,” she continued. “All of you. You reacted fast. You saved two people. You killed the boss. You didn’t break the rules. You didn’t freeze.” She hesitated, chewing her bottom lip. “You were amazing. Congratulations.”

Thessa looked at her with narrowed eyes. “Then why does it feel like we lost?”

Trixie exhaled through her nose. “Because we kinda did.”

Alis took one slow step forward. “Team Onyx has been officially eliminated. Two fatalities. The first in five years. The first time in the history of the Aquana Games that there are two dead in the same Dungeon run.” Her gaze swept over us. “You will be called upon to give testimony for the record. The deaths were not the result of sabotage or your doing. They were the dungeon’s doing. The team simply failed to tackle the objective in a tactically sound manner. They fell. You did not.”

Lazy sat down — right there on the floor. Cross-legged. Quiet. Her hands fidgeted in her lap. “Well, even so, I didn’t want to see that,” she muttered. “It sucks to watch someone die.”

“It always does,” Trixie said gently. “We will all see our fair share of death along the way.”

Khla’s voice came low and even. “Could the Magocracy not have pulled them out?”

Alis answered without hesitation. “No. The slime’s nature disrupted the wards. When engulfed entirely, the target becomes impossible to target with a recall spell. The presence and core of the slime blocks it. It would be the same if a dragon were to swallow someone whole; we cannot teleport them out of the digestive system. This was known, and we warned about it — you and Team Onyx. Despite the warning, they rushed in.”

Silence followed the cold exposition.

Then Thessa exploded. “Then why the hell would you pin us against a King Slime?! Why even have an enemy like that?! If they knew it would block the recall, it sounds so stupid!”

“There is a hazard of death in what we do,” Alis said. “If this rubs you the wrong way, you are free to withdraw from the games. However, we will not be welcoming you back to Krysfelt Academy if you decide to act thusly. There is no point continuing down this path if you are scared.”

Thessa stared at her like she might throw a Firebolt right there in the room.

“Well?” Alis demanded. “Are you afraid?”

“I’m not!” Thessa snapped, and she turned away, jaw clenched so tight I heard her teeth grind.

Trixie walked over to Lazy and crouched down. “Layzaia, sweetie,” she said softly. “You okay?”

Lazy blinked fast, yellow eyes wet around the edges. “I know it’s stupid,” she mumbled. “But I keep thinking… that could’ve been us. Like, if we were a little slower or a little dumber or a little less together — like, I joke a lot but… I don’t think I’m brave. I just… It feels like I’m faking it.”

“You’re not faking it,” Trixie said, pulling her in for a quick hug. “You’re more than brave. You went through with it, saw it through to the end, sweetie.”

Lazy buried her face in Trixie’s shoulder and didn’t say anything else.

Khla stepped forward and placed a heavy hand on Lazy’s back. She didn’t say a word but just kept her hand there for silent support.

Alis, meanwhile, regarded us like we were documents on a desk. Her tone remained surgical. “You are all still here,” she said. “You survived where others did not. That will change the way the other teams see you. Some will envy you. Some will hate you. Most will fear you. All will know your name.”

She paused.

“And more importantly… they will know you do not fold.”

Thessa let out a dry, mirthless laugh. “Yeah, great. We’re terrifying. Big fucking win.”

Alis tilted her head. “You care more than you let on, Thessa.”

“And you don’t care at all,” Thessa muttered, voice low and bitter.

“No,” Alis said, stepping forward. “We do care. But we do not indulge. This is war, dressed in pageantry. Every dungeon is a battlefield. Every team is a weapon. We do not pamper swords. We sharpen them.”

“That’s cold,” I said.

“It is,” she replied. “And correct.”

Trixie stood again, helping Lazy to her feet. “Enough of this,” she said, voice firm but kind. “They just watched people die. Let’s not play the ‘hard lesson’ game tonight, okay, Alis?”

Alis inclined her head, ever so slightly. “You’ll have a day of rest. A rare grace. The Magocracy is pausing the competition for twenty-four hours to review protocols. To allow for grief. Recovery. And, yes, public statement.”

Thessa raised an eyebrow. “Public statement?”

“Yes,” Alis said. “The entire Games are watched across every territory under the Magocracy. There will be a broadcast tomorrow. And a memorial.”

Khla’s eyes narrowed. “Will they use the footage?”

“Sanitized,” Alis said. “Names redacted. Imagery blurred. The event will be acknowledged but not exploited.”

Lazy sniffled. “Guess the Aquana Games aren’t just entertainment anymore.”

“They never were,” Alis said. Then she turned and walked to the door. “The Magocracy is watching its most talented scions with interest — much more than just a base need for entertainment. Rest. We begin again after.”

She left just like that, moving coldly as ever, but Trixie lingered and looked at us, her usual lightness returning just a little — just enough to lift the weight without pretending it wasn’t there.

“You were brilliant,” she said again, quietly. “All of you. I know it doesn’t feel like it now. But I mean it. That was a boss-tier threat, and you beat it. You saved lives. I’m super proud of you.”

Thessa looked away. Khla nodded once. Lazy just walked over and leaned her head into my side, and I wrapped an arm around her. I shot Trixie an appreciative smile; her words were kind and we would mentally come back to them later. Right now, the girls just needed a rest. Things would look better in the morning.

As if reading my thoughts, Trixie beamed her pretty white smile. “We’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, backing toward the door. “Go clean up. Sleep. Eat a lot. Or don’t. Do whatever helps.”

She left us alone in the room, and I let the silence hang for a few seconds more before I said, “You heard her. We’ve got a day. Let’s not waste it.”

“Hot bath,” Thessa said instantly, already heading for the exit.

“Nap,” Lazy muttered, still tucked against my side. “Then pie. Then nap again.”

Khla was last to move. “I’ll train.”

Of course she would.

And me? I’d be planning. Because Alis was right. We were still here. The deaths were horrible, but we were still alive, and I wanted to work out everything in my head to make sure we wouldn’t meet a similar fate.
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The night in my room was heavy.

Cindervault never slept, not truly. The runes in the towers still hummed. The magical climate kept the floors warm and the air dry. There were always footsteps somewhere in the stone corridors — servants, mages, security teams — but they felt distant now. Irrelevant.

I lay in bed, staring up at the stone ceiling. The mattress was harder than it had any right to be, like someone had enchanted it specifically to deny comfort. Normally, that wouldn’t matter much to me. Coming from an orphanage, I knew that the stony discomfort of a poor mattress was preferable to no mattress at all.

But tonight, it bothered me. I was exhausted and alone. I missed the weight of Thessa’s arm thrown over my chest, the slow rising and falling of Lazy’s breath when she curled up on my side like a purring kitten, and Khla’s deep restful breathing and the feeling of her toned body. The warmth. The breathing. The sense that I wasn’t alone in the world, not really.

But tonight had carved something out of us. The deaths had landed hard, harder than I’d expected, and I would have liked company — and I’m sure the girls would too.

So I lay there, staring, thinking about violating the rules and heading over to them. But even as I thought it, I drifted, and a weird half-dream came fast.

I was standing in darkness. But I wasn’t alone.

Chains were wrapped around my wrists — thick, black iron glowing red like they’d just come out of the forge. I didn’t struggle. I couldn’t. They weren’t painful, but they ached, like a memory of something distant but painful.

In front of me stood a door.

It wasn’t made of wood or metal or anything mortal. It was solid, towering, its surface writhing with symbols etched in molten light — symbols I didn’t understand but felt. Infernal. Hungry. They pulsed with power, and the closer I got, the more my skin buzzed.

Then a voice spoke.

Seductive. Velvet. Familiar.

“Wade.”

I froze. The voice hadn’t come from behind the door. It came from inside me. All of a sudden, the chains tightened. The door pulsed.

And then I woke up.

My breath hitched as I shot upright in my bed. The room was still dark, the ambient light of Cindervault’s fire runes casting a dim orange glow across the walls. I sat up slowly, dragging a hand down my face. Sweat clung to my skin. My shirt stuck to my back.

A knock sounded on the door. Three slow raps. Deliberate. Measured.

I stood and crossed the room, bare feet silent on the heated floor. When I opened the door, Thessa stood there. I blinked once as I saw her familiar silhouette, surprised and at the same time not surprised.

I had a feeling my dream had had something to do with her.

She was wearing a dark nightgown, sleeveless, and it was very flattering for her generous curves and hourglass figure. A need awoke inside me as she stood there, slightly disheveled from having already slept a bit, her black hair cascading down her back and luscious bosom. Her eyes glowed faintly red in the dim corridor light.

She looked… different. Uncertain.

“I felt something,” she said, her voice low. “In our bond.”

I blinked. “The bond?”

She stepped inside without waiting for an invitation. Her tail flicked once behind her before she turned to face me, arms folded under her chest. “I couldn’t sleep for a while, and then there was this strange dream. I could feel you across the building, touch you. You were there, and I called your name.”

I hesitated. “I… I heard you,” I said. “In my own dream.”

Her eyes narrowed for a moment, and she smiled. “Yes,” she hummed, a slender hand on my chest. More than ever, her touch sparked something within me. “Yes, you did.”

She was so certain it made me swallow hard.

Thessa stepped closer, biting her lower lip as she placed her other hand on my chest as well. “Wade… we’ve waited, but it’s coming. I can feel it now. Something’s stirring.”

“What is?”

“The ritual. The bonding.” She looked down, then back up, her gaze unguarded. “I was supposed to learn how to complete the binding through communing with my father, Asturos. But… I tried it during the last full moon… and… Well, I got nothing… I don’t know how to do it, Wade.”

She paused, tail curling slightly around her ankle.

“I know you’re the one I’m meant to bond with,” she said, voice low and urgent. “I feel it in every fire spell I cast, every time we stand back-to-back in battle. But the ritual won’t come.” Her lips twisted. “What if something’s wrong with me?”

“Hey,” I said, stepping close, wrapping my arms around her softness. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”

She leaned into my touch and looked up at me like she was seeing something fragile in herself for the first time. “I don’t get it,” she murmured. “Everything inside me says you. You’re the one. But if that’s true, why wasn’t I able to learn the ritual from father? Why couldn’t I commune with him? I’ve been waiting for it since the first night I felt the pull. I’ve been ready.”

Her voice cracked on that last word. Not with fear. With frustration.

I pulled her in ever tighter, arms wrapping around her waist. She didn’t resist. Her body was tense against mine, then softened — just a little.

“It will come,” I said, confident. I knew it would. Our bond was destined, and if something cosmic had so far prevented her from learning the ritual, then the same force would eventually reveal it to her.

“I want to be with you tonight,” she whispered.

“Then stay,” I said.

She was silent for a long moment. Then she whispered, “What about Lusinder? What if he’ll catch us?”

“Screw him.”

She blinked up at me.

And I kissed her.

There was no hesitation. No doubt. I kissed her the way I’d wanted to every time we’d fought side by side. Her lips were soft, warm, and tasted faintly of spice and magic. Her hands came up slowly, curling around my back, fingers digging into my skin as her body pressed to mine.

The kiss deepened, hungry but not rushed. Her tail wrapped around my thigh, curling possessively. When we finally broke apart, she was breathing hard, her cheeks flushed, eyes glowing brighter than before.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Yeah.” She leaned in, forehead resting against mine.

With a smile, I pulled her into my room.


Chapter 16

I could just about slam the door shut with the heel of my shoe before Thessa was on me again, pushing me up against the stone wall of my room and kissing me with a passion that matched her fiery tiefling nature. My hands went roaming as her tongue played with mine, feeling the perfect curve of her butt through the Krysfelt Academy uniform skirt, and she let out a moan, her own hand sliding down my chest as she pulled back from my kiss.

“I love you, Wade,” Thessa said, looking me straight in the eye. “I love you so much. I’m so glad I’m sharing all of this with you. That we’re all here together. Even if it is a little… dangerous. “

“And I love you, Thessa,” I replied. But right now, I could barely think about the dangers. Thessa in her school uniform was a picture of temptation, and the way the buttons of her shirt struggled with containing her full bosom, those stockings highlighted the perfect tone of her legs, and he tempting sweep of her spade-tipped tail…

Yum…

Thessa smiled and kissed me again, but this time I turned the tables, spinning around to press her against the wall as I ravaged her mouth with my tongue, my hand trailing down her side to land on her hip. I let my fingers trace a circle over the fabric, teasing at her skin, before I roughly pulled away her jacket.

She giggled as I manhandled the thing to the floor, and her red eyes blazed on me as our lips locked again. I was hard, and I made sure she felt it, grinding myself against her hips. Thessa’s hands were all over me, running down my back as she savored the feeling of my body against her, then coming forward to slide down my stomach and cup the tent in my pants. I groaned at her touch, and Thessa smiled wickedly as she rubbed my shaft through the fabric.

I licked my lips at the sight of that naughty light in her eyes, then pulled at her shirt to untuck it from her skirt.

“Mmm, Wade,” she gasped as our lips parted, and I began to kiss my way down her neck, taking the buttons of her top and undoing them one by one, opening up the shirt to show her ample chest straining in her black lace bra.

She looked down at me, her cheeks flushed, her red eyes glowing with arousal, her lips pursed as a moan escaped her. I kissed at the exposed flesh of her breasts, then pulled the cup of her bra down to free one of her tits. The way it bounced, full and heavy, as I freed it from the cloth was almost hypnotic, and I immediately fell upon the pretty pink nipple with my lips.

“Wade!” Thessa moaned as she felt my hot mouth on her. She was sensitive, and her chest heaved as I licked and sucked at her, my hands reaching behind her to grab and squeeze at her firm ass. Her hand reached down my stomach, and I felt her trying to undo the zipper on my pants. I grunted as her nails scratched at the skin of my pelvis, the pain quickly forgotten as she wrapped her fingers around the shaft of my freed cock.

“O-Oh…” Thessa murmured, biting her lip.

I groaned into her breast, feeling the way her fingers expertly played over the sensitive skin of my shaft, and she gently stroked me. I was aching, and her touch felt amazing. Hungry for more, I pulled at the disheveled shirt still partially covering her until it was out of my way, and she giggled when a few buttons popped and fell to the ground.

Then, still licking her exposed breast, I reached behind her, hand trailing up the small of her back until I found the clasp of her bra and clicked it loose.

Those delicious tits bounced free, and Thessa arched her back, pushing out her chest to show me those perky, full breasts with those tasty pink nipples. I dug in with a growl, licking sucking, even teasing a little with teeth, and Thessa hummed with lust, one hand running through my hair, the other playing with my cock.

“You taste so good…” I told her.

She smiled, then her red eyes widened as I pulled her away from the wall and tossed her onto my bed. She squealed with surprise and delight, then bit her lip as she looked up at me, her tail curling around my leg as she lay there in her skirt, stockings, and heels. Her skirt had ridden up, and I could plainly see the naughty little black lace thong she wore underneath hugging her pussy lips in the shape of a tasty camel toe.

God, she was an absolute delight.

I ran a hand up her leg, starting at her ankle and tracing a path over the silk of her stockings, her sensitive skin, up to the edge of her skirt. She shuddered as I touched her, and she spread her thighs wide, giving me a better view of her pussy. She was soaking wet, the fabric of her panties so damp that I couldn’t help myself but drop to my knees in front of her, run my hands over her thighs, and lick at her sweet, tasty pussy lips through the fabric.

“Wade!” she gasped, her tail wrapping around my neck, holding me in place. “Mmm, you’re such a tease…”

I just chuckled, hoisted her skirt up a little more, and pulled the thong aside, revealing her sweet pink pussy to my lips. I kissed her clit, and Thessa’s thighs shook. I could feel her muscles tensing up, and her juices began to drip down her thighs.

I licked at them, savoring her sweetness, and Thessa’s breath came out in ragged pants as I sucked her clit and rolled my tongue around it.

“Wade,” she gasped. “Fuck, yes! Oh, I want this…”

Then, while I kept sucking at her clit, I pushed a finger into her tight, wet pussy.

“Oh!” Thessa moaned, her body tensing as I pumped a second finger into her, curling them inside of her to tease at her g-spot. “W-Wade… Wade, I’m…”

Her body tensed as her pussy clenched my fingers and she let out a moan of delight. With a grin, I resumed kissing her pussy lips, then teasing her swollen clit with my tongue. She arched her back, wanting me to go harder, faster, but I teased her a little more. She groaned with frustration, and I could tell she wanted to come.

So I gave it to her.

I fucked her with my fingers as I licked her, and Thessa’s thighs tightened around my head. Her tail squeezed my leg, and her fingers ran through my hair as she pulled my mouth onto her pussy and cried out, her body shaking as I pushed her over the edge of climax.

“Fuck, Wade!” she gasped, cumming as I ate her out. She was so delicious, and I licked to keep her shaking and trembling until she nearly broke, and then I finally pulled away, giving her a moment to recover as I rose to my knees, watching her sprawled before me on the bed.

“Oh, that was amazing,” she moaned. “Fuck, that was amazing!”

She looked amazing in her heels and stockings, with that cute skirt hoisted up to her waist. I still had all my clothes on, with my cock exposed through my zipper, and her needy red eyes fell on it now as she rose to her knees.

“Come on, baby,” she purred, “let me give you a good time now.”

And with that, she got down on all fours, my erection pulsing before her eyes as I was treated to the sight of that pretty back tapered to a narrow waist before it widened to an ass that most men would kill for, her tail swaying above it. With a grin, Thessa’s red eyes sparkled, and she licked her lips as she saw my cock.

“Mmm, you’re so hard, Wade,” she cooed, and I felt the heat of her breath on my exposed shaft. “I love your cock…” Her lips brushed up against the underside of my shaft, and she planted a soft kiss on it.

I grunted, my head spinning at the touch of her soft, full lips. Then, she opened her mouth and took me in, and I felt her hot, wet tongue begin to swirl over the head of my dick.

“Oh fuck,” I groaned.

Thessa giggled. “Mm, you taste so good,” she murmured, and then bobbed her head forward, engulfing my length. I groaned, feeling the way she sucked me, her tongue dancing on the sensitive skin of my cock and teasing the nerves. “Mmm…”

“Oh, Thessa,” I groaned, reaching forward to grab her horns firmly and thrust my hips to fuck her face. She hummed around me, and the vibrations made my toes curl. I couldn’t help it — the feeling of her sucking me, the sight of her sexy ass, the way her red eyes looked up at me as she sucked my dick — it was too much.

I needed to fuck her.

I tightened my grip on her horns, pushing her back, and my cock came clear of her mouth with a pop, those red eyes looking up at me with a bold challenge for me to fuck the ever-loving shit out of her.

And that was just what I was going to do.

With a grunt of need, I grabbed her hips, and she gave a squeal and a giggle as I flipped her around, pulling her skirt up all the way up again — her wild cocksucking had caused it to lower a bit again.

She moaned and wiggled her ass as I positioned her in front of me, face down and ass up, then grabbed her by the hips. I pulled her back until my throbbing, wet cock rubbed against her pussy and between those soft ass cheeks, and Thessa bit her lip as she looked back at me.

“Mmm, Wade,” Thessa purred, pushing her ass back into me. “Fuck me…”

I grinned at her and with a growl of need, I slid my cock into her.

Her eyes went wide and her jaw dropped open in a perfect O of pleasure as my girth split her tight pussy, and I moaned at the feeling of her hot, velvety walls gripping me. Licking my lips, I gave that perfect ass a slap that made the delicious flesh ripple, watched as those stocking-clad legs trembled as I claimed her, then gripped a horn with one hand, her tail with the other, and began pounding her hard.

“Oh, FUCK, WADE!” Thessa cried out as I drilled her into the bed. “Yes! Oh fuck, yes, fuck me, baby!” My cock rammed into her, and I watched the way that perfect, round ass jiggled with each thrust. I slapped it again, then again, and Thessa moaned with need, her voice coming out in a pant of pure ecstasy.

“Wade,” Thessa gasped, looking back at me with her red eyes blazing with desire. “Fuck, that’s so good. I love it, I love you!” She reached under her and began teasing her swollen clit as I fucked her, eager for another orgasm.

She was driving me insane, and my balls were tight with the need to cum. I could feel myself on the verge, but I wanted her to cum first — I wanted to see her undone. She rubbed her clit faster and faster, and her body began trembling as she mewled my name over and over again, her pussy tightening on my cock.

“Fuck, Thessa!” I growled, and then she cried out. Her pussy clenched around me, and then I was there. I slammed myself deep into her, my balls tightening, and we both came.

“Wade!” she gasped as my hot seed spilled inside her. I kept thrusting, kept fucking her, kept filling her. She shook and tightened, and if she hadn’t braced herself firmly on the bed, she would’ve fallen over. It was bliss, and I was lost in her. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open as she panted, and her body trembled as her own climax crashed over her.

Finally, we slowed, and I slipped out of her, leaving her gasping on the bed, her skirt up, her ass bare, her pussy dripping with my cum. My cock was still rock hard, though, and I wanted more.

“Fuck, Wade…” Thessa moaned as I turned her over onto her back and spread her legs. Her red eyes met mine, and she bit her lip. “You’re not done yet, are you?”

I grinned and shook my head. “Seeing as we’re not allowed to sleep together, I figured we’d might as well try to get it out of our systems as much as we can.”

She laughed and wrapped her stocking-clad legs around me, guiding my hard cock into her with her heels. “Then let’s go, baby,” she purred.

And that was just what we did…


Chapter 17

The morning came gently. Yesterday’s gloomy thoughts had been driven away by a night of passion and love, and even in a place like Cindervault, new mornings brought new hopes.

I stretched and yawned as warmth crept in, somewhat mitigated by the runes embedded in the chamber walls. They gave off an amber light that danced on the obsidian stone like liquid sun trapped in glass. It played along the floor, slow and molten, catching the edge of the dark blanket tangled around my legs and the sweep of black hair spread across the pillow beside me.

Thessa lay there. Still. Gently breathing.

Her tail was curled loosely around my thigh, and one of her horns had knocked the pillow off-center. She looked calm and peaceful in a way she rarely did when awake. The tiefling who was as intense as the flames she controlled, who shouted and burned and scorched and laughed like she was always one word from combustion… was just a girl I loved deeply, sleeping in my bed.

And I wasn’t moving. I didn’t want to. I needed the moment to last a little longer.

Her warmth radiated across the mattress, the barest contact of skin under the blanket still humming with yesterday’s tension, with last night’s kiss. With the quiet certainty of something changing.

She stirred slightly, shifting toward me. Then, without opening her eyes, she murmured, “You’re staring.”

“You caught me.”

Her eyes blinked open — dark red, like live coals banked beneath glass. She yawned once, a dainty little thing for someone with so much energy, then tucked her head against my shoulder and let out a content breath. And even though I had to shift to avoid one of her horns poking me, I smiled, happy for the intimacy.

“I dreamed of fire,” she said. “But not the kind I usually do. Not chaos fire. Not hunger fire.”

“No?”

She shook her head. “It was like… temple fire. Ceremonial. Controlled.” She traced a slow line across my chest with one nail, thoughtful. “There were runes. Words. Chants. And a circle. I was in it. And so were you.”

I tensed slightly, and she nodded. “The ritual.”

“Yeah. I think I know it now.”

I sat up a little. “You’re sure? Wasn’t your father supposed to reveal it to you?”

She rolled onto her back and looked up at the ceiling. “Yeah, he was. But he didn’t. Or maybe he did through my dreams? But I’m as sure about it as I’ve ever been about anything. It came to me just before I woke up. Full vision. Full clarity.” She turned her head to look at me, eyes unreadable. “We need to do it tonight. It can’t wait. If we don’t, the knowledge might fade. That’s how it works — like lightning. It flashes in your head, and if you don’t trap it, it’s gone.”

“Okay,” I said simply. “We’ll do it tonight, everything else be damned.”

She smiled at me. “Just like that, huh?”

“Just like that.”

“Even though you don’t know what it means yet?”

“Thessa.” I reached out and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I know it’ll bond us. That’s something I want. Besides, I trust you.”

That cracked something. She looked away fast, blinking like something was caught in her eye. “I love you, Wade.”

“I love you. And you know me well enough to know that if this is the next step, I’m not backing down.”

She turned onto her side, facing me fully. “I… I just need to make sure it’s clear to you,” she said, voice softer now. “The ritual… it’ll link us. For real. It’s magic. My magic. Demonic blood magic. It will take us to the realm of my father, and he will look upon us and give his approval… or not. Once it’s done, we’ll feel each other. Not just during dreams or danger or battle — always. Not completely, not like thoughts, but… you’ll always know when I’m near. When I’m hurting. When I’m wanting.”

There was a pause. The weight of that hung in the room like incense smoke.

“Are you afraid of that, Wade?” she asked.

“No,” I said.

“Liar.”

I smiled. “Maybe a little. But not of the ritual.”

“Of what, then?”

“Of meeting your father.”

She snorted, which shifted to a full-blown laugh relieving tension as she hopped onto me cowgirl style. We hadn’t dressed again after last night, and the press of her hot, naked skin against mine was more than enough to provoke a physical reaction. In her too, because her eyes turned a little hazy as she licked her lips and squirmed on me.

I grabbed her waist. “Tonight,” I said. “Anything I should bring he’d like? A box of matches, a jerry can of gasoline?”

She chuckled as she leaned in and kissed my shoulder, smothering me with her delicious weight. “Just bring yourself,” she said. “I’ll prepare everything. We’ll do it here, in your room — all we have to do is try to avoid Lusinder.”

“Sounds perfect.”

“But before that…” She bit her lip again, her eyes turning naughty. And just like that, she leaned forward and kissed me. I answered with a passion of my own, and it would take us about half an hour longer before we were ready to get some breakfast…

[image: AOIcon]

The sun never quite touched Cindervault through the packed ash clouds overhead, and the training yard was lit up by magical sources of light like most of the fortress was. Eerie and cold, it spilled over the flagstones and coarse, packed dirt of a place that had seen the sweat and mana of many.

This morning, it was our turn, and our team had gathered early.

Too early, if you asked Lazy.

“This time of day should be illegal,” she muttered, flopped on her back on the warm basalt tiles. Her tail lay limp beside her, twitching half-heartedly. “There’s no reason a catkin should be awake before the third bell. I’m ninety percent sleep.”

“And ten percent complaints,” Thessa joked. “Or maybe the other way around.”

“You’re ninety percent nonsense,” Khla grunted from the push-up position. “Move.”

“Respectfully, no,” Lazy said. “My body is not ready.”

“Move.”

Lazy groaned dramatically and rolled onto her stomach, then rose with all the speed of melting ice. She dropped into push-ups next to Khla, her form passable but clearly done under duress.

Meanwhile, Thessa was already three steps ahead. Literally. She’d taken the sparring ring first and was hammering out a tight, aggressive set of fire drills — hands flicking through precise movements, red flames snapping from her fingertips in crisp, controlled bursts as she spewed Firebolt after Firebolt. She didn’t look winded. She didn’t look tired. She looked locked in. Like something had clicked overnight.

Which, of course, it had — in more ways than one. With our ritual upcoming, she seemed to have found new strength, and I was very pleased for it.

