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CHAPTER ONE

His  muscles  ached  from  days  of  hard  travel  through  treacherous terrain,  but  when  he  heard  the  splash  of  someone  slipping  into  the mud,  Terry  Hathaway,  English  major  in  the  body  of  a  barbarian warrior, raced to the rescue. 

He leapt from the narrow, muddy path—a nearly nonexistent trail if he was being honest—and into the slimy pool that was likely host to  flesh-eating  leeches,  frogs  with  amphibious  rabies,  and  needle-toothed fish. A tree trunk led from the edge of the pool deeper into it. 

Terry  tried  to  balance  on  it,  so  he  could  spare  his  bottom  half  from getting   completely   soaked.  That  lasted  three  steps  before  he stumbled and fell off the log and deeper into the pond. 

He sank waist-deep in the cloudy water before his boots lodged in the muck on the bottom. Days ago, he might have been upset that his  footwear  had  filled  with  the  decomposed  remains  of  a  hundred years of plant growth, but he was far too dirty to care. What was a little  more  grit  between  your  toes  when  your  chest  hair  already hosted fast-growing lichens? 

He trudged through the mud, his ax overhead and ready to strike as  he  approached  his  companion  who  had  fallen  into  the  mud  and was now thrashing for everything they were worth. 

That the companion was a donkey made no difference to Terry. 

“I’ll get you, Browneyes!” he called to the thrashing pack animal as  a  dozen  paladins  and  clerics  urged  him  on,  and  another  couple dozen knights laughed uproariously at his trouble. 

Despite Terry having fed this donkey a swamp apple mere hours ago, it didn’t seem particularly calmed by his presence. It brayed and kicked as it tried to stay out of the cloying, sucking mud. It was only digging itself deeper. 

“Silence!  Would  Lux  laugh  at  the  misfortune  of  any  of  the creatures that walk in the light? Would Lux laugh at one who would carry the food and water for his clerics? Does the scripture not say, 

‘there is no beast so wicked that it can exist without the blessing of

light?’  Who  are  we  not  to  honor  this…uh…mule?  Is  it  a  mule  or  a donkey?” 

Despite  the  improvised  ending  to  the  prayer,  Morgan’s  words served as a switch to spur the clerics and paladins to the god of light to stop shouting and help. Light bloomed on the edge of the pond as several  clerics  ignited  their  holy  symbols  and  granted  their  shining god’s blessing into the gloom of the approaching evening. 

Terry wished that Morgan could get the knights to stop laughing, but he was getting quite accustomed to not getting what he wanted. 

There  was  a  leech  on  his  inner  thigh,  for  example,  that  he  could have done without. 

You suffer two piercing damage from a Venomous Leech! 

The  spineless  creature  sucking  the  blood  from  his  meaty  quad might have been more distressing if not for a couple of dozen skilled healers standing on the path. There were far worse creatures in the swamp—they’d already met quite a few of them on their slog here—

but Terry’s Danger Sense hadn’t triggered yet, so he focused on the donkey and ignored the leech. 

“Come  on,  Browneyes.  You  slipped  and  don’t  want  to  be  in  this muck any more than I do.” 

Its  namesake  eyes  were  wide,  and  spittle  flecked  its  yellowing teeth.  It  acted  like  Terry  was  one  of  the  many  things  in  the  swamp that  would  wish  to  eat  it  when  in  fact  he  was  in  the  very  small minority  of  things  that  had  standards  when  it  came  to  where  they sourced their meat. Old grumpy donkey wasn’t exactly appetizing to him, but the leech on his thigh would probably feel differently. 

“You don’t want to be in here. Come on out with me.” 

The  donkey  didn’t  listen  to  Terry.  Although  when  the  gentle sounds  of  a  harp  cut  through  the  knights’  peals  of  laughter,  the donkey  stopped  kicking  and  making  the  situation  worse.  When  the harp’s melody brightened, the donkey turned its head to see where such angelic music was coming from. 

Terry  knew  the  music’s  source,  but  that  didn’t  make  it  any  less awesome to see Mandy standing on the shore—backlit by a dozen glowing motes of light—strumming her harp as she gently crooned to the  animal.  The  bard’s  body  she  inhabited  was  tall  and  full-figured, 

and despite the days spent trekking through the swamp, her brightly colored cloak and skirts had stayed mostly unsullied by the mud. 

 “Come with me; you want to live, 

 We’ve got so much, love to give

 You’re the kind of donkey for us, 

 Now let him help, you braying cuss!” 

Her  last  note  was  rich  with  the  velvety  sound  of  magic,  and finally, Browneyes calmed. 

Terry  let  his  feet  sink  into  the  muck  at  the  bottom  of  the  pond, then wrapped his arms around Browneyes’ middle and  lifted. 

Despite  having  an  impressive  strength  score,  the  donkey  hardly budged.  It  came  up  a  few  inches,  maybe,  but  with  all  that  weight, Terry only sank deeper into the gunk. 

“Leave  the  beast!  It  carries  nothing  but  oats,  anyway!”  Pelar Morningstar  scoffed.  Compared  to  the  duchess’  son,  Mandy  was filthy.  Morningstar’s  gleaming  armor  had  not  a  speck  of  filth  on  its chrome  plates.  That  might  have  been  impressive  had  the  trumped-up royal son taken care of his own things, but he tasked his knights with removing and polishing his armor every night. 

Although Terry had only known Pelar for a few days, the last thing he wanted to do was admit he was right, even though in this case, he  was.  Bringing  donkeys— were  they  mules?    Terry  had  totally forgotten  that  mules  were  even  a  thing—into  the  swamp  that surrounded the Tomb of Malevolent Evil had been optimistic at best, foolhardy  at  worst.  Their  hooves  were  much  better  suited  for traversing  rocky  paths  or  hard-packed  earth  than  the  swamp’s shifting muds. 

Terry might have let the donkey go, but this place was still new to him. Even though he and his friends had been there for weeks, he still couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t quite real—that it was only in their heads and they were still sitting at the table in Jorge’s gaming  room.  If  that  was  the  case,  it  was  an  impossible  illusion  to shake.  Since  Terry  had  arrived,  he  hadn’t  glimpsed  the  world  he called home. Still…it was a time-honored tradition of every tabletop gamer to try to save horses, ponies, donkeys, and even mules at any

cost.  Despite  Pelar  Morningstar’s  jeers  making  a  certain  kind  of sense, Terry held on to Browneyes. 

He  felt  vindicated  in  this  decision  when  the  donkey  started  to float. 

“Oh, my goodness!” one of the knights shouted. 

“I bet you’ve all seen a housefly, maybe even a superfly, but I bet you’ve  never  seen  a  donkey  fly!”  Terry  proclaimed  as  he  let  go  of Browneyes’ neck. The beast of burden rose from the muck, then out of  the  dirty  water.  The  donkey  tentatively  kicked  as  if  trying  out  its newfound ability to levitate. 

Although it wasn’t the donkey doing the levitating, but Jewel. 

With  her  wand  pointed  at  the  donkey,  dark  blue  robes,  and pointed ears, it was easy to believe that Jewel was who she said she was:  an  elf  from  the  Forest  of  the  Moon  who  was  on  a  mission  to drive  evil  from  this  world.  Terry  knew  the  truth,  though.  Back  on Earth,  Jewel  was  a  wickedly  smart  computer  engineer  who programmed  autonomous  vacuum  cleaners.  She  also  happened  to be  the  love  of  his  life,  but  for  some  foolish  reason,  it  had  taken getting sucked into someone else's life to finally see what Jewel had known for months. 

Jewel  brought  the  donkey  over  to  the  twisting  path,  then  gently lowered it. It had no idea who had cast the spell, of course, and was focused  only  on  Mandy,  who  had  charmed  it  with  her  animal friendship spell and was now feeding it another swamp apple. 

“Maybe  we  should  stop  here  for  the  night,”  Jorge  said.  Despite being  one  of  the  five  people  who  came  from  Earth,  it  continued  to surprise Terry that he was considerably older than the rest of them. 

He’d  been  their  game  master,  and  the  magic  that  brought  them  all into this place seemed to know that somehow. 

While  the  four  of  them  were  a  band  of  traveling  adventurers, Jorge had appeared as an older priest devoted to the god Lux, the same one who granted Morgan his powers. Lux had also bestowed powers on the paladins and clerics who accompanied them into the swamp. Back on Earth, Jorge had always been a bit of a softy in his role as game master. He’d given them formidable challenges, sure, 

but only after long rests and making sure their gear was up to snuff. 

It hardly surprised Terry that he wanted to stop for the night. 

“There’s  light  yet!  Onward,  I  say,  onward!”  Morningstar proclaimed. 

Terry glanced at Jewel and rolled his eyes. She winked. 

“Perhaps  Sir  Morningstar  would  like  to  lead  this  procession, then?” Jewel asked. “In the fading light, it’s becoming rather difficult to find a path suitable for so many.” 

“I would if I could. Alas, my considerable level makes me one of the few here capable of keeping watch on our prisoner,” Morningstar said coolly. 

Terry didn’t much care for Morningstar’s plan to bring Tragor with them  back  to  the  Tomb.  Terry  thought  the  necromancer  intent  on opening  the  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil  shouldn’t  be  allowed  to  get anywhere near it, but it wasn’t his call. Morningstar might have made his  knights  polish  his  armor  instead  of  doing  it  himself,  but  he  was undeniably  far  more  powerful  than  Terry  and  his  companions combined. Tragor had come willingly thus far, always with a wary eye on the duchess' son, not that his gleaming armor made him hard to miss. 

“I  agree  with  Sir  Morningstar  in  this  case,”  Bishop  Neal  Porthos said. He was the highest-ranking member of the group of clerics and warriors that served Lux. He had a great big belly and plenty of gray hairs,  but  his  arms  were  strong  as  oaks,  and  he  seemed unflappable.  Porthos  was  Morningstar’s  opposite,  except  when  it came to power. He was also at a much higher level than Terry or any of his friends, which meant something to Terry the gamer. 

“From  what  you’ve  told  us,  we’re  hardly  halfway  to  the  Tomb. 

That  means  days  of  travel  yet,  but  I’d  rather  it  be  three  instead  of four, and if an extra hour can buy us that, it will be worth it.” 

“Bishop.” Morgan bowed to his superior. “We didn’t leave anyone there who would open the Tomb. We don’t need to break our necks trying to force our way through the swamp.” 

“Ah, the optimism of youth. While I commend your outlook, I must admit I haven’t felt that way for years. The Tomb will draw evil to it like  the  sun  draws  the  faces  of  sunflowers.  There  may  have  been

nothing  when  you  left,  but  every  day  we  leave  the  contents  of  that Tomb to fester we risk the horrors getting out.” 

“Precisely. We must make it to the Tomb and secure it before any foreign forces can!” Morningstar chimed in. 

Terry  didn’t  like  the  sound  of  “securing”  the  Tomb,  but  it  was hardly worth bringing up while treading a narrow path between two stagnant pools of water. 

“I  guess  we  can’t  exactly  camp  here,”  he  agreed,  although  if  it was only him and his friends, they could have easily done it. 

“Excellent to know you northerners can see logic at least some of the time!” Morningstar said cheerily. 

So  far,  Terry’s  barbarian  Danger  Sense  had  kept  them  from sinking into any pools of quicksand or from passing through the most toxic of the many kinds of brambles. He supposed it could help them a bit longer yet this day. 

He wondered if he should go ahead and spend the stat point he’d been holding onto since they leveled up at the Tomb. 

Terrance Hathaway, Level 4 Human Barbarian

Strength: 17

Dexterity: 8

Constitution: 16

Intelligence: 8

Wisdom: 6

Charisma: 10

Hit Points: 50

Armor Class: 5

Combat Equipment: Battle Ax, Throwing Ax (x4) Powers:  Rage  (3x/day),  Reckless  Attack,  Danger  Sense, Frenzy

Experience: 350/6500 to reach next level. 

If  he  wanted  to  min/max  his  character,  strength  or  constitution were the obvious choices. That’s how he normally played games like this:  use  max  power  where  you  could  rely  on  your  friends  to  save your butt if things went the wrong way, but he wondered if that was the wisest choice. 

His  wisdom  score  was  truly  abysmal,  and  he  wondered  if dropping  the  point  there  might  help  clear  up  the  mental  fog  that seemed to be a way of life for the barbarian. He’d been doing better at controlling the fits of rage that were his barbarian body’s default. 

Would  a  bit  more  wisdom  help?  His  dexterity  score  wasn’t  great either.  That  was  fine  for  combat—all  of  his  weapons  relied  on  his strength—but it was less than ideal for, say, balancing on a sunken log in a pond. 

Still  not  convinced  about  the  best  course  of  action,  Terry  held onto  the  unspent  stat  point  and  continued  down  the  narrow  path through the swamp. 

He  could  only  follow  the  path  because  they  had  come  this  way with Tragor in tow while being led by the lizard folk. It had only been a few days since they left the swamp, but the marks of their passing were almost gone. The plants they hacked away had started to grow back. Fresh growths of mushrooms covered the path they’d trampled down. There were other trails too, ones that hadn’t been there when they’d come this way before and suggested enemies ahead waiting to strike, or at the very least, hungry beasts. 

At least there was still some remnant of a path. Terry supposed that  should  be  reason  enough  for  them  to  press  on.  If  they  waited much  longer,  the  fearsome  flora  and  fauna  that  called  this  place home might erase every sign of the way they’d come. 

They  plodded  on.  Past  a  pond  crowded  with  wary  alligators beneath  a  tree  whose  branches  were  heavy  with  snakes.  Over  the body  of  some  poor  creature,  or  what  was  left  of  it  anyway.  Bones were  all  that  stuck  out  from  under  a  writhing  mass  of  beetles  and larva. 

They  came  to  an  area  that  seemed  especially  familiar  to  Terry. 

He was parsing whether that was a good thing or a bad thing when he felt a pang in his chest. 

“Halt!  Everyone,  weapons!”  he  shouted  as  his  Danger  Sense went off in a big way. There was something ahead of him—of that he was  sure.  Something  glinted  in  the  shadows  of  a  tangle  of  vines. 

Movement in his peripheral vision told him what lay ahead wasn’t a

simple  threat.  Whatever  it  was,  it  was  all  around  them.  They  were surrounded and in fading light. 

Terry spent that stat point on strength. 


CHAPTER TWO

Jewel’s half-elf eyesight pierced the darkening skies easily, yet even she  couldn’t  see  what  surrounded  them.  Every  time  she  saw movement and turned to look, she was too late. Whatever it was had found a hiding place behind the ever-present thick plant growth. She could see in the dark, but not  through  things. That was more than the knights  or  the  holy  warriors  for  Lux  could  do.  Jewel  knew  she wouldn’t be much good in a fight—not with fifty warriors all bristling with weapons—but if she could at least define the threat, she would have done her part. 

Slowly,  she  scanned  the  tangles  of  plant  growth  until  she  found what  she  was  looking  for.  A  scaled  hand  with  its  colors  shifting  to match the plants around it, clutching the shaft of a bronze weapon. 

She  followed  where  the  arm   should  be—the  camouflage  was  so good, she couldn’t see an arm, even though she knew one  had  to be there—and  found  a  reptilian  face  with  a  slitted  eye  looking  right  at her. 

It was one of the lizard people who had helped them on their first pass through the swamp. 

“It’s only lizard people!” Jewel shouted to the group, relief plain in her voice. 

“You hear that, men? We should be able to slay them easily! Our steel  will  turn  away  their  bronze.  No  casualties!  No  sacrifice!  For Paragran!” 

“No!” Jewel yelled, but the sounds of dozens of swords, maces, and spears being drawn drowned out her voice. 

She  glanced  at  her  character  sheet.  Playing  magic  users  had never  come  easy  to  her,  but  she  wasn’t  about  to  let  a  lack  of experience  at  a  game  cost  them  these  allies.  The  lizard  people should be friends, not foes! 

Jewel Davis, Level 4 Half-Elven Sorceress

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 8

Constitution: 14

Intelligence: 18

Wisdom: 11

Charisma: 16

Hit Points: 22

Armor Class: 10

Combat Equipment: Dagger (x2)

Spells (refreshes after rest): Unlimited Cantrips, 4 Level One, 3 Level Two

Prepared  Spells:  Cantrips—Fire  Bolt,  Light,  Minor  Illusion, Ray of Frost

Level  One—Burning  Hands,  Magic  Missile,  Shield,  Mage Armor, Feather Fall

Level Two— Invisibility, Levitate, Web

Experience: 350/6500 to reach next level. 