I stood off to the side, arms crossed, letting them move. This wasn’t a day for commands; we just needed to practice our arsenal as the tactics were already fairly solid. This session was about movement and rhythm. Watching Thessa, I noted how her usual flair had been sharpened — less flashy, more efficient. She still made fire look good, but the arcs were tighter, the spread was narrower, the pacing was on key. No wasted energy.

“Wall of Fire,” she said under her breath, and I watched as the resulting blaze cut a perfect crescent through the sparring ring. Contained. Hot. Deadly.

I gave a low whistle. “Sharp.”

She shot me a loving look that still carried some of the intimacy of last night. “Always.”

Khla and Lazy were still pushing through calisthenics when Trixie walked in.

“Alright, lovelies!” she sang, striding across the training yard like a golden hurricane. Her blonde curls bounced with each step, and she wore a ridiculously vibrant fuchsia workout top under her academy jacket that clung to her perfect bosom. “You’ve got twenty more minutes of warm-up before we start the real fun, so let’s get those muscles burning!”

Lazy whimpered. Khla didn’t stop moving.

Trixie beamed like she’d just been told she’d won a cruise. “Stoic and silent reception! Yay! Now, let’s talk dodging. Partner drills. Wade, you’re with Thessa. Lazy, Khla — you’re together. Keep the spells tame so you don’t, like, accidentally kill each other.”

Lazy looked like she’d been assigned a duel with an enraged bull. “Why?”

Khla cracked her knuckles. “So you don’t slack.”

“I hate everything,” Lazy muttered.

“No, you don’t,” I said.

She shot me a sour look as her cat ears folded back. “Well, I hate being corrected.”

I laughed. “Sure, that one I can accept.”

Trixie chuckled at the exchange as she tossed Khla a standard Magocracy-issue Staff of Firebolt — much like the one I had owned before it broke. At the same time, she tossed out a few beads, each of which summoned a mobile practice dummy, which began moving across the training field. “Now,” she hummed cheerfully, “I want chaos! Come at each other, use whatever you can!”

Meanwhile, Thessa tossed her hair back and took her place across from me, her feet already squared, hands up. “You ready?” she asked.

“For you? Always.”

She smirked — and launched the first Firebolt.

I dodged left, the heat grazing my shoulder, and circled to close the distance. She backstepped, spun, and cast again. Not a full-force strike, obviously — we were training, not testing the med ward’s limits — but she didn’t hold back on the form. Her movements were confident. Sexy, in that way dangerous things could be when they weren’t actively trying to kill you.

I darted in and used Command on one of the practice dummies along the side of the arena. It jolted into motion and moved to flank her.

She laughed. “Really, Wade?”

“Every advantage counts,” I said.

“I like it when you get all creative.” With those words, she pivoted, threw a Firebolt at the dummy to stagger it, and lunged at me with a fast fake — stepping in as if she were about to cast a spell, then pulling back, baiting me to respond. I didn’t, and she grinned.

“No fair. You’re not allowed to see through my tricks!”

We fell into a rhythm. Me circling, casting minor spells to disrupt and redirect, her using those disruptions as opportunities to fine-tune her reactions. It was fast, focused, and left both of us sweating.

Across the yard, Khla and Lazy were in the middle of what had become a bizarre dance. Khla moved like a boulder in motion — steady, powerful, relentless. Lazy, by contrast, hopped and weaved, yelping whenever Khla flung a Firebolt her way.

“Yikes! Watch the ears!”

“Then don’t duck!”

“But I’m nimble!”

“You’re jittery!”

“Same difference!”

Trixie clapped her hands. “That’s it! Use that friction! Lazy, push into your unpredictability! Khla, tighten your control! Don’t rely on brute strength! You’re not a hammer, you’re a scalpel!”

Khla made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a snort. “I’m a warhammer, Trixie.”

“Then be a warhammer with precision!”

I glanced toward Thessa. “She’s getting intense.”

“She always gets like this when the team levels up,” Thessa said. “She’s just excited. We’ve come a long way.”

And that was true.

Despite her complaints, Lazy was showing real stamina. Her footwork was fast, and she didn’t panic when pressured. Khla’s strikes were timed, not just thrown with brute force, but she still didn’t manage to hit the — admittedly nimble — catgirl. Thessa’s spellwork was efficient. Focused. And me? I was watching all of it — moving pieces in my head, already thinking about what we could do in the next run.

“Team Chimera,” came a cold voice from the edge of the yard.

Alis stood in the archway leading out to the training field. She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t enter the field. But everyone heard her.

For a moment, the exercise stopped as she stood there. She didn’t say anything else. She only observed. Her silver eyes flicked from Khla’s grip to Lazy’s stance, to Thessa’s control and my position on the field.

Trixie waved. “Heyyy, Alis! Come to gawk or coach?”

Alis didn’t smile, but she did nod — once. “They have improved.”

High praise, coming from her.

She turned without another word and disappeared down the hall. Trixie watched her go, then turned back to us with her usual grin. “Well, I don’t know about you all,” she said, “but if Alis thinks you’re doing well, then we might be flirting with a miracle.”

Khla grunted. “We’re sharper than before.”

“Hotter, too,” Lazy said, panting.

Thessa laughed. “Truth!”

“I’m always hot,” Lazy hummed, striking a pose.

I let them banter. That ease, that bond — that was what mattered. Not the power. Not the spells. Not even the wins. It was this — watching them build something, seeing them laugh together after everything we’d gone through.

They were my team. And no one — not this competition, not a King Slime, not even a demon prince — was going to take them from me.


Chapter 18

The courtyard behind the west wing of Cindervault didn’t get much use. Maybe it was the fact that it was enclosed by high black walls and ringed with gargoyles that looked a little too lifelike. Or maybe it was because the ashfall, while light, never truly stopped drifting down from the sky above the caldera, and the burned-out trees around the yard looked like skeletons from a forgotten forest.

But today, it was ours. And even a place like this could be brought to life by the spark that we carried within. The training had left us winded but satisfied, and it felt like a very long time ago that we had struggled so to get even the most basic tactics in place, training back at Krysfelt Academy for what felt like endless hours.

I sat back and enjoyed the feeling.

There was a light shield dome in place which kept the ash off and let in just a little of the filtered sun to make the obsidian courtyard feel less like a tomb and more like… a place to sit. To rest. Lazy had brought some cushions for the benches, and we were sprawled across them, basking in something we hadn’t felt in days.

Peace.

Lazy was laying with her back across a bench, legs draped off one side, arms flung over her eyes like she was trying to get some shut-eye.

Thessa was beside her, lounging, her tail flicking lazily behind her like a metronome, sipping something suspiciously fruity from a crystal glass she definitely had not gotten permission for.

Khla sat on a stone bench a little apart from us all, her heavy arms folded, one leg propped up, a cup of whatever had been brewed from the courtyard’s tea cart in one large, scarred hand. She looked content. Or as close to it as she ever got.

I was on the floor, leaning back against Thessa’s soft legs as she idly ran her fingers through my hair. Affection, slow and unconscious, and I reveled in it.

“This,” Lazy sighed, tail thumping gently, “is how training should always end. With refreshments. With silence… With a lack of pain.”

“Well, you earned it,” Thessa said with a smirk. “You did your best. I thought you were just going to flop around dramatically and cast Polymorph every five minutes.”

“Excuse me,” Lazy said without moving her arm. “I am a vital part of this unit. And I will have you know I can hold my own,” she continued, obviously getting boastful. “We of the Quickpaw clan are known to be the fiercest of warriors. We can handle ourselves.”

“Sure you can,” Thessa teased, her red eyes blazing — this was an opportunity she couldn’t let slip by. “That’s why Wade had to rescue you when you snuck off to explore Hirfangr. You remember that, right?”

Lazy froze, then slowly removed her arm and looked over, ears flat. “I told you not to bring that up.”

“Oh no, no,” Thessa said, smiling now. “Let’s talk about it. You and your genius idea to solo a dungeon full of ogres.”

“I had a plan,” Lazy muttered.

“Yeah. Step one: walk in. Step two: scream for Wade.”

“I did not scream.”

Khla raised her cup. “Have to give her that.”

“Not that we heard, no,” Thessa hummed.

Lazy groaned, rolled onto her side, and stuffed a cushion over her face.

Thessa leaned forward, red eyes glittering. “How was it that Wade found you again?” she hummed teasingly, bringing a slender finger to her plump lips. “Ah, yes! You were in a cage, about to be made into some kind of ogre potion, right?”

“Infiltration is a valid tactic,” Lazy protested from under the cushion, voice muffled. “I was trying to gain his trust!”

Khla chuckled under her breath. Just once. Just enough to make Lazy lift her head and blink.

“You laughed,” she said.

“No, I didn’t,” Khla replied.

“You totally did!”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I heard it,” Thessa said, raising a hand. “Witness.”

“Noted,” I said. “Marked. Committed to memory.”

Khla rolled her eyes and took a sip from her cup. “You’re all insufferable.”

But she didn’t move away, and there was mirth playing in her coal-black eyes.

The air was warm inside the dome, and the silence between jokes stretched out comfortably. The ash outside still fell, thin and constant, but thanks to the dome, it didn’t bother us. The whole volcanic landscape was like a painting — seen, but not felt.

I looked at my girls.

Thessa was smirking, lounging like a queen, smug and gorgeous and casually dangerous in the best way. She’d always been fire — intense, passionate, a little unstable — but today that fire had steadied and focused. Ever since our bonding ritual began to stir in her mind, she’d been more grounded. Less scattered. She burned just as hot, but with direction now.

Lazy, by contrast, was sprawling like a cat should. Still sniffly from the deaths and still a little unsettled under the surface, but she found solace in us, in the light-hearted banter and the gentle ribbing. That was her way of coping. The comfort of the group was restoring her, and she was doing her part to keep the mood light. Disarming. Catkin antics aside, she was dependable in her own way.

And then there was Khla.

Always a little separate. Not cold — never cold — but distant. She stayed close but not entangled. Present but reserved. She didn’t cuddle — at least, not out in the open. When we’d been together — those nights that just happened — it felt real. Intimate. But then the next day, she’d be back to exactly what she was before.

Still part of the team. Still standing at my back. But not leaning in.

I had to admit, I didn’t fully get her.

We’d made love several times, and each time had been raw and intense. She didn’t kiss like Thessa did. Didn’t curl up like Lazy. She remained with us after, held me, and there was love in her affections, but she didn’t really talk about how she felt. An orcish thing? Or maybe that was just her. Maybe intimacy for her wasn’t about softness. Maybe she showed her affection by standing beside us in fire and blood.

Still. It lingered in my mind.

I glanced her way again.

She caught my gaze, met it. Didn’t look away.

“You’re thinking again,” she said.

“Maybe.”

Thessa stretched above me and leaned down to kiss the top of my head. “He always thinks too much.”

“That’s because he leads,” Khla said. “It’s his job. Such is the burden of command. To always think of what might happen. Lives are on the line.”

I smiled at that. “Guess that’s true enough,” I agreed.

A brief silence came after that. It was a weighty thing to say, but it was true, and the more whimsical Lazy and Thessa obviously thought little about the weight of these responsibilities that I carried. I didn’t need them to think about such things often, but every once in a while might be good…

Eventually, Lazy rolled to her feet and stretched like she’d been asleep for a century. “Okay, courtyard lounging complete. Who’s up for food? I need something fried. Or smoked. Or salted in a way that makes me feel baaaaad.”

“I’ll come,” Thessa said, standing and fixing her hair. “But only if we get something with meat. Real meat.” She shot me a look. “Want us to bring you something.”

“Meat sounds good,” I said, stretching lazily, happy to let them run the errands for now.

Thessa shot me a wink, and Lazy gave me a kiss before she followed the tiefling girl. Khla stood and followed as well, and I watched the three of them go, that easy banter continuing, and I smiled to myself. I loved all three of them in different ways, and I was happy that, through all the danger and the death and the fire, we were still together. Still whole.

With a smile, I leaned back and closed my eyes, allowing myself another quiet moment of peace.
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When we finished our snacks and grew tired of the courtyard, we withdrew to my room. Lusinder threw us a suspect look as we passed him in the hallways, but there was apparently nothing in the rules that forbade us from being together in a room during the day.

And so, we made it into our little lair for the rest of the afternoon. We pushed the bed slightly to the side to make space in the center of the room, where a low table sat. Cushions and blankets had been pulled in from the other rooms, turning the floor into a makeshift lounge.

And now, Lazy and I were engrossed in a card game. It was something from her youth — something she used to play when she was an urchin on the streets of Seattle, and it was a fond childhood memory she wanted to share with me.

Of course, she did so with her usual enthusiasm…

“Well, technically you lost,” she said, tail flicking behind her as she pointed a clawed finger at me. She was perched cross-legged on the nearest cushion, her ears perked and smug. “Again. That’s four hands in a row, Wade.”

“I still don’t understand how that was a loss,” I muttered, squinting down at the cards on the table. “I had the Ogre King and the Flame Priest. That should beat your Sewer Witch.”

“Only if I don’t have the Double Gutter Rat combo,” she sang, tapping her two remaining cards with a little hum of triumph. “Which, surprise! I do.”

“Okay, but explain to me why gutter rats beat royalty and pyromancy. That makes no damn sense.”

“Urban tactics,” she said proudly. “You wouldn’t get it. You were raised in, like, a lab.”

“I was raised in an orphanage.”

“Same thing.”

Thessa lounged beside me, her legs curled beneath her, a wine glass in hand — not wine, but some spicy herbal tea she’d taken a liking to. She was watching the game with a gleam in her eye, her long, spaded tail lazily tracing circles behind her.

“I still think you made that rule up,” I told Lazy.

“I did not,” she said, scandalized. “How dare you imply such a thing?!”

“She definitely made it up,” Thessa added, taking a sip from her glass.

Lazy scowled and flicked a card at her. It hit Thessa’s thigh and slid to the floor.

“Rude.”

“Deserved.” She pouted and crossed her arms, looking up at the ceiling.

“I’m playing next,” Thessa said, setting her glass down and leaning forward. “Let’s see if your rat mafia can handle a real challenge.”

Lazy narrowed her eyes. “I accept your terms, fiend.”

“Fiend? You’re the one with rats, alley girl.”

“Don’t call me that, you—”

Khla, sitting against the bed with her back to the wall and arms crossed, let out a dry snort. “You two are the same person, just in different flavors.”

Thessa turned to her. “Which one’s spicier?”

Lazy blinked at her. “That’s your response to that?”

“Thessa is spicier,” Khla said without pause. “But Lazy is cuter… in a helpless sort of way.”

“Ha!” Lazy pointed triumphantly and pumped her fist. “See? Fear me! I am dread incarnate!”

“She called you helpless,” Thessa said, eyebrow arched.

“Helpless… in a fearsome way!” Lazy said, spookily wriggling her fingers.

“You’re a lunatic,” Thessa muttered.

“Pot. Kettle,” Khla growled.

Thessa stuck out her tongue. “Pah, enough of this. We’ll see who’s best at this crazy Seattle card game! Wade, shuffle.”

I grabbed the deck — if it could even be called that — and tried my best to mix it properly. The cards were hand-drawn and obviously not uniform, their edges slightly curled, their backs featuring doodles of simplified kittens fighting each other and graffiti-like symbols I didn’t recognize.

“What is this art style?” I asked.

“Streetcore,” Lazy answered immediately.

“That’s not a thing,” Thessa said.

“I’m making it a thing.”

Khla raised an eyebrow as I dealt the cards out, letting them fall in front of each girl and then myself.

“What are the win conditions again?” I asked.

“You have to either get a full set of terrain, a full mob family, or a triple tactic stack.”

“That’s not helpful.”

“Then learn faster,” Lazy chirped.

“You made this game up with other catkin urchins, didn’t you?”

“Maaaaybe,” she said, flashing me a mischievous grin. “But we were very serious about it.”

“I doubt that.”

Thessa picked up her cards, fanned them, and immediately made a face. “I already hate all of this,” she said. “Are there rules against just lighting them on fire?”

“Uhm… yes?” Lazy hummed. “You lose if you do that.”

“Fine,” Thessa sighed. “I’ll play it out. But I reserve the right to immolate this game if it cheats me.”

“You’re gonna lose,” Lazy sang.

“I’m gonna set your deck on fire.”

“But you’re gonna lose first!”

“Don’t tempt me,” Thessa murmured, cracking her knuckles.

I sat back and watched them trade barbs and bluff moves, the catkin and the tiefling winding around each other in a dance of misdirection and chaos. Lazy played like she fought — spontaneous, erratic, and unorthodox. Thessa, though, matched her crazy energy, arguing about the rules and trying to make up new ones in her favor.

It was pandemonium.

Lazy played a card. “Gang Leader. That activates my Double Gutter Rat bonus, which means I steal one of your cards.”

Thessa hissed. “You little—”

“Language.”

“You’re stealing my cards!”

“Street tactics.”

It went on like that. Half an hour. Then an hour. The game bent and shifted as Lazy half-explained new rules that may or may not have been invented just moments before. Thessa matched her every step of the way. Khla and I — being a little too lawful in nature, I guess — mostly failed to keep up, throwing down cards at random and getting ganged up on in a surprise double bluff alliance that ended with me cardless and bitter.

“You two are monsters.”

“We’re artists,” Lazy said proudly.

“And arsonists,” Thessa added. “Closely related, those two.”

Eventually, as the sun dipped behind the caldera’s rim and the magical lights in the towers shifted again, signaling the approach of evening, we packed up the cards and cushions. Thessa poured the last of her drink, and Lazy lay back with her head in my lap, eyes half-lidded, purring faintly. Khla crossed her arms and leaned against the wall again, the faintest curve of a smile on her lips as she watched us from her quiet perch.

And I sat there, warm, relaxed, watching them be exactly who they were — chaotic, beautiful, ridiculous. I knew that tomorrow would be rough again — there’d be Dungeons, there’d be fights, but I was grateful for this day, for the chance to unwind and reconnect. It would make us all that much stronger.
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When we arrived at the mess hall for dinner that night, it was clear not everyone had had a relaxing day like we’d had. The mess hall seemed like it was about to erupt into a general brawl. All the represented academies were here — Huzencraft, Spring Valley, Qianlang, and so on. They were glaring at one another, and no one seemed as unconcerned or cocky as they had been before, after yesterday’s deaths — even Varga had lost some of her cool.

We walked in together — me, Lazy, Thessa, and Khla. Our formation was casual but tight. Khla flanked my right, Lazy bounced on my left, and Thessa was half a step ahead, her hips swinging with easy confidence. We were still warm from the laughter of our card game, still in the relaxed rhythm that came after an honest day’s training and a rare afternoon of peace, but that feeling faded fast.

Eyes followed us with barely concealed disdain, and the general atmosphere of the place put us even more on edge. It was abundantly clear that yesterday’s events had changed the tone of the games. On our guards, we grabbed a spot at a corner table near one of the heated walls. The food was good enough — grilled meat, steamed vegetables, bread that tasted fresh — but we dug in with wary looks, tension from the day still hovering just under the surface.

Then, for a moment, something lighter.

Lazy’s yellow eyes flicked to Thessa’s tray. She waited for the tiefling to take a sip of her spiced tea — just enough of a distraction — and then, with all the stealth of a practiced street thief, reached across the table and speared a fat slice of roast from Thessa’s plate.

The moment it hit her own tray with a wet plop, Thessa’s eyes narrowed.

“You absolute gremlin,” she said, deadpan.

Lazy’s tail flicked smugly. “Finders keepers. This is communal eating, yes?”

“You’re lucky I’m feeling generous,” Thessa said, setting down her cup and staring at the now smaller pile of meat. “Normally, that’d be grounds for war.”

“You could’ve stopped me,” Lazy said with her mouth half full. “But you didn’t. So really, you consented.”

“That’s not how consent works.”

“You know what is working? My digestion. Mmm.” She took another bite of the stolen roast with exaggerated delight.

We all chuckled at that, and for a moment, the light-heartedness of before returned. But then came the voice.

“You shouldn’t be laughing.”

We all looked up at once.

The speaker was a lionkin male — tall, broad-shouldered, with a thick mane of sandy blond hair tied back in a warrior’s knot — obviously some kind of Spellsword class. His expression was tight, his eyes glowing faintly with the golden hue that marked his bloodline. He wore the badge of Team Sapphire on his belt. Spring Valley colors.

He wasn’t alone.

Two other members of Team Sapphire — both girls, one human, one half-elf — stood behind him. Neither spoke. But their eyes were locked on us with something a little too close to hate.

The lionkin stepped closer. “You’re Chimera, right?” he asked, even though he obviously knew the answer.

I stood. Slowly. “We are.”

His jaw tightened. “You let them die.”

The words hit like a spell. Around the mess hall, quiet dropped like a curtain. Forks stopped moving. Conversations froze. Even Team Manticore glanced over, the usual smugness muted into wary interest.

Khla’s chair creaked as she turned. Lazy stiffened beside me. But it was Thessa who stood up first, face burning, tail lashing behind her like a whip.

“Excuse me?” she snapped.

“You heard me,” the lionkin growled. “Myshandos’s team. Two of them died. And your team just so happened to show up late, right when it was too late to save them. Sounds convenient. Sounds like you waited for them to get overwhelmed so you could swoop in and take the win.”

“You are one second away from getting fireblasted across the goddamn room,” Thessa hissed.

“But not before I’ll have your kneecaps,” Khla added, voice low and terrifyingly calm as she eyed the lionkin.

The lionkin’s gaze flicked between them, then landed on me. “You think you’re better than us? That you deserve to win? You don’t. You let our people die.”

“You weren’t in that dungeon,” I said evenly. “You didn’t see the King Slime. You didn’t see the second it took to swallow a person whole.”

“I saw the broadcast,” he spat.

“No, you saw a sanitized version of what happened,” I replied. “You saw the polished cut. We saw the inside. The screaming. The way two of them were already gone when we arrived. And we still saved the other two.”

“Barely,” he shot back. “And only so you could look good.”

Thessa was seething. Her fingers twitched like she was already feeling fire between them. Lazy stood too now, brushing crumbs from her skirt, her ears flat, tail rigid behind her.

“You think we let them die,” she said softly, eyes wide. “You think we wanted that?”

“You didn’t stop it.”

“I was the one who Polymorphed the slimes trying to eat the survivors,” she said, voice rising. “Khla shielded Wade through three direct hits. Thessa dropped two firewalls in a closed space. Wade threw himself in with no backup to cut off the King Slime from finishing the job. We didn’t let anyone die. We stopped more from dying.”

“You think we don’t hate that they died?” Thessa growled, stepping forward until she was nearly nose-to-nose with the lionkin. “You think we wanted that?”

“They were from Spring Valley,” he said. “We trained with them. We knew them. You didn’t. You didn’t care.”

“Bullshit!” Thessa shouted. “You know, I’m just about done with all you conceited, conniving, paranoid little fuckers!”

Everyone was watching now. The entire hall.

Thessa was not done yet. She came up in the lionkin’s face, but her words were directed at them all. “We know you all hate us; we know you all think we’re a disgrace. And you know fucking what? That’s fine. You can think that. If that makes you happy — if that makes everything fit oh-so-neatly into your sad little frames, go right ahead! But don’t blame us when someone dies because they weren’t careful enough — because they thought winning was more important than watching each other’s backs. That is NOT our fault.”

The lionkin growled. What she was saying was, of course, true — even an idiot would have to admit that. But the blood was too hot; this guy wasn’t going to be reasonable.

And so, I stepped in before it could escalate. I took a breath. I moved between them, slowly, hands out.

“Enough,” I said. “All of you.”

Thessa opened her mouth again, but I turned to her. “You said what needed to be said. But we’re done now.”

She bit her lip, and I could still see the anger — but she stepped back.

I looked at the lionkin. “You’re angry. I get it. You lost people. You want someone to blame. But you weren’t there. You didn’t see how fast it happened. You didn’t see them vanish. We tried. We threw everything we had at that fight.”

He said nothing.

I stepped forward, just enough to make sure he heard the next part.

“And here’s the truth. If we hadn’t shown up, Myshandos and the last one would be dead too. That’s not boasting. That’s just fact. So, if you want to hate someone, hate the dungeon. Hate the monsters. Hate the Aquana Games, if you have to. But don’t hate the people who actually saved someone.”

The silence after that was long. The lionkin glared at me, jaw tight. But he didn’t say anything else. He turned and walked away, his teammates falling in behind him, their expressions tight and unreadable.

The rest of the mess hall slowly went back to eating, and we sat back down. Quietly. No one was laughing anymore.

Khla picked up her tray. “You handled that well.”

“Could’ve handled it better with a chair to the face,” Thessa muttered.

“We’re not picking fights in the dining hall,” I said. “We’ll get disqualified. Come on, girls; we’ve come this far. I feel like we actually have a shot at this.”

Thessa took a deep breath before she nodded. “Yeah,” she huffed, poking at her meat again. “You’re right. Don’t have to like it, though.”

“No, you don’t,” I agreed, letting the silence fall again. She was right about that part, but there was no point letting it occupy our minds. Besides, she and I had something planned for tonight — and that was more important than the frustration and anger of our competitors…


Chapter 19

The knock came softly, and it came at exactly the expected time.

I was already up. The room was clean, quiet, and dimly lit, just as we’d planned. The bed had been pushed to the corner. The floor had been cleared. The lights in the room cast a steady orange light, slow and flickering, and I could feel the excitement in the air.

I opened the door.

Thessa stood in the corridor, the deep red of her robe almost blending with the glow behind her. She held a satchel in one hand, a box of chalk and red candles in the other. Her hair was loose, wild, her horns protruding from the unruly mop as her tail swished behind her. She looked every bit the daughter of a demon prince.

“Hey,” she said, casting a quick look down both ends of the hall, making sure that Lusinder — or someone else — wouldn’t see us.

“Come in.”

She stepped inside, giving me a kiss on the cheek as she passed me, and I shut the door behind her. The moment it latched, something shifted. She let the robe slide down her shoulders, folding it and laying it on the bed. Beneath it, she wore something black, velvet, and infernal. Clinging fabric, tight lacing. Not ceremonial so much as primal. She turned slightly to check the space I’d cleared, then knelt without comment.

“Hope you don’t mind me watching while you work,” I said as she pulled out the chalk, watching the way that little set clung to her every perfect curve.

She grinned at me over her slender shoulder. “Please do. I like it when you look at me.”

I sat back against the wall while she started on the outer ring of the circle. Her hand moved fast and practiced — draw, etch, sweep. It was more than magical theory; she seemed to draw from a memory of something ancient running through her bones, something recently awakened within her.

“So, just to check,” I said, “I’m not going to have to sell my soul tonight, right?”

She snorted. “No. My father’s not that type.”

“Sure, he’s just a demon prince.”

She grinned, not looking up. “Asturos doesn’t do contracts — in this specific situation. He does judgment. He wants to know you’re worthy of his daughter. That’s it.”

“Great,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “Just a performance review with a primordial being of sin and fire. No pressure.”

“You’re lucky,” Thessa said, crouching to light the first candle. “He usually meets mortals under… very different circumstances.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Like?”

She smirked but didn’t look at me, focusing on the candle as it caught with a puff of crimson flame. “Well, let’s just say those mortals don’t get a chance to prove something to him. Their fates are pretty much sealed.”

That gave me pause. I stepped forward and knelt across from her, picking up one of the unlit candles. “You think I have something to prove?” I asked, quieter now.

She paused, her hand hovering over the chalk line she’d just finished. “No, not to me. But Father… he doesn’t know you like I do.” Her fingers trembled for just a second as she set the candle down. Not much, but enough that I saw it.

I reached out and brushed a lock of black hair behind her horn. “Time to fix that, then.”

She looked up at me — red eyes meeting mine. Her expression, so often full of fire or flirtation, was unguarded for a moment. “I want this,” she said. “But it’s more than magic. This bond — it’s everything to me. My father isn’t just checking bloodlines. He wants to know if you’re going to stand beside me when everything falls apart. When the world gets ugly. When I get ugly.”

“You? Ugly?” I smiled. “Never.”

She smiled, rolled her eyes, and gave me a light shove, but her smile lingered. “You know what I mean… when… well…”

“When your temper gets the better of you.”

“Hm-hm,” she hummed.

I reached out and took her hand. “Thessa, I’m serious,” I said, more gently now. “I know who you are. I’ve seen so much of you; it feels like I’ve known you all my life. I’ve seen you laugh so hard you choke, and I’ve seen you put yourself between me and death like it was nothing. I’m not afraid of you, and I will always be by your side.”

Her breath caught. She didn’t say anything for a moment. Then she nodded once and turned back to the circle. “Good,” she said, barely keeping her voice from breaking. “Then let’s make it official.”

She worked in silence for a bit, drawing a second ring inside the first, then a third. When she began writing script, I couldn’t read it. Each letter burned faintly, even unlit. Whatever language it was, it had a magical quality of its own.

“What was he like?” I asked.

“My father?”

“Yeah.”

She paused, resting her hand on her knee. “Kind. In his way. He taught me the basics of magic by the time I was seven. Used to lift me onto his shoulders to watch hellfire storms roll across the basalt plains.”

“That sounds… borderline affectionate.”

“It was.” She kept drawing, but her voice was distant. “He spoiled me, probably. Told me I was strong. Beautiful. Dangerous. He said the world wouldn’t know what to do with me, so I should never wait for permission.”

I watched her for a beat. “You realize everything you just said confirms you were absolutely spoiled, right?”

Thessa looked over her shoulder at me, her eyes glowing. “Oh, I know. I just don’t care.”

“Explains a lot.”

She snorted and shot me a grin. “Ass.”

I laughed. She smirked, but there was something real under it. She was nervous, even if she didn’t want to show it.

She lit the last candle and stood, then she faced me. “I don’t know exactly what we’re going to see when we cross over,” she said. “But I know this is the right time. You and me. It’s the bond. I’m ready.”

“Then so am I.”

She stepped into the circle and raised her arms.

“Don’t speak,” she said. “Just feel. And stay in the circle. If you step out early, it’ll end badly.”

“Define badly—”

“Like, really badly.”

I nodded.

Then she began to chant.

The words came from deep in her chest. Infernal syllables, old and throaty, with heat curling around every vowel. The floor pulsed. The candles flared. The script she had drawn rose into the air and began to spin around us, orbiting like celestial fire.

The temperature rose, and the air thickened. My breath caught, and Thessa took my hands in hers. We exchanged a look — just for a moment.

Then, the world went white…
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The light receded not like dawn, but like fire dimming under an iron lid — slow, oppressive, and heavy with a strange aroma. Not of sulfur exactly. Closer to roasted spices, spilled wine, and the scent of melted sugar beginning to burn. Not altogether unpleasant, but just… otherworldly.

When our eyes adjusted, the world we found ourselves in was wrong.

Wrong in its proportions. Wrong in its laws.

We stood on black marble slick with… butter. No other word for it. Glossy, golden streaks ran through the veined stone like rivers, and every few paces, great platters of food floated — levitating on nothing — rotating slowly in the air. Endless fruits, meats, and pastries, steaming and gleaming with glaze and glaze-like things.

“Welcome to Gluttas, domain of Asturos,” Thessa murmured, her voice reverent and a little wary. “Don’t touch anything.”

I kept my hands to myself.

The sky above wasn’t sky at all. It was a ceiling — curved and bloated — dripping with chandeliers made from bones and candles, and somehow both too close and too distant. The air vibrated with warmth and decadence, and every breath tasted like overripe grapes and honeyed meat.

Then the imps arrived.

There were twelve of them — fat little things with cherry-red skin, stubby wings, and potbellies that jiggled as they marched. They wore little bronze breastplates that pinched into their stomach rolls and carried pitchforks that were clearly for show. One tried to snarl but sneezed instead and had to wipe his face with his wing.

“I hate these things,” Thessa muttered under her breath.

The leader of the pack stepped forward, puffing out his round chest. “Halt, mortals! You step now upon the sacred platter of the Glutton Throne, and you must present yourselves for inspection!”

I blinked. “The sacred what?”

“The sacred platter,” Thessa whispered. “It’s the entryway. Father’s idea of a joke.”

The imp glared at us as fiercely as a plush tomato with fangs could. “You will now submit to our sacred guidance and be led to His Eminence, the Dread Fork of Desire, the Baron of Excess, the—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Thessa waved a hand. “We know the titles. Just lead the way, Dobby.”

“I shall ignore that insult,” the imp sniffed, twirling his fork, which caught in his own wing. After some frantic untangling, he turned with a huff and began waddling down the golden-veined hall, the rest of the little round terrors falling into step behind.

These guys made Borsj look like an actual bad-ass, and that was saying something…

Thessa gave me a look I could only define as apologetic, and then we followed.

The deeper we went, the more opulent the domain became. The walls were feasts. Literally. Pork ribs dripped from ceiling beams like decorative molding. Pies grew in sconces like strange, wobbling flora. Casks of wine burst into rivers that ran through the floor, warm and aromatic.

“I forgot how gross this place is,” Thessa muttered.

“It’s like walking through a banquet dreamt up by a madman,” I whispered back.

“Correct.”

Eventually, the hall opened into a throne room — or maybe a dining hall — or maybe both. A massive chamber stretched before us, and at the far end, seated on a throne that was more a mound of silken pillows, bones, and velvet couches than any singular seat, sat a being that dwarfed every nightmare of the word demon.

Asturos.

He was huge — not in the towering, statuesque sense — but expansive. A body of indulgence. His limbs were long, his chest broad and bare, covered in gold-threaded robes barely clinging to his girth. He lounged with a goblet in one hand, a turkey leg in the other, a crown of roasted antlers atop his thick curls of dark crimson hair. His skin was dark, his eyes molten amber. And when he saw us, he laughed.

“Dearest daughter!”

His voice rolled like thunder, full of heat and mirth, and the entire chamber echoed with it. The candles above shook. Piles of food trembled on their floating trays.

Thessa straightened. “Father.”

“Come to me, child. Come to me and let me see you.”

She strode forward, head held high, and I followed half a step behind.

As we approached, the floor beneath us rippled — not with magic, but with the simple force of Asturos shifting his weight. He leaned forward, and his eyes locked on me as Thessa reached his side.

He pulled her into one thick arm and kissed her forehead with surprising tenderness. “My firebrand,” he said. “I felt the bond stir. So, it’s time, is it?” The words carried a hint of sadness — a father giving away his daughter will always be, no matter how infernal, a father giving away his daughter.

She smiled at him with that mixture of embarrassment and love one can only feel for a parent, and nodded.

Asturos turned his gaze back to me, and suddenly all the warmth left the room. His eyes sharpened. The playful indulgence faded like vapor off wine. “And this is the mortal?” he said, his voice imperial.

I stepped forward. “Wade,” I said, bowing slightly. “Aurelius,” I added, the last name the System had given me, and that I was still getting used to.

Asturos didn’t speak right away. He eyed me with slow intensity, taking in every inch like a butcher assessing meat for quality. “Aurelius, hm?” he finally said. “Well, for all that, you wear no crown. No flame, no fangs, no wings. What makes you think you’re fit to take the hand of my daughter?”

Thessa tensed beside him.

I didn’t look away. I had expected some of this, and I would give a good account of myself. “I don’t come with titles,” I said. “I don’t have infernal ancestry or some divine spark. But I fight for her. I bleed beside her. I listen when she’s angry, and I stand when she’s falling. I don’t need to be her equal in royal descent — I only need to be equal in commitment.”

Asturos’s brow furrowed. Not convinced.

“And she cares for me,” I continued. “She might be able to bring fiery death on a whim, but she also worries if I’ve slept well. She chooses to be with me, to fight alongside the rest of us. That’s what I love. Not the power. Not the blood. Not the infernal heritage. Her.”

There was silence. No doubt, Asturos caught the hidden meaning in my words. I was doing this for her. To me, it didn’t matter if he approved, because I didn’t care what he thought. I loved his daughter, and there was nothing he could do to end that.

Thessa’s eyes were wide as she listened to me. She turned, her lips trembling, and before I could say another word, she launched forward and threw her arms around me. Her body hit mine hard, and she buried her face in my neck.

“You idiot,” she whispered, voice breaking. “You’re not supposed to make me cry in front of my father.”

I held her tightly.

She pulled back just enough to kiss me — over and over. Quick, fevered kisses across my cheeks, lips, jawline. The candles flared in a sudden pulse of heat, echoing her flustered magic.

When we looked back up, Asturos was leaning his cheek against his palm, watching with interest. “You speak with conviction and confidence, mortal,” he said at last. “That pleases me.”

Thessa’s tail curled around my waist as she stood at my side, her eyes red and shining.

“I do not want to approve,” Asturos continued, his voice a little wistful again. “But… honesty compels me to say that this may be so because it hurts to approve.” He sighed. “Such is the pain of a father, even if he be the ruler of Gluttas… But I can see that you bring her joy.” He paused.

Thessa stepped forward. “Father…” she began.

He gave a grunt and nodded. “Very well. Let it not be said that a demon prince has no heart.” He raised a stubby hand and beckoned us both to come closer. “Come then,” he said, “let us perform the ritual…”
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Asturos motioned us forward with one thick, jewel-encrusted finger. His goblet and turkey leg vanished in curls of smoke and vapor, and the throne beneath him shuddered as he leaned in. Candles flared across the chamber. The bloated imps, now forgotten in the corners, huddled with awe-struck expressions and very little idea of what was happening.

Thessa stepped to the center of the room, the hem of her velvet gown brushing the warm stone. She turned to me, cheeks flushed, red eyes alive with excitement and reverence. I could feel her magic coiling already — rippling around her like heat off an oven.

Asturos raised both arms. The walls trembled.

“By the laws of the Infernal Houses, by the pact of blood and flame, by the rite of consanguinity and conviction,” he intoned, his voice ringing through the very air, “we recognize this bond. Thessa, daughter of Asturos, chooses Wade Aurelius. Is this declaration freely given?”

“Yes,” she said. Her voice didn’t tremble. “Freely. Completely.”

“And you, Wade,” Asturos rumbled, “do you accept the bond of Familiar — to walk beside her, to share her strength, her fury, her future?”

“I do,” I said without hesitation. “All of it.”

At that, flame ignited across the floor — a perfect ring of scarlet fire forming around our feet. It licked high, but it didn’t burn. Instead, it sank through our skin, leaving no trace but a lingering, golden warmth in my bones. My vision blurred, just for a second, and then—

[Bond Ritual Complete… Familiar bond established between Wade Aurelius (level 8) and Thessa, daughter of Asturos (level 5).]

Next, notifications rattled off benefits, and they came so fast I had to take a moment to look over them carefully. First off, we both got one free ability slot. Second, we both received 10 attribute points — still min-maxing, we both chucked them in Mens — and we both gained the ability to sense the presence of the other, so long as we were within a limited range of one another — somewhere around 1,000 feet. It also informed me that new benefits would be bestowed on every tenth level of the Familiar.

Pretty good…

I smiled and glanced at Thessa as I exhaled. “Well. That’s official.”

Thessa grinned, her tail curling behind her like a flame caught in a breeze. “Free attribute points for the win!” she hummed.

“Extra ability slot’s not bad either,” I added. “Nice to have a slot open when we finally loot another skillbook.”

“You don’t say,” she murmured, voice low and teasing. “And here I was thinking you were just pretending you like to be all prepared.”

I chuckled and gave her a kiss. “I like some orderly preparation, and I like some chaos.”

From his throne of feasting and velvet, Asturos laughed. “You mortals and your strange skillbooks,” he said, shaking his head. “Still — well earned. I have seen ritual bonds forged with far less conviction. You’ve spoken the words. You’ve accepted the pact. And by the laws of the realms…”

He clapped his hands once. The sound shook the room like a thunderclap, and the flames vanished instantly, drawn into the stones.

“…you are now also married.”

Silence.

Thessa blinked once. Then twice. Then turned to me slowly.

I looked at her. Then at him. Then back at her.

“Wait,” I said. “Married?”

“To each other, yes,” Asturos said, all serene satisfaction. “By infernal law, the bond of Familiar between demonblooded and mortal constitutes a marital union unless otherwise specified by the parties beforehand.” He gave me a very pointed look. “You didn’t specify otherwise beforehand.”

Thessa stared at me. And then — bright, glorious laughter bubbled from her lips. Her eyes lit up like torches, and she threw herself at me again, arms wrapping around my neck, tail lashing wildly behind her. “You’re mine now. Officially mine.”

“I guess I am,” I said, managing a laugh even as my mind scrambled to adjust. It was a bit of a shocker, and I should have known there’d be a catch — after all, I was dealing with an infernal force.

Thing is, I like this catch…

Chuckling, I kissed her and held her close. It felt good. We’d known each other for a month now, so we had moved fast. Then again, if you looked at how we had spent that month… There is little like combat and adventure to deepen a bond. You get to know the extremes of each other in a very brief time, and the time that Thessa and I had spent together was very intense, to say the least.

Behind her, Asturos leaned forward slightly, just enough to darken the space around him with his bulk and gaze. “And I trust,” he said smoothly, “that this marriage will not be a problem, mortal?”

I looked at him, then at Thessa — flushed and giddy, holding me like she never wanted to let go, joy radiating off her like a pyre with too much dry wood.

“No,” I said. “The contrary, in fact.”

Asturos sat back, apparently pleased.

Thessa beamed. “You have no idea how much I wanted this. I always thought — well, I didn’t think this would ever be real. That someone would choose this. Choose me.”

“I would do it ten times over again,” I said. “This — us — was inevitable.”

“Now you’re getting poetic,” she teased, but I could see the tears in her eyes.

There was a shimmer in the air — different from fire this time. Lighter. Like condensation turning to mist, turning to smoke. The whole throne room began to grow thin — as if fading.

Thessa’s grip on my hand tightened. “Looks like it’s time,” she whispered. “The ritual draws to an end…” She looked at Asturos. “But before it does, why didn’t you teach me the ritual through communing during the full moon? That made me really insecure!”

“I… I…” He furrowed his massive brow. “I hoped that you would meet… a nice demon. You know… I figured some extra time… you know…”

“A nice demon,” I said, eyebrow raised. “Many of those around?”

“Eh,” he muttered, wagging his hand.

“Father… It was fated. You can’t fight fate.” She shook her head. “You caused me grief doing that.”

“Ah… I… I am sorry… It was not my intention.” He offered me a smile as well. “I didn’t… Maybe one day, you will understand. When you have a daughter of your own, yes?”

“So, why did it come to me in a dream?” Thessa asked.

“I… well, not by my power,” he muttered. “I suppose it was indeed fate. Something else decided you must complete the ritual.”

I nodded, feeling once again that strange pull of fate — of something bigger going on — like I had felt when my true surname, Aurelius, had been revealed.

“Well, I’m glad it did,” Thessa said, shooting me a loving look.

“So am I,” Asturos said. “I was wrong. Your Wade is a devoted man, and I approve.” He raised his goblet again, and with surprising gentleness, he offered it to us in salute. “Go, now,” he said. “Return to your world. Carry this bond like armor. Perhaps in time, our paths will cross again.”

Thessa bowed, briefly, and I gave a nod of thanks. “Thank you… for trusting me with her.”

“I’m not sure I do,” he said with a chuckle. “But I trust her with you. And that is close enough.” He winked at Thessa. “Take care, my daughter… Mrs. Wade Aurelius.”

The world fell away.

The smell of spice and smoke, the buttery marble, the infernal ceiling — all of it lifted and vanished like steam from a cooling roast. We were pulled upward — or inward, or through — and the last thing I saw was Asturos’s fire-lit eyes watching me, unreadable and ancient.

Then—

My room. Cindervault. Candles burned low. Chalk rings glowed gently in fading gold. The heat of the ritual still lingered in the stones beneath our feet, and I was still holding Thessa’s warm hand.

She opened her eyes and smiled at me, slow and radiant.

“We did it,” she whispered.

“We really did.”

She didn’t let go. Not even after the magic faded. She laughed. “Guess I’m Thessa Aurelius now.”

I grinned, pulling her in and kissing her. It was a long kiss, and when we finally drew apart, I smiled. “Mrs. Aurelius,” I said, liking the taste of that…


Chapter 20

We didn’t make a big announcement.

There wasn’t a dramatic moment where Thessa threw open the doors to the mess hall and declared herself a married woman, or where I stood on the table and gave a speech. We weren’t those people. Well, Thessa could be, but even she seemed to know this needed a more private touch. Besides, it wasn’t like we were among friends. Trixie would be happy, but that would be the extent of it…

So, we gathered the team.

Khla and Lazy were in my room within minutes, avoiding Lusinder or anyone else on hallway patrol. Thessa had made sure they understood the urgency with a tone that made refusal not so much discouraged as physically impossible. Lazy flopped onto the bed the moment she arrived, tail flicking as she claimed my pillow like it owed her rent. Khla stood with her arms crossed near the wall, already suspecting something was up, if the sideways glances were any indication.

Thessa stood near the bed, radiant. She hadn’t stopped smiling since we’d gotten back. She was still wearing her black velvet thingie — the one that made my eyes hurt looking at her — but she had wrapped her red robe around herself again, making it at least a little easier for me not to start on the wedding night early.

I sat on the foot of the bed. Calm. Measured. But inside, I was watching. Watching them.

I already knew how Thessa felt. But how would the others take it?

“Well?” Lazy said, stretching across the blanket like a very relaxed lioness. “You dragged us in here. Don’t tell me it’s just breakfast talk.”

Thessa smiled. “We did it,” she said, hopping and clapping and immediately losing herself in her own enthusiasm.

Khla’s brow furrowed slightly. Lazy blinked. Her ears perked up.

“Did what?” Lazy asked, sitting up. “What kind of ‘it’? Because if it’s what I think—”

“We completed the bonding ritual,” I said, stepping in calmly. “Thessa and I are now officially bound. As Familiar and master.” I paused. “And also married.”

Khla blinked once. Lazy stared.

“Married?” Khla muttered.

“Married?” Lazy mewled.

“Married!” Thessa exclaimed, and she did a little twirl. “Technically, it’s an infernal marriage. Recognized by infernal law. But… you know. That counts.”

“You’re married?” Lazy said, ears going sideways. “Like, married-married?”

“Yes,” Thessa said with more than a little pride. “To my Wade! I am now Mrs. Wade Aurelius!”

Lazy opened her mouth, shut it, opened it again, then flopped back against the pillows. “Oh gods,” she groaned, tail lashing once. “You really did it. I mean — I knew you liked him, obviously, but I didn’t know you were going to go full ‘wife me up, Wade’ before the halfway mark of the Games.”

“Hey,” Thessa said. “Love is never on the clock, sweetie.”

Lazy sat up again, her eyes narrowed. “So what now? Do I have to call you Mrs. Aurelius?” She glanced at me and grinned. “Or him Mr. Firebolt.”

“Mrs. Aurelius, please,” Thessa said, one eyebrow arching upward. “And lack of proper respect for my marital status will result in your close acquaintance to said Firebolts.”

“She’s just jealous,” Khla said, eying Lazy carefully. “I can tell.”

“No, I’m not!” Lazy said, a little too fast. Then she folded her arms. “I mean — look. I’m happy for you both. Really. It’s great. Adorable. Spicy. But…” She glanced at me, then away. “Don’t be mad if I’m just a teeny weenie jealous, okay?”

“I wouldn’t be,” I said honestly.

“Awwww,” Thessa hummed. “Of course not!”

Lazy’s ears twitched, and she met my eyes for a moment. She wasn’t hurt, not exactly, but she conveyed a quiet kind of longing, tucked under her usual antics. “I just thought maybe I would be the first to… I don’t know. Curl up on your side of the bed and say ‘mine’ to everyone else.”

Thessa stepped forward and knelt beside her on the bed. “Nothing changes,” she said softly. “The bond doesn’t change how we feel. You’re still one of us. Always.” She smiled at Khla too. “We’re still all together.”

I nodded, happy that she was being serious now. This wasn’t the time for teasing, and she was right to assure the others of their positions. “Thessa’s right,” I said simply. “This doesn’t change anything about who we are or what we’ve been through. It’s more like… a formality.”

Lazy blinked fast. Her tail coiled tightly, then loosened. She gave a little sniff and tried to recover with a grin. “I know. I know. I just…” She looked up at me again. “And I’m happy for you, too.”

“I know,” I said, giving her a kiss on the forehead.

“Guess that makes me the crazy catgirl in the harem with no rings on her fingers,” Lazy said, but her grin returned. “That’s okay. I look better in anklets anyway.”

Khla cleared her throat. We all turned to her. She stepped forward. Her expression wasn’t unreadable — but it was hard to place. A sort of reserved approval. “You went through the full ritual,” she said. “With Asturos watching.”

“Yes,” I said. “Start to finish.”

“That’s admirable,” she said.

I blinked. “Why?”

Khla’s eyes narrowed slightly, like she was deciding how much to say. “Because you walked into her world, her customs, her blood, and you didn’t flinch. That matters. In orc tradition, that kind of commitment is what makes someone worthy.”

“…Huh,” I said. “Okay. That makes sense.”

Khla nodded once. Then added, “Although, if you were courting an orc properly, the marriage rite would’ve included combat.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Combat?”

She nodded. “The proposal must be made by the orc woman. And it must be accompanied by a duel.”

“Wait,” I said. “You’re serious?”

“I am always serious.”

Thessa looked intrigued. “So, like, a full-on battle?”

“Non-lethal,” Khla said. “But decisive. The bond is considered void if the orc wins too easily. It’s seen as a mismatch.”

“…So what happens if the man wins?” I asked.

“Then she may choose whether or not to marry him,” Khla said, calm as ever. “Some women like it when their man can beat them. Others, not so much. If she kills him, she must pay damages to his clan.”

“That is the most orcish thing I’ve ever heard,” Lazy muttered.

Thessa looked smug. “See? At least my wedding didn’t involve getting punched in the face.”

Khla turned to me then. Just enough to make the moment shift. “Perhaps one day,” she said, “you will find out.”

My mouth opened, then closed.

Internally, I filed that under ‘things that will need a great deal of thinking through and preparation’. Outwardly, I gave her a nod. Even though she remained stoic as ever, I felt a desire there — a desire to try this.

Khla smirked — just a little. “If so, you must train harder. Most orcesses, myself among them, prefer their men stronger.”

That got a chuckle from everyone. I laughed along and looked at my girls all around me. Thessa stood radiant. Lazy still curled against the blankets, smiling through the tangle of her feelings. Khla, always steady, watching it all.

And me? Well, I was truly happy beyond measure — the deep sort of joy that settles in the heart. My union with Thessa, unexpected as it was, followed the thread of what I wanted in life, and the two girls who waited with their own mysteries and moments to come filled me with a deep joy as well. And with the bond in place, I knew we were stronger now than we’d ever been. Not because of the power boost. Not because of some System bonus. But because we chose each other.


Chapter 21

The next morning, we met in some old war room — a thick-walled chamber deep in the heart of Cindervault, lit by torches that burned low and steady. The stone in here didn’t shine like it did in the rest of the keep. It was rougher, older. Scratched with chalk and scarred by chairs dragged over decades. Lusinder led us there, and by the slightly disapproving look he threw us, I somehow got the feeling he knew I’d been flaunting the rules.

Still, he said nothing and opened the door for us. There was a grand stone table in the center, and Trixie and Alis already stood waiting. I could tell right away that even Trixie wasn’t her usual self. She stood with her arms crossed over her chest, her coat buttoned to the collar. And while she still wore a skirt that gave a good view of her tasty thighs, her usual smile was gone.

Alis stood opposite her, hands behind her back, white robes immaculate and draped like icicles. She said nothing, just watched us with those cold silver eyes. Seeing her like that, I remembered her hard words of the day before yesterday. They were truth, but hard nonetheless.

At any rate, it seemed that the events with Team Onyx had done something to them, too — that, and the fact that we were growing more serious now that we were nearing the end of the competition.

Thessa dropped into her chair with a smirk. Lazy sprawled sideways into hers and immediately tried to steal one of the scones from the sideboard. Khla didn’t sit — just stood behind us, arms folded like a sentry.

Trixie cleared her throat. “Alright, team. This is it. Semi-finals.”

She let that hang for a beat.

“Like all the other matches,” she continued. “It’s win or you’re out. The challenge will be upped, and this place will be even harder.”

“Great,” Lazy muttered, licking jam off her thumb.

Trixie didn’t smile.

Instead, Alis stepped forward, voice sharp. “Your assigned Dungeon is the Bone Hive.”

I felt Thessa stiffen next to me. Lazy stopped chewing.

Alis continued. “The Bone Hive is a subterranean network, semi-collapsed in places. It will be cramped, visibility will be poor, and there will be the ever-present danger of tunnel collapsing and reforming. You’ll have to rely on instincts and spatial awareness.”

“My forte,” Lazy muttered, twirling one of her locks.

“And the enemies?” Khla asked.

I nodded. “I’d be assuming some sort of undead-insect hybrid dungeon, judging by the name,” I said, and the girls nodded in agreement.

“Indeed,” Alis said. “The Hive is ruled by a scorpionkin lich. Scion-Nox. An old conjurer that died down there and never stopped creating undead. The System has seen it fit to make him a boss, and he has respawned many a time after a defeat, but he has also led many a party of adventurers to a horrid fate. As for his forces, they are entirely insect-type, and most of them undead.”

Thessa let out a little laugh. “Oh, good. I was worried this would be easy.”

Trixie smiled faintly at that, but she didn’t encourage it. “Don’t get cocky, flame girl. These aren’t meat sacks shambling toward you. They work together. Hive logic combined with the fearlessness and mindlessness of the undead. They trap. They flank. They swarm. They don’t get scared. They don’t retreat.”

“Mindless,” I said, “anything that targets thought or will is going to be a waste.”

“Basically,” Trixie nodded. “Enrage, Charm, Command? Eh. Maybe in a pinch, but you’d be throwing mana into a void.”

I nodded. “No minds to manipulate. What about Blind Spot?”

“That’ll still work. They do perceive.”

“Polymorph?” Lazy asked, licking jam off her other thumb.

“Yep. Works fine. You’re reshaping matter, not influencing behavior. But don’t bother with Phantasm or Madness.”

“They don’t dream,” Lazy sighed.

“They don’t dream,” Trixie confirmed.