She  had  two  new  spells,  but  neither  seemed  appropriate  for preventing a slaughter. 

Feather Fall

Level 1 Sorcerer Spell: caster reduces falling rate to one foot per second for up to five beings within sixty feet of the caster. 

Spell lasts for one minute or until concentration is broken. 

Web

Level 2 Sorcerer Spell: Creates magic webs that fill a twenty-foot  cube  area  within  sixty  feet  of  the  caster.  Those  trapped inside it must make Strength checks to break free. The webs are highly flammable and if set aflame, deal 2d4 damage to anyone trapped within while they burn. 

She  reached  for  an  old  standby  to  let  the  others  see  what  her elven sight had already spotted. 

Jewel cast Light on a tree branch about twenty feet above them all.  The  light  flare  that  far  up  illuminated  the  surrounding  area  well. 

The  lizard  people’s  skin  was  fantastic  camouflage,  but  it  wasn’t  as fast as magic light. The new lighting changed the relative color of the foliage  that  the  lizard  people  hid  behind  and  it  became  clear  that perhaps twenty of the scaly bipeds surrounded them. 

“Very good, very good!” Morningstar declared, drawing his sword, and  holding  it  high  overhead  so  it  glinted  in  the  light  from  Jewel’s

spell. “The sorceress had unraveled their deception. Victory is ours, men! Into the swamp, and to glory!” 

Not  exactly  what  Jewel  was  hoping  for.  Before  the  armored knights could act, she clambered up onto a log so all could see her and shouted, “STOP!” as loudly as she could. 

The knights—either as shocked as the lizard folk by the sudden bright light or perhaps less than eager to have their armor filled with slime  and  mud—listened.  It  certainly  helped  that  the  lizard  people weren’t  attacking.  They  were  all  frozen,  eyes  on  the  party.  Despite being far more comfortable in the mud and swamp than the humans, they didn’t press the advantage while they had it. 

“Is she in charge, or am I?” Morningstar demanded. 

“Technically,  we’re  both  in  charge,”  Bishop  Porthos  said  loudly enough  for  everyone  to  hear.  “Jewel,  can  you  tell  us  why  they haven’t attacked?” 

“These  are  the  lizard  people  we  told  you  about!”  Jewel  said loudly. She  knew  she’d told Morningstar about them, but apparently, he’d  only  listened  to  the  part  about  bronze  weapons  and  not   how they were potential allies. 

“This is their home, and they hate the Tomb as much as we do, maybe more! Please, don’t attack them!” 

“Don’t think you caught us, either,” a lizard person said, stepping forward. It was Klenta, one of the pair who helped them make it to the Tomb. She had a better handle of the common tongue than most lizard folk did, although many more of them understood the language than spoke it. “We’ve been following you for half an hour since that debacle with the donkey.” 

“Almost  came  to  eat  it,”  a  hulking  lizard  carrying  a  massive  ax said, his accent much thicker than Klenta’s. 

“Brother  Hekkar!”  Terry  shouted  as  he  stomped  into  the  swamp toward the lizard, arms outstretched for a hug. 

Jewel  didn’t  fail  to  notice  that  Hekkar’s  severed  arm,  hand,  and foot had all regrown more lightly colored than the rest of him. Being able  to  regenerate  limbs  was  a  neat  trick.  Perhaps  not  one  that Jewel would ever want to try, though. 

“I think we can all relax!” Bishop Porthos announced. “Right, Sir Morningstar?” 

“If the four of them could handle these reptilians, we’ll manage, I suppose.” He huffed, then sheathed his gleaming sword. “What are you lot staring at? You heard me! Lower your weapons!” 

Jewel  had  heard  Morningstar,  and  he’d  said  nothing  of  the  sort, but it didn’t seem like the time to point that out. Fortunately, he was farther back amid all his knights. He would surely saunter over in a minute, but until then, Jewel had a moment with Klenta. 

The reptilian warrior realized this as well. “You come with many.” 

Klenta’s forked tongue flicked nervously. 

“I do, and despite telling them that you often ask for payment, Sir Pelar  Morningstar  made  it  clear  he  did  not  wish  to  pay  a  thing.  It might be best not to push too much on that point.” 

Klenta  looked  at  the  knights,  paladins,  and  clerics  once  more. 

“This  is  a  much  larger  force  than  we  usually  see  in  our  ancestral swamp.”  She  let  the  question  of  just  what  the  hell  they  were  doing here go unspoken. 

“You  know  as  well  as  I  that  it  will  take  a  large  force  to  destroy whatever  is  down  in  the  Tomb.  If  the  armies  we  saw  were  drawn from  the  surface,  I  can  only  imagine  what’s  down  below  is  even worse.” 

Klenta  nodded.  “If  that  is  your  mission,  you  may  pass  with  our aid.” The lizard bowed to Jewel. 

“Wait,  so  you  and  Hekkar  returned  to  your  clan?  Because  you told us that going to the Tomb might get you expelled.” 

“Chief Getra is wise and honors the old ways, but she also knows the  Tomb  has  changed  our  swamp  and  this  world.  It  is  a  forbidden place, but when we told her what we did and of the lizard who joined us on the mission, she allowed us to return to the clan.” 

“And Sissy? Is she…” Mandy let the question drop. She knew as well  as  anyone  how  ridiculous  it  was  to  be  so  concerned  about  a giant lizard who ate axes of all things! 

“She  vanished  into  the  swamp.  We  made  no  attempt  to  follow her. She is a rare breed of lizard. I do not think she will have been caught unaware, but we have not seen her since you left.” 

Mandy nodded. 

“Good tidings,” the bishop said, sliding into the conversation. “My name is Bishop Neal Porthos. Are you the leader of these people?” 

Klenta  bowed.  “I  am  the  leader  of  this  scouting  expedition, nothing more. Our leader has met Jewel, Mandy, Terry, and Morgan. 

If  you  are  friends  of  theirs,  Chief  Getra  welcomes  you  to  our community. You can rest with us tonight, and in the morning, we can lead you all on a safer path to the Tomb.” 

Bishop Porthos bowed. “We accept your help and thank you for it. We expect a long siege, so we have little food to share, but some of  my  paladins  and  clerics  have  gifts  for  your  clan.  Jewel  and  her band spoke well of you.” 

“We  have  little  interest  in  the  grains  your  people  grow,  but  we thank you all the same.” Klenta bowed once more. “Now, if you will follow us?” 

“Through  the  mud?”  Pelar  Morningstar  demanded.  “You  expect us to leave the trail and walk through the mud  in the dark?  I’m sorry, am I the only one who doesn’t see this as the obvious trap it is?” 

Klenta blinked, then flicked her tongue nervously. “Trap? This is no trap.” 

“Forgive us, Scout Klenta. You must surely be in awe that the son of  the  duchess  herself,  Sir  Pelar  Morningstar   is  here  with  us!  Such an honor, I’m sure!” Mandy said in a tone Jewel thought was some of the worst stage acting she’d ever heard. 

Mandy’s Charisma swayed Morningstar, and he beamed. 

Klenta picked up on it too and bowed once more. “You honor us, sir. We will try to find a path that does not leave your gleaming armor too muddy.” 

“Oh,  it’s  nothing.”  Pelar  grinned  and  waved  away  the  offer. 

“Nothing builds character like polishing a bit of armor in the evening, and my men are always eager to build character.” 


CHAPTER THREE

The  lizard  people’s  village  was  farther  away  than  Mandy  expected. 

Yet,  with  the  lizard  people  to  guide  them  through  the  swamp,  they made  much  better  time  than  they  had  since  coming  to  this  place. 

Even with nearly fifty people and pack mules, the lizard people found a  suitable  path.  It  was  a  little  muddier  than  Mandy  liked,  but  the footing was better, even if it was sometimes underwater. 

They made it to a raised mound of dirt as dusk faded to night. A few  of  the  clerics  used  their  pendants  to  illuminate  the  scene,  and Mandy made her harp glow to help. 

“I’ll  set  up  command  in  the  center,”  Morningstar  proclaimed.  No one  argued  with  him,  of  course,  because  they  either  respected  his authority  and  power  or  because  it  simply  wasn’t  worth  the  effort. 

Bishop Porthos set up his tent not far away. 

The lizard people were intrigued by the bright lights, even if their gecko-like  eyes  didn’t  need  the  illumination  to  see.  Bishop  Porthos noticed their interest, and as soon as they finished making camp, he passed  out  bronze  medallions  in  the  shape  of  the  sunburst  that represented their god. 

“Once a day, these can illuminate the land around us, thanks to the blessings of Lux,” Porthos explained as he distributed his cache of  holy  trinkets.  Mandy  had  to  admit  that  as  far  as  attempted conversions  went,  it  wasn’t  a  bad  way  to  go  about  it.  At  least  he didn’t tell the lizard people they needed to swear fealty to Lux or cast off their traditions. It was only a gift with an explanation of how to use it. Mandy couldn’t help but think her world might be a better place if religions comported themselves in this manner. 

The  lizards  were  grateful  and  wore  the  necklaces  proudly,  and soon the sunburst of Lux could be seen across the campground. 

The  magical  component  of  the  medallions  went  unused.  The lizard people had magic. Mandy knew they did, but it was as different in effect as it was in style. In their last battle, they’d used medicine made by the lizard folk to bring Terry back from the verge of death and make Hekkar regrow multiple limbs. As far as Mandy knew, that

wasn’t  something  people  could  do.  Yet  the  lizards  looked  amazed and slightly bewildered at the glowing lights, despite it being a fairly simple cantrip. 

They  were  especially  enamored  with  Mandy’s  harp,  and  she could see why. It was a fine instrument, and she made sure to keep it  tuned  and  in  pristine  condition.  The  carved  wooden  frame  above and below the strings formed a delicate scroll, and she replaced the strings often, so they shone like spun gold in the light radiating from the harp. 

One of the lizard people finally worked up the courage to ask her what  it  was.  Not  that  Mandy  understood  his  hissing  language  of clicks and odd breaths of air. Fortunately, Klenta was there to explain that it was an instrument. This excited the lizard people, and many of them  vanished  into  the  clumps  of  vegetation  and  earth  that  Mandy knew to be their homes. 

Before they could return, Chief Getra entered the camp. 

She was as impressive as she’d been when Mandy first met her. 

Even though her colors had faded with old age, she had a massive frill  around  her  neck  that  hung  nearly  to  her  waist  and  horns  so delicate they might have been feathers. 

“My people are pleased to have you in our swamp and pledge to take you to the Tomb,” she said, her common tongue accented but quite serviceable. 

Pelar  Morningstar  had  sauntered  over  when  he  saw  the  chief approaching. Mandy gritted her teeth and readied herself to explain any number of cultural misunderstandings, but to her surprise, Pelar was the very personification of chivalry. 

“You honor us by giving us safe harbor in your home.” He bowed deeply.  “My  name  is  Sir  Pelar  Morningstar,  son  of  the  Duchess  of Paragran. How may I address you, oh elder?” 

“I  like  this  one,”  Getra  tittered  to  Mandy,  then  bowed  to Morningstar. “You may call me Chief Getra if it pleases you, my lord. 

We  had  hoped  your  companions  would  come  back  and  finish  what they started at the Tomb, but we had not expected such a large and fearsome force.” 

“This  swamp  may  not  be  part  of  the  kingdom  of  Paragran,  but that does not mean we have no responsibility to the beings that call this place home. The powers of the Tomb of Malevolent Evil cannot be allowed free rein in this place. What hurts you will eventually hurt us all.” 

“You are as wise as you are handsome then,” Chief Getra said. 

“Ah!  You  flatter  me.  You  are  of  course  quite…resplendent  as well.” For the first time since Mandy had seen him, Pelar seemed…

well,  normal.  She  admired  that  he’d  tried  to  compliment  the  chief, despite not knowing anything about lizard physiology. 

Chief  Getra  didn’t  seem  to  mind  his  attempt  at  flattery.  She chuckled—an  oddly  pleasant  hissing  sound—at  the  compliment.  “I used  to  look  better,  believe  you  me.  Like  so  many  creatures,  age does not often help our complexion.” 

“I know the feeling.” Bishop Porthos stepped forward with a broad smile  shining  through  his  gray  beard.  “Neal  Porthos,  Bishop  to  the Church of Lux, at your service, Chief Getra.” 

All the chief’s ebullience vanished when her eyes came to rest on the bishop. “You thought to bring bronze but cast it all in the shape of your  holy  symbol?  I  guess  it  would  be  too  much  to  expect  subtlety from a religious zealot.” 

“I  am  no  zealot,  madam,  only  a  man  intent  on  bringing  light  to darkness,” Porthos replied, his tone slightly caustic. 

“Ah, but there are those who see in the dark who would only go blind in the light. I will not make my people reject your trinkets, but if you  try  to  persuade  any  of  our  people— especially   our  youth—to forget our traditions, we will soon discover this Lux of yours can still glow from beneath the mud.” 

Porthos  didn’t  scowl,  but  his  smile  tightened.  “I  assure  you,  the light  of  Lux  can  shine   anywhere.  But  you  need  not  worry.  We  are here to destroy what lies in the Tomb, nothing more. I will instruct my people not to speak of our histories unless asked. Fair enough?” 

“Fair enough.” Chief Getra turned to the group. “Come! Feast! Be merry! We know you have supplies and need to save your food for the trials ahead. We have caught fish for you and harvested herbs. 

Tonight, you dine with us so tomorrow you will be strong enough to continue your journey!” 

Morningstar’s  knights  and  Porthos’  clerics  and  paladins  all cheered  and  followed  the  lizard  people  from  their  camp  into  the village proper. It was another raised patch of earth, dotted here and there with mounds of vegetation and mud they used as homes. 

Mandy  was  left  to  ponder  the  interaction  she’d  witnessed between the chief and her leaders. Until now, she’d much preferred the  company  of  Porthos  to  Morningstar.  Pelar  was  arrogant,  brash, and obsessed with his image while Neal seemed experienced, calm, and driven to make the world a better place. 

Seeing  the  two  of  them  interact  with  the  lizard  chief  made  her view them differently. Perhaps Morningstar acted as he did because he  felt  that  he   must.  He  represented  a  kingdom,  after  all,  and  it wouldn’t  do  for  such  a  representative  to  be  anything  but  the  very image of confidence. He’d treated Getra as the leader of her people, with all the respect and grace her position deserved. 

Porthos—seen in this light—was more manipulative than Mandy realized.  He   had   paid  attention  to  them  when  they  said  the  lizard people liked bronze and used that tidbit not necessarily to help the lizard  people  but  to  further  his  belief  system.  Mandy  wasn’t  sure  if there  was  anything  wrong  with  that,  especially  in  this  world  where their god gave them literal magic powers ,  but it didn’t seem altruistic either. 

Before  Mandy  could  ponder  any  further—there  were  also  their appearances  to  consider:  Pelar  was,  by  all  accounts,  dashingly handsome  and  immaculately  groomed,  while  Porthos  was  muddy and had broken his nose so many times even a lizard person would have noticed—one of their hosts approached her with a drum. 

“Play?”  the  lizard  person  asked,  then  tapped  a  devilishly  quick rhythm. 

“I  would  love  to.”  Mandy  followed  the  lizard  person  deeper  into their village. He led her to a great big bonfire where a fish stew rich with the smell of herbs bubbled in a massive clay pot. 

Mandy waited for the lizard people to start the music so she could join in. They had plenty of drums and percussion instruments of all

types and sizes. They had some sort of horns or flutes or something as well. Mandy wasn’t sure what they were, how they played them, or what they sounded like. 

She  hadn’t  been  a  musician  on  Earth,  and  the  bard’s  body  she inhabited  in  this  world  hadn’t  seen  these  instruments  before  either. 

The  thought  that  she  might  be  the  first  person  in  centuries  to  hear this instrument, maybe the first ever, excited her! 

The lizard people wouldn’t play. Instead, they stared at her or her harp, waiting to see what she would do. She wasn’t about to leave an audience wanting! 

She struck up a melody on her harp—nothing too crazy, the kind of  thing  that  might  quiet  a  rowdy  tavern  but  would  be  less  than proper  for  a  royal  audience—and  the  lizard  people  melted.  Their eyes  bugged  out,  tongues  lolling.  They  were  awestruck.  Mandy realized  that  she’d  never  heard  their  flutes  or  horns,  but  they  had likely  never  listened  to  a  harp  before.  The  damp  didn’t  agree  with stringed  instruments,  and  their  long  claws  might  make  striking  the notes rather tricky. 