I leaned forward, resting my arms on the table. “Alright. So let’s say most of our spells are — once again — getting tossed out the window in this hive. That leaves me with Blind Spot and my fists. Not exactly enough for the semifinals.”

“I’ve got only Polymorph,” Lazy added, her tail flicking.

“Thessa’s fire is solid,” I said, “and Khla’s Heal and Shield are reliable — but me and Lazy are undergunned.”

Then Trixie clapped her hands once, bright and sudden. “Aaaand that’s why you’re getting a credit!”

We all turned to her. Even Khla blinked.

“A what now?” I asked.

Trixie beamed like she’d just passed out party favors. “One credit. Each of you. It’s your reward for surviving the quarterfinals and the King Slime encounter. The Magocracy’s very impressed. So they’re letting you and all the other teams who made it this far each choose either a skillbook or a special item.” She raised a finger. “One credit. Use it well.”

Lazy straightened in her seat. “Wait, are you serious? I can actually get a new spell?”

Trixie nodded. “Yep. Within your class scope, obviously. But yeah! Think of it as, like, a one-time upgrade. You get access to the shop in about an hour. After that, it’s on to the Dungeon.”

I leaned back, digesting that. “That helps.” My mind was already spinning through possibilities. I’d need something tactical. Something that didn’t care about the enemy’s mind or thoughts. Something I could rely on.

“You go in together with your opponents, but you’ll spawn in different places in the Dungeon as usual,” Trixie said, her tone bright again but edged with focus. “The other match takes place today as well. You won’t know the winner until after your run is done.”

I looked up. “Who are we facing?”

Alis stepped in again, her tone icy as ever. “Your opponent is Team Cyclops from Lionheart Academy. They’re disciplined. Efficient. Most importantly, they seem a coherent team. Their captain is a Glaive Mage. Fast. Long reach. Precision casting. The rest of the team includes two Storm Mages and a Druid.”

“Strong,” Khla said.

“Quite so,” Alis replied.

“The other semi-final is Team Manticore versus Team Sapphire from Spring Valley,” Trixie added. “My guess? Bloodbath. But it means you don’t have to worry about Manticore — yet.”

Thessa gave a low laugh. “Oh, we’re not worried.”

Trixie raised an eyebrow. “Good. Keep that edge. But don’t walk in thinking it’s already yours. Cyclops doesn’t break ranks. They don’t play for flash. They play to win.”

I nodded. “What’s our window for item selection?”

“An hour,” Trixie said. “Starting when the credit store opens to you. We’ve planned it so the teams enter individually. We thought it… smart to limit the confrontations between teams.”

I grinned. “Kinda makes sense. Okay, got it.”

Lazy leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “So just to recap, we’re going into a bug-infested death labyrinth, to fight coordinated undead hive creatures that are immune to most of what I can do, and we’re facing off against a team that’s basically a clockwork murder squad.”

“Yup,” Trixie said cheerfully.

Lazy gave a slow, satisfied nod. “Perfect.”

Thessa cracked her knuckles. “At least I don’t have to hold back with fire.”

“Quite so,” Alis said again. Then, the briefing was apparently done, because she swept from the room, her white robes trailing behind her like frost.

Trixie stayed behind just a little longer. “You’re good,” she said softly. “I’ve seen teams with twice your time together fall apart. You guys? You’re more solid than most. Trust each other. Cover each other. Keep moving.” She clapped her hands and grinned. “Stay positive!”

Thessa gave her a little salute. Khla gave a grunt that probably meant thanks. Lazy just stuck her tongue out and said, “Buy me snacks if we survive.”

Trixie grinned. “Deal.”

Then she was gone too.

We sat there for a moment, the quiet returning for a moment as we processed the information. Then Thessa leaned in and said, “So… shopping spree?”

“SHOPPING SPREE!!!” Lazy squealed, waving her hands in the air as she hopped up and bolted out of the room.

Thessa followed her, just as giddy.

I exchanged a look with Khla. No need for words here. With something between a sigh and a chuckle, the two of us rose to follow the more chaotic elements of Team Chimera…
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The shop at Cindervault didn’t look like much from the outside. Just another squat door cut into the black stone, with no signage, no guards, no grand announcement that it held anything different from the laundry room or the servant quarters.

But inside?

It was a goddamn treasure trove.

Arched shelves lined the circular chamber like the inside of a well-fed wizard’s private vault. The air smelled of spell ink, wood polish, and old heat — like dust warmed by candlelight. Glimmering baubles hovered in anti-theft fields. Scrolls glowed faintly with their own internal heat. Pedestals held artifacts behind shield charms. Glass-fronted cabinets stood along the far walls, brimming with skillbooks, each one bound in fine leather and embossed with golden sigils.

No shopkeeper waited at the desk. The store recognized the presence of clients through some kind of magical system. Credits were tracked and deducted automatically. Trixie had warned us that if we tried to touch something we couldn’t afford, the wards would make sure we remembered not to do it again.

We entered as a unit, but it wasn’t long before we fanned out like raiders in a treasure vault.

Thessa went straight to the skillbook shelf. I mean straight — zero hesitation. Her eyes locked on a particular section, and she was already licking her lips like she’d smelled blood in the air.

“Looking for something flashy?” I asked, following her.

“Something boomy,” she said, still scanning. “I want big. Big and boomy and hot.”

I raised an eyebrow. But before I had time to comment, she’d already found it.

“Oh-ho-ho,” she purred, running her fingers along the spine. The sigil on the front of the skillbook glowed deep crimson.

“Fireball,” she mewled. “15 Mana. Deals fire damage in a small area. More destructive than Firebolt.”

“Sounds up your alley for sure,” I said with a chuckle.

“I’m in love,” Thessa said, doing a little twirl as she held the book close.

“Pretty sure you just married me yesterday,” I joked, grinning at her pleasure in finding this treasure.

“Don’t be jealous, sweetie,” she said. “I’m more in love with you.” She winked, then cracked the book open with a sigh of contentment as she absorbed the contents.

A beat later, she shuddered in delight. “Oh yeah. That’s the stuff. We’re gonna make some crispy scorpion guts tomorrow.”

I moved on, thoughtful.

If my core suite of spells was mostly out of commission for the Hive, then I needed misdirection. I needed something that could mess with vision, confuse positioning — give us a moment of advantage in chaos. Something subtle.

I stopped at a smaller shelf tucked between two display cases of potion vials. The skillbooks here were smaller, plainer. Utility magic.

Then I saw it.

Minor Illusion. At the cost of 10 Mana, it could create a visual or auditory illusion no larger than a man and which would last for up to a minute. The illusion worked on anything with the senses to perceive it, even if those senses were magical like they were with undead.

Simple. Quiet. But useful. Real useful.

I didn’t complete the transaction, though; Minor Illusion was good. Clever. Tactical. But this was the semifinals. The Bone Hive. And every edge mattered. I needed to do a thorough check.

So I browsed.

A few shelves down, I spotted a book with a spiky, dark red cover. No ornamentation. Just ugly stitching and a silver plate nailed across the front.

It caught the eye because it was compatible with my class. I picked it up and studied it, learning the spell was called Blood Javelin, which conjured a javelin of Blood Magic, which ignores armor. The Mana cost was very low, only 3, but it drew from Hit Points.

It had punch. Would be decent against physical enemies. But I wasn’t very strong in the Hit Points department, and I wasn’t about to build a strategy around bleeding myself out. I moved on.

Next shelf up, a shimmering tome called to me. The spell within was Stasis Field, which temporarily froze movement and action of a single creature. It lasted 3 seconds and had a relatively high mana cost.

The effect was strong, but Charm and Command could achieve the same at much lower cost — sure, they didn’t work against some opponents whereas Stasis Field did, but this had too much overlap with something I already had in my arsenal. In a world where I had ability slots coming out the wazoo and skillbooks were handed out with boxes of cereal, sure, but not for now.

One row over, something more brutal: Echo Blast. It releases a concussive wave from the caster, knocking back nearby enemies. Low damage but high force. It could get me space. Could even interrupt a charge or a swarm. But the range was short and the friendly fire risk was a little too high.

Next, I paused at an item stand — an amulet with a tiny hourglass swirling with blue sand. It gave a burst of speed, and that was tempting. But it didn’t solve my bigger problem: undead immunity to my core spells. I needed options, not just speed. No point acting fast if I had nothing effective to act with.

Another item: a silver coin enchanted to always return to the thrower’s hand. You could throw to mark a target. Marked targets take +25% damage from all sources. Not bad. But in a swarm fight, I wouldn’t have the luxury of focusing on a single high-value target — not until the Hive thinned out. That coin would shine in a duel or against a Boss, but that was too limited for me.

And then I was back in front of Minor Illusion.

Couldn’t kill. Couldn’t control. But it could fool. Could confuse. Could distract or control. And in a shifting maze of undead bugs that didn’t care about pain or terror, being able to make them hesitate — just for a second — might be the difference between getting swarmed and escaping with everyone intact.

I pictured it: a decoy turning the corner. A false wall. A fake pit. A dead-end that wasn’t. Misdirection. Controlled chaos. A battlefield where I picked the focus, not them.

Simple. Quiet. But useful.

Yeah. I was done.

I reached out, placed my palm on the book’s cover.

“Nice,” Thessa said as she came up to see what I was doing. “Trickster moves?”

“Just enough to pull focus. That’s all I need.”

“I like it.”

I smiled at and accepted the prompt from the System. The rush came as always — like warm static on the inside of your skull, like a thought you didn’t know you knew settling into place. When it passed, I exhaled and slipped the book into the return bin.

[Ability acquired: Minor Illusion]

Nearby, Khla stood in front of a plinth containing a single glowing book. She hadn’t moved in some time. Her arms were still crossed, but I could tell by the slight narrowing of her eyes that she was making calculations.

She reached forward, picked it up, and read the front aloud: “Bless. It increases all attributes of allied targets by my Spell Power divided by two.” She turned to me. “It is the right choice.”

“Absolutely,” I said.

Khla placed her hand on the front cover, and a pulse of green light flared through her chest as the System accepted the skillbook into her slate.

She nodded. “That will serve.”

“Won’t hurt to have you buffing us on top of healing.”

“And we will love you for it,” Thessa purred.

Across the room, Lazy had vanished. I found her a few moments later near a high counter full of magical artifacts. Wands, rings, rods. She was leaning over one display, chin in her hands, tail slowly swaying behind her. Her ears were perked all the way up, and her eyes were locked on a gleaming wand sitting on a cushion of dark velvet.

It was sleek, silver, etched with tiny runes in the shape of spirals, and capped with a purple crystal that pulsed faintly with restrained energy.

“Wyrding Wand,” she hummed. “Increases Spell Power by twenty!”

“Thinking about it?” I asked, stepping beside her.

She jumped slightly, then nodded. “Yeah. I… I think it’s time.”

“No skillbook?”

She glanced at me, then lowered her voice. “I’m… giving the ring back. The one that gave me the bonus slot. After the Games, I mean. It wasn’t mine to keep.”

I blinked. “So you’ll drop a slot.”

She nodded. “But my level-up gave me one anyway. So I’m keeping all spells I have now. And this wand boosts Phantasm and Polymorph both. It’ll make the nightmare stronger, and the transformations last longer.”

I nodded slowly. “That’s a solid call.”

She smiled softly, brushing her fingers across the glass. “You think so?”

“I know so.”

“Then I’m buying it.”

The wand pulsed when she picked it up. The System flashed her confirmation. She tucked it away, then looked at me again before giving me a kiss on the cheek.

I smiled and took her by the hand, and we regrouped at the center of the shop. With everyone having completed their purchase, we left this little treasure trove behind, feeling ready for the next challenge.


Chapter 22

The teleportation room was waiting.

The four of us walked in a single file — me at the front, Thessa on my heels, Lazy next, and Khla bringing up the rear. We’d walked like that since the first real dungeon together, and we were walking like that now, ready for insertion. The closer we got to the platform, the less Thessa’s tail swayed. The less Lazy hummed. Even Khla, usually granite-still, was watching the others out of the corner of her eye.

Because waiting for us, already gathered around the opposite gate platform, was Team Cyclops.

Lionheart Academy’s finest.

They were tall, clean-cut, and gleaming in an over-polished way. Their leader — Soren, the elven glaive mage — stood with his arms folded and his weapon slung across his back, an enchanted war glaive glowing with cold light. His skin was dark, his eyes almost silver, and he didn’t blink when we walked in.

The rest of his team loitered with practiced arrogance. Two Storm Mages stood to either side, identical in their long coats stitched with lightning-threaded runes, their hands already twitching with static energy. One of them crackled his knuckles idly, sparks dancing down to his fingertips. The fourth was a druid — you could tell by the wild green cloak and the faint smell of moss that clung to him. He leaned lazily against the wall, one brow cocked, like he was judging a fruit that might already be rotten.

They didn’t posture. They didn’t need to. They just watched.

“Team Chimera,” Soren said flatly, just loud enough to carry.

“Team Cyclops,” I replied, matching his tone. I didn’t stop walking. We reached the other side of the room and took up position around our assigned portal ring. Lusinder stood beside it in his resplendent robes, his arms behind his back, jaw tight.

“Didn’t think you’d get this far,” one of the storm mages said. His voice was smooth, and it crackled faintly, like his throat had swallowed thunder.

“You thought wrong,” I said.

Thessa’s fingers twitched near her hip. She didn’t speak, but her red eyes locked on Soren with slow-burning intensity, like she was deciding whether or not to set his eyebrows on fire.

The other storm mage, a female faun, grinned. “That look’s cute. Hope you’re not scared of bugs, sweetheart.”

Thessa didn’t blink. “Hope you’re fire-retardant.”

The smile dropped.

Lusinder cleared his throat — loud, sharp. The room fell silent. “The Hive opens now,” he said.

I looked back at my team. My girls. All of them nodded.

“Go,” Lusinder ordered.

We stepped into the ring. A brief disorienting flash, and the world changed around us.

The Bone Hive smelled like it had been dead for centuries and still hadn’t finished rotting.

We appeared in a tight, curving tunnel — black stone and splintered bone latticework twisting around each other in a corkscrew of tight walls and uneven floors. The air was thick with humidity and a sour chemical tang, like spoiled vinegar and liquefied guts. It clung to your face. Your tongue. Your mind.

“Formation,” I said immediately.

Thessa stepped behind me, eager to test her new spell. Lazy took her spot behind her, wand in hand, and Khla — in her chain armor — turned once to confirm our six was clear before settling into her rear guard.

The walls pulsed faintly in places, like breathing sacs under chitin. Things shifted somewhere deep in the dark, making the bone beneath our feet vibrate.

I raised a hand. “Forward.”

We’d only taken thirty steps when the swarm came.

They burst from three side tunnels at once — skeletal beetles the size of soccer balls, each one a fused mess of blackened carapace and broken bone. Their legs clicked and scraped like knives across stone. Fifty of them, minimum.

“Thessa,” I barked.

“On it.”

The roar of her Fireball drowned everything else. The spell launched from her palm with a whoosh of compressed heat, arcing into the largest tunnel where the majority of the swarm was clustered. It hit five feet into the swarm and detonated with a rush of flame and compressed sound.

The explosion turned a dozen of them to ash in a single blast, with bones and chitin bouncing down the corridor.

“YAY!” Thessa called out, bouncing happily as I ducked to dodge a piece of chitin that would’ve hit me in the face. Still, I was grinning. It was pretty awesome, and she flung another one into the remnant.

Another boom, and the fire rolled outward, setting more aflame, their chitin glowing orange as they collapsed.

“Lazy, left!” I shouted, seeing more come up through the other tunnel. “Block that tunnel!”

She nodded and threw out a hand. “Polymorph!”

One of the beetles closest to the side passage shimmered, convulsed, and exploded into the shape of a whale — massive, grotesque, and stuck halfway in the tunnel, flopping on the dry.

The tunnel behind it sealed shut with wet crunches as its mass displaced everything around it.

“Ha!” Lazy shouted. “That’s one path closed!”

Thessa let loose another Fireball down the main passage.

BOOM.

More charred shell. More fire.

“Khla, Bless!” I called out.

A soft green glow expanded from the rear. Power rushed through us like air into starving lungs. Stronger. Clearer. Faster.

Now it was my turn.

I extended a hand, reached for Minor Illusion, and cast it across the path behind us — an illusion of a collapsed tunnel, perfect mimicry of rubble, glowing softly with ghostly rot. The illusion flickered into place just as another branch of beetles rounded the corner.

They stopped, seeing no way around. Clicked. Turned back.

“Beautiful,” I said, letting the spell hold.

“Thessa!” Lazy cried. “Get ready to torch the last group!”

She exhaled.

Fireball.

BOOM.

The last swarm erupted into blackened fragments and smoldering pieces. Silence returned, broken only by the crackle of fire chewing on old bone.

“Is it over?” Lazy asked.

I waited. One beat. Two.

Nothing moved.

“For now,” I said. “Khla, how’s everyone?”

She stepped forward, scanning us quickly. “Untouched.”

Thessa turned to me, eyes gleaming, sweat running down her temples. “That — was — perfect. I love this spell.”

“You did well,” I said. “But this is only just beginning.”

Thessa smirked, then grinned at Lazy. “That whale trick was inspired.”

“I like whales,” she replied.

We reorganized quickly. Formation reset. Heat still clung to the walls. Beetle fragments crunched underfoot as we pressed deeper into the Hive.
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The tunnel narrowed, then widened again — and then suddenly stopped altogether at the edge of a massive open chamber.

We pulled up short, staring.

The path ahead was gone, replaced by a yawning chasm that fell away into darkness. No railing. No natural floor. Just a vertical drop that disappeared into the depths of the Bone Hive’s gut. Across the void, maybe fifty meters away, the tunnel continued — but between us and it lay a drop to death.

However, there was a way across… Broken stone platforms floated above the abyss, suspended by strands of old bone and fibrous chitin that had hardened into support columns. Others were hung like torn scaffolding, swaying ever so slightly with the subterranean wind that moaned up from below. Everything looked sharp. Brittle. Untrustworthy.

“Charming,” Lazy muttered.

“Looks unstable,” Khla said.

I stepped to the edge, scanning the route. No clear path. Just dozens of possible ones, all dangerous. “We move one at a time. Single file. I go first.” I turned, locking eyes with each of them. “No spellcasting until we’re across. Nothing that shakes the platforms or changes your center of mass unless absolutely necessary. This isn’t about speed. It’s about not falling.”

“Got it,” Thessa said, biting her lip as she peered over the edge. “That’s a long way down.”

Lazy didn’t speak, but she stepped beside me and looked out, tail twitching. Then she crouched low and ran a hand along one of the bone stalks supporting the nearest platform.

“Hollow,” she said after a moment. “But stable enough, I’d say.”

I gave a nod. “Let’s test it.”

The first leap was a short one — only two meters. The kind of jump a healthy person could make on a good day with a backpack on. But over a bottomless pit in a dungeon that hated us? It felt like ten.

I stepped back once, twice, then moved forward at a smooth jog and leapt.

The stone caught my weight with a groan. The whole platform wobbled, dipped slightly — and then steadied.

“Clear,” I called back.

Thessa was already backing up, eyes fixed on me. “Don’t die,” she muttered.

“I’m trying very hard,” I said. “Please return the favor.”

“I’m taking that one,” she said, nodding at one a little farther out, and she ran forward and jumped. Her landing was sharp — clean, actually — but the edge she landed on flaked under her left foot. For a heartbeat, her arms pinwheeled.

“Shit—”

Khla was already moving. She leapt after her — not at the platform, but at Thessa herself — catching her by the back of her collar with one hand and landing on the side edge with a solid, two-footed stop.

Thessa grabbed Khla’s arm, stabilizing, and exhaled a shaky breath. “Okay. That could’ve gone worse.”

“You lean too far when you land,” Khla said simply. “Next time, brace your knees.”

“Noted.”

Lazy didn’t wait. “Coming through!”

She ran, tail out for balance, and leapt to the next platform without slowing down. It wasn’t a graceful landing — it was more like a cat launching off a counter and landing in the middle of a drying rack — but she landed solid. Skidded a little. Kept going.

“This way’s better!” she shouted, pointing diagonally left at a larger platform. “There’s a broader ledge five jumps ahead. Don’t go straight!”

I trusted her instincts. “Follow Lazy’s path!”

We adjusted. The new path twisted through a series of narrow ribs that jutted like teeth from the chasm wall. One platform gave under my heel as I touched down, cracking and splitting down the center. I dove forward, shoulder-rolling across the surface and landing belly-down on the next slab of stone. It rattled but held.

“Still alive!” I called back.

“Stop saying it like you’re surprised,” Thessa muttered, breathing hard as she reached me a few jumps later.

Khla and Lazy landed beside us in short order. Lazy didn’t even look winded. She crouched low, using her tail for balance as she traced the edges of the platform with one hand.

“This next one is sketchy,” she said, pointing to a chitinous arch that spanned ten meters between us and the last stable rock before the exit tunnel. “That one’s solid. That one’s mostly air.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I was a street runner back home. If you couldn’t tell what roofs were gonna fall in, you didn’t last long.”

I looked down the bridge she indicated — matted strands of fused bone and bug chitin, thick in places but worn and slick in others. No railing. Not even a hint of a handhold.

Thessa was eyeing it with visible unease. “We can make it, right?”

“We’ll make it,” I said. “One at a time.”

I took the lead again. The bridge bowed under my weight as I stepped onto it, flexing slightly like a membrane. I moved quickly, spreading my weight evenly with each footfall, knees bent, arms wide. My heart hammered, but I didn’t look down.

Five steps. Ten. Fifteen.

Then stone again.

“Go,” I said without turning.

Thessa came next. She was lighter than I was, and she moved with measured speed, but her nerves showed in the stiffness of her shoulders. The bridge bowed more under her in the center. She exhaled — slow, steady — and made it.

Lazy skipped across like she’d done it a hundred times. The thing flexed hard under her bounding weight, but she landed beside us with a grin and didn’t even look back.

“Alright, Khla,” I said.

She nodded once and began her approach.

Halfway across, the bridge gave a deep groan. It dipped. Buckled.

“Keep moving!” I shouted.

Khla kept her cool; she didn’t panic at all. She just surged forward in a hard sprint, leaping the last few meters in a single launch, and hit the edge just as the central portion of the bridge split in a burst of dust and splinters behind her.

She landed in a low crouch, breathing once. “That was close.”

Thessa reached down to help her up. “And still graceful. Damn it.”

I turned, scanning the way ahead. The tunnel was there — wide and sloped upward, the path uneven but intact. We’d made it.

I gave a quiet nod. “Formation. Let’s move.”

“Can’t we catch our breath?” Lazy asked, brushing dust off her legs.

“We’re in the Hive,” I said. “And we’ve got a contest to win.” I gave them an encouraging nod and led the way.
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The corridor narrowed again — this one tight enough to make our formation feel like a squeezed rope line. The ceiling dipped to just above my head, the walls pressing close with veins of bone and amber-colored resin. The air was stale, clinging to the skin, and I could hear something in it. Something wrong.

Buzzing.

“Hold,” I said, raising a hand.

The noise grew louder — less like wings and more like a saw blade chewing through meat. The darkness ahead shifted. Warped.

“Movement!” Thessa called out.

I saw it at the same time; a writhing cloud of chitin and rot. Undead locusts, each the size of my hand, with hollow sockets where their compound eyes should’ve been. The swarm moved like water — pushing forward, filling up all they could, wings slicing the air with enough force to rattle my bones.

But with the screech of wings came something worse.

It felt like screaming in my mind, but it wasn’t sound exactly. More like… thoughts projected where thoughts didn’t belong. Regret, hunger, panic, terror — jagged ideas shoved into your mind like rusted nails. It hit like a flood of static, a mental tide that battered every open thought and emotion.

I grit my teeth and locked my stance.

The weight of it slammed into me — alien thoughts, broken minds clawing at my own — but the effect passed. Slid off. Burned up before it could take root. My defenses held.

Thessa’s bond. Khla’s Bless, still humming in my blood, making me stronger at the mental barrage that this swarm somehow projected, and I didn’t move. By the girls’ stances and battle readiness, I could tell they were not affected by the magic.

Good. The swarm could only target one person, and I would tank this one.

“Stay behind me!” I called out, drawing myself up as the mad surging swarm came on. “And fry those bastards, Thessa!”

Thessa shrieked — but it wasn’t panic. It was joy. “YES!” she screamed as her hands erupted in flame. “FIREBALL!”

The spell rocketed forward in a streak of heat, exploding at the center of the swarm. Flame bloomed red-orange in the narrow space. The pressure wave punched dust into my face, and the scream-thoughts faltered. The locusts burned mid-flight, some popping like overripe fruit, others crashing into the bone-lined walls.

A dozen died. But there were more.

“Wade! Look out!” Lazy shouted.

A handful of scorched bugs zipped over the Fireball’s range and came at me, jaws clacking, wings sawing. I cast Minor Illusion, blocking off part of the corridor with a fake wall, and the bugs screeched to a halt, confused, bumping into each other. But several flew past it — I couldn’t make it big enough — and kept coming.

“Polymorph!” Lazy called out.

One of the bugs in the swarm shimmered mid-flight, twisted — and dropped out of the air in a puff of glittering mana. It hit the floor as a bunny. Fluffy, wide-eyed, and confused.

“Aww,” Lazy cooed.

Thessa followed up with another. Another Fireball ripped down the corridor, past my shoulder.

BOOM.

Fire swept the air. Burnt insect parts and bunny bits flew past us.

Lazy gasped. “Thessa! You murdered my bunny!”

“It’s not a bunny. It’s a murder locust undead thingy!” Thessa snapped, wiping ash off her cheek.

“But it was so cute!”

I backed up two steps, scanning for more.

Nothing moved now. The cloud was gone. The last few bugs sizzled on the ground, their wings curling in the residual heat. The corridor stank of roasted chitin.

“We all good?” I asked.

“Not a scratch,” Thessa grinned. “Oh my gods, that was satisfying.”

“Clear,” Khla said from the back. “You held the mind-shattering effect well.”

“Spell Resistance,” I said simply. “Your Bless helped.”

“Yeah, I was not ready for that,” Lazy muttered, still peeking mournfully at the scorch marks. “I heard it for a moment before they all directed it at you, and it was like they were screaming with no mouths.”

“That’s exactly what they were doing,” Khla said. “Some undead use mind-burst tactics.”

“Charming,” Thessa muttered.

We moved ahead, stepping over bug corpses, the tunnel widening again. And then, finally, the corridor split into three narrow paths — each sloping slightly, each dim and quiet.

A junction.

“Stop,” I said. “Take a breath. We’re going to meditate here and recover mana. You girls go first, and I’ll keep watch.”

They nodded and took their positions and got into it. They found their focus and center relatively swiftly, and I was grateful for Melhee’s training and Alis’s drilling. If she hadn’t hounded us with magic and summons while making us meditate, I doubt any of us would’ve been able to maintain focus in a place like the Bone Hive. As it was, we were all business and got into it swiftly.

Khla finished first and took over watch, and I slipped into meditative focus. Carefully interfacing with my core, I began to draw in essence from the air around us. Even in a place like the Bone Hive, there was essence to be found — only a void would have none — and I used my core as a forge, cycling the essence in it and refining it into mana, removing impurities as I cycled it. In a way, it was like sieving sand for gold, and I felt my core fill up slowly.

By the time I was finished, the girls were done as well. Refreshed and brimming with power, we were ready for the next round.


Chapter 23

The moment we were ready to depart after our brief break, we saw silhouettes coming down from one of the corridors, and we all got into formation without a word, ready to fight. Even as I got into position, I realized with pride how swiftly and well-oiled we moved.

There was barely a sound — Team Cyclops moved like professionals — but you don’t spend weeks crawling through dungeons without learning the feel of a presence at your back. Weight on the air. Pressure behind the silence.

I looked at the second corridor just as Soren stepped into view.

He was flanked by the other three: the Druid on the left, his green cloak trailing like a shadow of foliage in this unnatural tomb; the two Storm Mages walking side by side behind him, their coats dark and shimmering with charge. They didn’t look worn down or rattled. Their posture was good. Mana reserves probably solid.

They hadn’t hit real resistance yet. Or maybe they had swept it away with ease.

“Great,” Lazy muttered under her breath. “Lionheart’s finest.”

“Focus,” I said. “I don’t trust them.”

Thessa rose from her crouch beside me, her eyes narrowing. Her fingers flexed near her hip, but she didn’t summon flame. Yet. Khla stepped forward just slightly, putting herself half a pace closer to me than usual — protective, subtle, but unmistakable. The air thickened.

Soren didn’t raise his weapon, but he rested a hand on it. “Team Chimera… Didn’t expect you to still be standing.”

I kept my tone flat. “Same. Figured the Hive would’ve eaten you by now.”

One of the Storm Mages scoffed. The faun. She tilted her head, her braid swinging like a whip. “You’ve got confidence. I’ll give you that.”

“The kind that comes from success,” Thessa said, voice calm but not soft.

“Don’t flatter yourselves,” said the Druid.

“How about we each go our own way, hm?” I said, stepping out in front of my team.

The other Storm Mage — dark-haired, sharp-jawed — let his gaze linger on Lazy. She didn’t blink, just tilted her head, unbothered.

“You smell like rot and fire,” he said.

“The smell of victory,” she replied with a lazy grin. “Sorry if that’s unfamiliar.”

He looked away, annoyed, and I chuckled. Point to Lazy.

“We should go,” said the Druid, his voice edged now. “They’re not worth it.”

“You sure?” the faun asked. “I could use the warmup.”

“I said we should go,” Soren said, not turning around. “They’re baiting.”

“We’re baiting?” Khla growled. “We’re not the ones trying meager insults.”

As we scowled at each other, I was running the math — mana levels, proximity, known spell loadouts. I had a plan if they tried something, but the Hive wasn’t a place for side-fights, and I saw the same math in Soren’s eyes. He wasn’t an idiot; he wouldn’t have come this far if he had been one.

I knew what he’d decided a half-second before he spoke.

“Let’s go,” he said.

He turned, walking past us with quiet control, the rest falling in behind.

For a moment, I thought it was over. That we’d pass each other with nothing more than a shared sneer. But then, the air changed again.

A crackle of energy, dry and bitter. The faint sound of tapping bone.

We froze, all eight of us.

From the third corridor came motion. Shapes moved in the gloom. Tall, segmented. The scent of death intensified, carrying with it something sour and arcane.

“Formation,” Soren snapped at his team.

“So,” I said, eyes narrowing, “guess we’re not done yet.”

He gave me a begrudging nod. “Let’s tackle this together before we each go our own way.”

I nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

A moment later, some horrid mixture between scorpions and humans came out of the third corridor. They made no sound but the clacking of bone on stone. There were six of them. Not big, not towering — but tall enough to loom. Their bodies were humanoid in shape, but elongated, carapaced, and jointed wrong. Their faces were narrow skulls with glinting black eyes set too far apart, and their fingers ended in curved, needle-like digits that twitched constantly.

Each of them wore a crude iron circlet affixed to their forehead, etched with old glyphs.

“Scorpionkin,” Khla murmured.

I nodded. Rare as they were in the Magocracy, I had seen scorpionkin before. In addition, I knew magic when I saw it. These weren’t just brutes. These knew magic.

“Spellcasters,” I told the others. “Thessa, area denial. Lazy, try disruption spells. Khla — Bless.”

Khla raised her hand immediately. A pulse of light expanded out from her, and I felt the surge hit my core like a second heart. My power flared, and my stance tightened. With her Bless layered on top of my already stacked Spell Resistance — from the Robe of Protection and my bond with Thessa — I felt like my mind was armored.

Soren barked an order to his team—”Triangle formation, standard pattern!”—and the Storm Mages flanked out, already charging spells.

The first scorpionkin raised its hand.

And I felt it. A surge of something wrong.

Mind magic.

It pushed at me like an oily wind, a cloying, insistent whisper that slithered against my mental walls. But it slid off. My resistance held. I blinked once and was still there, still focused, still clear.

Then the real fight began.

“FIRE WALL!” Thessa shouted.

A curtain of fire exploded across the center of the corridor, splitting the room in two. The nearest scorpionkin shrieked as it reeled backward, flames licking its robes.

On the other side, the Storm Mages attacked. Twin flashes lit up the chamber — one Lightning Bolt crackled forward and blew a chunk off one of the scorpionkin’s thoraxes. The other fired an Ice Shard straight into a caster’s skull. It shrieked and dropped.

Lazy stepped forward beside me. “Let’s see if these ones have half a mind,” she said, grinning.

She flicked her wand. “Madness!”

The second scorpionkin on the left froze mid-gesture. Its claws trembled. Then it turned and rammed its stinger into itself, hissing gleefully.

Lazy’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Finally! These guys have a mind of some kind!”

“Wade!” Thessa called. “They’re flanking!”

I saw it — two of them slipped around the firewall, scuttling along the ceiling like spiders. They dropped down, claws glowing with foul magic.

I stepped forward. “Enrage!”

My target — the bigger one — jerked like it’d been hit by a hammer. Its head snapped sideways, then it turned and slashed the nearest enemy — one of the other scorpionkin. The effect held. It shrieked and started clawing mindlessly at its ally.

Charm wouldn’t stick on most undead — but these weren’t hollow. They had wills. Eroded, bound, twisted — but still there.

I cast again. “Charm.”

The spell hit the other. It wavered, staring at me with wide insectile eyes. Then it turned on its fellow at my command. It was chaos among their lines — one scorpionkin stabbing itself as it cackled with laughter, and two others attacking their allies. One was already down, destroyed by Team Cyclops.

And Thessa was already lining up another shot. “FIREBALL!”

BOOM.

A flash of heat swept across the corridor. Another two of the enemy burned, their limbs curling inward.

Then chaos.

One of the Storm Mages stumbled. Something was wrong. He turned, eyes glazed, and his hand rose — not toward the enemy, but toward us.

Specifically, toward Lazy.

He snarled and sent a bolt of lightning flying straight for her chest.

“LAZY!” I shouted.

But Khla was there. She threw her arm up. “SHIELD!”

A curved wall of golden light sprang up in front of Lazy. The lightning hit it and exploded harmlessly in a flash of heat.

Lazy gasped, stumbled back, but she was unharmed.

“What the hell was that?!” she shouted, eyes wide.

“He’s charmed or something,” I snapped. “Command: kneel!”

I cast hard and fast. The spell hit the mage just as he was winding up another spell. His eyes snapped wide, and his body locked up mid-cast.

“Don’t target my people!” Soren roared.

“Can’t you see he’s charmed?! He fired at us.” I glared at the scorpion. “Thessa, the scorpionkin!”

As Thessa launched another Fireball, the Storm Mage fell to his knees, panting. His teammate grabbed him by the collar and hauled him backward. By the glare in his eyes, I somehow got the feeling that it hadn’t been an accident due to a charming effect…

Pushing it away, I focused on the battle. The scorpionkin were breaking now. Thessa’s wall of fire still burned, cutting the room in half. My charmed target got dogpiled by its own side. The madnessed caster was still howling and mutilating itself.

Soren charged in, brought his glaive forward, and lopped a head off clean.

Thessa switched to Firebolts so as not to accidentally damage him with her area-of-effect, and seconds later, it was over. Smoke drifted in the narrow corridor. Burnt shell. Fried bone. The floor was slick with black ichor and split resin.

I stepped forward, checking Lazy.

“You alright?”

She nodded, wide-eyed. “Thanks to Khla.”

Khla gave her a nod.

I turned toward Cyclops.

The Storm Mage who’d attacked us — dark-haired, gaunt-faced — was kneeling. His teammates stood behind him, their posture defensive.

“What the hell happened?” I asked.

“He was hit by a charm,” Soren said tightly, “from the scorpionkin.”

I looked at the Storm Mage, and he averted his gaze.

“Convenient,” I said.

The Storm Mage looked up, still dazed. “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t —”

I stepped forward. “You cast Lightning Bolt at my teammate.”

“I didn’t know what I was doing,” he said, beads of perspiration on his brow. “I swear.”

“He’s clear now,” Soren said. “We handled it.”

“You didn’t handle it,” I said. “We did. That idiot could’ve killed Lazy.”

“We’re not your enemies,” the Druid cut in.

“Then stop acting like you are,” Thessa snapped.

Tension hung thick in the corridor, but Soren took control of his team. “Let’s go,” he said, “before any of us do something we might regret.”

They turned without another word and disappeared into the corridor ahead, with the Storm Mage who had attacked Lazy throwing me a last scowl over his shoulder, and I could swear there was a sneaky little smile on his face as he looked forward again.

We stood in silence for several long seconds.

Then Lazy exhaled and muttered, “That guy’s gonna get turned into a bunny if he tries that again.”

“Agreed,” Khla said.

Thessa just smirked. “We’d torch them faster than they could blink if they try something again.”

I nodded, eyes still on the hallway where they’d vanished. We were going to take the other — the one from which the scorpionkin had come. “Let’s move. And watch our backs.”


Chapter 24

As it turned out, the corridor we’d chosen was the right call.

It led deeper into the hive and widened. Heat came up to meet us, and phosphorescent light shimmered at the end until we could see that it opened into some kind of massive chamber.

The smell was that of death.

We exchanged no words — we all knew what we were stepping into. We all felt this was the final chamber, where we would meet the Boss. After a few Dungeon runs, you started to feel, to know, as if through some kind of sixth sense, when the end was nigh.

We stepped into the chamber as one, formation tight, backs straight. The air was hot, but not from heat — more like the pressure inside a swollen abscess. The ceiling arched overhead in twisted spirals of chitin and bone, lined with veins that pulsed like old muscle. The walls crawled with tiny scarabs that hissed and vanished into cracks at our approach.

In the center, atop a dais of fused corpses and fractured carapace, waited the boss.

Scion-Nox, as Alis had told us its name was.

It was a giant scorpionkin, towering and undead. Even hunched, it loomed over the room, its upper torso vaguely human but flayed open to reveal the slick workings of a magical core, a pulsing necrotic organ that pumped purple light into its limbs. Its lower body was all insect — massive, jointed legs tipped with hooks, a sweeping stinger arched over its back, dripping with something that smoked where it hit the stone.

Its voice came not from its mouth. Rather, it emanated from its body, magical in origin.

“Welcome to my hive,” it said, and its voice was disturbingly pleasant and polite for its form, somehow reminding me of a British butler or something like that.

I wanted to step forward, challenge it, but the air shook, and I had to brace myself for balance. A moment later, the glyphs around its body flared, and without another moment wasted, it raised both hands — splayed like claws — and the floor began to split.

“Minions!” I shouted.

The first wave came fast. Bone scorpions, reeking and chittering, clattered from the walls and the cracks in the floor. Carrion beetles dropped from the ceiling. A dozen. Then two dozen. Then more.

“Thessa!” I barked.

She was already moving.

“Wall of fire!”

The ring of flame exploded to life in a wide arc around our position, searing the front lines of the approaching swarm. Fire bit through carapace. The room filled with screeches and the stench of roasted shell.

“Bless!” Khla called out as she raised her hand. A burst of warmth flowed through us — Bless taking hold. I felt my stats jump.

“Lazy, try Polymorph on the Boss!”

“Copy that!” she called. “Polymorph!”

She flung the spell at the Lich, but nothing happened.

Lazy blinked. “It’s immune!”

“Try Phantasm!”

She cast again — her strongest spell, the one that could destroy a mind with its own worst fear.

Nothing. No twitch. No flinch. No reaction.

“Phantasm’s useless too,” she called, scowling.

Oh well, it was worth a try.

Just then, a wave of bone beetles surged through the Fire Wall. Half perished, but half made it through. Thessa crouched and unleashed a Fireball right into the thickest part of the breach.

BOOM.

The explosion knocked half the swarm to bits.

“Clear me a path!” I called out. “I’m gonna use Blind Spot and get behind it.”

Without another word, Thessa began blasting away, and I surged forward, casting Blind Spot as I went. Mana tore from me, cloaking my form from the boss — thankfully, it worked. I vanished from the Lich’s perception and broke formation, slipping past the crumbling frontlines, weaving down the path Thessa had cleared for me.

Once I was behind the Lich, I cast Minor Illusion, and an illusory wall sprang up between the Lich and the others — visual only, but convincing. Thick, chitinous, impassable. It wouldn’t stop a claw swipe, but between it and Thessa’s Wall of Fire, Scion-Nox couldn’t see them now.

I watched as it clicked in frustration, then raised its hand again. Black tendrils spun from its clawed fingers, sucking heat from the air as they lashed the Fire Wall and weakened it. I responded with another Minor Illusion, breaking its field of view some more, and Scion-Nox hissed in frustrated fury, wheeling around to try to find the source of the disruption.

And as it did so, Thessa came up and launched Firebolts at the boss. The Scorpionkin Lich staggered as her attacks struck home, and its stinger slammed down in response, shattering part of the floor.

The slam made us almost lose our footing, and Thessa’s barrage was momentarily halted. But even as I recovered, I saw that Scion-Nox was absorbing something. Whether it was through his stinger or in some other way I could not see, I knew he was drawing in power, growing stronger.

Then, it shrieked. Light exploded from its torso, and its legs shifted, splitting, widening. More armor grew from its spine, hard and black, and its face extended into a full chitinous mask.

“Phase change,” I growled.

We watched with dread as Scion-Nox became faster, heavier, and covered in more layers of necrotic armor that glinted black in the firelight. It moved like a spell given shape, a force of arcane decomposition wearing a body far beyond its natural span.

But this wasn’t our first rodeo. We recovered swiftly from the dreadful transformation. Khla renewed her Bless, Lazy dealt with some minions, and Thessa fired another Firebolt. Unfortunately, the projectile just splashed across its shell and seared the edge of one of its limbs, but it didn’t stagger anymore.

“Minions!” Khla barked. “Behind us!”

They surged from the far wall — more undead scorpions, chittering and screeching, fangs gnashing with necrotic venom. Half the swarm curved toward Lazy, while the others took the long arc around the room toward Khla and Thessa.

“Lazy, use Madness — hit all you can!” I shouted.

“On it!” she chirped, eyes flashing as her wand drew a line of arcane focus through the air. “Madness!” She cast the spell in rapid succession, striking three times. The minions reeled — two turned on each other, clawing and snapping, the third began chasing its own tail in slow, jerking circles.

But more still came. I stepped forward. “Charm!” I shouted, flinging the spell at another from the remaining wave, and the effect landed. Instantly, it peeled off and turned, flanking Scion-Nox from its left, slashing into the joints behind his front limbs. The lich’s body twisted in surprise just as it was about to release its necrotic tendrils, momentarily distracted.

But the rest of the scorpions came on. Khla braced herself, throwing out a Shield on herself as she tanked the attacks. Not ideal, but she was the best candidate for it, and she fought to keep the swarm occupied, giving us a chance to tackle Scion-Nox.

I darted to the side, cordoning off some fresh minions with an illusory wall, as Thessa stepped up, fire gathering in her hands. Her pupils narrowed into slits.

“FIREBALL!”

The blast tore through the chamber, hit just beneath the lich’s ribcage, and exploded outward in a column of heat and raw force. The core pulsed — flickered — and the necrotic glow dimmed. It stumbled again. Parts of its shell sloughed off in ribbons of burning carapace.

We had it. It was slowing.

It stepped forward and swung at Lazy, who rolled away at the last moment. Then, it clawed at Thessa, who was slower, and she staggered back as blood was drawn from her arm. But even in the chaos of dealing with the swarm, Khla was quick enough to cast Heal before renewing Shield.

Thessa flung another Firebolt as Scion-Nox, enraged now, foolishly stepped into the Wall of Fire. It screeched and reeled even as it struck, and Lazy and Thessa began a deadly dance with it, avoiding those sharp-ended legs and claws as Lazy used Polymorph and Madness to keep the minions from Thessa, while Thessa launched Firebolt after Firebolt. Scion-Nox weakened, and I used Minor Illusion to control it, calling up barriers and fake targets to make sure that it didn’t attack Thessa or Lazy.

And we were doing it. It was reeling, weakened. Chunks of chitin plating and necrotic flesh fell off, and it staggered and sank to its knees.

“Keep it up!” Lazy shouted.

And then—

“Wade!” Khla growled. “We’ve got company!”

From the side corridor, bootsteps echoed.

Team Cyclops.

They entered fast, sleek, coordinated — Soren in the lead, his glaive glowing faintly as he charged in, the two Storm Mages and the Druid trailing in formation behind him. One look told me they were barely scratched.

I knew at once that they’d come to steal the kill.

Soren’s eyes locked on the wounded lich, and his hand tightened around his weapon. “Stand down,” he barked. “We’ll take it down.”

The faun Storm Mage rolled her shoulders, sparks dancing down her coat. “This thing’s ours now.”

“Not a chance,” I said.

Soren started forward anyway, glaive rising.

I didn’t think. I cast.

A chunk of the ceiling above them appeared to groan and splinter as I cast Minor Illusion — cracks spiderwebbing, glowing red-hot. It looked ready to collapse. The illusion wasn’t just visual — it carried the soft grind of shifting stone, the hiss of heat. Good enough to make them flinch.

And flinch they did.

The Storm Mages backpedaled, and even Soren took half a step back, glancing upward instinctively.

That half-second was all we needed.

“Thessa!” I roared.

“I know!”

She was already mid-cast. Her hands crackled with flame, and she poured it all into the final spell.

“FIREBALL!”

It launched like a comet, hit dead center of the core.

The explosion was blinding. Chunks of dead flesh were launched through the chamber, bone and chitin scattering as Scion-Nox let out an ear-rending howl. Its magical center lit up, intensified, and then exploded.

With a shriek, Scion-Nox was split down the middle. Smoking and twitching, it collapsed into its own ichor, leaking from more than a dozen wounds.

The System pinged. A notification flashed, but I didn’t even have time to register the words.

Because the air exploded behind me.

A Lightning Bolt arced from the male Storm Mage, slamming into my side. My ribs felt like they snapped. I spun sideways and hit the ground, smoke rising from my robes.

Then came the second hit.

Ice Shard. From the faun Storm Mage.

Sharp. Brutal. It pierced just above my hip and stayed there, crackling with frost. The pain was brutal, but I had a moment to curse my fascination with the death scene of Scion-Nox, drawing all my attention.

But then again, an open attack like that? Who could’ve expected?

“WADE!” Thessa screamed.

I coughed — hard. My vision blurred, and it was Khla who saved me.

“HEAL.”

Warmth surged through me as her magic took hold, pulling the cold from my side, mending skin, sealing the worst of it.

From the corner of my eye, through the needles of pain, I saw the two Storm Mages approach, magic alive in their hands, hate in their expressions. Soren and the Druid were farther back, and by the horrified looks on their faces, I knew they hadn’t planned on their buddies doing this.

But Thessa came up to intercept even as I tried to get to my feet. Her Fireball spell was already forming in her hands again, her expression feral. Her hair flared around her head like a crown of fire, her eyes glowing molten red.

“You bastards—”

Then Lusinder’s voice filled the chamber.

“Team Cyclops. You are disqualified for direct assault on another team. You will be removed.”

Light enveloped Cyclops. The Storm Mages looked up in shock, but it was too late. One blink, and they were gone, and Soren and the Druid followed behind.

Teleported out. Disqualified. Disgraced.

Silence fell.

I sat up, teeth clenched, and exhaled slowly.

“Okay,” I muttered. “That… sucked.”

Khla was with me in a moment, casting another Heal to have her magic close my remaining wounds. I had received more than 30 damage, and if it hadn’t been for the boost to Corpus from Khla’s Bless, I would have been dead.

Thessa dropped to her knees beside me and wrapped her arms around me in a fierce grip, her cheek pressing against mine. “I almost lost it,” she whispered. “I was going to turn them into ash.”

“You would’ve,” I whispered back. “And it wouldn’t have been wrong.”

Lazy sat down beside us, legs crossed, brushing soot off her coat. She joined the hug, and I could tell she was crying. “Why would they do that?” she whimpered. “I hate those stupid, stupid, stupid stupid-heads!”

“Yeah, me too,” I said, grinning and kissing her, then Thessa. One of my hands found Khla’s, and her touch was warm as she leaned in to hug me as well. She wasn’t the type, but in this situation, she wanted to as well.

I held my girls close, adrenaline fading. The boss was down, Team Cyclops was gone, and we were still standing.


Chapter 25

Cindervault was quiet when we returned. It made sense; after today, there were only two teams left.

We were tired, and our boots scraped the flagstone as we made our way, following Lusinder in his flowing robe. Khla walked a step ahead of the group, ever on guard, while Lazy leaned into my side with one arm draped casually around my shoulder. Thessa was to my left, fingers still stained with soot, her clothes reeking faintly of scorched chitin. She hadn’t stopped smiling. Not once.

Lusinder had not told us anything — not about Team Cyclops’ fate or what the results had been of the semifinals between Team Manticore and Team Sapphire, although I had a sneaking suspicion that it was Salee’s team that had won that bout.

In fact, Lusinder hadn’t even officially told us we’d won this round, but considering Team Cyclops had been disqualified and we beat the boss, it stood to reason that we did.

Finally, Lusinder opened a high and heavy wooden door and beckoned for us to step in.

The room beyond was empty except for Trixie, who leapt up from a chair with a cheer the moment she spotted us.

“YAY! My babies made it!” she squealed. “You guys were so cool! Like, seriously — BOOM, and then you were all like PSHHH and then the bugs were like eeeeeee and then that big scorpion guy was like RAWR and then—” She then regained her composure and struck a pose, fist to hip, pointing dramatically with her other hand like she was mid-recruiting commercial. “You won! Like, you really won!”

Khla exhaled through her nose, already annoyed at the elf girl’s antics. “Yes. We know.”

Lazy, however, saw her energy levels exponentially increased as Trixie spoke. She had begun hopping and clapping the moment Trixie had said “YAY,” and by now she was close to hitting the ceiling. “Yay!” she just echoed.

Thessa gave a little bow. “Thank you, O Dramatic Herald.”

“I was watching from the scry-orbs,” Trixie added, nearly vibrating. “You guys were amazing. Lazy’s bunny spell? Iconic. Thessa’s Fireball spam? Girl, you’re basically a nuke with legs. And Wade — like, whoa. That last illusion? Genius! Cyclops totally got punked.”

“I try,” I said with a smile. “Didn’t expect the lightning to the ribs as a thank-you, though.”

Trixie winced, her fingers curling around a lock of blonde hair. “Yeah… that was, like… not cute. They totally broke the rules.”

“They tried to kill Wade,” Lazy muttered, sliding onto a bench. “He still smells like fried human.”

“Smells like victory,” I joked.

Thessa grinned and poked me. “Well, it scared Mrs. Aurelius.”

“Oooooooh!” Trixie purred, her blue lookers turning wide. “You guys got married?”

“Demonic marriage pact,” I said.

“Best kind of marriage!” she squealed while waving her hands, then hopped forward to give Thessa a congratulatory hug. She then clapped her hands together. “Okay, okay! So, good news first: you’re in the finals! Whoo!” She spun, did a little hop-step that would’ve looked graceful if not for the way she nearly took out a candelabra with her elbow, and turned back to us with a wide grin. “Bad news is… well…”

The air shifted. A familiar pressure slid into the room like a long shadow. Alis…

No announcement. Just a presence — the kind that made the temperature drop a couple of degrees. Her white robes whispered over the floor. Her silver eyes locked onto us with the weight of judgment, and her voice — smooth, cold, and imperious — cut clean through the room.

“We are pleased,” she said, gaze sweeping the group. “And surprised.”

Khla’s brow twitched. Lazy leaned sideways toward Thessa and whispered, “That’s, like, the nicest thing she’s ever said.”

Thessa gave a slow nod. “She’s probably dying inside from being so cordial.”

Alis continued. “You dispatched the Hive. You endured Cyclops’s treachery. You kept your formation. Your performance exceeded expectation.” She paused, then added — like it physically pained her to do so, “Well done.”

“Wow,” Thessa said softly. “She really said it.”

“She did,” I said. “I heard it. Someone write it down before the memory fades.”

Alis’s lips thinned. “Your irreverence will not serve you in the final match.”

“Wasn’t planning on relying on it,” I said.

She moved past us without another word, standing near the long stone hearth, pale hands clasped behind her back. Her profile was as regal as a statue. Her eyes didn’t leave us.

“Wait,” Lazy said. “Final? As in, final-final?”

“Yep!” Trixie chirped, hopping forward and clasping her hands beneath her chin. “Final-final! Tomorrow! You’ll be fighting — drumroll please —”

No one gave her a drumroll.

“— Team Manticore!”

The words landed like stone. Thessa’s smile cooled. Lazy stopped swaying her tail. Khla’s eyes narrowed just a fraction. Apparently, the girls hadn’t been giving it much thought, but I had kind of expected it.

I leaned forward slightly. “So, they won?”

“Mmhmm!” Trixie beamed, oblivious to the rising tension. “They totally trounced Team Sapphire. Like, whoa. It wasn’t even close. I mean, I thought Sapphire had it in them, but Manticore just, like, exploded all over the Dungeon. Boom, zap, eek, crunch, and then it was done.” She made a little explosion gesture with her hands.

“And no disqualifications?” Thessa asked, lips tight.

“Nope!”

“Guess they played it clean,” I muttered.

Khla folded her arms. “Or their methods didn’t look like violations.”

Alis turned slightly. “Manticore played to the edge of the rules. Efficient. Dirty. Ruthless.”

“Dirty,” Lazy echoed, not very happy.

Trixie just giggled and swayed side to side. “Krysfelt vs. Krysfelt in the finals! Oooooh, derby finals! Don’t you just love it?”

“I’d love it more if I didn’t think they were going to do whatever they can to take us out,” Lazy said.

“Yup!” Trixie sang as if that was a good thing.

“We warned you,” Alis said, her tone neutral. “Team Manticore lacks honor, but they are formidable. They see every fight as an opportunity to humiliate. And to dominate. Salee is a good leader.”

Either I heard wrong, or there was some kind of… something in her voice. And when she spoke of Salee… I suddenly recalled that strange scene when I had run into Salee and Alis — when something had passed between them. I was really beginning to wonder what the deal there was.