She played a second song, then a third, faster than the other two and more suitable for dancing. That one had the desired effect. No sooner had she reached the bridge before the chorus than a lizard seated  behind  a  massive  drum  made  from  a  hollow  tree  trunk  and the skin of something spotted began to play along. 

He didn’t add much, only a simple bass note on the first and third note of each measure, but the other lizards looked at him as if he’d asked for his own death. 

Mandy  couldn’t  help  giggling.  Were  they  really  too  shy  to  play along? 

“That sounds great! What else can we get going?” she asked the group. The lizard people scrambled to join in. 

By  the  time  she  finished  with  the  chorus  and  went  to  the  next verse,  a  smaller,  sharper  drum,  something  like  a  tambourine  made with  mussel  shells  joined  the  mighty  bass  percussion.  Countless shakers  made  of  gourd-like  plants  and  filled  with  either  seeds  or pebbles  added  to  the  beat.  Then,  to  her  great  delight,  one  of  the lizards began to play its horn. 

Mandy—the  bard,  not  the  biology  student  turned  chef—

immediately  identified  the  instrument’s  sound.  It  wasn’t  a  horn  or  a flute but a reed instrument like a saxophone or clarinet. 

This one sounded more like an oboe than anything, but even that comparison  was  lacking  because  it  had  far  more  range  than  an oboe. The musician could play notes lower and higher than the harp and didn’t seem to have issues jumping from the bottom of the scale to the top and back down again. The melodies he used were unlike anything Mandy had ever heard. 

Without realizing it, Mandy shifted her style to match his. Or hers, she  couldn’t  tell.  The  lizard  person  noticed  and  nodded appreciatively,  like  every  old  jazz  legend  ever.  He  shifted  his  style, and  she  shifted  hers,  and  soon  the  two  of  them  and  the  drummers were  making  music  that  neither  this  world  nor  the  next  had  ever heard. 

They  played  until  the  sun's  last  light  was  gone,  and  the  stars, both  foreign  and  familiar  at  once,  twinkled  overhead.  Then  they played some more. 

Mandy finally stopped. Not because she wanted to, but because her fingers hurt from playing so long. The lizard on the swamp oboe

—she didn’t know what else to call the reed instrument made from a twisted piece of wood—kept playing, somehow not yet out of breath. 

Mandy  sat  back  and  let  herself  enjoy  the  moment.  They  were always so focused on trying to get home that sometimes she forgot to  enjoy  the  strangeness  of  being  in  someone  else’s  body  in someone else’s world. Well, sometimes the strangeness of this world tried to kill her, and that kept her from enjoying it most of the time, but not right now. 

Right now, she could listen to music and watch the faces of these people  she  might  never  have  thought  of  as  people  smiling  in  the firelight. It was special, magical, and so much nicer to experience in the  body  of  a  bard  instead  of  a  barbarian!  People   liked  bards,  and Mandy  much  preferred  having  everyone  like  her  than  being  upset with her for losing her temper all the time! 

When  they  leveled  up,  it  had  been  a  no-brainer  to  sink  her  stat point into Charisma. She used it for magic, and she  liked  being  liked. 

Mandy O’Connell, Level 4 Human Bard Strength: 12

Dexterity: 14

Constitution: 10

Intelligence: 12

Wisdom: 9

Charisma: 17

Hit Points: 28

Armor Class: 6

Combat  Equipment:  Studded  Leather  Armor,  Longsword, Dagger (x2), Harp

Powers: Bardic Inspiration, Jack of all Trades, Song of Rest Spells (refreshes after rest): Unlimited Cantrips, 4 Level One, 3 Level Two

Prepared Spells: Cantrips—Light, Minor Illusion Level  One—Charm  Person,  Cure  Wounds,  Detect  Magic, Sleep, Animal Friendship

Level Two—Knock, Shatter, Silence

Experience: 350/6500 to reach next level. 

She’d  only  gotten  one  new  spell,  which  was  a  spell  one  of  her companions used. A strength of the team, and deliciously ironic that a musician could make others be quiet. 

Silence

Level 2 Bard Spell: Creates a twenty-foot sphere within 120

feet of the caster in which no sound can be created, nor can any sound pass into or through the zone of magical silence. Lasts for ten minutes or until concentration is broken. 

After  a  bowl  of  stew—Mandy  had  to  ask  the  chef  for  the  herbs, though none of them had names she had ever heard—and a couple more songs on the harp, Mandy grew tired. As she settled into her tent, she heard something crashing in the swamp’s dense brush. 

She wasn’t the only one who heard it. Some knights and paladins had  their  hands  on  their  weapons  but  were  slower  than  Mandy’s magic light. 

She  illuminated  the  spot  where  the  noise  originated.  She  saw nothing  at  first,  but  she  didn’t  extinguish  the  light.  She  knew  how

good creatures could be at camouflage in the swamp, so she tried to see if there was a shape that didn’t quite belong. 

Almost  immediately  she  spotted  a  giant  lizard.  It  had  massive eyes  that  swiveled  independently  and  a  long,  curled  tail.  It  looked like  the  same  type  as  the  one  she  befriended  on  their  last  venture into  the  Tomb.  Klenta  had  told  them  that  lizard  was  incredibly  rare and her people saw it as a sort of demi-deity. 

“Sissy?” Mandy asked. 

Both of the lizard’s eyes swiveled to her. 

Mandy  moved  toward  it,  still  unsure  if  it  was  who  she  thought  it was but not wanting the knights to intervene with their swords either. 

The  creature  scurried  toward  her  (it  was  surprisingly  fast  for  a lizard the size of a horse) and licked her face with its strange tongue. 

“Step back!” One of the knights raised his sword. 

As if to prove its identity, Sissy shot out her tongue and yanked the sword from the man’s hand, swallowing it whole. 

“Sissy,  it  is  you!”  Mandy  gushed.  She  turned  to  the  knights  and paladins,  still  rousing  themselves  from  their  beds.  “It’s  okay, everyone! I know this one!” 

The lizard hadn’t attacked, so they mostly stayed back, except for the knight who’d lost his sword to its gullet. 

“Sissy,  spit  out,”  Mandy  said.  One  of  the  lizard’s  massive  eyes swiveled toward her, then it retched once, twice, thrice, and spat the weapon out in a puddle of whitish goo. 

“Thanks…”  the  knight  muttered  as  he  picked  up  his  weapon between his thumb and forefinger. 

Mandy  couldn’t  believe  it.  Her  animal  friendship  spell  had  worn off  days  ago,  yet  Sissy  remembered  her!  Still,  she  played  one  last song on her harp that night, recasting the spell to reinforce her bond with  the  mighty  reptile.  With  the  spell  cast,  Sissy  lay  next  to  her. 

Mandy  couldn’t  wait  to  tell  everyone  about  their  friend’s  return.  In case anyone got the wrong idea in the night, she threw an arm over Sissy and snuggled her affectionately as she drifted off to sleep. 


CHAPTER FOUR

Morgan didn’t know how he’d missed Sissy’s return. The horse-sized chameleon had been instrumental in getting him and his friends into the  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil  and  defeating  Sethril,  but  he  couldn’t deny  she  was  back  when  he  woke  to  find  Mandy  sleeping  next  to her. 

“Sissy?” Morgan rubbed the sleep from his eyes, wondering how crazy he was for greeting a giant lizard by name. 

She didn’t answer, but one of her eyes flicked over to him. That gesture felt like it meant something, Morgan thought. 

“You hungry?” 

Sissy opened her mouth, then snapped it shut. 

“Sure.  Give  me  a  minute.”  Morgan  stumbled  through  the awakening camp until he reached the soup pot they’d all eaten from the night before. Next to it were the castoff remains, mostly bones of fish, small mammals, birds, snails, and other less familiar creatures. 

The lizard folk had piled all of it on a massive, waxy leaf. 

Morgan grabbed the leaf by the stem and dragged the entire pile of bones and guts over to Sissy. He figured if she thought axes were a yummy meal, bones must be an absolute delicacy. 

Sure  enough,  both  of  the  lizard’s  massive,  swiveling  eyes focused  on  the  mess  of  bones  and  viscera  as  soon  as  Morgan dragged it in front of her. She ate by shooting out her massive, sticky tongue and sucking dozens of bones into her mouth at once. 

Mandy  opened  her  eyes  at  the  sound  and  grimaced.  “I  would have settled for a cup of coffee. You didn’t need to make breakfast.” 

“Aw, I’m sure Sissy will share.” Morgan chuckled. 

“She’ll  need  her  strength.”  Mandy  sat  up  and  pulled  her  cloak around her shoulders. Not that she needed to. There was a layer of dew on everything, but it had not gotten all that cold in the night. It was  humid.  Humid  and  hot.  The  sun’s  first  rays  poked  through  the thick vegetation, evaporating the dew. 

“We  should  get  a  move  on,”  Morgan  said.  “It’s  gonna  be  a  hot one…again. Did you see where Terry and Jewel crashed?” 

“They’re right over there, but do we have to wake them?” Mandy asked. The porcelain-skinned elf had her rich blue robe spread over herself and the hairy barbarian. 

Morgan smiled. “I thought you didn’t like them together.” 

“I didn’t like how Jewel wanted to commit, and Terry said no. He’s lucky to have someone like her.” 

“That’s  true,  I  guess,”  Morgan  allowed.  He’d  never  had  any problem  with  them  being  in  a  relationship  or  breaking  up  for  that matter. Still, there was something charming about seeing the austere sorceress snuggle with the brash barbarian. Opposites attract and all that. 

“Plus,  they’ve  been  having  body  issues.  I  don’t  think  the  bodies they’re in are attracted to each other.” 

“The differential in body hair is pretty extreme,” Morgan agreed. 

“Exactly,” Mandy agreed as if Morgan had said something wise. 

He wasn’t about to say it aloud, but he was thankful that he and Mandy  had  grown  closer.  She’d  never  liked  him,  and  with  good reason.  Morgan  could  have  been  more  respectful  to  women.  He didn’t  doubt  that  anymore.  This  world  had  changed  him,  made  him see things about how he lived his life that he might have remained blind to forever. It had changed Mandy too. He couldn’t imagine her letting anyone sleep in before. 

“Let’s  go  wake  Morningstar  then,”  Morgan  said.  “You  think  he sleeps with cucumber rings on his eyes?” 

“He  must  to get that gleam. I think I misjudged him. Did you see him with Chief Getra? A perfect gentleman.” 

“Fair enough. I suppose I can wake Bishop Porthos first.” 

Mandy  shrugged  and  went  back  to  Sissy,  scrubbing  her  scales like she was a prized mare. 

Morgan  picked  his  way  through  the  camp,  past  knights  donning armor,  clerics  saying  their  morning  prayers—the  prayers  granted magic abilities in this world, so it was time well spent—and paladins blessing their weapons with the first light of the day. 

Before  he  reached  the  bishop’s  tent,  he  spotted  Klenta  and Hekkar entering the camp, with another ten or so warriors following them. 

“May  the  light  of  Lux  shine  upon  you  and  brighten  your  day,” 

Morgan said in greeting. 

Hekkar bowed, but Klenta did her hissing laugh instead. “I hope your god doesn’t brighten our day too much. We have much ground to cover, and it will be more difficult in the sun.” 

Morgan didn’t fail to catch her subtext. “We?” 

Klenta  nodded.  It  was  a  human  gesture,  and  she  did  it awkwardly, but Morgan knew it was an affirmative. “Chief Getra will not allow us to enter the Tomb, but she will not have those who wish to  destroy  it  be  swallowed  by  the  swamp  either.  We  will  take  you there. Oh! Syisyssiyas is back!” 

Morgan  glanced  back  at  the  lizard.  Its  swiveling  eyes  pointed skyward, and slitted in obvious bliss as Mandy scrubbed dried scales loose with a rock. 

“She wasn’t with you all this whole time?” 

“No.  She  vanished  after  we  split  ways.  This  is  a  good  omen!” 

Klenta  turned  to  one  of  her  warriors  and  hissed  something  in  their language.  The  lizard  person  scurried  off,  likely  to  share  the  good news. 

“Well, we’re happy to have you guide us,” Morgan said. 

“You say that now, but we will need to move quickly to keep this many people from drawing the attention of some of the larger beasts that live in the swamp.” 

“I’m  sure  we’d  all  appreciate  the  help  in  expediting  our  travels,” 

Morgan said. 

“Yeah?” Hekkar asked. 

“Yeah.” Morgan snorted a laugh. He couldn’t be sure that Hekkar understood the word “expedited.” 

Apparently  the  lizard  man  did  because  he  inflated  his  large  red throat  sack,  then  unleashed  a  howl  so  loud  and  mighty  no  human could hope to replicate it. 

The  sound  spurred  those  who  were  awake  to  their  feet  and dragged those still asleep into consciousness. 

Both  Bishop  Porthos  and  Sir  Morningstar  seemed  to  be  in  the latter category, although they reacted differently. 

Morningstar  stumbled  from  his  tent  with  a  sword  raised  while Porthos shouted a prayer from inside his tent. 

“We need to cover as much ground as possible before the sun is overhead and the biting flies are out in full force!” Klenta shouted to the assembly of warriors. “They especially like the smell of sweat, so let’s move!” 

An hour later, Morgan was  more optimistic than when he first woke. 

They were moving faster than they had without the help of Klenta’s people, and despite the warning of biting flies, they had yet to meet much of a swarm. 

It  wasn’t  only  the  speed  and  lack  of  flies  that  had  Morgan  in  a good mood. It was their destination. They were finally heading to the Tomb of Malevolent Evil with a force that could  do something  about the place. Despite the mud, stink, and filth of this place, there was a light at the end of the tunnel. 

This  should  be   it,  the  end  of  this  whole  mess.  They’d  gotten sucked into this world through a book titled  The Tomb of Malevolent Evil. Surely destroying the Tomb would send them back home, right? 

Terry could imagine the celebration back in Blun—or a bigger, better city, maybe—fading to black as he had another glass of wine, then reappeared in Jorge’s living room. 

He  had  grown  in  this  world—that  was  undeniable—and  he  was ready to bring his new self back to Earth. There were things he was willing  to  leave  here—the  quickness  with  which  his  tongue  found metaphors about light and darkness, for starters—but mostly he felt like a new person, a better person. 

He also had a better relationship with his friends than before. He didn’t  see  how  they  could  ever  be  anything  but  the  best  of  friends after this unbelievable shared experience. Living in someone else’s body and defending a magical world from pure evil wasn’t the sort of thing most people could forget. 

By the same token, it wasn’t the kind of thing that everyone would survive   either.  Morgan  knew  there  would  be  trials  and  tribulations ahead  and  wanted  to  make  sure  he  knew  what  he  was  capable  of now that he was level four. 

Morgan Emerson, Level 4 Human Cleric

Strength: 8

Dexterity: 9

Constitution: 12

Intelligence: 11
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Charisma: 13
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Armor Class: 4

Combat Equipment: Chainmail, Shield, War Hammer Powers: Turn Undead, Preserve Life

Spells per day: 4 Cantrips, 6 Level One, 3 Level Two Prepared  Spells:  Cantrips—Light,  Mending,  Resistance, Sacred Flame

Level  One—Cure  Wounds,  Bless,  Command,  Healing  Word, Guiding Bolt

Level  Two—Find  Traps,  Hold  Person,  Protection  from Poison, Silence

Experience: 350/6500 to reach next level. 

He’d  put  his  stat  point  in  wisdom  since  it  allowed  him  another spell per rest cycle. His new spells were pretty cool too. 

Mending

Cleric Cantrip: Repairs a tear or break up to one foot in size in a non-magical item. 

Sacred Flame

Cleric Cantrip: Does 1d8 radiant damage to one target within sixty  feet  unless  target  does  a  Dexterity  check.  Damage increases at higher levels. 

Protection from Poison

Level  Two  Cleric  Spell:  Removes  one  poison  from  target touched  during  casting.  Target  gains  +4  to  saving  throws against poison and takes half damage from poison for one hour. 

Morgan  tried  to  think  of  ways  to  use  Mend—it  seemed  like  the sort of spell that would be wildly useful if he remembered to use it—

when Bishop Porthos caught up to him and matched his pace. 

“May the light of Lux shine upon you,” the bishop greeted. 

“Right  back  at  you,”  Morgan  replied  before  he  realized  what  he was  saying  and  to  whom.  “Sorry!  I  mean,  uh…and  may  you  ever avoid the erm…shadows?” 

Bishop  Porthos  chuckled.  “Right  back  at  you.  That’s  something people from your world say, then?” 

Morgan  glanced  at  him.  Thus  far,  all  of  their  conversations  had been about the logistics of navigating the swamp and a few strategy meetings  to  figure  out  what  might  lurk  at  the  bottom  of  the  Tomb. 

They  hadn’t  lost  anyone  in  the  swamp  yet,  so  the  navigation meetings had proven to be time well spent. Morgan and his friends hadn’t gone  down  into the Tomb, so any questions about that always felt like a huge waste of time. This was the first time the bishop had mentioned  anything  about  Morgan  not  being  the  Morgan  he  was supposed to be. 

“Bishop Porthos, I uh…” 

“Father  Jorge  told  me  about  it,”  Porthos  cut  in  before  Morgan could stutter a lame excuse. “That the four of you—and him—were brought here from another world through a book you all thought was a game.” 

Maybe  Morgan  should  have  doubted  the  bishop  more,  but  the senses of the cleric whose body he inhabited assured him he didn’t need  to.  The  bishop  was  a  powerful  vessel  for  the  light  of  Lux.  He might  have  some  shortcomings—his  big  belly  indicated  he  wasn’t one to shy away from seconds—but he controlled magic that could destroy  the  undead.  Like  Morgan,  he’d  chosen  sides  in  the  eternal struggle between light and dark, good and evil. He was on his side. 

Morgan was sure of that. 

“Sounds  silly  when  you  say  it  like  that,  but  yeah,  pretty  much. 

Doesn’t feel like a game anymore though.” 

“I would imagine not,” Porthos said. “You remember the life of this world, though?” 

“I do. It was weird at first, having two childhoods, coming of age twice, but I’ve got it all squared in my head. Thinking about it now, it’s kind of weird that I ever conflated the two!” 

“Your world is that different from ours?” 

Morgan threw back his head and laughed loud and hard at that. 

Too  loud.  It  spooked  a  bird  into  flight,  which  screeched  menacingly until a lizard person threw a javelin at it, then tucked it in a sack to be added to dinner, no doubt. 

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Bishop Porthos smiled. 

“Our worlds are so different it’s sort of wild to me they both have humans,”  Morgan  admitted.  “Where  I’m  from,  there’s  no  magic,  no healing powers, no sorceresses.” 

“Your gods grant no gifts?” 

“Our God’s main currency is faith,” Morgan said. “I don’t mean to sound  disrespectful  or  doubtful,  bishop,  but  it’s  easy  to  believe  in Lux.  I’ve   seen  what  he  can  do.  I’ve   felt  his  power.  I  don’t  see  how anyone could doubt such a thing.” 

“Why would that offend me? You may call me Neal, by the way.” 

“Sometimes it feels like Lux is simpler. He’s anti-zombie, anti-evil. 

No great qualms about believing in  that.  You got it, Neal.” 

Neal  chuckled,  a  warm  sound.  “I  wish  everyone  shared  your surety. I have seen great miracles wrought with the light of Lux, but still, there are those who prefer to operate in the shadows. Or those who would use that which they find in the dark.” 

“I  guess  I  have  too,”  Morgan  muttered,  thinking  about  all  he’d seen  in  this  strange  place.  How  anyone  could  worship  a  force  that blighted  them  with  a  plague  boggled  his  mind,  but  he  had  seen humans,  goblins,  and  orcs  serve  a  master  that  cursed  them  with exactly that. 

“You  have  no  doubts  about  our  faith  then?  I  find  that commendable…and a bit hard to believe if I’m honest.” 

“About  Lux  and  his  power?  No.  I  mean,  the  proof  is  in  the pudding.  As  for  the  bigger  stuff,  I  guess  you  could  say  I’m  still undecided.” 

“The bigger stuff?” 

“Like why we’re here. I mean, I’m not saying I hid from the light back in my world, but I wasn’t exactly the most shining person either. 

To  think  Lux  brought  me  here  to  help  balance  this  place  between good  and  evil  is…troubling.  I  was  arrogant,  unwise,  and  not  as respectful as I could have been.” 

Neal  snorted.  “Sounds  like  Morningstar  to  me.”  He  caught Morgan  looking  at  him,  and  he  looked  abashed.  “Forgive  me.  The light  shines  on  everyone,  and  still,  I  sometimes  see  the  faintest  of shadows. None of us are perfect. I am sure Lux chose you for good reasons.” 

“I’d like to think so.” Morgan sighed. “It seems there might have been better choices out there than me.” 

“Ah,  but  what  can  we  mortals  fathom  of  the  universe  that  the gods call home? I am sure you’re here for good reasons and not to tilt the world toward evil.” 

“You sound like the true believer now!” 

“No, no, I have my doubts as well. We all do, well, all of us who walk in the light anyway. It is one of the most difficult parts of being good. One can never stop questioning what it means to  be  good. We can never take our actions for granted. Even shining light can be the wrong  thing  to  do  in  some  situations.  Say,  when  trying  to  put  a toddler down for a nap!” 

Morgan chuckled. “I suppose that’s true.” 

They  walked  on  in  silence  for  a  moment,  but  a  question  kept niggling at Morgan’s mind. Finally, he decided he had to ask. “What doubts can you possibly have? I mean, you’re a  bishop.  You can do things I can’t even dream of!” 

“Well, that’s the thing, isn’t it? I am level sixteen! Yet Lux saw fit to bring this mind from another world into the body of one of his most humble  servants.  In  my  most  arrogant  moments—and  believe  me, there are more of them than I would like to admit—I question why he did not gift me with a mind from another world.” 

That almost stopped Morgan in his tracks. “You’re level  sixteen?” 

Neal nodded. “I don’t mean to brag. I wanted you to understand we all have thoughts that are…less than the brightest. Even with my doubts, I am thankful you are here! Perhaps there is a certain divine

wisdom  to  this  choice.  I  don’t  think  I  could  have  done  all  Father Jorge says you have done when I was level four!” 

“We   just   hit  four  after  the  Tomb,  so  technically  we  were  lower level than that when we cleared the army and the demon tower.” 

Porthos’ chuckle was a low rumble. “You  did  say you were a bit arrogant?” 

Morgan smirked. “I didn’t want you to feel like the only one with flaws is all.” 

“Wise and generous with words. Truly, Lux chose a shining light to help us in these dark times.” 

“Generous  with  questions  too.  So,  level  sixteen?  Does  that  put you way above everyone else? I mean, I can tell we’re not as strong as most of them, but does it mean you’re way ahead?” 

“Not  really,  no,”  Neal  said.  “Some  of  my  paladins  are  level fourteen, as is one of my clerics. Jorge’s letter was quite clear, so I brought the strongest forces I could muster. None of my people are lower than level ten.” 

Morgan  stopped  walking.  “May  the  light  of  Lux  shine  upon  our faces… You’re  serious?” 

“It’s  generally  considered  in  poor  taste  for  bishops  to  lie.”  Neal smirked. 

“Does Morningstar know?” 

“Huh? Of course, he does. His knights are all level eight, and the magic casters he brought are higher than that.” 

Morgan let out a low whistle. 

“Is something wrong?” Neal asked him. 

“No.  Well.  Sort  of.  I  guess  I  can’t  really  see  how  we  could  be important when so many powerful people surround us.” 

“Ha!” Porthos clapped him on the back. “Don’t forget it was you who  found  the Tomb. There were rumors it was here in the swamp, but finding it was another thing entirely.” 

“Yeah, well, it’s been found.” 

“See?  What  kind  of  bishop  can  I  be  when  I  create  doubt  in  my followers?  You  are  a  cleric  for  the  light  of  Lux!  You  are  here  for  a reason, and I have no doubt we have yet to see you at your finest! 

Lux  will  find  a  way  to  use  you  for  the  betterment  of  us  all.  It  may simply take us a little time to figure out how.” 

Morgan appreciated the pep talk, and he told himself it had to be true. Otherwise, they’d already be home, right? 


CHAPTER FIVE

With  the  lizard  folk  guiding  them  through  the  swamp,  they  made much faster progress. By the light of the third day, the Tomb was in sight, and they were ready to cross the river and start   their mission. 

Terry  was  eager  to  crack  some  heads.  With  the  lizard  people leading,  they  avoided  any  of  the  more  dangerous  beasts,  which meant  they’d  done  little  but  tromp  through  the  swamp  and  eat  the fish,  birds,  and  whatever  else  the  lizard  people  caught  for  them. 

Every muscle in Terry’s body was spoiling for a fight. 

It was especially frustrating when Bishop Porthos recommended they send a scouting party across the river first. 

Morningstar wasn’t too happy about the plan either. 

“We have traveled for  weeks,  first to reach Blun, then through this accursed swamp. Why wait any longer?” 

“Because we don’t know what’s in there. If we commit to crossing this river and there’s a force lying in wait, we’ll be sunk. Literally.” 

“Oh,  hardee-har-har,”  Morningstar  said.  “I  suppose  you  have  a point. A team of five should be small enough?” 

Porthos nodded. 

“Six,” Terry said. “I want to go too.” 

“We  can’t  risk  it,”  Morningstar  said  without  considering  it.  Terry wanted  to  punch  him  in  his  smug  face  and  put  a  few  kinks  in  his perfect nose, but he only gripped his ax tighter. He was spoiling for a fight, yes, but he had good reason to go. 

“We  were  the  last  people  to  see  this  place.  If  something  has changed,  you  won’t  know  until  it’s  too  late.  Plus,  I  have  a  Danger Sense. If something does attack, I can give you a warning.” 

“Fair enough,” Morningstar allowed. “At the first sign of danger, I want you  behind  my knights. You understand?” 

“Oh,  I  understand.”  What  he   didn’t  say  was  that  he  had  no intention  of  staying  out   of  a  fight,  but  that  wasn’t  what  Morningstar said, was it? 

“I think one should be one of my clerics,” Porthos said. “In case anyone gets hurt, they’ll be able to heal them.” 

“Fine,”  Morningstar  said.  “Any  other  add-ons?  Klenta,  do  your lizard people wish to go as well?” 

“We do not, Sir Morningstar.” Klenta hissed, but not unkindly. “We are forbidden from entering that place. We do have canoes stashed here that you can all use.” 

“No one will tell Getra,” Terry said to Hekkar. 

Hekkar  shook  his  head.  Despite  being  the  fiercest  warrior  Terry had ever faced in single combat, he looked scared   of the Tomb. Not only scared, but  terrified. 

“Boats would be appreciated, yes,” Morningstar said. 

Terry  wanted  to  ask  why  Hekkar  was  so  frightened.  He’d  come into  the  Tomb  before.  Then  Klenta  showed  them  a  canoe,  and everyone  pulled  it  out  to  cross,  and  Terry  did   not   want  to  be  left behind. 

They all piled into it. Or they tried to. It turned out that four heavily armored  knights,  a  cleric  with  a  heavy  shield  and  hammer,  and  a musclebound  barbarian  were  too  much  weight  for  one  of  the  lizard people’s slender canoes. They got into two instead and paddled out into the current and across to the island. 

It  wasn’t  raining  this  time,  but  Terry  still  felt  a  sense  of  dread settle over him as they crossed the river. The Tomb was so  big.  The swamp’s  thick  growth  hid  its  walls,  but  the  Tomb  itself  stuck  up above everything else. It looked old and undisturbed by the fecund, putrefying growth all around it. It wouldn’t have looked out of place in a  desert  or  tucked  deep  into  a  mountain  pass.  Yet  here,  it  almost seemed  to  challenge  the  swamp’s  very  nature.  Terry  could  see  the carvings of demons and dragons, undead and hordes of monstrous fighters  on  its  walls.  Everything  else  in  the  swamp  had  a  layer  of fungus or poisonous moss. How did the Tomb resist? 

Yet,  when  they  stepped  ashore,  it  was  clear  the  Tomb  wasn’t resisting  but  actively  corrupting  even  this  sick  and  poisoned  land. 

Terry  recognized  a  clump  of  mushrooms  that  would  be  fatal  if humans stepped on one and sent their lethal spores into the air. 

He pointed them out to the knights and cleric, and everyone gave them a wide berth as they cautiously climbed out of the canoes. 

The Tomb had corrupted some of the trees growing near the wall as well. The fruit on them looked similar to the swamp apples they’d fed  the  mules.  However,  on  their  last  “visit”  here,  Klenta  had  told them these were a different fruit. The slightly darker shade indicated these were poison. Why a perfectly healthy and nutritious fruit would look identical to a lethally poisonous one didn’t make much sense to the rules of evolution and mimicry Terry had learned back on Earth. 

Then again, the rules of his world had never allowed sentient reptile people  to  emerge,  so  he  supposed  there  were  a  few  minor differences. 

Other than that, he sensed no danger. He perceived no traps, nor goblins  or  orcs  waiting  for  them.  He  was  sure  some  of  the  army they’d found here had escaped. The brawl they’d started had caused many of the forces to slaughter each other, but not  everyone.  Terry had convinced himself some of those survivors would have doubled back and made a camp here, but that didn’t seem to be the case. 

Terry  didn’t  tell  this  to  the  knights  and  cleric,  though.  Better  to keep everyone on high alert. 

“There’s an entrance ahead, with stone steps leading to it. That’s the  other  thing  we  need  to  make  sure  is  secure,  so  everyone  can cross over there.” 

“Doesn’t  sound  like  the  smartest  place  for   us   to  enter,  though,” 

one of the knights said. 

“Don’t let Morningstar hear you talking that way,” one of the other knights said, but his tone was jovial, not reproachful. 

Terry  wanted  to  ask  more  about  their  leader  but  knew  this  was not   the  time.  “There  are  holes  in  the  wall,  in  places.  Let’s  go  the opposite way, see if we can find one.” 

Everyone  nodded  and  fell  in  behind  Terry  as  he  moved  through the dense vegetation that clung to the Tomb’s walls. Before too long, and after hundreds of those toxic mushrooms, they found a hole in the wall big enough for them all to fit through, even if it was six feet off the ground. 

Terry  peered  through  it  first.  He  saw  no  movement  save  that  of crows.  No  goblins.  Nor  orcs.  No  heavily  tattooed  human mercenaries. 

“It  looks  clear  to  me.  Do  you  all  want  to  check  it  out  and  we’ll climb through?” 

“Sure.” One of the knights pushed ahead of the others. 

He looked through the gap for barely a second before he jerked away, dropped to his knees, and lost his lunch all over the roots of the plants that clung to the wall. 

“It can’t be  that  bad!” the next knight exclaimed. He managed to keep his lunch down, but that might have only been because every drop of blood had drained out of his face. 

The other two knights looked at each other, but before one could decide  to  be  next  or  convince  the  other  to  be,  the  cleric  stepped forward.  He  was  shorter,  so  he  needed  a  boost  to  see.  Terry  knelt and let him step on his thigh to peer through the gap. 

“Oh,  shadows  that  linger…  This  place  has  been  fouled.”  The cleric didn’t flinch or falter as the knights had. “I see no enemies. Not alive  anyway.  Come.  We  need  to  make  sure  it’s  secure  so  we  can bring  the  others.  We  have  a  long  day  ahead  of  us,  cleaning  this place.” 

“You  can’t   cleanse   the  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil,”  one  of  the knights—the  one  that  had  puked—declared  weakly  before  burping acidly.  He  still  had  some  vomit  dribbling  down  his  chin,  and  for  the briefest  of  moments,  Terry  wondered  if  he  could  have  been  a  mad cartoon scientist in another life. But no. He didn’t have the stomach for that kind of thing. 

“There  is  no  darkness  so  black  that  we  cannot  make  a  light shine.”  The  cleric  sounded  like  he’d  read  the  same  book  of  quotes Morgan  had.  Except,  of  course  he  had,  Terry  realized.  Okay,  so maybe Terry  should  have spent that stat point on wisdom! 

The last two knights peeked through. Fortunately, these seemed to have better constitutions than the first ones. “Nothing moving but the crows,” one of them said. “Boost me up.” 

Terry  let  him  use  his  knee,  and  the  first  of  their  team  climbed through. Terry still didn’t see what was so bad, so he went next. He hopped down and landed next to the knight and tried to look at the place with fresh eyes. 

He  supposed  the  week  or  so  they’d  been  away  from  this  place hadn’t been kind to the bodies he and his friends left behind. 

Nothing had moved any of the bodies. No beast had snuck in and dragged any of them away. So, the room was still quite crowded with corpses.  The  only  animal  that  had  seen  fit  to  feast  on  the  carrion were crows. There were hundreds of them. Each dead body seemed to have an honor guard. That meant there wasn’t an eyeball or a lip left  in  the  place.  Even  the  bodies  closest  to  the  gap  they’d  come through—the  only  bodies  currently  free  of  the  carrion  birds—were devoid of their softer bits. 