“Sounds like someone’s projecting,” Thessa muttered, picking up on what I had. Alis didn’t respond, but the temperature dropped another degree.

Trixie, ever the sunshine in a blizzard, clapped. “Anyway! You guys are totally going to smash them. I mean, you’ve got, like, heart and power and totally better hair. Plus, I bet they don’t even know you’ve got new spells!”

“I’m not worried about our loadouts,” I said. “I’m worried about how they’ll come at us. Salee’s not the type to wait for fate. She’ll already have something in place.”

Alis stepped forward now, her white robes flowing like sheets of ice. “We will watch them,” she said. “But prepare yourselves for… unorthodox tactics.”

“We will,” I said. “We are ready.”

Alis inclined her head a fraction. “Good.” Then she turned and glided from the hall, vanishing like a candle flame snuffed in a draft.

Trixie watched her go, then turned back to us and wiggled her fingers. “Sooo… food?”

“Yes,” Thessa said instantly. “All of it.”

Lazy nodded and flopped sideways on a chair. “I want six rolls and maybe a turkey leg.”

I chuckled and nodded at Trixie. “Yeah, we could do with something to eat…”
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Dinner was… awkward.

There were two teams left in the Games, and that meant only two tables occupied the vast stone hall. Ours, near the hearth. And theirs. Team Manticore.

The long wooden hall, with its arching ceiling and iron chandeliers, echoed every sound. The quiet between bites. The clink of cutlery. The occasional thwunk of Lazy knocking a heel against her chair leg in rhythmic, annoyed boredom.

And then there was the heat. Not from the fire. From the stares.

Team Manticore was seated at their table like they were royalty slumming it in a public court. Varga slouched, her black clothes matching the black ribbon tied haphazardly around her tail. She picked at a piece of roasted meat with one clawed finger and sniffed it before eating. Rohuga was already halfway through her second drumstick and wasn’t bothering with a plate. Salee sat at the center, flanked by the others like a queen with her war council. Her pale hair hung in immaculate waves, and her smile had the tight precision of a dagger about to slip under your ribs.

And Landura — Landura wasn’t even pretending to eat. And why would she? She was a vampire. She just watched us. Me, specifically.

Her elbow rested on the table, chin in hand, and her blue eyes tracked my every motion. She licked her lips once. Slowly.

Thessa noticed.

Of course she did.

“Don’t,” I muttered quietly under my breath.

“I didn’t say anything,” she snapped back. Quiet. Controlled. But her fire was already rising.

“You didn’t need to,” I said.

Lazy snorted beside me and leaned back in her chair, casting a glance over. “They’re already making bets on how deep they can get under our skin before dessert.”

“They won’t succeed,” Khla said simply.

“Pfft,” Lazy said. “Give it a minute.”

Across the room, Landura finally stood. Her movement was slow, deliberate. Her black velvet gown shimmered as she walked — straight toward us, hips swaying like she was on stage.

I didn’t move, but Thessa did. She shifted slightly forward in her seat, hand tensing around her goblet.

Landura stopped just past the midpoint between the two tables, close enough to be noticed, far enough to feign casual distance. “Well, well, the pretty boy and his fangirls made it.”

Thessa’s cup hit the table a little too hard.

“Hi, Landura,” I said, keeping my voice flat.

She smiled, all lip and fang. “No need to be cold, my pretty. I heard you got married. Congratulations. Hopefully, you’re polyamorous…”

Thessa stood.

Lazy caught her robe with one hand. “Don’t,” she whispered. “Not worth the drama.”

Landura turned toward Thessa now. “Ah, the blushing bride. How utterly charming. I hope Wade didn’t sign anything too binding. It would be a shame if someone better came along.”

“Why don’t you buzz off and find some blood, mosquito,” Thessa said.

“Ooh,” Landura hummed. “So fierce. I can see why he likes you. But personally, I think he’ll like me better than he likes you once I’ve given him a little ride and a few nibbles. My thralls love me.” She struck a salacious pose, and while she was certainly pretty, there was also something rotten about her.

I mean, she was technically dead. That wasn’t really my thing.

“How about you just leave us alone, Landura,” I said. “Everyone here has been taunting us. See what it brought them? We’re still here; they’re all gone. If we were impressed by your shade slinging, we would’ve already gotten our asses kicked.”

“But getting your ass kicked can be so much fun,” she hummed, leaning forward to afford me a look down her pale cleavage.

“Take a hike, bloodsucker,” Khla said.

Landura blinked at her, and for a moment she looked genuinely surprised to be addressed. “And the orc speaks. How unexpected.” She laughed, low and delighted, as her eyes turned back to me. “You have your hands full, don’t you? I’m just saying, if you ever get bored of all the snarling and hissing, come see me. I have very few rules…” she made a face at Lazy. “… and even less fur.”

“Tempting,” I said. “But I prefer heartbeats.”

Landura growled at that. At that moment, the rest of Team Manticore began to rise. Salee came forward with deliberate poise, her footsteps barely audible.

“Now, now,” she said in a voice that could’ve passed for sweet — if you had the emotional intelligence of an eggplant. “Landura, dear. You’ll wear them out before the match.”

“I was just welcoming them back after such a harrowing dungeon,” Landura said, turning back with mock innocence.

Salee looked at me now. Direct. Eyes wide and guileless as ever. “Wade Aurelius. It’s really impressive, what you’ve managed. A misfit band. A little luck. A little fire. You’ve come far.”

“Thanks,” I said. “And who knows, we might come a little farther, still…”

She nodded. “Tomorrow, we’ll see.”

Thessa, still standing, spoke again. “Go back to your table, Salee. You’ve said your piece.”

“Have I?” Salee asked, smile widening just enough. “I was just wondering why Wade hasn’t quit yet. It must be exhausting. All that carrying.”

“Is this supposed to get under our skin?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” Salee said sweetly. “This is just foreplay.”

“Does Wade like foreplay?” Landura purred. “I don’t… I like to go straight to the pain.” She snapped her fangs at me.

“Cool it, bloodsucker,” Thessa growled.

“Oh, I suck more than just blood, sweetie,” she purred, licking her lips.

At that, Thessa stepped around the table. But I had expected it, and I caught her wrist. Firm. Fast. She stared at me. Her tail was rigid. Her eyes burned. But she didn’t pull away.

Across from us, Salee smiled with open delight. “So much fire,” she mused. “But so fragile. Makes you wonder what kind of cracks the finals might expose, doesn’t it?”

“You’ll find out,” I said. “Tomorrow.”

Khla rose now, blocking our view of Salee with the full breadth of her shoulders. “You have your answer, elf. Leave.”

For a moment, no one moved.

Then, with an exaggerated sigh, Landura turned on her heel. “I suppose I’ll save the leash until after the final, then.”

Salee gave me one last look. Just a twitch of the eye. “See you on the sand, Wade.”

“Count on it.”

They left as they came. Quiet. Arrogant. Only when they were gone did I release Thessa’s wrist.

She didn’t say anything. Just exhaled and sat down hard, her hands in fists on the table.

Lazy flopped back in her seat and groaned. “I hate them. I hate them so much.”

“Agreed,” Khla said. “But hatred will not aid us.”

I sat again, reaching for my goblet. “They’re playing the same game Cyclops tried. Mind games. Disruption. Only smarter.”

“And sluttier,” Thessa said acidly.

“Thessa…”

“I know. I’m fine. Just… give me a minute.”

I did, and the rest of dinner passed without interruption. No more taunts. No more jokes. Just four of us. Quiet. Focused. Watching the fire.

And waiting for tomorrow.


Chapter 26

The morning of the finals came fast.

We’d slept — barely. Not from nerves. Not even from anticipation. We were past that. We were just… switched on. Like the part of your brain that normally lets you relax had gone quiet for now. We ate in silence, suited up, and followed Lusinder down into the briefing chamber.

The doors were already open when we arrived.

Trixie was there, perched on the edge of the round stone table like it was a piece of gym equipment. She had her feet tucked up under her in that casual, acrobat way of hers, golden hair swept into a half-bun that looked like it had been styled while falling through the air. Her bow leaned against the table at her side, and she was chewing something. Gum, probably.

Alis stood across from her, framed by the torches. Her robe was flawless. Not a wrinkle, not a scuff. Her silver eyes didn’t blink as we entered.

“Hi team!” Trixie chirped. “Okay! So this is it. The big one. The boom-boom round. The grand finale!”

“Morning,” I said, stepping into the circle with the girls behind me. Thessa took up position just to my left, Lazy flopped into a chair and kicked her feet up, and Khla remained standing behind me as usual — silent, steady.

Alis inclined her head. “We are glad you are not late.”

“We haven’t been late once,” Thessa said.

“Correct. It would be unfortunate if your final performance broke the pattern.”

Lazy stretched and yawned loudly, ears flattening and then perking again. “So,” she said, “where are you sending us this time? Lava volcano? Soul tomb? Maybe a frozen meat locker full of yetis?”

Trixie snapped her fingers and grinned. “Ooooh, meat locker, cute! But nope. You’re going to the Obsidian Labyrinth.”

Khla’s brow furrowed slightly. “Never heard of it.”

“Most people haven’t!” Trixie said, now bouncing off the table and skipping over to the chalkboard that had been dragged in from somewhere. She grabbed a stick of white and began sketching. “It’s, like, super ancient and buried under five hundred layers of stone and memory. Imagine a maze… but if the maze hated you, fed on despair, and could smell you coming.”

“So… a maze,” Lazy said.

“Exactly!” She clapped her hands.

Thessa squinted. “What’s the objective?”

Alis stepped forward. “There is a relic. A staff of black crystal. Your task is to retrieve it and exit. First team to do so wins.”

“So it’s a race,” I said.

“Essentially.”

“And the boss?”

Trixie leaned in. “There is a boss. A big one. Bone Sovereign. Giant skeletal centaur. Basically a screaming pile of rage. But” — she raised a finger — “you don’t have to kill it.”

I blinked. “Wait. Really?”

Trixie nodded. “Yep. If you can snatch the relic without getting flattened, that’s good enough. The system will register possession and extraction. It’s like… you know. Capture the flag. With teeth.”

“So, it’s not a combat trial,” Khla said.

Trixie beamed. “It can be. But it doesn’t have to be.”

“That’s unusual,” I said. “Most dungeons are boss-gated.”

“This one’s built different,” Trixie said, wagging her eyebrows. “It’s all about the path. You’ll have to navigate the structure, fight or evade whatever’s inside, and figure out how to bypass the Sovereign’s chamber.”

“How big are we talking?” I asked.

“That is for you to find out.”

“What about traps?” Thessa asked.

Trixie nodded. “Oh yeah.”

“Some rooms affect perception,” Alis said. “Illusions, auditory phantoms. Very advanced constructs. We believe the Sovereign uses them to confuse and wear down intruders before finishing them.”

Lazy whistled. “Charming.”

“Team Manticore is going in at the same time?” I said. “Just like always.”

“Correct,” Alis said. “There are two access points. You and they will begin at opposite ends. The Dungeon’s interior is symmetrical, but the challenges may differ.”

“So we won’t meet right away,” I said. “But we might later.”

Alis nodded once. “If your paths intersect, engagement is permitted. But remember the rules. No lethal force. No attempts to circumvent the dungeon by breaking spatial boundaries. And no outside help.”

“Is the relic unique?” Khla asked. “Or does each team have one assigned?”

Trixie shook her head. “There’s only one ‘real’ relic. The System’s watching it. It’ll know who gets it first.”

Lazy grinned. “It’s a race. Got it.”

Thessa glanced at me. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“That we’re better off stealing it than fighting for it?”

She nodded.

“Exactly. But what happens if both teams get there at once?”

Trixie smiled brightly. “Then we get a show!”

Alis cut in. “You will not be penalized for strategic use of magic and terrain. But any attempt to injure will be treated as sabotage. Any use of illusion to mimic the relic will be logged and rejected. The System is… aware.”

“Illusion won’t cut it,” Lazy murmured. “Got it.”

“And the Sovereign?” I asked. “Any weaknesses?”

Alis gave me a long, cold look. “If it had any, we would not say so.”

Right.

Thessa ran a hand through her hair. “So: sneak in, survive traps, evade a soul-powered monstrosity, and hope Manticore doesn’t stab us in the back before we make it out.”

“Yep!” Trixie said. “And don’t forget to smile for the scry-orbs. This one’s live.”

“Oh, joy,” Lazy groaned. “Our humiliation will be broadcast.”

“Or your triumph,” Khla said.

Trixie gave us a thumbs-up. “You guys are the favorites, you know.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Mmhmm,” she nodded. “Not publicly, but, like… privately. In staff betting circles.”

Thessa grinned. “Betting circles?”

“Alis didn’t hear that,” Trixie whispered.

“We did,” Alis said.

Trixie chuckled and gave a playful shrug.

I turned to the others. “Alright. We know the plan. We don’t have to kill the boss. But we’ll prepare in case we have to. We move fast. We don’t get bogged down. And we don’t let Manticore dictate the pace.”

Khla nodded. “Agreed.”

“Then let’s finish this,” I said.

Trixie beamed. “That’s the spirit! Alright, lovebugs — gear check in ten. Portal room opens in twenty. Final match starts in thirty.”

Alis turned on her heel. “We will observe. Do not disappoint us.”

As she swept from the room, the temperature returned to normal. Trixie, however, lingered to offer us a warm smile. I knew we had grown on her, and she on us. “Good luck, Chimera,” she said. “And hey… no matter what happens? You’ve already done us proud.”

We exchanged looks and hard nods. It was time.
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The teleportation chamber felt different this last time. Of course, the walls were the same — the black volcanic stone, the concentric ring of spell-etched runes, the smell of iron and ozone. But the air was tight. Heavy. This was the final confrontation.

We stood in silence near our portal ring, checking gear and spell components. Lazy adjusted the grip on her new wand. Thessa cracked her knuckles. Khla checked the clasps on her armor without a word.

I was doing what I always did before a mission — looking for holes in the plan.

That was when Team Manticore arrived.

Salee stepped through the doorway first, all serene poise in pale blue, her white-blonde hair tucked perfectly behind one ear. Varga followed next, her tail flicking in sharp, annoyed movements, black boots clacking deliberately loud against the floor. Rohuga padded in behind her, all muscle and bounce, licking sauce off her thumb like she’d just snacked on a raw steak. And last came Landura, who didn’t so much walk as flow, hips swaying, smile already loaded.

Thessa tensed.

“Easy,” I muttered.

Salee spotted us and gave a smile that could’ve been carved from soap. “Good morning, Chimera.”

Lazy looked up from inspecting her tail. “Look who learned manners.”

Salee ignored her. Her eyes settled on me. “It’s sweet, you know. The way you try so hard. The way you make them believe you’re something more than a boy playing dress-up with borrowed magic and girls who are just… too loud.”

Thessa’s hands lit up before she even thought about it.

Thessa tensed up and so did Lazy.

Rohuga barked a laugh. “Look at the kitty — already arching her back.”

“Calm the hell down,” I said. “This is beneath both teams.”

Landura giggled. “Oh, darling. The only thing beneath me is you, if I get my way.”

“Ugh, you thirsty slut!” Thessa snapped. “I’m gonna…”

I held her back even as Lusinder appeared between us like a spell-trigger. His robe swirled as he stepped into the middle, staff thumping once on the floor. “Enough,” he said. Calm. Low. But final. “The games are not yet over. The field of battle lies ahead, not here. If you disgrace yourselves now, you will not be going.”

Salee folded her hands sweetly. “We’re perfectly composed.”

Lusinder’s eyes scanned the circle. He paused on me, then Thessa, then Landura. “I will say this once: if the final descends into petty theatrics, we will intervene.”

He raised a hand. The teleportation rings around the two platforms began to glow. Runic lines lit in sequence, humming.

Team Manticore stepped into their ring in loose formation — Varga and Rohuga on point, Landura behind, Salee at the rear, arms behind her back like a commander preparing for parade.

I turned to the girls. “Ready?”

Thessa gave a gruff nod. “Let’s win this thing.”

Khla nodded. “Indeed.”

Lazy grinned and cracked her neck. “Let’s go get a cup.”

We stepped into our ring, and the world twisted away around us.

The first breath hit like smoke.

The air was damp, metallic. The walls around us were obsidian-black and veined with glowing red light — pulsing, like something ancient was still breathing deep under the floor. Every stone was too smooth and sharp and wicked.

I checked our surroundings fast — narrow corridor, ten feet wide, eight feet high, flat floor.

“I don’t see any lights,” Thessa murmured.

“Just the walls,” I said. “Let’s not trust that.”

Khla got to work immediately lighting a torch. “Movement pattern?”

“As usual,” I said, peering into the darkness that the flickering light turned at bay.

A moment later, the torch was on, and we were headed down the corridor. But it was still dark, and fifteen steps in, I felt something give under me. There was a slight click under my foot.

“Oh shi—”

The wall to my left hissed.

A spear shot out — solid obsidian tipped with jagged glass. It moved fast, but Khla was faster.

“Shield!” she called out, and she thrust her arm out, aura blooming between me and the point. The spear smashed into the magical barrier with a crash, ricocheted off, and shattered against the opposite wall. The barrier flickered, dimmed.

I felt the jolt in my shoulder where it had grazed me. Despite the Shield, the edge had kissed the bone, and I didn’t spend too long wondering how bad it could have been.

Khla was already moving. “Hold still.” She knelt. One hand glowed. A soft pressure hit my ribs, and the pain pulled back like a retreating tide.

“There,” she said. “Superficial wound.”

“Not if you hadn’t caught it,” I said, throwing her an appreciative look that made her smile.

Thessa dropped to one knee beside me. “You alright?” she hummed, her eyes full of concern for me.

“I’m good.” I met her eyes. “Let’s keep it up, hm? Just a minor setback.”

She gave one nod. “Alright.”

I took a moment to shake it off and let my body make the pain of the healed wound fade away. Then, we moved on, a little more careful this time.


Chapter 27

We advanced more cautiously after the spear trap. No chatter, just breathing and the faint hiss of torchfire as I led us deeper into the maze. The floor was smooth, the air humid, and the deeper we went, the more it felt like the walls themselves were watching.

After what must’ve been ten minutes — maybe more, maybe less, time was acting strange — we hit a fork. Two paths. Identical. Left sloped down. Right leveled out.

I paused. “Downward path likely leads deeper.”

“Which could mean the relic,” Khla said.

“Or a trap,” Thessa muttered.

Lazy was already crouching, running a hand across the seam where the two corridors met. “No heat difference. No illusion shimmer either. They both look real.”

“They do,” I agreed.

Without discussion, we went left. By now, we’d done enough runs to know there was little point in discussing which way to turn when all ways seemed the same. We pressed on, knowing time saved not discussing would work to our advantage.

It turned out to be another long corridor. Same dark stone, same red veins. Same claustrophobic pressure crawling over our skin.

Then came a curved bend. We followed it. Khla’s torchlight cast shadows in sharp angles, and we went on like that for a while, until we emerged in a hallway that looked… familiar. Too familiar.

My brow furrowed.

“Hold up,” I said. “This looks… off.”

Thessa gave me a look. “Off how?”

“I’ve seen that crack in the wall before,” I said, pointing. “And that notch in the floor. That’s the same corridor we were in ten minutes ago.”

Khla slowed. “We’ve looped?”

“Maybe,” I said. “But we never turned around.”

Lazy squinted ahead. “It does feel like we’ve been walking forever.”

I pulled a chalk stick from my belt pouch. “I’m marking it.” I stepped up to the nearest wall and drew a quick X and stepped back.

There was no X.

“What?” I muttered.

The girls came up behind me, studying the same place where I was pretty damn sure I’d just left a mark.

“What just happened?” Lazy asked.

“I… marked it with chalk,” I muttered, and it disappeared right away.

“That can’t be right,” Thessa hummed.

“Yeah, no shit,” I muttered, still staring at the spot. I tried again, but I got the same result. The chalk never appeared on the wall even though it seemed to touch it. The chalk itself wasn’t used, either, nothing to indicate that it had just drawn on a wall.

“Nope,” I said. “No chalk; that’s not right.”

Thessa stared. “You sure?”

“Try it,” I said, handing her the chalk. We went through a futile round of everyone trying, Khla last.

“It is true,” Khla confirmed, her eyes narrowed as she took in the dungeon around us. “He’s right.”

“It’s an illusion,” I said. “It has to be.”

Lazy stepped forward, kneeling at the edge of the wall. “Could be a visual repeater. Or it could be a full overlay,” she said. “Either way, we’re not moving forward.”

Khla glanced behind us. “Then what have we been moving through?”

“Don’t know,” I said. “But it sure as hell isn’t progress.”

Lazy crawled on hands and knees now, sniffing slightly, pressing her cheek to the floor. Her tail flicked once. “This is the place where the illusion spell was cast,” she says. “It’s anchored here somewhere.”

“How can you tell?” Thessa tried to ask, but Lazy raised a finger.

“Shhh… Look there,” she muttered. “Left wall. Half a foot up. There’s a gap.”

She pointed.

I stepped closer. It looked like nothing — just another seam in the stone. But as I leaned in, I saw it: a recess the size of a coin.

“Looks like a niche,” I said.

“It’s the anchor point,” Lazy said with confidence. And just like that, she extended one boot and touched the tip to the inside of the gap — slow, precise, like she was defusing a bomb. She held it there, pressure steady.

A moment later, the corridor shimmered, and peeled away.

Reality snapped back like a rubber band.

We weren’t in a corridor at all. We stood in the center of a circular stone room, fifteen feet across, ringed by obsidian mirrors. Each mirror reflected not us, but false versions — projections of our group moving through identical-looking hallways, caught in endless loops.

Khla turned slowly. “It was a decoy chamber.”

Thessa swore. “And we were the rats.”

I exhaled. “Lazy. Nice work.”

She stood, dusting her knees. “Illusion anchor,” she said. “Low level glyph. Half-obscured. They did a clean job hiding it, but it was a variant I’ve seen before.”

Thessa tilted her head. “That’s what I was about to ask you. How do you know all this?”

“I saw it at Huzencraft,” Lazy said. “Back in Seattle. When I broke into their faculty vault to steal my Polymorph book.”

Thessa blinked. “Wow…”

“I told you,” Lazy said, brushing hair out of her eyes. “I didn’t get that spell from the market.”

Khla turned to her. “How did you know how to deal with it?”

She stretched her arms behind her back. “I did my homework. I found a senior who was part of the warding team, and after a few drinks he explained how they kept the glyph from being easily broken and how the spell was anchored and deactivated. He was so proud of it, I’m pretty sure he would’ve told me without the drinks.”

Thessa stared at her. “Wow… I just… my whole image of you is changing.”

“Please,” Lazy said. “I know what I’m doing… sometimes. Either way, I’m not bad at what I do.”

Khla raised an eyebrow. “It was effective.”

Thessa shook her head, but she was smiling. “Well, that’s the kind of resourcefulness I respect.”

I looked at Lazy. “Seriously. That saved us a lot of time. Could’ve wandered in here for a very long time… until it was too late, in fact.”

She puffed up proudly. “Well, I’m cute and useful.”

Thessa snorted. “Yeah, yeah. Enough of that already!”

“Oh,” Lazy said. “I can’t gloat? But you can?”

“Yes.”

“You’re the worst!”

I chuckled and gestured for them to calm down. “Alright, let’s not get sidetracked.” I stepped into the cleared area and turned one slow circle. The real path forward had revealed itself — an open stone archway on the far side of the chamber. The red glow pulsed beyond.

“Looks like our exit,” I said. “We’re back on track. Let’s move.”
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The next corridor narrowed into a downward spiral, the stone underfoot turning slick with condensation. The red glow in the walls had faded to a dull pulse, but we could see well enough by the light of our torch. At the bottom, the tunnel opened into a tall, hexagonal chamber with smooth obsidian walls and a high, vaulted ceiling lost in shadow.

But the way ahead was not clear — three archways awaited, each blocked by a magical barrier. One was red, one blue, and one a pale, sickly white. The barriers pulsed in sequence, one after the other, like a rhythm. Each throb of magic sent a ripple through the room.

We would have to pass through all three to reach the far side of the room.

Khla raised her torch. “Another conundrum,” she growled. “Our exit path is sealed.”

“No,” I said, moving forward. “Not sealed. Look, it’s a test.”

Etched above the center archway, nearly lost in the glossy black stone, was a line of ancient script. The letters shimmered faintly as we drew closer. I read aloud:

“By fire, by water, and by bone…”

Lazy squinted. “That’s not vague and ominous at all.”

I looked at the three archways. The red barrier for fire. The blue one for water. The pale one for bone. It was easy enough to guess. “Each phrase corresponds to a barrier,” I said. “Three keys to three barriers: three elements.”

Thessa stepped up beside me. “I’ve got fire. That’s the easy one.”

“And water?” Lazy asked.

“I’ve got that,” I said, and reached into my satchel.

Lazy blinked. “You do?”

I pulled out the Hallowed Horn and showed it to the girls. Honestly, I never left home without the thing since I’d acquired it in Hirfangr when saving Lazy. Wherever one went, an endless supply of potable water was never bad. “Endless water,” I said, holding it up.

Thessa let out a short laugh. “Wade, that’s perfect. I forgot you even had it.”

“Still here,” I said with a grin. “Let’s try these first two, hm?”

Thessa nodded and cracked her knuckles as she moved toward the red one. “Stand back.” She gathered power into her palm, magic flaring bright orange between her fingers. “Firebolt.”

The bolt lanced forward, hit the red barrier dead-center, and detonated in a tight, controlled blast of flame. The barrier shimmered, cracked, and burst like shattering glass.

“That’s the first,” Thessa said, dusting her hands before she gave me a nod.

I stepped up to the blue barrier. I uncapped the horn, tilted it forward, and let a stream of cool, clear water splash against the glowing field.

It hissed. Cracked. Then dissolved in a wave of blue sparks.

“Another down,” I said, recapping the horn.

“And now we’re out of easy,” Thessa muttered.

All four of us stared at the last barrier, bone white and flickering like candlelight. Of course, we had plenty of bones between the four of us, but I somehow got the feeling that stepping into the barrier just like that wouldn’t be a great idea. Just to check, I took a piece of paper from my pack, crumpled it up, and tossed it into the portal.

Zap.

It disintegrated. And not only that, the others reactivated, and we quickly had to go through opening them again. Luckily, we had plenty of Firebolts and water to spare, although Thessa did take a moment to meditate.

As she sat down, Lazy crossed her arms. “Well, unless you’ve got a skeleton in your bag, we’re stuck.”

I frowned, thought, scanned the room again for hints, and then I turned to Lazy. “Let me see your pack.”

She gave me a look. “Why?”

“Just… trust me.”

She shrugged and tossed it over. I caught it, rummaged through quickly — and found what I was looking for.

“Aha.”

I pulled out her comb — the one she had taken with her to Cindervault and had carried with her on every run so far. I had remembered correctly; it was made of bone. Carved, curved, and smooth. The teeth were long and delicate, and the end had a little heart-shaped inlay.

Lazy blinked. “Wait. Wait, wait. You’re not seriously about to…”

I turned the comb over in my hand. “It’s real bone, right?”

“Yeah, but…”

“We need bone. This is bone.” I held it up. “This might do it.”