The crows hadn’t stopped there, of course. They were pragmatic creatures. Rather than trying to rip through rubbery troll flesh or orc armor,  they’d  focused  their  efforts  on  widening  the  wounds  that made corpses of the army. That made it look as if the crows were the murderers of the army here, an unsettling image. 

Terry  stepped  forward,  making  room  for  the  other  knights  and cleric,  and  tried  to  scare  off  some  of  the  birds  as  he  did.  Most  of them  took  to  the  air,  cawing  madly  that  their  feast  had  been interrupted, but some only flapped half-heartedly then hopped away instead.  Terry  realized  with  a  twist  of  revulsion  that  they’d  gorged themselves so much they couldn’t fly. 

“Touch nothing.” The cleric stepped through. “We’ll make a round of the perimeter, then be on our way.” 

“We should check the central structure too,” Terry said. “That was where  Tragor  and  Sethril  were.  If  there’s  anyone  here,  they’re probably inside.” 

The  cleric  nodded  grimly,  understanding  what  checking  that central structure would entail. 

One  of  the  knights  got  it  and  couldn’t  help  but  vocalize  his displeasure  at  such  a  mission.  “You  mean  we  need  to…to   wade through all this?” 

“We’ll  try  to  keep  our  boots  dry,  but  the  cleric’s  right,”  another knight said. 

“Come on. The entrance with the steps is this way.” Terry moved along the wall that enclosed this courtyard. 

They  made  it  to  the  courtyard’s  entrance  without  encountering anything more than crows. It was becoming less and less plausible that   anything   would  want  to  hide  out  here,  but  Terry  supposed  if someone  or  something  was  going  to  make  a  camp  here,  the entrance would be a good spot. The stone steps were dry at least, and  there  were  considerably  fewer  corpses  than  inside.  Terry supposed it was because anyone who’d made it this far kept going. 

Those who’d been inside wanted to fight. 

They pushed past the entrance, and Terry realized there wasn’t a crow  for  every  corpse.  The  birds  avoided  some  of  the  bodies.  Not the  diseased  ones.  There  were  plenty  of  goblin,  orc,  and  human corpses  covered  in  boils  and  birds.  The  birds  even  pecked  open some of the larger boils. Something Terry was unfortunate enough to witness in real-time. 

That  proved  too  disgusting,  even  for  him.  Upon  seeing  it,  he chased the bird off and roared his mightiest roar. It startled the entire flock  into  flight.  They  angrily  cawed  as  they  took  to  the  air,  circling overhead  or  landing  on  the  walls  as  the  fullness  of  their  bellies dictated. Those that couldn’t fly hopped away from the man who had so barbarically interrupted their feast. 

Without the birds, it was easier to see why they’d avoided some of the bodies. A fungus—or more likely multiple kinds—had begun to digest some of the creatures. From some of the bodies, dark green shelf-like  fungal  growths  sprouted  from  the  wounds.  From  others—

the  goblins  especially—slender  yellow  stems  with  delicate mushroom caps emerged from eye sockets. A sort of mottled purple growth  that  made  Terry  think  of  cream  cheese  left  in  the  fridge  too long covered still more. 

The  stink  was  worse  over  here  too.  All  the  decay  mingled  to make something truly horrible. 

Terry  urged  them  to  hurry,  so  they  could  get  out  of  the  worst  of the smell. 

They completed their circumnavigation of the exterior and turned their attention to the central structure. 

“Come on. Not like it’s going to get any prettier if we wait around,” 

Terry grunted. 

To his surprise, one of the knights burst out laughing. 

“Something funny?” Terry asked. 

“No! No, sorry. Well, I mean, yes! This is  insane!  There must be a hundred bodies in here.” 

“There  were  more  than  that.  Some  fled.”  Terry  grunted,  still  not seeing the humor of the situation. 

“Right! I believe you, and yet you’re what, level  four?” 

“It  is  sort of crazy.” One of the other knights smiled. “I mean, I can barely keep my lunch down. And you did all this?” 

“I’m  not  going  to  lie.  I  thought  you  were  the  weak  link  in  this whole thing but after seeing this…” the cleric let out a low whistle. 

“It  wasn’t  only  me.  My  companions  helped  too.”  Terry  didn’t bother to point out they did little more than set a spark to the kindling of the conflicting parties in this room. He had little doubt they would not have been able to achieve such destruction, even with unlimited spells and a barrel of healing potions. 

Maybe he would have told them the whole truth when he was in the  body  of  the  walk-in-the-light  cleric,  but  complete  and  total transparent  honesty  didn’t  seem  like  something  a  barbarian necessarily had to abide by. He’d seen the looks they’d been giving him and Jewel especially. 

Mandy,  they  accepted  because  she  was  a  bard,  and  bards weren’t supposed to be in the middle of battles anyway. Morgan too, they  accepted  as  a  sort  of  younger  brother.  He  followed  the  same god,  after  all.  Terry  had  even  seen  him  palling  around  with  the bishop. The way he saw it, he and Jewel could use a bit of a boost to how the others saw them. 

So,  rather  than  elaborating  or  wasting  any  more  time  filling  his nostrils with the horrible stench of the decay—thick and heavy in the humid air—he pressed toward the center structure. 

“Told you. Dude is freaking crazy!” one of the knights muttered to the rest of them. 

“Come on, you’re making us look bad,” another said and waded into the mess between them and the central structure. 

Terry’s  boots  were  mostly  clean  when  he  reached  the  massive crypt-like structure at the center of the place. Inside the hallway were

the masked guards he and his friends had dispatched. Being out of the  rain  and  under  a  structure  had  kept  the  crows  from  getting  to them and prevented the rapid decay that was progressing outside. 

Not  that  it  made  the  scene  any  less  grisly.  Death  wasn’t  pretty, even in the shade. While the location had kept the fungus and crows at bay, a sort of beetle had worked its way in here, and larva crawled around the wounds of the dead masked guards. It was a blessing he couldn’t see their faces. 

Terry didn’t slow for any of this, though. He pushed past, shoving the images into his subconscious to haunt his nightmares, hopefully not before he returned to Earth. 

He led them through the wreckage of the broken door Mandy had destroyed with the sound of her harp and the judicious use of a spell slot. Inside, they found the Tomb’s entrance as they’d left it, a hole in the ground maybe thirty feet across. 

No  demons  had  climbed  out.  No  necromancer  had  made  their home here. All was safe…or as safe as the inner chamber of a place devoted to malevolent evil could be. 

Terry—perhaps  still  acting  a  little  brasher  than  was  wise  to impress the higher-level knights and clerics—walked right up to the hole  and  peered  down.  It  was  hard  to  see  in  the  gloom,  but  surely nothing was moving down there. 

The  cleric  approached.  He  clutched  the  sunburst  pendant  he usually wore around his neck in his hand. He held it up in a tightly clenched fist, and rays of light shone through the gaps in his fingers, a hundred feet down, to the bottom of the pit. 

Terry  swallowed.  Sethril’s  corpse—and  the  unbelievably  thick armor he wore—was gone. 

“Looks clear to me,” the cleric said obliviously. 

“Anything  different  about  this  place?”  one  of  the  knights  asked. 

“Were the steps wrapped around the sides of the pit there last time as well?” 

Terry nodded. “Looks pretty much the same to me. Only the dead have changed.” 

He  didn’t  see  why  a  barbarian  needed  to  be  any  more forthcoming than that. 


CHAPTER SIX

Jewel  was  more  nervous  than  she  let  on  while  Terry  and  the  other warriors  were  across  the  river  and  exploring  the  Tomb.  She  felt palpable  relief  when  she  saw  the  six  of  them  pile  back  into  their canoes and paddle across the river. 

Terry was in the second boat, so Jewel saw the others first. The cleric and the two knights looked visibly shaken by whatever they’d encountered across the river. Behind them, the other knights looked freaked  out  but  hid  it  with  laughter  as  they  chatted  with  Terry.  Only Terry looked unconcerned by what he’d seen in the Tomb. Or mostly unconcerned,  Jewel  realized  as  he  stepped  from  the  boat  and wrapped her in a hug. 

“Everything all right?” Jewel whispered. “They look a little out of sorts.” 

“The swamp’s trying to take back the bodies we left there, is all.” 

“Is that all? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

“Maybe I have.” Terry’s voice was barely a whisper. “Sethril was gone. Armor and everything.” 

“Great.  We  either  got  a  zombie  juggernaut  or  something  big enough to drag that armor off and open it up like a tin can.” 

She felt the thick cords of muscle on Terry’s back loosen slightly, and she knew her joke had helped. 

“When  you  put  it  like  that,  it  doesn’t  sound  like  anything  we haven’t faced at Jorge’s table.” 

“I  don’t  know.  I’d  say  this  is  a  little  more  immersive  than  his explanations were. Even when he dimmed the light.” 

“Do you remember the time he tried to burn incense?” 

“Oh my God, that was terrible. Mandy had brought food too. Then all the food tasted like incense, except it wasn’t normal incense.” 

“What did you call it?” 

“I called it trucker’s revenge.” 

Terry was laughing now. “Because it smelled like melted brakes and bad burritos.” 

Her Terry was back, laughing so hard at some should-have-been-forgotten inside joke she’d told him what felt like lifetimes ago. 

“You all right?” Morgan came up, always hungry for a joke. 

Jewel  left  Terry  and  Morgan  and  went  to  speak  with  the  lizard people.  She  was  pleased  to  see  that  they  hadn’t  gone  home  but disappointed that they hadn’t crossed the river. 

“You’re sure then, you don’t want your place in the history books? 

The clan who defeated the Tomb of Malevolent Evil?” 

Klenta hissed a laugh. “What good are books in a swamp? The paper  won’t  last.  Besides,  we  tell  stories,  not  read  them,  and  we have plenty.” 

“You’re really not going to cross?” 

“Chief Getra said to take you this far and keep watch.” 

“Keep watch for what?” 

“For  anything  that  might  happen.  Our  people  are  cold-blooded. 

We are used to sitting in the sun and seeing the world pass us. We will wait on this side of the river and watch and see. If you need help, we will speak to Getra.” 

“That could take days,” Jewel protested, wondering how far she could push Klenta. 

“It is our way. We took a great risk going in there with you the first time. A real risk, it turned out, since Hekkar lost his limbs.” 

“We could use your help, is all.” 

“I  am  certain  you  could!  If  you  should  fail,  you’ll  need  us  even more.  If  you  unearth  something  in  there  and  it  comes  across  the river, we will be the first line of defense.” 

“Love the optimism.” Jewel tried and failed to make it sound like a joke. 

Klenta laughed all the same. “We are not optimists or pessimists. 

We  know  the  sun  will  rise  tomorrow  and  the  day  after  that.  We believe in being ready is all.” 

“Well,  we  appreciate  your  help,  and  it’s  good  to  know  you’ll  be watching.” 

“We  owe  you  and  him  that  much.”  Klenta  gestured  at Morningstar,  who  was  briefing  his  knights  on  the  next  part  of  their plan. 

“It won’t be pretty in there, but we serve the kingdom of Paragran! 

We’ll  clean  this  place  as  best  as  we  can.  We’ll  be  working  closely with Bishop Porthos. I want every team of knights to have a cleric or paladin  with  them.  Some  of  what  we’ll  be  dealing  with  is  diseased. 

We can’t let that become a problem. You touch something; you tell a cleric, we clear?” 

Jewel  was  impressed  with  the  thoughtfulness  of  how  to cooperate  best.  She  was  ready  to  get  in  one  of  the  first  boats  and cross  the  river,  but  before  she  could  volunteer,  a  human  mage approached  her.  He  was  one  of  Morningstar’s  magic  users.  There were only a couple of them, and they had mostly kept to themselves as they kept magical watch on Dominus Tragor. 

She’d  wanted  to  pick  the  mage’s  brain  for  a  while  but  keeping Tragor  under  control  was  more  than  a  full-time  job.  Even  now,  the mage  wasn’t  far  from  the  necromancer,  but  he’d  left  him  with  two mages guarding him, wands out, plus a paladin who didn’t look like patience was a strength. 

“Percival  Nesmith.”  The  mage  extended  a  rather  thin  and extremely freckled arm. 

“Jewel Davis.” She briefly gripped his forearm in greeting. 

“I’ve wanted to ask you about your powers but haven’t really had the chance.” Percival nodded at the bound necromancer behind him. 

“Understandable.” 

For a moment Percival said nothing. The conversational gap filled with the sound of gently creaking ropes and water splashing as the knights  hauled  now  empty  boats  back  across  the  river  to  send  the next group across. 

“Anyway,” Percival continued. Charisma wasn’t his strong stat. “I wondered if you happened to have the ability to cast levitate?” 

“I  do,  yes.  Can  I  be  of  help  somehow?”  Jewel  felt  embarrassed for seeming standoffish at first. 

Percival  brightened,  noticing  her  slight  change  in  demeanor. 

“Excellent!  I  wondered  if  you  could  use  it  to  help  some  of  our procession cross the river. They have a fear of boats.” 

Jewel was going to ask  who,  but Percival pointed past Tragor to the team of six mules. A pair of knights tried to get one of the mules

into a canoe, and it wasn’t working. Each time they got three of the mule’s  hooves  in—something  that  had  to  be  done  leg  by  leg, gingerly  lifting  each  one  into  the  canoe—the  animal  took  one  out before they got the fourth hoof inside. 

“Oh no.” Jewel smiled. 

“Yeah. It’s not going well. You levitated the one out of the pool of water earlier, right?” 

“I did, yes.” 

“Good!  I  was  worried  it  was  a  paladin  or  someone  who  mostly used it for combat. I find us magic users tend to have better control of  these  things.”  He  leaned  closer,  waggling  his  eyebrows  at  the mock secret. 

“I’m certainly willing to give it a shot!” 

That was how Jewel found herself sitting in a canoe across from Percival with a pair of mules floating above the boat’s narrow prow. 

Knights in the front and back of the canoe pulled hand-over-hand on  one  of  the  ropes  they’d  strung  across  the  river,  ferrying  the  two magic  casters  while  the  mules  floated  overhead.  Despite  the  pack animals not wanting to step foot inside the canoes, they didn’t seem to mind levitating above them. 

Jewel  could  relate.  Boats  rocked,  tipped,  and  could  flip  over completely. By contrast, levitate kept its target relatively steady. The mules couldn’t sense the water’s rippling surface. 

They made it across the river, and both lowered their animals to the solid stone steps. One of them brayed in thanks while the other went to nibble some plants growing at the edge of a step. How none of the pack animals had succumbed to eating poison in the swamp was beyond Jewel. They seemed to know their limits and understand their weaknesses far better than most humans. 

With this pair safely across, they climbed back in the boats and let the knights haul them back across the river to fetch the next. 

She had to use another spell slot to lift the next mule. She almost thought  it  was  a  mistake  when  the  beast  kicked  and  bucked  in  the air.  Then  the  animal  realized  it  wasn’t  going  anywhere  and acquiesced to its new ability to fly. 

One more trip and all the mules were across. It had taken  all of her level two spells to bring the mules over, which made her sort of nervous. Given the big picture, who knew if this was the smart move. 

The  mules  were  heavily  laden  with  food  and  supplies.  If  they  were going to make it into the Tomb and have the staying power to destroy whatever forces Tragor was trying to unearth, they would need those supplies.  Even  losing  one  mule  would  represent  days  of  rations gone. 

In  the  short  term,  spending  all  of  her  spell  slots  to  keep  mules’

hooves dry seemed foolish. She knew that knights, clerics, paladins, and her friends surrounded her, but she didn’t like the idea of being reliant  on  any  of  them.  Jewel  had  gotten  used  to  solving  her problems  in  this  world.  There  was  no  time  for  strategy  meetings, calendar events, or the decisions by committee sort of existence that defined Jewel’s professional life. Here, she could shoot fire and ice from her hands, and everyone expected her to do so as she saw fit. 

Going without her most powerful spells was a bit worrying. 

“Thanks  for  all  your  help,”  Percival  said  once  the  mules  were across. 

“No problem. I just hope—” 

“Nothing attacks. I know. Believe me. But uh…it seems like this place hasn’t drawn too much attention since you’ve been gone.” 

Jewel  saw  what  he  meant.  Or,  more  accurately,  she  smelled  it. 

They'd  left  this  place  a  mess  of  dead  bodies,  and  the  swamp  had been  more  than  pleased  to  turn  them  into  something  worse.  The stench of hot decay hung heavy in the air. 

He  walked  up  the  step  and  past  a  pile  of  bodies  Morningstar’s knights piled atop a massive pile of wood. 

Jewel  didn’t  let  her  eyes  linger  on  the  carnage,  but  even  at  a glance, she could tell burning these bodies was the right choice. The telltale  red  splotches  and  boils  that  haunted  so  many  foes  they’d faced since coming to this world were on full display here. 

Jewel  knew—academically  at  least—the  clerics  and  paladins could cure anyone touched by that disease. Still, burning the bodies seemed the right choice. If they were going to mount an attack on a

place  of  pure  evil,  they  didn’t  want  to  burn  spell  slots  on  curing sickness. 

That was about as glamorous as flying mules. 


CHAPTER SEVEN

Morgan  didn’t  hesitate  to  help  haul  the  dead  bodies  out  of  the courtyard. It wasn’t what he would have done back on Earth. Part of it—of course—was that courtyards filled with bodies weren’t all that common  in  the  bland  suburbs  he  called  home.  Even  putting  aside the task’s macabre nature, hard and sweaty work that smelled bad was  never  Morgan’s  cup  of  tea.  He  was  more  of  a  sit  behind  the computer and make money kind of guy. 

Things were different in this place, in this body. They needed to deal with the corpses. It was the type of obvious truth Morgan might have once avoided, but it was right in front of him. Plus, he had the power to make this right. He hadn’t been out of shape back on Earth, not  at  all.  He’d  used  a  pretty  extensive  workout  routine  to  keep himself looking as good as possible, but it was a totally different sort of fitness than the Morgan of this world. 

Morgan  the  programmer’s  physique  was  carefully  sculpted, created as much by a lack of carbs as it was from a careful regimen of  weightlifting.  Morgan  the  cleric  had  none  of  those  concerns.  He ate  when  food  was  available.  He  still  lifted  weights  every  day,  but now  they  were  in  the  form  of  a  shield  strapped  to  his  arm  and  a magic  mace  shaped  like  a  rose.  He  didn’t  have  the  same  cut physique,  but  he  was  stronger  and  had  more  endurance  than  a treadmill had ever given him. 

Plus, he was a cleric of Lux. If anyone was safe from the plague, it would be him. 

Still, he was beyond thankful when he saw the knights were using some of the tents to haul the bodies rather than grabbing them with their  bare  hands.  The  dozens  of  clerics  and  paladins  could  surely heal them if they did get the plague, but it didn’t mean it was wise to grab a decaying goblin by the shoulders only for its skin to break off and get stuck beneath his fingernails. 

Instead, they were piling bodies on tents—well, what  used  to be tents.  They’d  burn  the  fabric  with  the  bodies—and  were  dragging them to form a makeshift pyre. 

In  less  than  thirty  minutes,  the  courtyard  was  clear.  Or   mostly clear. Despite the bodies being gone, there was still blood and  other fluids  left  behind.  The  giant  pile  of  purple  goo  presented  an especially  complex  puzzle.  No  one  had  been  able  to  move  it—for being  made  of  gelatin,  it  was  surprisingly  firm—and  thus  far  it  had resisted any attempts to light it on fire and burn it in place. 

Morgan  stacked  another  orc—one  of  the  last—on  some  now ruined  tent  fabric  and  watched  as  the  knights  dragged  it  off  to  the pyre.  He  was  going  to  follow  when  he  saw  Jewel  and  took  the opportunity to take a break from the sweaty, disgusting work. He was different, sure, a better person, definitely, but a man still had limits. 

“How’s it going, Morgan?” Jewel asked when he waved at her. 

“We’re almost done. It never ceases to amaze me what a bunch of people can accomplish when working together.” 

“Hey,  that  almost  sounded  like  genuine  insight  instead  of scripture from Lux that you don’t have a right to say!” Jewel teased. 

“Oh,  right.  Wouldn’t  want  to  break  character.”  He  cleared  his throat.  “While  one  candle  can  push  back  the  shadow,  a  hundred candles burning together can make even the darkest places glow.” 

“There  it is.” Jewel laughed. 

“That’s  the  last  one!”  Morningstar  proclaimed.  They’d  ended  up needing to create more than one pile. To get all the bodies stacked had taken three pyres, all higher than Morgan was tall. Fortunately, there was no lack of fuel in the swamp. Fallen limbs surrounded the Tomb’s  outer  walls,  and  trees  still  stood  despite  being  completely rotted. 

“May  the  light  of  this  fire  banish  the  shadow  that  took  place  in their souls,” Bishop Porthos said. 

Percival  then  cast  the  biggest  fireball  Morgan  had  ever  seen.  It crashed into the wood of the center pyre, but then—like the world’s largest water balloon—it popped and sent flames all over the wood base of the two on either side. They’d soaked the wood in oil—some knights  had  found  a  great  drum  of  it  in  the  courtyard—and  the  fire spread quickly. The smell of burning flesh soon replaced the odor of decay. It was no more pleasant, yet it was better if only because it was a harbinger for an end to this horrible scene. 

It was a macabre thought, but Morgan couldn’t help but feel how lucky the souls of those currently burning were. Many of their allies had survived. Morgan knew it to be so. He’d seen them flee into the woods. None of them came back to honor their fallen. None of them had  returned  to  scare  off  the  crows  that  had  come  to  feast.  They would have left these bodies here, likely forever. 

Instead of such an unsightly and dishonorable end, the light of a holy  flame  was  consuming  these  bodies.  The  remains  and  their essence would join with the smoke and spread into the air. 

Maybe  not  the  ending  they  wanted,  but  certainly  better  than rotting to nothing in the place where they all betrayed each other. 

“Pardon me, Sir Morgan, Lady Jewel?” 

“Lady  Jewel? Did you hear that?” Jewel smiled. 

“Sir Morgan does have a ring to it.” 

“You’re  wanted  in  the  center  building.”  The  knight  didn’t  look amused. 

“Excellent,” Morgan said. They started toward the building in the middle of the area. 

Morgan was relieved someone besides them was finally taking all this seriously. So far, Jorge had been their biggest asset, and he was from  their  world.  He’d  cajoled  Rak  into  helping  them,  but  the  old wizard  had  refused  to  leave  his  tower.  Having  a  leader—or  better yet, a  pair  of leaders—who were eager to shut this place down felt right. 

Morgan  knew  that—in  theory  anyway—they  were  supposed  to bring  balance  to  this  world.  It  had  never  seemed  possible  when  it had only been the four of them. He didn’t think good and evil were things anyone could solve in a fight anyway. They were feelings and actions  that  permeated  communities.  Before,  it  felt  like  they  were working  in  a  vacuum,  but  now  it  seemed  they  were  helping  the people of this world who had its best future at heart. 

Morgan  wasn’t  about  to  shirk  his  role  in  all  this,  though.  If anything,  he  felt  more  motivated  to  help  than  he  ever  had  before. 

Now that they had allies—and powerful ones, no less—he wanted to prove the forces that brought them to this world had made the right choice. Because once they did, they would go back home. 

Morgan didn’t know if he believed it anymore, but he wanted to. 

He wanted to be done with this place, leave it behind as nothing but an impressively detailed gaming session. 

When  he  heard  the  sounds  of  swords  catching  each  other coming from the room at the center of this place, he figured his time was now! 

“You hear that?” he asked Jewel, locking eyes with her. 

“Oh yeah.” 

Together they raced toward the sounds of battle. 


CHAPTER EIGHT

Mandy had no idea that undead horrors were soon to erupt out of the hole  in  the  ground.  If  she  had,  she  might  have  done  something different than tune her harp and lean against Sissy. Then again, her spells  were  all  music-based.  Being  in  tune  was  the  same  thing  as sharpening a blade for Mandy. 

She  was  in  the  central  chamber,  readying  her  instrument  and staying  out  of  the  way  while  the  higher-ups  on  the  expedition conversed near the pit. From their hushed tones, it was quite clear it was a private chat. It was also equally clear   to Mandy that whatever they  were  talking  about  would  dramatically  impact  the  lives  of  her and her friends. Which meant she was doing her best to listen in, not too difficult a thing with ears as keen as hers. 

There  was  a  problem.  One  that  neither  the  leaders  nor  the seconds in command knew what to do about. 

The  four  stood  in  a  tight  circle  with  their  heads  close  together. 

Bishop  Neal  Porthos  had  a  paladin  with  him  who  went  by  Lady Katherine and seemed to have all the haughty self-righteousness the bishop lacked. 

Pelar Morningstar’s second-in-command was quite different from him as well. Rather than a perfect jaw and perfect hair, he had three long  scars  across  his  scalp  and  down  his  face.  Claw  marks. 

Considering he was called Sir Alaric Bearkiller, it didn’t seem like too big  a  stretch  to  guess  what  sort  of  creature  had  given  him  those marks. 

“I told you we shouldn’t go down there today. Better to rest and get everyone’s spells and health back up,” Porthos said loud enough to draw Mandy’s attention. 

“I’m telling you I had no intention of starting the expedition today! 

We may have our differences, but it’s obvious my knights will need support from your forces,” Morningstar hissed. 

“Then what’s the problem?” Lady Katherine asked, sounding for all the world like she had the answer to whatever it was. 

“The  problem,”  Alaric  Bearkiller  growled—he  sounded  like  his namesake—"is  we’re  not  going  to  be  able  to  go  down  there tomorrow at all.” 

“Of course, we can.” 

“Are  you  even  listening,  Porthos?  There’s  a   barrier.  It’s  level locked.” 

“I didn’t want to get into this, but let me try. I  am  higher level than you.” Porthos didn’t quite manage to keep his gloating tone from his voice. He did better than Mandy would have, that was for sure. 

“Be my guest,” Morningstar said. 

Porthos  left  their  little  huddle  and  approached  the  top  of  the staircase carved around the pit’s wall. When he tried to lower his foot from  the  Tomb's  surface  to  the  top  step  of  the  pit,  a  shimmering barrier appeared, blocking his foot. 

“What in the?” 

“I  told  you! It’s level locked!” Morningstar fumed. “Now, let me get Percival here. He’ll be able to tell us the exact parameters of it.” 

“Fine, that’s fine,” Porthos said, and Alaric Bearkiller hurried out. 

He returned a moment later with the mage who’d helped Jewel float the donkeys across the river. 

Bearkiller must have explained the issues they faced because the mage wasted no time getting right to work. He circumnavigated the hole,  tossing  bits  of  this  and  that  into  the  pit.  First  a  dash  of  salt. 

Then a pinch of herbs. Next, he threw some oil, then something that looked  like  water  but  evaporated  into  blue  flames  when  it  crossed the boundary. 

His circuit completed, Percival joined the four leaders. “It is as Sir Alaric said. Level locked.” 

“For what? Level twenty? That’s insane!” Porthos grumbled. 

“No. It’s not a minimum, but a max. No one higher than level six can enter this place.” 

There was a moment of silence that Mandy filled with the gentle twang of a harp string coming into tune. 

“You’re  joking.”  Lady  Katherine  sounded  for  all  the  world  like she’d never heard a joke less funny in her life. 

“I’m afraid a sense of humor isn’t one of my blessings,” Percival said. “I assure you, that’s what is happening here.” 

“That  makes   no  sense!”  Morningstar  declared,  even  though  he grasped the situation first. 

“We’ve  all  dealt  with  level  capped  dungeons  before,”  Percival said. 

“Yes,  of  course  we  have,  but  the  caps  are  normally  to  keep  out low-level people, not high ones!” Porthos sounded dismayed. Mandy didn’t  know  him  or  Morningstar  enough  to  tell  which  was  more annoyed at this turn of events. 

“This is the  Tomb of Malevolent Evil!”  Morningstar belabored the very  heart  of  their  mission.  “Legends  say  it  spat  out   hordes   of undead. Legends say demons crawled out of it! How in the name of Paragran  are  a  couple  of  low-level  warriors  supposed  to  stand against a demon?” 

“I don’t wish to argue, my lord,” Percival said. “I can run my tests again, but I assure you, I’m not mistaken.” 

“But if there’s a level cap that low—" 

“The monsters inside shouldn’t be  that  formidable,” Percival said. 

“Every level capped dungeon I’ve ever seen has that enchantment to bring balance. I think it’s safe to say we won’t be sending any level sixers  to  their  deaths  in  there.  Well,  not  any  more  than  usual.  The monsters inside shouldn’t be so high-level or great in number that a team of level sixers shouldn’t be able to handle them. Well, with a bit of luck, anyway.” 

“How can we make sense of this?” Porthos wheedled. “The light did not guide us this far for us to sit in the shadows and wait.” 

“I  suppose  there  are  two  theories  that  could  explain  this…” 

Percival mumbled, rubbing his chin. 

“What  are  they?”  Bearkiller  demanded  when  Percival  failed  to notice all eyes were on him. 

“Oh, um, well the first is that someone has figured out how to fool the magic of this dungeon into believing the monsters inside are less powerful than they really are.” 

“That runs counter to everything we understand about how magic works,” Porthos said. 

“I said it’s a theory, not a likely one. But I agree, given how this world bends toward balance, I find it unlikely.” 

“Then what’s your other idea?” Bearkiller asked. 

“That the Tomb of Malevolent Evil isn’t actually  from  this world.” 

At  that,  Mandy  stopped  tuning  her  harp.  Fortunately,  no  one noticed the relative silence. 

“You’re saying it’s not supposed to be here?” Morningstar asked. 

“That’s what the old texts allude to. We live in a world of balance, but then the Tomb appeared and cast us into a time of evil. It being level capped supports this.” 

“How so?” 

“Well,  it  might  not  have  all  the  monsters  we  fear  inside.  Maybe they’re in a pocket dimension attached to the bottom of the Tomb or something  similar.  As  long  as  the  monsters  aren’t   here,  the balancing  forces  of  this  world  would  put  what  seems  to  us  an unreasonably low-level cap.” 

“Fascinating,” Bearkiller said drolly. 

“That  could  make sense, but it still puts us in a real bind. I didn’t bring anyone lower than level ten!” 

“Mine  are  all  at  least  level  eight,”  Morningstar  said.  “I  thought  it would be cruel to bring anyone lower.” 

“Then  we’re  out  of  luck.  We  don’t  have  anyone  at  all,”  Lady Katherine said. 

“There are plenty of warriors who will help. Lady Katherine, send a  runner  to  Paragran.  Someone  who  got  along  with  the  lizards  so they can convince them to navigate through the swamp.” 

“We don’t have time for that,” Porthos complained. 

“We might not need to wait quite that long,” Percival pointed out. 

Mandy felt her skin crawl. She knew  exactly  who was lower than level six. Her and her friends. Before Mandy could decide what she thought  was  best,  let  alone  chime  in  about  helping  now  instead  of waiting for help, something clattered from down in the pit. 

She was on her feet in an instant. 

The leaders all went to the edge of the pit and looked down. 

“Skeletons?” Morningstar chirped, both delighted and dismayed. 

“I  guess  there’s  a  lot  of  them,  but  still…I  haven’t  had  to  fight skeletons for years,” Bearkiller said. 

Mandy  made  it  over  to  the  pit's  edge  and  saw  a  wave  of skeletons climbing the spiral stairs. 

Percival  scowled  at  them  and  hurled  a  fireball,  but  the  barrier didn’t let his magic pass any more than it let anyone’s physical body get down. 

“Defensive positions,” Bearkiller snarled at a pair of guards near the door. 

They  joined  him,  Morningstar,  Bishop  Porthos,  and  Percival  in setting up defensive positions near the top of the stairs. Mandy didn’t think for a second that the skeletons would stop at the lip of the pit. 

She stepped forward, gesturing for Sissy to come with her. 

While  everyone  else  gritted  their  teeth  and  prepared  for  the skeletons  to  reach  the  top,  Mandy  plucked  a  discordant  melody  on her harp. Faster and faster she played until she’d cast the spell and blew one of the skeletons to pieces. It exploded, and its ribs served as shrapnel that tore through the nearest bones. They fell from the narrow stairs and plummeted into the pit. 

Her magic didn’t stop at the barrier, that was for sure. 

There were so many. Far too many for only Mandy. 

In less than a minute, the first skeleton emerged from the pit, and with the clash of swords, the battle was joined! 


CHAPTER NINE

Terry heard the  clink of steel and raced toward the central building. 

Jewel and Morgan picked up their pace as they headed that way. He didn’t wait for them, though. He ran as fast as he could do the short hallway that led to the central chamber and the sounds of battle. 

He  burst  into  the  room  to  find  the  seven  people  and  one  giant lizard inside all engaged in a full-out brawl with a bunch of skeletons. 