Lazy groaned. “Ugh, but that’s my favorite one! You know how hard it is to find actual well-crafted accessories that aren’t dipped in glitter these days?”

“I’ll buy you a new one,” I said. “With glitters.”

She fluttered her lips. “You better buy me three, Wade. No glitters.”

“I like glitters,” Thessa hummed.

“SHUSH!” Lazy snapped before looking at me again. “Three. No glitters.”

“Deal.”

I stepped forward and extended the comb toward the pale-white field. At first, nothing happened.

Then it twitched.

Sparks skittered along the teeth. A thin, sharp crackle echoed as the magic interacted with the material. The comb jolted once in my grip — then disintegrated into powder.

The barrier dropped.

Thessa whooped. “It worked!”

Khla gave a low, satisfied grunt. “Hopefully, no more silly riddles.”

Lazy sighed dramatically. “RIP bone comb. You were too good for this cruel world.”

“You’ve still got plenty of combs, Lazy,” Thessa teased.

“Not the same,” Lazy muttered. “This comb was special. You didn’t know her like I did.”

I handed back her pack. “We’ll hold a memorial later.”

“We’d better,” she grumbled. “With snacks.”

I stepped through the now-open archway and checked both sides. Nothing obvious lay ahead — just another hallway. But we were getting closer to the heart of the Dungeon; I knew it.

I turned to the girls. “Let’s move.”

I took point again. Thessa followed, still grinning. Lazy lagged behind just a little, muttering under her breath about “fashion casualties,” while Khla closed our column.


Chapter 28

The hallway funneled us forward — no turns, no traps. Just a long, quiet stretch of black stone pulsing with red veins beneath our boots, leading into a heavy stillness ahead.

I slowed first when the light ahead finally grew brighter, and I signaled the girls that we were coming up on something, and we all proceeded with more care, practically sneaking now.

The tunnel ended in a vast circular chamber, easily thirty yards wide, the floor ringed by ancient carvings that resembled interlocking vertebrae. A moat of swirling spectral fog — like trapped moonlight — encircled a wide central platform. Atop that plinth, maybe six feet high, stood a single object.

The relic.

It was a staff. Tall. Blackened. The wood was scorched but unbroken, wrapped in a spiral of ancient bronze and inlaid with flecks of dull emerald. It pulsed with a slow green heartbeat that made the air around it shimmer.

But the staff wasn’t alone.

Near the base of the platform — silent, motionless — stood the guardian.

The Bone Sovereign.

He was a skeletal centaur, tall as two men, built of thick white bone and rusted ceremonial armor. His four hooves rested on the polished stone with unnatural lightness, and I knew right away this thing was fast. From his equine chest rose a humanoid ribcage plated in tarnished gold, his arms long, the bones too thick, like they had grown to match weapons he no longer carried. Empty sockets glowed with blue-green light, steady, unblinking. His skull was crowned with a twisted bronze diadem.

I crouched behind a ridge of broken stone just before the chamber entrance, while Khla doused the torch. There was plenty of light to see by in the chamber, and the torch might give our positions away.

I held up a hand to signal the girls to wait so we could observe for a bit. Like a well-oiled machine they complied and waited behind me. Thessa’s lips were pressed tight. Lazy’s ears were low, her tail still.

As we waited there, the Sovereign didn’t move. There was no life in him save the fact that he was standing up. It was a cursed, undead existence — it had to wait there until challenged.

“He won’t react,” Thessa whispered. “Not until we cross in.”

“And try to take the relic,” I said. “Or maybe even if we just draw attention.”

Khla’s voice was low. “What is the plan?”

I scanned the room, then calculated the plinth’s slope — steep at six feet but scalable. The moat of fog didn’t look physical. I guessed it was mostly a visual deterrent. The relic sat on a raised stand at the very top, just tall enough to require reaching.

Then I whispered, “We remember what Trixie said. We don’t have to kill him.”

Lazy’s head tilted. “So, we go around him?”

I nodded. “That staff is our win condition. We just need to grab it and get out. If we can do it without triggering the boss, we win without a fight.”

Thessa frowned. “Wade… that thing seems very watchful.”

“I know. Which is why I’m going alone.”

Lazy immediately shook her head. “Nope. Not liking this plan.”

“I can use Blind Spot,” I said. “The Sovereign won’t see me. It’s perfect for this! He has no minions.”

Khla didn’t respond immediately, but her frown deepened. “You are certain this will work?”

“As certain as I can be,” I said. “Look, I’ve used it before. On bosses, too. And I’m not engaging him. Just climbing up, grabbing the staff, and climbing back down. If it turns out he can see me, I’ll just run back, and we’ll try to come up with something else. I’m pretty sure it’s fast, but not fast enough to catch me before I bolt.”

“Too many variables,” Lazy muttered.

“And direct combat doesn’t have too many variables?” I looked at each of them. “One try. That’s all I need. You know me; I’m no fool. If it doesn’t work, I’m coming back. Plus, we have Khla.” I shot her a look and nodded. “Shield and Heal work at a distance, and a Bless up front will greatly increase the odds.”

Thessa looked like she was chewing on the words. “It’s risky.”

“I know it is,” I agreed. There was no sense in downplaying that.

“But you’re the only one who can pull it off,” she said finally. “Okay.” She nodded. “You should try.”

Lazy was chewing her knuckle now. “If you get hurt, I’m gonna turn that centaur thing into one big comb.”

I chuckled. “That’s fair,” I said. “But I’ll be fine.”

Khla reached out and touched my shoulder once. “Be careful,” she said as she cast her Bless spell. Its power washed over me, and I was ready to get started — looking forward to it, in fact.

“I will,” I said before giving each of them a kiss.

Then, I stepped away from the group and knelt near the threshold. The plinth loomed ahead, surrounded by that soft swirl of fog. The Bone Sovereign had still not moved. His massive skeletal frame stood like an altar — silent, waiting.

I drew a breath and cast the spell.

“Blind Spot.”

The air shimmered around me — just faintly — and the weight of my presence shifted. I felt it peel away, like stepping behind a curtain. My heartbeat slowed, and I stepped forward.

One pace. Then two.

I crossed the threshold of the chamber.

The Bone Sovereign did not react.

I walked in a slow arc, giving it a wide berth, counting in my head.

One… Two…

The fog curled around my boots but offered no resistance. The surface of the plinth was worn but dry. I reached its base and placed one hand on the edge. The staff was too far toward the center of the plinth to just grab. I’d need to climb.

Three…

Still nothing. I took a deep breath, and I climbed. The bone-carved glyphs etched into the stone pulsed faintly under my hand, but there was no trap. I moved without sound, eyes on the relic. The staff. It stood at the peak, humming now, just slightly. Alive. Calling.

Four…

The Sovereign shifted his head — not toward me, but toward someplace else.

My stomach tightened.

Had the others moved?

No. No, he was not looking in their direction. No, they were still outside the room. The guardian wasn’t tracking me. Just… watching. Waiting. Still, the room felt colder. Somewhere behind me, I imagined Lazy fidgeting. Thessa holding her breath. Khla’s eyes sharp and ready.

I looked up. The relic was now close, and I grinned.

Time to do this.

I hooked my fingers over the rim of the plinth and hauled myself up. The relic pulsed at arm’s length — a black staff wound in bronze, emerald sparks dancing along the grain.

But just as I reached for it, heavy doors across the vault slammed open.

Salee stumbled in first, gown torn, one sleeve soaked red. “Go, go, GO!” she shrieked, voice raw. Varga and Rohuga barreled past her, Landura gliding in last like spilled ink. The instant Salee’s eyes caught my silhouette on the dais, the blood drained from her perfect face.

“In front of the relic!” She hurled a cracked jade orb. It spun once, cracked mid-air, and spat out a half-formed bone hound that landed whining at the centaur’s hooves. “There! Take him!”

The Bone Sovereign’s skull snapped toward the commotion. My Blind Spot still hid me, but area of effect… that was another story. It raised a rust-eaten halberd, slammed the butt to the stone, and a necrotic shockwave rippled out like a tidal punch.

The hound popped like wet kindling. The blast hit me a heartbeat later. Agony. My Spell resistance soaked part of it, but twenty-five hit points peeled away anyway. I flipped backward, ribs howling. The staff, so close, vanished over the rim as I tumbled.

Thessa’s scream echoed off the vault. “WADE!”

I fell and landed hard, but Khla was already on it as bone splinters rained down about me.

“Heal,” she growled. Flesh knitted and hit points restored, but this was a heavy hit that left me gasping for air.

Lazy darted out from the corridor, wand up. “Polymorph!” Purple light whipped across the chamber toward the Sovereign. It fizzled on contact, accomplishing nothing but grabbing its attention.

The skeletal brute wheeled, halberd arcing. Lazy froze.

“Shield!” Khla’s spell and silver light around Lazy just as the weapon landed. The blow rattled her barrier but didn’t break it. Lazy skidded back, boots scraping sparks, wide-eyed but upright.

“Fireball!” Thessa surged forward, both gloves blazing. The sphere of heat hammered the Sovereign’s ribcage, blowing charred bone across the fog-moat. It roared in silent rage and stomped toward her.

Salee seized the opening. Cracked crystal staff raised, she launched three Gale Lances — thin cyclones of slicing air — straight at the guardian, trying to drive it farther from the plinth. “Push through!” she called out to her companions. “Take the prize while it’s dealing with them!”

In their rush and desire, they broke formation, and I could see the foolishness of it. Varga bounded left, twin claws out. Rohuga followed, hammer lifted overhead.

The Sovereign swept its tail in reply, jetting shadowed flame at them. Varga’s reflexes failed her, and black fire swallowed her mid-stride. She collapsed, charred and twitching. Rohuga skidded, yelled something guttural, and lunged to pull her clear.

“Watch out!” I warned, my voice small because of my injuries.

But it was too late. We could already see it play out, and even through it all, I could hear Lazy gasp for breath behind me while Thessa shouted a warning.

The second tail-slash caught them both. Varga just launched clear, but the jagged spikes on the Sovereign’s tail went straight into Rohuga’s chest. She crumpled, eyes already glassy.

Dead.

“Rohuga!” Salee called out. She then glared at me. “This is all your fault!” she shrieked.

Thessa glared at Salle, but I called out, “No! Leave them — relic first!”

She hissed but switched targets, throwing the blast into the Sovereign’s knee instead. Bone cracked; the creature staggered.

“Lazy — bird me!” I shouted, vision tunneling on the staff.

She blinked, got it, and flicked her wand. “Polymorph!”

Feathers exploded around me. Weight gone. I was air-light — sparrow-form again. I pumped tiny wings, shot over the fog-moat, cleared the centaur’s reach.

Below, Salee tried to collapse some rubble to block my path with a Gale Lance. Too slow. And as she tried again, I cast Minor Illusion, making it seem as if a piece of the ceiling came down on her. She gasped, stepped back, and the spell fizzled wide, carving a trench in the wall. Meanwhile, Landura hissed and broke right, fangs out as she made a dash for the relic, but Khla stepped in with a shield up, forcing her back.

I banked hard, reached the summit, and chirped. Lazy reversed the spell. Body stretched, bones popped; boots hit stone. I was on the plinth. Before gravity got ideas, I snatched the staff.

Power raced up my arms — cold emerald light. The moment my fingers locked, glyphs across the room flared. The Bone Sovereign froze mid-swing, blue flames in its sockets flickering. Lines of green cracked across its skeleton.

“Relic secured!” I yelled.

The centaur lurched, weapon dropping. Its torso split, bones crumbling to dust that swirled into the fog. A heartbeat later, the entire guardian collapsed like a castle of cards. Shockwaves of disintegration rippled out, knocking Landura off her feet. Salee threw up a wind barrier just in time to keep her hair from being scorched.

Silence followed — heavy, final. Only my team remained standing. Salee knelt among drifting embers, eyes blank. Rohuga lay dead, while Varga was knocked out. Landura groaned as she rolled over.

I turned, staff in hand, and met Thessa’s gaze. Fire reflected in her eyes, but this time it was tempered joy, not rage. Lazy pumped a fist so hard she nearly toppled. Khla lowered her battle stance and exhaled once, the faintest hint of a smile tugging her tusks.

It was over. We’d won the Aquana Games.
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Silence pressed in after the Sovereign’s bones fell to dust. I stood at the base of the plinth holding the relic, my hands still buzzing from the surge of energy. Heat bled off the shattered guardian in little motes of dying magic; they swirled through drifting fog, caught the torch-glow, then winked out one by one.

I surveyed the chaos.

Team Manticore had been wrecked by that last tail-swipe. Varga lay three body lengths to my right, her right leg shredded from thigh to knee. She propped herself on both elbows, fangs bared in pain, muffling a cry every time she tried to breathe. Yet her eyes never left Rohuga.

Rohuga hadn’t moved since the stinger punched through her cuirass. The impact had caved in half her chest. Ribs poked through leather. Her hammer lay nearby, handle snapped. She was very much gone.

Varga crawled — actually crawled — until her shaking hand reached Rohuga’s wrist. “Rohie… Rohie, open your eyes.” Her voice cracked, full of something I’d never heard from her: pleading.

When Rohuga stayed slack, Varga tried to pull her closer, but her ruined leg buckled. She collapsed on her side and sobbed into Rohuga’s hair, shoulders jerking against pain she couldn’t shove down.

The sound drilled through the chamber. Even Thessa flinched. She and Rohuga had not gotten along, but this was a fate she hadn’t wished for the competition. Khla stepped forward and used her Heal spell on Varga, knitting the worst of her wounds, although the wolfgirl hardly seemed to notice.

Of Team Manticore, only Landura seemed steady enough on her feet. Her gown was scorched, one sleeve gone, as she knelt beside Salee, who sat slumped against an outcropping with both hands clasped at her stomach — she must have caught a fragment of bone or stray spell during the chaos. Blood oozed between her fingers, dark against silk. Her face was pinched, but the expression on it wasn’t pain. It was calculation.

Landura brushed ash off Salee’s cheek. “It’s finished,” she whispered, voice low, almost human. “Let them have their trophy. Varga needs a healer. And so do you. We need out.”

Salee didn’t respond. She stared past Landura, eyes locked on the staff still gripped in my hands. The green glimmer reflected in her wide pupils. Her lips twitched.

Thessa noticed the look first. “Khla,” she muttered, “brace.”

Khla stepped half a stride ahead of me, Shield spell already forming.

Salee’s chin dipped; one hand slid off her wound. Her fingers snapped once, and wind gathered around her wrist in a fast-spinning cone. Even injured, she cast with almost no motion.

“Salee!” Landura hissed. “Stop.”

Salee’s reply was a raw shriek. “THAT STAFF IS MINE!”

She flicked her arm. A Gale Lance — thin, spiraled air honed to razors — tore across the chamber straight for my face. It howled loud enough to shake grit from the ceiling.

Khla met it. “Shield!”

Light slammed outward from her bracer. The lance hit the dome dead center, sheared sideways in a spray of silver sparks, and chewed a trench through the wall, missing me by less than an inch. The shield dimmed but held, and dust rained over us.

I didn’t raise a spell. I didn’t need to. A monotone voice, ancient and absolute, boomed through every stone block:

“BY DIRECT ASSAULT AGAINST ANOTHER TEAM, TEAM MANTICORE IS DISQUALIFIED.”

Columns of pearl light lunged from nowhere. They hit Varga, Landura, and Salee at once. Varga screamed as her body lifted. The sound chopped mid-cry and she vanished from her friend’s side. Landura’s eyes went wide — first with shock, then deep misery — before she was ripped away, too. Salee’s light was last; she tried to throw another spell, but her form dissolved into motes before the wind even left her palm.

The same light cocooned Rohuga’s corpse. Bones straightened, breastplate mended, blood soaked back into flesh until she looked whole again, almost asleep… but still dead. The Magocracy’s priests could do that — fix the shell, even if the spark had already fled. But no one could bring back the dead. Well, necromancers could, but not in a pleasant way…

Then Rohuga vanished in silence, and we were alone.

Thessa exhaled shakily. “She really tried to murder you for a staff.”

“She’s crazy,” I answered, finally lowering the relic. “They should have suspended her during the whole business with Hirfangr. If they don’t now, I’m going to make a fuss. I don’t want her anywhere near us ever again.”

Lazy crept forward, wand still upright. She stared at the empty patch where Rohuga had lain. “I… think I’m going to be sick.”

I nodded, stepping close to wrap an arm around her. We were not friends with Varga — far from it. But unlike with Salee, it had been competition by the rules. To see the wolfgirl broken was terrible. She’d looked so lost trying to wake Rohuga — the same Varga who’d tried to taunt us and provoke us at every turn. I had a feeling that would be over now.

Thessa wiped her mouth, tasting soot. “I wanted to roast Salee a hundred times these past few days. Now I just feel… empty.”

Lazy hugged herself. “They broke every rule, and still… this is just sad.”

I stepped down from the plinth, the staff tucked beneath one arm. “They paid for it.”

Khla studied me. “We have the relic; it is time to leave this place.”

I nodded. “Portal should open any second.” As if the dungeon heard, runic rings flared at the hall mouth, carving a doorway of soft blue — our exit.

“Ready?” I asked.

Thessa moved first, sliding her hand into mine. Lazy took Khla’s. The four of us walked together — bruised, scorched, but upright — while the Sovereign’s dust settled behind us and the relic glowed against my ribs.


Chapter 29

The light from the recall portal faded, and the instant my boots touched the floor, I felt every nerve fire; a hot pulse rolled through my chest, then a second… and the System’s silent drum punched out the notification that I had leveled up.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one, because Thessa’s whoop echoed in the chamber, while Lazy let out a squeal. I looked over at Khla, and she flashed me a tusked grin that told me she had leveled as well.

Before we went any further, we did the work. I dumped the ten fresh points where I always did: straight into Mens. It felt like screwing down another gear inside the spell-engine within, my Spell power increasing.

I opened the sheet to make sure everything had settled right.

Wade Aurelius
Level 9 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4
Vita: 4
Mens: 61
Anima: 31

Stats
Weapon damage: (unarmed: 0) + (Corpus: 4) = 4
Defense: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Corpus: 4) = 9
Spell power: (no focus: 0) + (Mens: 61) = 61
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Mens: 61) = 86
Hit points: (Ring of Health: 10) + (Vita x 5: 20) = 30
Mana: (no gear: 0) + (Anima x 5: 155) = 155

Abilities
Slot 1: Enrage (Journeyman) [Cause one target to attack nearest creature for 1 minute, 9 mana]
Slot 2: Blind Spot (Journeyman) [Turn invisible for one target for 1 minute or until you attack the target, 9 mana]
Slot 3: Command (Journeyman) [Take control of a single creature (but not bosses) for a short action, 9 mana]
Slot 4: Charm (Journeyman) [Win the allegiance of a single creature (but not bosses) for 1 minute, 14 mana]
Slot 5: Minor Illusion (Novice) [Create an illusion no greater than a human with sound and sight but not tactile elements for 1 minute, 10 mana]
Slot 6: Empty

My eyes danced over the new ability slot. Fresh space. Nice.

When I dismissed my sheet, the doors shot open, and Trixie barreled in — heels clicking, blonde hair trailing, voice set to eleven.

“My little dungeon delvers are champions!” she squealed as she nearly tackled Thessa with a hug, then Lazy, then me. She tried Khla, but the orcess frowned at her, and Trixie just grinned and shook her hand before she turned to me, blue lookers wide. “I’ll tell you, I was, like, glued to the orb. You guys were perfect! The dodges! The spells! And Wade, that staff grab — mmmwah!” She pantomimed an exaggerated chef’s kiss.

Khla gave a polite half-bow that made Trixie laugh harder.

“Yes, even stoic girl!” she said. “Beautiful Shield work.”

Alis entered behind her, robes whispering. She studied us one at a time, then nodded. “Congratulations.”

We were so happy, we didn’t even make smart-ass remarks. However, I did notice she was sad, and that had me confused. At the beginning of all this, I wondered if Alis wouldn’t try to sabotage us. I could safely conclude that that had not been her intention, and Trixie had been correct when she’d said that Alis was professional enough to get over any dislike of the candidates and do her job.

But then, why was she sad? She should’ve just been… stoic, like always. Had she been rooting for the others? And if so, why?

Trixie’s cheerful voice pulled me out of my contemplations. “So! First-place medals inbound! And it’s time to return to Krysfelt, where you will be lauded as heroes!”

I lifted a hand. “Hold up. Before we go on. I have to ask… what happens to Manticore now?”

The room cooled a notch.

Trixie’s smile slipped; she looked toward Alis. Alis exhaled — quiet, measured.

“Salee’s team committed fatal violations,” she said. “The Magocracy tribunal has already begun review. Two charges: attempted murder after the objective was decided, and negligent manslaughter for the tactics that killed Rohuga.”

Lazy folded her arms. “Consequences. Finally.”

I glanced at Alis. Her gaze fixed on a point somewhere past my shoulder; her posture remained steel-straight, yet the lines around her eyes softened — just for a heartbeat.

Suddenly, things came together.

Why Salee hadn’t been expelled following the Hirfangr incident. Why Alis seemed sad that Team Manticore had lost. The strange exchange in the hallway before.

“You protected Salee before, didn’t you?” I asked.

Trixie’s head whipped toward Alis. The girls followed suit, not yet on the same train of thought I was, but getting there. As they all looked at Alis, the elf didn’t flinch.

“Yes,” she answered simply. “Once.”

Thessa stepped forward, voice low. “When she sent Lazy into Hirfangr alone.”

Alis nodded.

Lazy’s tail wrapped around her own ankle; she said nothing, but her ears tilted toward Alis, waiting. We were all waiting.

We were owed an explanation.

Alis seemed to understand. She sighed. “I petitioned the disciplinary board,” Alis continued.

“Why?” I asked.

Alis took a deep breath. “Salee is… She is my daughter.”

And that ended that. Lazy gasped audibly. Thessa just blinked, and Khla gave a nod as if she understood. To the orcs of Mount Hood, clan was important too.

“Through my influence,” Alis continues, “expulsion became probation. I believed she would learn.” A pause. “I was wrong. She did not.”

The admission landed heavy. It was a sad story, but I felt that she had been wrong in the first place to use her influence to protect her daughter. It was cronyism, and nothing good ever came from that.

“So now?” I asked.

“Expulsion,” Alis said, pushing her emotions away quite skillfully. “Loss of academy sponsorship, revocation of license to practice arcane arts until a full Magocracy inquest concludes. Prosecution is likely; her spells led directly to a death. I will not intervene. I cannot intervene. Not again. There are times when a parent must let go. This is such a time.”

I believed they were the most words I’d ever hear Alis speak in a single sequence.

Thessa folded her arms. “Harsh. But fair.”

Alis finally looked at us — really looked. “I see the cost of indulgence. And I see what a team can become when held to account rather than sheltered.” Her gaze settled on Lazy. “For what my earlier leniency cost you… you have my apologies.”

Lazy blinked. Twice. Then she managed a small smile. “Late, but noted.”

Trixie clapped softly, trying to blow away the gloom. And possibly also trying to protect Alis from more inquiries. They were colleagues after all, and despite everything, I always had the impression that Trixie and Alis liked each other… in their own, very unique way.

“Enough courtroom drama,” Trixie chirped. “You four need baths, food, and maybe a week of sleep.”

“Agreed,” Thessa said, though her eyes stayed on Alis a moment longer.

Alis turned toward the exit. “Preparations for our return begin soon. Trixie will make arrangements.” She paused at the doorway, back still to us. “You have done Krysfelt proud.”

The door shut behind her.

Trixie breathed out. “Well. That was… emotionally adult of her.”

Khla gave a single approving grunt.

Lazy broke the tension with a playful shove at my side. “Hey. Ninth level. Empty slot. What’s next, boss?”

I wrapped an arm over her shoulders, tugged Thessa in with the other, and nodded at Khla to close the circle.

“We celebrate,” I said. “I’m not thinking about spells for now.”

Thessa’s grin flashed. “I am,” she hummed. “Preferably something explosive.”

Lazy purred. “Or a spell to summon new combs for me.”

Khla’s smile — small but real — appeared as she shook her head. “Or a Silence spell. I am long overdue one…”

We all laughed at that as we turned toward the wide hall and the promise of hot water and dinner, leaving Cindervault’s teleportation room behind us for good.


Chapter 30

I felt loose-limbed as I left the refectory. None of us had bothered changing out of our dusty tunics; Lazy still had ash on her cheek, Thessa’s gloves smelled of brimstone, and Khla carried the faint tang of recent spellwork. We wandered through the east wing in a loose pack, still riding the head-rush of victory, still tasting the sweet wine from supper. A grin kept sneaking onto my face, and every few strides Lazy bounced hard enough that her tail thumped her shoulder blades.

“My room’s closer,” I said, tipping my head toward the cross-corridor. “Let’s grab a shower. I don’t want this night to end just yet.”

Thessa hooked her arm through mine. “That’s such a good idea!”

Lazy squeaked. “Dibs on whatever can be called dibs on!”

Khla rumbled something that might have been approval. She never pushed for parties, yet she never once turned them down.

We turned the corner — and nearly plowed straight into a purple wall of disapproving elf.

Lusinder looked at the four of us the way a cathedral gargoyle looks at pigeons. His hands folded behind his back.

I stopped short. Thessa’s tail flicked once. Lazy rocked onto her toes. Khla… remained Khla, silent and utterly immovable.

Lusinder’s silver gaze dragged over each face, landed on our interlocked arms, then returned to me. “Your quarters are in separate wings,” he reminded us, voice calm but sharp enough to peel paint. “It is past curfew. Off you go.”

I lifted my brows. “Curfew only applied during the Games. The Games are finished. The telecasts wrapped hours ago.”

“The Magocracy has not yet lifted the restriction.”

I cocked my head. “You saw the same rules I did: no fraternizing across dorm wings during competition. We’re no longer in the competition.”

Thessa leveled a slow smile at him. “And you can’t yell ‘unseemly displays of affection’ when I’m legally wed to the guy.”

“That marriage is a private compact,” Lusinder said without blinking. “The Magocracy does not care—”

“Plehgh!” Lazy muttered and made a rude hand sign. Of course, she hid her hand behind her back so he couldn’t see it.

Khla took half a pace forward. “We wish to celebrate. We will do so peacefully.”

Lusinder’s mouth tightened. Anyone else might have stepped back; he held his ground. “Separate rooms are not merely etiquette. They are insurance against… improprieties.”

Lazy produced an exaggerated gasp. “Oh, bless his delicate heart — he thinks we waited until now to sample improprieties.”

Thessa bit her lip, shoulders shaking with laughter. “I have sampled so many improprieties it’s a miracle there’s no little Wades yet.”

“That’s not how babies are made,” Khla grunted. “You don’t sample it. You let him…”

Lusinder made a face and cleared his throat, and I swiftly butted in,

“Look, the point is, we signed out of active duty. We’re students again, not players on your bracket board.”

Lusinder’s pupils narrowed. “Technicalities. You must abide by Cindervault’s rules while you remain in Cindervault.”

“Poppycock!” Lazy protested.

He opened his mouth.