Their  lifeless  eye  sockets  bobbled  as  they  raised  swords  and axes  against  the  seven  people  who  wished  to  stop  them  from pouring out into the world at large. The lizard mostly wanted to eat them. 

Terry drew his ax and let his constant simmering rage boil to the surface.  After  so  long,  it  was  time  for  battle!  He  raced  forward, heedless  of  the  careful  line  of  warriors  those  in  the  room  had  lined up. 

There  were  bones  all  around  their  feet—evidence  of  how successful  their  static,  uninspired  defense  was  going—but  Terry wasn’t  interested  in  holding  a  line.  Every  second,  another  skeleton came  out  of  the  pit  and  joined  the  battle.  Why  wait  for  them  to overwhelm  the  defenders  when  they  could  bring  the  battle  to  the attackers? 

Terry  leapt  past  Morningstar  and  Porthos  and  laid  into  the clattering  bones  from  the  depths.  His  ax  cleaved  one  through  the middle, shattering its spine and destroying the force that animated it in one hit. On his backswing, he caught another skeleton in the skull. 


Unfortunately, he didn’t smash the head but instead got his ax stuck in  it.  The  skeleton—not  feeling  any  pain—used  the  opportunity  to stab Terry in the side with its short sword. 

Terry  roared  more  in  frustration  than  pain.  Then  he  yanked  the skeleton overhead and threw it back into the pit. It came free at the neck,  leaving  him  with  a  skull  on  his  ax.  He  swung  it  into  another skeleton, shattering both of their skulls. 

“HUZZAH!” he roared before a spear caught him in the thigh. 

It was nothing, only a flesh wound. When Terry opened his eyes after blinking away the pain, he saw Mandy had fallen back. 

Her  lizard  had  a  massive  femur  wedged  across  its  mouth,  and she  was  trying—and  failing—to  defend  it  as  she  retreated  behind Porthos and Morningstar. 

Terry rushed to her and helped keep the skeletons at bay while moving behind the higher-level fighters. 

Terry  might  not  have  been  impressed  with  how   they  fought,  but he couldn’t argue with their results. They formed a wall of armor and shields, punctuated here and there by stabbing blades and blasts of magic.  They  were  destroying  the  skeletons  slower  than  Terry  had been when he’d waded out into the middle of them all, but they took no hits as Terry had. 

They  rebuffed  every  skeleton  that  tried  to  attack  and  summarily destroyed it. They fought like—in a word—professionals. The gamer in Terry was quite impressed, but the body of the raging barbarian he currently inhabited cried for blood. 

“Sissy, you’re all right?” Mandy said. 

The lizard blinked in some sort of reply that Mandy accepted. 

“Come on.” Terry joined the line of warriors. Mandy didn’t take the place right next to him but hung behind, using her harp to cast bardic inspiration and thus make him fight even stronger. 

“You really couldn’t wait for us to get started, huh?” Morgan joked as he appeared next to Terry. He destroyed a skeleton before Terry got a chance to smash it. 

“You  got  hurt,  too,”  Jewel  said  over  his  other  shoulder  as  she blasted a skeleton with a magic missile from her wand. 

“I had to show these punks we can still be of use,” Terry grunted, slashing  a  skeleton's  sternum  and  sending  the  pieces  clattering away to add to the growing pile of bones all around their feet. 

“Oh,  I  don’t  think  we’ll  need  to  worry  about  that,”  Mandy  said. 

“The pit, it’s—” 

Before  she  could  explain,  Morningstar  barked  an  order. 

“Forward!” he shouted, and like they were all part of one beautifully armored machine of skeletal destruction, Morningstar, Porthos, and their guards all stepped forward in perfect step. Even the mage who

was  fighting  from  behind  their  line  of  armored  defense  took  a  step forward. 

Terry  and  Morgan  took  their  step  forward  a  moment  too  late, which allowed a skeleton to get through the gap between them. 

“I  got  it!”  Terry  shouted,  breaking  rank  and  chasing  the  single skeleton  before  it  could  hit  one  of  the  mages  or  the  bard  with  its hooked sword. 

He swung low, taking it out at the knee caps. The skeleton fell to the floor, but it didn’t stop or even slow. It continued crawling toward Jewel  as  if  it  hungered  for  flesh  despite  not  having  anything  like  a stomach. Terry stomped forward and put his ax through the back of its skull, shattering it and ending the magic that animated it. 

He  turned  back  as  Morningstar  ordered  another  advance.  He raced  forward  and  managed  to  get  into  place  this  time,  forming  a solid wall only a few paces away from the pit's edge. 

The skeletons were still pouring out the hole. Terry couldn’t see down  to  the  spiral  staircase  from  this  angle,  but  it  seemed  like  the walking bones were never-ending. They’d already destroyed dozens, yet they kept coming! This didn’t make any sense, letting them come this way. If he could get down on the steps, he could stop them from ever  coming  into  this  world.  Instead  of  a  wall,  the  skeletons  would find a boulder of a barbarian stopping their path. 

Morningstar  and  the  rest  would  follow  him  into  glory  and  finally learn what it meant to fight like they do in the north! 

“We  press  the  attack!”  Terry  shouted  and  broke  formation, planting  a  foot  in  a  skeleton's  chest  and  sending  it  clattering  back into the hole from which it came. 

He sliced the head from another and started down the steps. 

“No,  we  can’t  follow!”  Morningstar  shouted.  Before  Terry  could understand what  that  was supposed to mean, the skeleton in front of him  grabbed  him  by  the  shoulders  and  yanked  him  backward.  It didn’t seem to care for its existence as it pulled Terry with it down the stairs. 

Terry felt the hard stone steps cut and bruise him as he fell, but he  managed  to  cling  to  the  wall  and  not  slip  over  the  edge.  They stopped, and he kicked the skeleton off the side. 

He’d  fallen  maybe  twenty  feet  down  the  steps  and  managed  to put  five  skeletons  between  him  and  the  surface.  The  damn  things had  pressed  themselves  against  the  wall  and  thus  didn’t  get destroyed  by  the  tumbling  barbarian.  Worse  were  the  dozens  of skeletons  still  below  him.  All  of  them,  those  above  and  below, suddenly  cared  a  lot  less  about  getting  out    of  the  pit.  Now  they seemed  quite  content  to  kill  the  fool  who’d  stumbled  into  their domain. 

Not that Terry cared. Let them come! Let them turn their weapons upon him and rue the day! The five above would get destroyed in a heartbeat, and the rest would not last much longer! 

“Come on! To the depths, to victory!” Terry yelled. 

Porthos  heeded  his  call  and  appeared  at  the  top  of  the  steps. 

Rather  than  using  his  weapon  to  destroy  the  skeleton  at  the  top  of the  stairs,  who  now  had  its  back  to  the  bishop,  Porthos  only smashed again and again at a shimmering force field. 

“You  have  to  get  out  of  there!”  Porthos  screamed,  terror  in  his voice. 

Morningstar  appeared  next  to  him.  His  glowing  sword  did  no better against the force that kept Porthos out. 

It meant they couldn’t get down here. 

It meant Terry had jumped into the freaking Tomb of Malevolent Evil   by  himself   and  backup  from  the  well-armored,  efficient  wall  of warriors wasn’t coming. 

Suddenly,  Terry’s  lack  of  armor  felt  like  a  liability  rather  than  an advantage. Suddenly his rage didn’t feel so much like an asset as a death sentence. 


CHAPTER TEN

“Get  down  there  and  help  Terry!”  Jewel  shouted  at  her  friends.  It hardly counted as a decision. Terry was in trouble. They needed to help. It would have been nice if Morningstar and Porthos backed her up, but this wasn’t the time to question their actions. She had seen them  both  approach  the  pit…and  stop.  She  didn’t  understand  why. 

That didn’t matter. Terry was in danger. They  had  to help. Even if his foolish rage had gotten him into that mess! 

Jewel, Morgan, and Mandy raced to the top of the steps. Porthos and  Morningstar  were  stomping  and  smashing  at  the  top  step  with their  weapons  for  some  reason.  No.  Jewel  saw  they  weren’t smashing the step but a barrier over the top of the pit. 

“I  was  trying  to  tell  you.  It’s  level  capped!  They  can’t  go  down there!” Mandy explained. 

“Step aside.” Jewel’s heart pounded in her chest. 

“There are too many skeletons down there,” Morningstar said. 

“Terry needs our help.” 

“If  he  doesn’t  come  back  up,  he’s  as  good  as  dead,”  Porthos said. 

“No, he’s not. Not if we help,” Jewel said. 

“Terry, get your butt back up here!” Mandy shouted. 

“I’d  like  to,  but  not  sure  if  you  noticed  there  are   skeletons attacking me!” 

The  foolish  barbarian  had  next  to  no  defensive  capabilities.  He smashed every skeleton that attacked him to pieces, but not without suffering wounds from their weapons. He wasn’t going to last long. 

There were too many. 

But Porthos was in their way. “Let us down there!” 

“You can’t sacrifice yourselves! Lux brought you to this world for a reason!” 

“Maybe this is it!” Morgan hollered over the sounds of ax on bone below  them.  “I  thought  it  was  crazy  that  we’re  lower  level  than everyone you brought. Maybe this is why! Maybe this moment is why we’re here!” 

Doubt flickered across the bishop’s face, but he gritted his teeth and stepped aside. 

“Get  your  friend  back  up  here,”  Morningstar  said.  He’d  already moved out of their way. 

“Morgan, lead the way!” Jewel ordered. 

Morgan  didn’t  need  her  to  tell  him  twice.  He  hurried  down  the steps and smashed his shield into the first of the skeletons between them  and  Terry.  The  walking  bones  slipped  off  the  narrow  stairway and fell into the pit. 

It  was  only  now  that  Jewel  remembered  she’d  spent  all  of  her level two spell slots levitating mules across the river. Maybe not the best  situation  to  be  in,  given  the  twenty  skeletons  clacking  up  the stairs,  but  Jewel  would  gladly  face  greater  odds  if  it  meant  saving Terry. 

Fortunately, she wasn’t alone. Mandy moved past her and used her rapier to dart out from behind Morgan’s shield to stab a skeleton in the eye socket and smash out the back of its skull. 

“Let  the  light  of  Lux  free  you  from  these  shadows!”  Morgan shouted and a white flame shot from the pendant around his neck to one  of  the  skeletons.  It  went  up  in  flames,  crashed  into  another skeleton, and the two fell off the stairs and tumbled into the darkness below,  bringing  a  ring  of  light  with  them  as  they  fell.  The  skeletons struck  the  bottom  of  the  pit,  and  the  light  went  out  with  a  clatter  of bones. 

Now  there  were  only  two  attackers  between  them  and  Terry.  A couple  of  magic  missiles  left  only  one.  There  were  still  close  to twenty on Terry’s other side, but one problem at a time. 

“Sissy,  help  Terry,  okay  girl?”  Mandy  shouted  at  the  giant chameleon. 

Despite  its  huge  bulk,  it  crawled  onto  the  pit’s  wall  and  moved along  it  as  easily  as  a  gecko  might  crawl  on  the  bricks  around  a porch  light.  Sissy  passed  Terry,  ejected  her  massive  tongue  at  a skeleton—blowing  its  ribcage  to  pieces  as  she  did—then  tumbled another couple off the narrow shelf. 

Morgan smashed the last skeleton with his rose mace. Then the party and Terry were reunited. 

“Are you hurt?” Jewel asked. 

“Not bad!” Terry roared. Then, more quietly as if he’d realized the foolishness of his words, “I’m bloody.” 

“Mandy, heal him. Morgan, hold the line.” 

“Don’t  let  Sissy  get  hurt!”  Mandy  hummed  the  melody  for  Cure Wounds and suffused Terry’s injuries with healing magic. 

Jewel had no intention of letting anything bad befall the oversized chameleon.  With  Morgan  serving  as  a  holy  barrier  between  them and the line of skeletons coming out from the Tomb’s depths, Jewel focused  her  firebolts  on  the  rattling  bones  trying  to  stab  the  lizard that attacked them from the wall. She took out one of them before it could  hurt  Sissy,  but  another  managed  to  pierce  the  lizard  with  a pike. 

Sissy’s  color-changing  skin  flashed  to  red  when  it  struck  her. 

Rather  than  retreating,  she  scurried  toward  her  attacker  and smashed it to pieces using the three horns on her face. 

 “Yeargh!”  Terry  roared.  He  was  fully  healed  and  ready  for  more action.  He  pushed  past  Morgan  and  smashed  through  the  leading skeleton, reducing it to bones. 

“Not  without  me,  you  don’t!”  Morgan  shouted  and  caught  up  to Terry.  They  fell  into  the  comfortable  rhythm  they’d  worked  on  since inhabiting  these  bodies.  Slash,  block,  bash,  dodge,  slash,  slash, slash. Okay, so maybe Terry was still pushing a little too far ahead as he  relished  his  destructive  ability  against  the  relatively  weak skeletons. 

Morgan  kept  up  as  best  as  he  could,  but  the  effort  was  costing them. There were so  many  skeletons. Even if every blow was lethal, and  many  were  not,  there  was  always  another  ready  to  attack,  to take advantage of an overextended strike. 

Sissy  was  doing  a  little  better,  but  she  had  to  get  close  to  the skeletons to use her tongue. She was fiercely protective of her two madly swiveling eyes and wouldn’t risk putting her face within reach of the pikes. She did manage to nab a skull. She sucked on it for a moment before spitting it out and making the figure she took it from fall to pieces around its head turned into a projectile. 

It was too slow. Morgan and Terry were losing HP, point by point. 

Jewel  was  down  to  nothing  but  cantrips.  They  were  effective,  but again, too slow against such numbers. Either Terry or Morgan would fall  before  she  could  tip  the  scales  of  the  battle.  They  needed  a solution, and they needed it fast. 

One  of  the  pikes  stabbed  Sissy  in  the  nose,  and  she  skittered away. One of her padded feet caught on a stone and pulled it loose. 

The chameleon didn’t slip—her other three feet stayed anchored to the  wall—so  the  rock  fell  away  and  smashed  against  the  stairs  on the wall. It took two skeletons with it, and then there was a gap in the stairs, and the skeletons couldn’t cross any longer. 

Terry and Morgan smashed the last one on their side of the gap, and the action paused for the moment. 

“How is everyone?” Jewel demanded. 

“Wounded and running low on spell slots!” Morgan replied. “I’ve been curing wounds when I can, but I’m nearly out.” 

“There’s  not  many  left!”  Terry  growled,  eyeing  the  gap.  “Jewel, are you hurt?” 

“I’m not, but I’m down to cantrips. I say we pull back.” 

“I’m almost out of spells for the day, too. Only one level two spell left,” Mandy said. 

“Come back up here and regroup with us!” Bishop Porthos called. 

Before they could turn, the foremost skeleton was hurled   across the gap by one of his fellow fleshless fighters. It didn’t quite clear the gap  but  barely  caught  the  lip.  Then  another  skeleton  jumped  and grabbed onto it . 

It scurried up, but before it could reach the top, another jumped across and landed on its back, then reached  back  across. One of the other  skeletons  grabbed  its  skinless  sibling,  hooking  phalanges  to phalanges.  The  skeletons  had  formed  a  bridge  of  bone  by interlocking  themselves.  The  rest  of  the  skeletons—about  ten—

surged across to crash into Morgan’s shield. 

“This is not great!” Morgan grunted as Terry tried to lash out with his  ax  without  getting  stabbed—a  losing  proposition.  They  had  to end  this,  get  out  of  the  pit,  and  beyond  the  barrier  that  prevented

their  allies  from  helping  them.  They  couldn’t  simply  retreat.  The falling rocks taking out the bridge hadn’t worked, but maybe…

“Mandy, I have an idea!” Jewel shouted. 

“Great, I’m fresh out!” Mandy replied. 

“Use Shatter to destroy the wall above them!” 

“Don’t you mean under them?” 

“Above!  If you do it below, they’ll only make another bridge.” 

“Whatever  you  say!”  Mandy  plucked  out  uncomfortably discordant notes on her harp. Her fingers were a blur, and the spell finished before Terry could take more than a handful of strikes. The notes  rang  out,  echoing  off  the  stone  walls  and  reverberating  at  a spot right above the skeletons. A chunk of stone ripped away like a hammer  had  hit  it  and  fell,  crashing  through  the  skeletons  on  the bridge and most of the ones waiting to cross. 

When  the  sound  of  the  magically  spawned  landslide  finally stopped echoing, only a single skeleton stood on the far side of an even larger chasm. 