A door farther down the corridor flew open and banged the wall. Trixie popped out, hair in a loose knot, sleeves rolled, a little drunk on our success. “Did someone say technicalities?” She came clicking toward us in slippers that sparkled like diamonds, waving a parchment with A LOT of fine print. “Because I have an updated curfew notice stamped by Custodian Fwyl, and it says finalists may wander wherever they darn well please until noon tomorrow, provided they don’t break any doors or summon anything that devours staff.”

She reached us and smiled at Lusinder with lethal sweetness. “Now, Lusi-boo, I know you adore order, but in this rare case? Let them have a night. They earned it.”

His eye twitched at the nickname. “I am charged with decorum.”

“If I promise there will be no chanting, no nudity in the hall, and no alchemy rigs bubbling over, will decorum survive?” Trixie asked.

Thessa raised a hand. “I might chant. Softly. It’s a demonic-bride thing.”

“Fine,” Trixie amended. “Light chanting.”

Lusinder blew out a breath through the nose, the tiniest sign of capitulation. “Doors closed by one bell. If I hear a single explosion —”

“Will never happen,” I said.

“— I will see to consequences personally.”

“Understood.”

He held my stare a moment longer, then sidestepped with a dramatic swirl of violet silk. “I shall hold you to every word.” With that, he strode away, slippers whisper-silent.

Lazy watched him turn the corner, then pressed a hand over her heart. “He walks like he swallowed a sword.”

Thessa exhaled, shoulders dropping. “If you’d waited thirty more seconds, I would’ve set his robe on fire.”

Khla raised one brow. “He would have responded in kind.”

I glanced at Trixie. “You actually got us a special curfew update notice?” I asked.

She shook her head, eyes wide. “No. Oh nooo. This is the legal disclaimer for the mascara I use.” She waved the piece of paper around.

I blinked, staring at the massive amount of tiny text. “Okaaay.”

She laughed. “It contains dragon ember and might explode!” she chirped as if that was the best thing. “BOOM! Anyway, have a good night, guys!” With that, she bounced off, her pretty rump jiggling under her skirt.

“She’s the best,” Lazy cooed.

I grinned and shook my head. “She’s something, alright. This way, ladies.”

We covered the last stretch to my door. Lazy kept humming. Thessa pressed closer, slipping her hand into my back pocket. Khla walked behind, seemingly keeping an eye open for another interference by one of Lusinder’s colleagues.

I unlocked the door. “Welcome to the champions’ suite,” I announced, pushing the door in.

The girls swept past me, filling the small dorm room with the scent of ash, leather, and lavender. I closed the door, turned the bolt, and leaned back against it, heart thumping at the sight of them fanning out — Lazy already rifling my trunk for whatever might interest her, Thessa lighting the stub of a lavender candle on the desk with a snap of her fingers, Khla frowning at the furniture like it owed her money.

Safe. Together. And for the first time in weeks, no dungeon walls waited on the far side of a portal.

“Alright,” I said, pushing off the door. “Shower time!”


Chapter 31

The girls giggled as they shot looks at the small en-suite bathroom. It was far from spacious, but at least it had some of the amenities we’d need. There was a shower with running water, a sink, a toilet, and even a mirror on the wall. There was also a small shelf where towels were stacked.

But that shower was never going to fit four.

And just as I thought that, Thessa chirped, “We should get in together! All four of us at the same time! It’ll be cozy!”

“Crowded, you mean,” Lazy said with a smirk.

“Ah, but that’s half the fun, isn’t it?”

“You always have the craziest plans,” Khla said with a rumbling chuckle, but I was interested to note that she didn’t seem opposed at all.

This just might indeed get cozy…

“Then what are we waiting for?” Thessa said, her voice eager as she shot me a very naughty look. “Let’s get naked!”

She didn’t waste a second; she pulled the shirt over her head, revealing a lacy and naughty black bra that held her ample bosom in place. Her breasts were full and round, and a smile spread across my lips at the sight of her. Then, my gaze drifted down to her toned stomach and the smooth, pale skin that seemed to almost glow in the soft light. Her curves were accentuated by the matching black panties that hugged her hips.

She was perfect, and the other girls looked on as Thessa — easily the boldest of the three — undressed without shame. She undid the clasp of her bra, letting those large, round breasts bounce free, the nipples hard and pink. Then she slid off her panties, revealing a trimmed landing strip and a delicious pussy that glistened with her arousal.

The sight of her naked body sent a rush of blood straight to my groin, and my cock stirred. Thessa’s confidence and her unabashed sensuality only made her more irresistible. She looked at me, her eyes filled with desire and a hint of mischief; she knew the effect she had on me and was relishing every moment of it.

With her clothes discarded, Thessa stepped forward, her body moving with a hypnotic grace that left me mesmerized. Her hips swayed, her breasts bounced, and her tail swished playfully behind her. She was an embodiment of raw femininity, and I was completely under her spell.

She clapped her hands and chuckled. “Well, come on!” she hummed. “Or am I the only one!?”

“Psh!” Khla scoffed as she began to undress with a confidence that matched Thessa’s. Khla’s green skin almost glowed in the light, highlighting the curves of her toned arms and legs, and my breath caught as I took in the sight of her.

Her muscles flexed with a graceful power that was uniquely hers as she removed the adventuring clothes she had worn. Her breasts, large and firm, stood proudly, her dark nipples standing erect and begging to be touched. She tossed her clothes aside with a casual ease, and her green eyes, sharp and piercing, met mine. There was a fire within them as she shimmied out of her pants and panties, revealing her pretty pussy to me.

“Ha!” Lazy hummed. “I’m next!”

Lazy’s eyes sparkled as she began to undress, her movements playful and carefree. She moved her hips, still contained by her cargo pants, to an imaginary beat, her black hair and cat tail swaying, and her golden eyes gleamed with excitement. My gaze followed her dainty hands as she teasingly undid the buttons of her blouse, revealing a delicate white bra that barely contained her heaving breasts.

Her smooth skin glowed with a golden warmth, and as she let the blouse slide off her shoulders, lust rose hard within me. She unclasped her bra with a practiced motion, letting her firm breasts bounce into view. Her nipples were hard and inviting, and she teased me by brushing her fingertips over them, a coy smile playing on her lips.

She then turned around and shook her hips at me, her plump rear end filling her pants nicely. She hooked her thumbs in them, and pushed the pants down, revealing a smooth, round ass. Her tail curled around her hip, and she ran one hand over the soft curve of her butt. She then hooked her thumbs in the waistband of the matching white panties, and pulled those down as well, revealing her pretty pussy, already slick with desire.

I swallowed hard and stared at the girls’ bodies, my desire growing more and more. I was the last to get naked, and I felt their eyes on me as I took my shirt off. And the girls hummed with delight as I pushed my pants and underwear down, making my rock-hard cock spring free. It was pulsating with desire, and the girls licked their lips, their eyes sparkling with lust.

“Alright, ladies, I’ll go first,” I said, feeling my own excitement building. “You all follow me in.”

The girls nodded in agreement as they watched me step into the shower. The warm water cascaded over my body, and the steam began to fill the small space.

Thessa came next, her curvy body pressing against mine as she squeezed into the shower. She grinned at me and said, “This is going to be a tight squeeze.”

I laughed and tried to make room as Khla came in next. The orcess’s strong body brushed against me, her breasts touching my chest. She grinned at me as she ground her toned body against mine. Lazy was the last to join us, her slender figure fitting in between us all. Her tail swished behind her, and she grinned mischievously.

The hot water sprayed over our bodies, and I could feel the heat of the moment rising. I wrapped an arm around Lazy and pulled her close to me. My hand roamed over her body, and I felt the smoothness of her skin as I ran my fingers down her side. She moaned in response, and I leaned in to kiss her.

“Hey!” Thessa protested. “That’s not regular showering!”

I grinned as my hands roved over Lazy’s delicious body. “Nothing we do is regular,” I murmured against Lazy’s lips.

She kissed me back eagerly, and I felt her hands on my back, massaging my muscles. Khla’s hands joined hers, and I moaned as they worked their magic on me. The water continued to pour over us, and the steam filled the air.

“Well, I’ll just have to join in, then,” Thessa said playfully as she watched her harem sisters massage me. “After all, it was my idea!”

She stepped closer to me, her body pressing against mine, Lazy’s, and Khla’s, and I felt the heat of her skin against me. I ran my hand down her back and over her ass, squeezing it gently. She moaned in response, and I pulled her closer. Our tongues danced together as we kissed. Firm breasts pressed against me as the girls giggled, squirming their wet bodies for space.

I could feel the water running over our bodies, and I felt the arousal building between all four of us. Khla’s hands continued to work their magic on my back, and I felt Lazy’s hand run down my chest and over my abs. Her fingers traced the lines of my muscles, and I shivered with anticipation. My cock was wedged between my stomach and Khla’s, and all the wet squirming and rubbing made me groan with pleasure.

“Wait!” Khla said, and her hand shot out of the shower to the shelf, where she snatched a bar of soap. “Here. We can use this.”

She grinned and began to lather up her hands before running them all over my body. I rolled my shoulders and groaned with pleasure as her hands ran down my chest and over my abs.

“Well, look at that!” Thessa said playfully as she watched Khla’s hands roam over my body. “You’re getting him all cleaned up!”

She stepped even closer, and I could feel the heat of her body against mine. She grabbed the soap from Khla and began to lather up her own hands. Then she ran her soapy palms over my back, her fingers tracing the lines of my muscles.

“Hey, don’t leave me out,” Lazy hummed, and she lathered up her big breasts until they were all slick with soap, then began rubbing them on my arms and chest. Her nipples were hard, and I could feel the heat of her arousal as she ground herself against me. I felt my cock throb between my body and Khla’s, and I knew that the girls could feel it, too.

The water continued to pour over us, and the steam filled the air. The girls giggled and squirmed, and the sound of their laughter echoed off the walls of the shower. We were all slick with soap, and our bodies slid against each other with a delicious friction. I ran my hand down Lazy’s back, and I gave her tail a playful pull that made her giggle. Meanwhile, Khla’s hands continued to work their magic on my back, and the heat of their bodies pressed against mine made my mind swim.

Thessa’s hand moved lower, and I felt her fingers brush against my cock. I groaned as she wrapped her hand around it and began to stroke it.

“Thessa,” I groaned as my hips bucked in response, and I pulled her closer.

She grinned and began to rub her soapy body against mine, her breasts sliding up and down my chest.

Khla’s hands moved lower, and I felt her fingers wrap around my cock as well, following along with the rhythm Thessa was setting. She began to stroke it, and I felt Lazy’s hand join hers, cupping my balls gently.

The girls were all lathered up and slick, and their hands roamed over my body with a delicious friction. I could feel their arousal as they ground their bodies against mine, and I knew that I couldn’t hold back much longer.

I leaned in and kissed Khla deeply, my tongue dancing with hers as the water poured over us. She moaned in response, and her hand continued to stroke my cock. As we kissed, Thessa and Khla began to pump my cock together, their hands sliding up and down my shaft with a lazy, steady rhythm. Lazy’s hand continued to cup my balls, and I felt her fingers massage them gently. The pressure was building, and I could feel my release coming.

But I wanted to make this last, so I fought off my need for release, and I ran my hand down Khla’s back and over her toned ass. She moaned in response, and I squeezed her firm ass cheek, pulling her closer. Her breasts pressed against mine, and her nipples brushed against my chest. She and Thessa stroked me faster, and Lazy gave a playful giggle as she kept rubbing those soapy tits on me.

“Girls, fuck,” I groaned as I felt Lazy’s tail curl around my leg, and I knew that I couldn’t hold back any longer.

My cock throbbed in Khla’s and Thessa’s hands, and my balls tightened in Lazy’s. I felt the heat of their bodies against mine, and the steam filled the air as the water poured over us. Thessa and Khla’s hands were relentless, and they pumped me hard and fast, their fingers slick with soap and water.

I couldn’t hold it off. I needed to fuck them.

With a growl, I took Khla by the hips, and the orcess just grinned and followed my directions as I turned her around and pressed her against the tiles. She got up on her tippy toes, hands on the tiled wall, ready to receive me as she shot me a bold look over her shoulder.

Fuck, she was hot.

“Let me put you in her,” Thessa hummed, her voice husky as she guided my cock, letting the tip roll over Khla’s green ass for a moment before she brought it down over that firm ass toward the glistening pussy that was waiting for my cock. She let go of the shaft when she saw that I was in place, and then stood back and watched as I pushed my cock into Khla’s eager pussy.

The orcess groaned as I slid inside her, and she arched her back in pleasure. I gripped her hips and began to thrust in and out, the water from the shower cascading over us. Her pussy was hot and tight, and I could feel the heat of her body as I slid in and out. I held her tight as I slammed my hips against her ass, and I could feel her muscles tighten around me.

“Gods, yes,” she moaned.

“That’s so beautiful,” Lazy hummed.

Thessa nodded with a naughty chuckle. “Fuck her nice and hard, Wade — she likes it that way…”

And I was all too eager to comply.

I slammed my cock into Khla’s hot, wet pussy, and I could hear her moan with each thrust. Her muscles tightened around me, and I felt her body shudder with pleasure. I could feel her toned butt slapping against my hips as I fucked her, and I gripped her hips tighter and slammed harder, and I could feel her pussy clench around my cock with every thrust. She was moaning louder now, and I could see her knuckles white against the tiles as she held on.

“Fuck, Khla, you’re so tight,” I groaned, and I slammed into her harder.

She groaned in response, and her pussy tightened even more around my cock. I could feel the heat of her body as I slammed into her, and I knew that she was close to climaxing.

Thessa and Lazy were watching eagerly, their bodies pressed against each other as they kissed and rubbed against each other. They were both moaning, and I could feel the heat of their arousal as they watched me fuck Khla.

“Gods, yes,” Khla moaned, and she slammed her hips back against me, taking me deeper. I could feel her muscles tightening around me, and I knew that she was close.

“Make her cum,” Thessa purred, massaging my balls.

“Yes,” Lazy hummed, rubbing her soapy tits all over me.

Fuck…

I slammed into Khla harder, and her pussy clenched around my cock as she climaxed suddenly and hard. Her muscles tightened around me, and she screamed out in pleasure, her body shuddering as she came. I felt her ass slap against my hips as she climaxed, and I continued to thrust into her, riding out her orgasm.

“Fuck, Wade,” she moaned as she came down from her high. I pulled out of her, and she turned around, her eyes hooded with pleasure. She leaned in and kissed me deeply, our tongues dancing together as the water from the shower cascaded over us. Her lips were soft, and I could feel the heat of her body against mine.

My cock, slick with Khla’s juices, was still rock-hard, and I could feel the heat of Lazy’s and Thessa’s bodies as they pressed against me. I knew that they were eager for their turn, and I was happy to oblige. I reached out and took Lazy by the hips, turning her around so that she was facing the wall. She giggled and wiggled her plump, round ass at me, and I smacked it playfully, making her giggle even more.

“Fuck her,” Thessa purred, running her nails along my back.

“Yes, fuck me,” she said, wiggling her butt a little more for me.

I grinned and pressed my body against Lazy’s, my cock sliding between her cheeks as I kissed her neck. She moaned in response and arched her back, pushing her ass against me. I could feel the heat of her body as I kissed her neck, and I knew that she was ready for me.

I took a step back, and I guided the tip of my cock toward her pussy, then I slammed into her. She gasped as I entered her, and her body arched in pleasure. I gripped her hips and began to thrust, the water from the shower cascading over us. Her pussy was tight and wet, and I could feel her muscles tighten around me as I thrust into her.

Lazy moaned with each thrust, and I could hear Thessa and Khla’s moans mix in with hers. Thessa was still massaging my stones as if trying to coax out a load, while Khla was kissing my shoulder, rubbing my back, and pressing her perfect body against mine.

“Oh, Wade, yes,” Lazy gasped, and she pushed her ass back against me, taking me deeper. Her pussy clenched around me, and I could feel her muscles tightening around my cock as I thrust into her. She was moaning louder now, and I knew that she was close to climaxing. I could feel her muscles tighten around me, and I knew that she was close to cumming. Pulling on her tail, I pounded her faster, making our skin slap together.

“Wade!” she squealed.

I slammed into her harder, and I could feel her muscles tighten around me as she came. Her pussy clenched around my cock, and she screamed out in pleasure, her body shaking as she came. I continued to thrust into her, giving her no mercy as I pounded through the tightening of her pussy. She held on to the wall for life, trembling as I rammed her even through the peak of her pleasure.

“Beautiful,” Khla hummed beside me, her voice still husky from her own pleasure.

I gave a final thrust — another would have made me cum in her tight pussy — and stayed deep inside her, letting her tremble until she finally came down from her high.

“Gods, yes,” she moaned as I slid out of her. “That was amazing.”

“My turn,” Thessa purred, and I turned to face her, my cock still throbbing. She was leaning against the wall, her legs spread, and her eyes were hooded with desire. Her breasts heaved with her breath, and her nipples were hard and inviting. I stepped towards her, and she wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me close. She was soaking wet, and I could feel the heat of her pussy against my cock.

She gave a squeal of delight as I lifted her up, pinning her between myself and the wall, lining up my cock with her wet little pussy. Giggling, she reached down and guided me to her entrance, and I slid inside her with ease. She moaned in pleasure, and I could feel the heat of her body as I began to thrust. Her pussy was tight and wet, and I could feel her muscles tighten around me with each thrust. She was moaning loudly, and her nails were digging into my back as she held on tight. She was so wet, so eager to please that she was trying to ride me, her hips grinding in a steady rhythm as I rammed into her.

“Beautiful,” Lazy hummed, rubbing herself against me.

Khla grinned and nodded, her fingers gently teasing my balls. “Yes, Thessa,” she purred. “Take it all.”

Thessa’s eyes met mine, and our eyes connected as I fucked her. I could feel the heat of her body against mine, and I could hear the sound of the water cascading down around us. I knew that she was getting close, and I slammed into her harder, making sure to angle my cock so that I would push against her G-spot.

“Yes! Gods, yes!” she screamed, and her pussy clenched around me as she came. Her body shook, and her nails dug into my back as she climaxed, and I could feel her pussy clench around my cock as she rode out her orgasm. Her tail curled around my leg, and I could feel the heat of her body as she came down from her high.

“Fuck,” I groaned as I thrust again. “I… I’m gonna cum.”

“Yes!” Thessa purred, and she wrapped her arms around me, pussy still clenched on my cock, as if she wanted to become one with me.

“Cum in her,” Lazy purred.

“Yes, fill her up!” Khla whispered.

My mind blanked. I slammed deep into Thessa, and then I erupted. My balls emptied, and I felt my cum shoot into her, filling her up. She gasped as I filled her, her pussy clenching around my cock, milking me for every drop. Rope after rope of cum went into her, and she kept her arms wrapped around me, nails clawing down my back, as if she needed every single drop of my seed in her pussy.

With a shuddering sigh, I leaned against her, kissing her neck and collarbones, and then her lips. She kissed me back, and the water from the shower cascaded down over our bodies, washing away the sweat and soap from our skin. We stayed like that for a moment, just kissing and holding each other until our heartbeats slowed down. Khla still rubbed my back, and Lazy was purring, rubbing herself against my arm.

Finally, I pulled out of her, and I could see a bit of my cum dribble down as I lowered her to the tile floor.

“Fuck,” I groaned, “that was amazing.”

Thessa giggled. “Gods, Wade,” she said, and she kissed me again. “That was incredible.”

Lazy smiled. “Let’s get cleaned up, shall we? And then we can hit the bed!”

“Lucky we’re already in the shower,” Khla said with a grin.

Within minutes, we had cleaned ourselves up and were toweling down. But the sight of their beautiful bodies, glistening and clean, was more than enough to get me hard a second time. And I was lucky with my girls, because they couldn’t get enough of it, either.

It was going to be a long night.


Chapter 32

The van dropped us at the academy gates after dusk. The lamps along the main walk were lit, and students packed the steps all the way to the dining hall doors. The moment I set foot on the gravel path, a cheer broke out and rolled up against the library façade.

I hadn’t expected that. A week ago, most of them still whispered about the weird little team without sorority backing and with the only guy at Krysfelt in it. Tonight the same pupils waved academy pennants, blue ribbons, even handmade signs — CHIMERA RULES, WADE 4 CLASS PRES. A second-year called Lazy’s name, then threw a stuffed cat that bounced off her head and landed in her arms. She hugged it like it was gold.

And we basked in the glory. It was well earned, as was the acceptance that came with it. Thessa slid her hand into mine. Her tail had that proud swish I loved. Khla held position on my right, torch-still, but her lips twitched at the corners. Lazy drank in every grin, every outstretched palm, and somehow managed to snag two pastries on the walk to the door.

Inside, the smell of roasted meat hit us like a fist. Banners hung from the rafters and bunting hung overhead. The kitchen staff had gone wild — platters of pork, bowls of saffron rice, and fruit towers balanced on sculpted ice. Students and tutors lined up on either side, clapping in rhythm as we walked the red runner to the high table.

Trixie greeted us at the first step, practically vibrating. Somehow, she had managed a change of clothes in that small instance of time, and instead of her usual combat skirt, she wore a sequined cocktail dress that caught every lamp in the room. She hugged the girls with sincere happiness before she faced me, struck a saluting pose that made the onlookers laugh, then handed over a crystal shot glass. I downed it without asking. Cinnamon, honey, and something that wanted to set my chest on fire.

“Not bad,” I coughed.

“That’s the reserve stock,” she whispered. “They only open it for end-of-year galas or wars.”

A short rap of wood on wood drew our attention. There was a small podium at the far end of the dinner hall, and that’s where she was standing.

I had missed her… in a weird way. And the way she stood there was almost like seeing her again for the first time back home in Promise, Oregon, when she came to snag me up from the orphanage to offer me a place at Krysfelt.

Kay…

Her scarlet hair waved richly, and her green eyes were hard as emerald as she stood at the lectern. The crowd somehow carried us to the front, with people parting and making way, knowing that this speech was, of course, for us.

The room hushed, and we all listened.

“Victory in the Aquana Games is rare,” Kay began. “Victory without sorority or guild patronage is unheard of.” She paused, gaze flicking to me, then to each of the girls. “Tonight, you changed that statistic. Good. I like change, and even disruption has its uses.”

At that, the students chuckled, unsure if the firebrand was joking or actually meant that.

“Now,” she continued, “eat, drink, break a few minor rules. Tomorrow you’re students again.”

Applause cracked like a whip. Kay stepped down, met me at the foot of the dais, and shook my hand. There was something in her eyes — admiration, respect… something else, perhaps?

“You know how I feel about these tournaments,” she said in a tone only I could hear, “a waste of resources… but they do reveal character. You’ve shown plenty. Keep that staff out of sight until the Magocracy archives it, understood?”

“Understood, Headmistress.”

She softened by a millimeter. “On a personal note — while you were away the dorms endured a heat cycle. You likely… well, you likely escaped some… interesting behavior.”

The tips of my ears warmed, but then I chuckled. “Honestly, part of me is sorry I missed it.”

“But most of you should be relieved,” she finished for me, shooting me a disapproving look that conveyed our victory didn’t mean I could get too familiar with her and start making jokes. “Enjoy your evening,” she finished and headed off.

That didn’t bother me. I knew it was a slow path with her, but I was sure I’d get there. I just watched her go with a grin — because that was one hell of a sight.

I turned just in time to catch Varga limping through the crowd. She’d traded her combat leathers for her academy uniform. Her wounds had been healed at Cindervault, but she was still very much sore. Students gave her space as though the grief trailing her were visible, just as they gave me space.

As such, we ended up face-to-face.

“Wade,” she said, voice rough.

“Varga,” I greeted. I felt a presence at my side as I spoke, and I found Khla flanking me without my asking.

Varga glanced up at the orcess, then back to me. “First, thank you. Your healer tended my leg before the priests fixed it proper.”

Khla inclined her head.

“Second…” Varga’s throat bobbed. “The arena. We lost control. Salee wanted…” Her mouth shook but no tears came; she looked wrung dry, and she shook her head. “It doesn’t matter what she wanted. Not anymore. All I wanted to say is that I’m sorry.”

“Apology accepted,” I told her. “For what it’s worth, Rohuga fought like a champion.”

She nodded once, eyes shining.

“How’s Landura?” I asked.

“She went home to the Frost Marches,” Varga said. “Said she needed ‘soil that remembers her people.’ She gave up on Krysfelt. Don’t know what she’ll do next. As for Salee…” Varga exhaled like the word burned. “The Magocracy escorted her out at dawn. No one knows where.”

Lazy, who’d materialized beside me, placed the stuffed cat she had earlier into Varga’s open hand. “Keep it,” she said gently. “It’s silly, but it helps.”

Varga stared at the toy a long time before tucking it under her arm. “Thanks,” she muttered.

“Just heal,” Lazy said, patting her elbow.

When Varga limped away, I hugged Lazy from the back. “That was sweet,” I whispered. Lazy squeaked and flushed to her ears, turning in my arms to give me a kiss.

“You know,” she said, “I actually respect that she’s staying. I mean, she’s fallen from grace cheating at the Aquana Games and — worse — still losing. She’ll be ostracized. And still she stays.”

I nodded, not having thought of that yet. “Yeah,” I agreed. “Guess she has character.”

“A little too much of it,” Khla grunted.

Then, sounds behind us drew our attention. Trixie had mounted the podium. “Speech time!” she shouted in her drill instructor’s voice, and that sure as hell got everybody to shut up. “Drinks up!”

Wine and juice were hoisted. Trixie swung an arm toward us. “These four walked into the Bone Hive with style, walked out with a shiny stick, and made half the faculty rethink what a first year can do.” She pointed at me. “Wade juggled illusions like street coins, swiped a relic from a bone centaur, and somehow looked good while doing it —”

I hid behind my goblet; the hall laughed.

“Thessa melted enough bugs to open a yucky barbecue joint.” The room whooped; half the second-years stomped their feet. Thessa blew kisses and bowed, reveling in the attention.

“Lazy turned murder beasties into bunnies and still had time to comb her hair — if Wade hadn’t taken her comb.” More laughter and cheers. Lazy curtsied, nearly tripping on Khla’s boot.

“And Khla—” Trixie paused, respect taking the edge off her grin. “—Khla kept them all breathing.” The applause that answered was quieter, but deeper, like everyone knew exactly what the value of a good healer was.

Khla folded her arms, the smallest nod acknowledging it.

Trixie raised her glass higher. “To Team Chimera. May the future be even louder.”

Glasses clinked like hail.

The eating began in earnest after that. Trays slid down the long tables, laughter bounced off stained windows, and someone started a drinking contest near the south hearth. I drifted from cluster to cluster: professors wanting a handshake, first-years begging for autographs, a trio of Storm’s Gap exchange students shyly asking me to sign copies of the match transcripts. It blurred, not unpleasantly, until we found each other again at the end of the evening.

Just the four of us, me, Thessa, Lazy, and Khla. We spoke in soft tones as the party wound down, remembering the challenge we had just overcome. And when a comfortable silence followed, I wrapped my arms around all three.

For a moment the buzz of the hall fell away, and it was just the four of us.

Tomorrow would mean class, drills, maybe more politics, but tonight we ate, drank, and learned that even misfits could walk through fire — and come home to applause.
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