It  was  a  perfectly  acceptable  target  for  one  of  Jewel’s  cantrips. 

With  nothing  more  than  a  simple  Fire  Bolt,  the  skeleton  was  no more. 

“How do we go deeper?” Terry growled. 

“We  don’t,”  Jewel  replied.  “Not  right  now.  Let’s  go  back  up  and get healed.” 

Terry  didn’t  turn  right  away,  so  Mandy  hummed  the  tune  that calmed  her  when   she   was  in  the  barbarian’s  body.  It  did  the  trick. 

Terry blinked away his rage and followed them out of the pit. 

“Sorry about that.” Terry caught up to Jewel before they reached the top of the stairs. 

“It’s all right. I know that’s how your character is. You wouldn’t get mad if I only helped from a distance, right?” 

“Of course not. That’s how sorceresses work.” 

“Well,  barbarians  aren’t  exactly  known  for  hanging  back.  What confused  me  more,”  Jewel  said  this  louder  and  more  theatrically, 

“was why  no one came to help!” 

“I was trying to explain,” Mandy said. 

“Explain what?” Terry asked. 

“The  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil  is  level  capped.”  Percival  hid  a knowing smile. 

“You mean—” 

“None of them could go in there,” Mandy finished. 

Jewel  felt  her  stomach  grow  tight.  “When  you  said  it  was  level capped, you weren’t saying the monsters would be tough.” 

“It’s level capped at six,” Percival said. “None of us could follow you.” 

Jewel  remembered  seeing  their  weapons  hit  a  barrier  and Porthos  stomping  on   something,  but  her  concern  for  Terry  had clouded her judgment and made her hear what she’d wanted to hear. 

Terry didn’t look like he was handling the news much better. His rage was long gone, and he now looked like he was about to be sick. 

“I  thought  if  I  pushed  ahead  all  of  you  would  be  able  to  follow  me down there. I…I wanted to lead the charge…not…not kill myself or get my friends hurt.” 

Maybe some women wouldn’t have liked to see such a display of emotion  from  their  man,  but  Jewel  wasn’t  one  of  them.  She  loved Terry of Earth not because he was rash or fearless but because he was sweet and not afraid of his emotions. She could forgive him for rushing into battle into this world, but only if he could acknowledge the foolishness of such an action, even if it were after the fact. 

No,  she  wasn’t  angry  with  Terry.  Her  anger  was  like  a  magic missile for the two people who should have stopped him from getting hurt! 

“Why didn’t you stop him?” Jewel demanded. 

Porthos  smirked,  amused  by  the  question,  but  Morningstar  had the quicker tongue. 

“I’ve never seen someone from level four run into battle against such  odds!  I  didn’t  for  a  moment  think  he  would  run   down   those stairs!” 

Porthos snorted. He’d been about to say the same thing. 

“It was a little rash,” Terry admitted, looking embarrassed. 

“But surely…surely you could have called for more warriors once you  understood!”  Jewel  said.  Her  anger  felt  unmoored  now,  like  a kite still floating in the wind after being cut from its string. 

“We would have if we  had  anyone!” Morningstar chuckled. “This is the Tomb of Malevolent Evil we’re talking about! This is supposed to be the fight that changes the world! We brought our very best with us! We thought we’d be fighting demons, not skeletons!” 

Porthos shrugged when Jewel turned her glare to him. “The day is young, and the Tomb has only just awoken. Demons could still be in the tiles.” 

“I sent a runner back to Blun. They’ll send out a call for more help of the appropriate level,” Morningstar said. “It’ll take time for them to reach us.” 

“This seems like poor planning,” Jewel said. 

“Better  to  have  too  many  high  levels  than  not  enough!”  Porthos said. 

“At least we’re not totally without competent people of the correct level,”  Morningstar  said.  “In  fact,  I’d  say  you  four  have  proven yourselves  more  than  competent  to  lead  the  first  stages  of exploration.” 

“We’re out of spell slots,” Jewel huffed. 

“Of course, you are. After everything we’ve accomplished today, I see no reason to push farther,” Porthos said. 

“Perhaps  one  more  foray.  We  must  make  haste  and  use  the advantage of a lack of enemies while we still can,” Morningstar said. 

“And if they can’t make it back out?” 

“I’m out of spell slots too,” Mandy said. 

“A rest is in order, Morningstar.” 

“Right,  of  course.”  Morningstar  bridled  his  enthusiasm.  “Then tomorrow…” He let what he was asking go unsaid. 

Jewel  turned  to  her  friends.  Not  one  of  them  looked  away.  Not one  of  them  had  fear  in  their  eyes.  They  all  nodded,  grunted,  or bobbed their chins. 

“Whatever it takes,” Morgan said. “We’ll bring light to this place.” 

“We’ll put this temper to good use,” Terry said. 

“We’re  going  to  go  home.  We  have  to  do  whatever  we  can  to make that happen,” Mandy said. 

Sissy blinked and licked the wound on her snout. 

“We’re  glad  to  have  you  all  willing  to  take  on  this  task  from another world,” Porthos said. 

“Sir  Morningstar,  let’s  set  a  guard  and  get  these  brave  warriors fed. The sooner they rest, the sooner they can go down, and we can start to figure out how to shut this place back up.” 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

It was quite clear to Morgan that Morningstar was the one who had them roused at the first crack of light in the sky. His knights all had phony grins plastered on their faces and said things like, “Early bird gets  the  grub,”  and  “Early  risers  make  history!”  It  was  all  rather exhausting. 

Porthos was less eager to get them down into the pit. He seemed more  intent  on  them  eradicating  what  they  could.  He  and  his  men were  also  awake  but  were  huddled  together  in  tight  knots,  sipping tea and saying prayers for each other. 

From their men, Morgan got the sense Morningstar wanted them to solve the riddle of how to get his soldiers down there. Porthos only wanted the Tomb  shut. 

Both men were wise enough to know there was much they didn’t understand  about  this  place.  Fortunately,  they’d  brought  an  expert. 

Unfortunately,  he  was  an  evil  necromancer  who  wanted  nothing more  than  to  release  the  evils  everyone  was  convinced  still  waited below. 

Morgan knew it would be a long day, so he’d taken his time with breakfast. Rations of grains plus a bit of cold fish the lizard folk had caught in the night and sent across in a canoe for the soldiers to eat comprised  their  meal.  The  oats  and  cold  fish  sat  in  his  stomach, making him feel less than stellar about starting the day by going into an  evil  pit.  Still,  he’d  fully  healed,  and  all  of  their  spell  slots  were available, so the time was now. The sooner they could get home, the sooner they could get back to proper food, like nacho-flavored corn chips and lemon-lime soda. 

A  dream  for  another  day,  though.  Right  now,  circumstances forced Morgan to reckon with the bound necromancer. 

Dominus Tragor spat the moment they took his gag away. 

He  managed  to  nail  a  paladin  in  the  face.  The  warrior  flinched and reflexively tried to wipe it off, not remembering he was wearing gauntlets. He accidentally clobbered himself with his armor. 

It might have worked as a decent distraction for Tragor to break free, but there were two other paladins, both with swords drawn and inches from his neck. Percival also had his wand raised. His magic suffused the air around them. 

“Try something, Tragor. Try something and see what happens.” 

“Oh,  I  have  no  need,”  Tragor  snarled.  He  was  on  his  knees, hands bound behind his back. “All I desire is your failure. All I crave is for you to stumble in the face of a force that will overwhelm every one of you!” 

“Then you won’t have any objections to telling us what you know about this place!” Morningstar said. 

Tragor  laughed.  It  was  low  and  quiet  at  first,  but  the  rasping, wheezing mirth grew louder and louder. Morningstar scowled at the sound as if he’d inadvertently caused a landslide. Porthos looked no more comfortable. His hand didn’t stray from the sunburst medallion around his neck. 

Bearkiller  and  Lady  Katherine  seemed  most  bothered  by  the untoward display of amusement. Bearkiller drew an ax and stepped forward while Lady Katherine let her hand rest on the pommel of her incredibly long and unbelievably thin sword. 

“What’s  the  problem?”  Tragor  guffawed.  The  sounds  were especially  uncomfortable  coming  from  someone  so  frail.  The necromancer  looked  like  he  should  only  speak  in  whispers  and chants. Hearing him laugh was totally creeping Morgan out. 

“Let  me  guess.  You  can’t  go  down  there?”  Another  peal  of laughter. “If it were easy, do you really think my people and I would have  gotten  to  the  bottom?  It’s  not  so  simple,  is  it?  Level  three people don’t last long down there.” 

He  laughed  again,  arrogant  in  the  confidence  of  his  knowledge even if it was wrong. 

Morgan  stepped  forward.  Tragor  felt  like  he  was  in  control.  He knew   they  brought  him  through  the  swamp  because  they  needed him. If they hadn’t, they would have killed him or sent him to rot in some dungeon. 

Instead, they’d dragged him back there, even though it required guards to watch him every hour of the day and night. No one would

spend  those  resources  on  someone  who  wasn’t  important.  Morgan had to make it clear he  wasn’t  important, but he also didn’t want to reveal anything to the necromancer. 

Still, he couldn’t outright lie, either. 

“Level three, eh? Seems like you spend a little time in the swamp and suddenly you’re no longer abreast of the current situation.” 

It worked. Tragor stopped laughing and cocked his head to stare at Morgan. 

“Don’t tell him anything, you fool!” Morningstar blurted. 

Morgan  would  have  liked  to  think  it  was  an  intentional  bit  of subterfuge, but he didn’t believe Morningstar was that good an actor. 

His face was red, and spittle punctuated his words. 

“Something  has  changed?”  Tragor  snarled.  “Has  the  level  cap gone up? Or did you find a way around it?” 

No one said a thing. 

“Tell me!” 

“How   dare   you!”  Morningstar  roared.  “By  rights,  you  should  be dead! You led an unspeakable force to do an unspeakable thing, and you  dare  demand answers of us? You will learn nothing from us. You are lucky to be alive!” 

“You  know  nothing  about  life  and  death!”  Tragor  railed.  “Do  you really think  you can threaten  me?  I am but a piece on this board. I have  played  my  part,  and  soon  the  Tomb  will  fully  open,  and  the world  will  burn!  Kill  me!  Kill  me.  I  dare  you.  It  won’t  stop  anything. 

You’ll rue the day you laid a hand on me, you insipid—” 

Tragor stopped his tirade when Lady Katherine backhanded him across the face. 

“I  think  we’ve  heard  quite  enough  of  that.”  She  sounded  rather prim. 

“I agree. Can we get him out of here?” 

Porthos nodded, and the three paladins guarding Tragor yanked him  to  his  feet  and  led  him  away,  with  Percival  following  on  their heels. 

“What  the  hell  was   that   about?”  Sir  Morningstar  demanded  the second Tragor was gone. “You would have told him our every move! 

I have worked with inexperienced warriors before but this…this is a new low!” 

“I don’t know…” Porthos steepled his fingers. “I think Morgan got more out of Tragor than he gave.” 

“I certainly hope so,” Morgan said. 

“What are you two talking about?” Morningstar demanded. 

“I  might  be  mistaken.”  Morgan  bowed  to  Morningstar,  hoping  to dispel some of the noble’s frustration. “I believe we got two pieces of intelligence from Tragor.” 

“No, we didn’t! You told him about the level cap!” 

Morgan  was  trying  to  be  respectful,  but  Morningstar  wasn’t making it easy. “I didn’t reveal a thing. You might have noticed that if you paid attention to more than merely what you wanted to hear.” 

A snort of laughter told Morgan that Mandy at least had noticed. 

“That’s not true!” Morningstar sputtered. “You told him—” 

“Nothing.  I  told  him  nothing,”  Morgan  interrupted.  “I  told  him  his information wasn’t up to date after he revealed that when they were here, the pit’s cap was  level three.” 

“No.  You  said  that…erm…”  Morningstar  stopped  talking  and looked  down  as  if  the  transcript  from  the  conversation  might  have carved itself into the stone floor. 

“I caught that too,” Porthos said. “If it was level three a week ago, and now it’s six, the cap is changing.” 

“It’s possible Tragor was lying,” Mandy pointed out. She had her giggles under control, thank goodness. 

“Possibly,  but  unlikely.  He  seemed  furious  at  not  having  our information. I don’t know why he’d bother with that,” Porthos said. 

“It wasn’t only that, though.” Morgan didn’t think Tragor was lying, but  he  also  didn’t  see  the  point  in  quibbling  about  it  yet.  The necromancer had revealed something far more significant, after all. 

“What could be bigger than the forces that control the entrance to the Tomb of Malevolent Evil?” Morningstar snapped. 

“This isn’t the Tomb.” Morgan pointed at the pit. 

“Wait,  what?”  Morningstar’s  fury  seemed  to  be  building  once more. 

Fortunately,  Porthos  stepped  in.  “I  think  I  know  what  you’re referring to. Tragor said ‘soon the Tomb will fully open.’ That’s what you heard, right?” 

Morgan  nodded.  He  saw  no  reason  to  overexplain,  especially  if Morningstar was in a mood. Better to get the same information from someone who was near his level. Morgan had met executives who were the same way. They’d rather hear the same information poorly explained by a VP of operations than a programmer who made less than half of what they did. 

“Which  means  this  pit  isn’t  the  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil.” 

Morningstar finally got it. 

Porthos  nodded.  “The  great  evil  must  still  be  locked  inside. 

Perhaps it released those skeletons, or maybe this structure exists to protect that force, hidden so deeply inside.” 

“Does that mean the force of Evil that supposedly ravaged these lands  isn’t  free?”  Morningstar  asked.  Morgan  saw  him  mentally running the calculations. 

“It appears not,” Porthos said. “Which means, if we can get down there and stop it from opening, we’ll avert this entire crisis.” 

“Which  means  we  need  to  begin  exploring,”  Morgan  said.  “The sooner we find this thing, the better chance we have of some level fours stopping it.” 


CHAPTER TWELVE

Terry shouldered his ax and walked down the stairs spiraling along the  outside  of  the  pit.  Despite  coming  with  fifty  powerful  warriors, only  five  would  go  down  into  this  hole  in  the  earth:  Terry,  his  three friends, and Sissy the giant chameleon, who didn’t seem interested in ever leaving Mandy’s side again. 

Terry thought their first challenge would be where they’d partially destroyed  the  stairs  the  day  before.  There  was  no  longer  a  gap. 

Whatever  forces  governed  the  pit  had  remade  the  stairs  and  the holes in the wall that Mandy’s Shatter spell had created. 

It was as if they were entering a freshly unearthed dungeon. Terry wondered  what  it  meant  for  their  chances  of  running  into  more skeletons. None had come up in the night, so maybe there wouldn’t be  any  more.  Terry’s  wisdom  score  wasn’t  so  low  that  he  believed this, of course. 

Still,  there  were  greater  implications  for  what  it  meant.  For starters, they couldn’t hope to destroy the stairs and keep anything down  there.  Terry  had  a  sneaking  suspicion  that  piling  something over  the  top  of  the  pit  wouldn’t  work  any  better.  If  the  hole  in  the ground  had  the  ability  to  repair  the  damage  done  to  it,  it  could probably do away with any logs or wood planks laid across the top. 

Terry  wondered  what  would  have  happened  if  they’d  destroyed the  entire  inner  building.  The  thought  of  somehow  knocking  this place down, only to find it rebuilt and unscratched the next day was almost too much to bear. 

“Light  spells,”  Jewel  ordered  as  they  descended  another  loop. 

Mandy and Morgan obliged, igniting their weapons with a spell. 

Terry looked at the surface above them. They’d circumnavigated the pit's edge three times and made it down about fifty feet. He could still  see  Bishop  Porthos  and  Morningstar  leaning  over  the  edge  of the pit…yet it felt like they were in another world. It was darker down here,  and  even  their  magic  lights  weren’t  doing  a  great  job  of pushing away the blackness. It was also colder. Every step they took seemed to lower the temperature by a degree. 

At  first,  it  was  pleasant.  Anything  was  better  than  the  swamp’s sweltering,  stifling  humidity.  As  they  descended  and  it  grew  colder and colder, any sense of respite from the surface faded to nothing. It felt  like  the  pit  had  cut  them  off  from  the  world  they’d  come  to  call home, or at least something like it. 

Terry  hadn’t  exactly  been  enjoying  the  presence  of  Porthos, Morningstar,  and  their  cadre  of  relatively  overpowered  warriors,  but now, having to go down here without them, he felt isolated. Like they had  finally  made  some  friends  but  had  to  move  away.  There  was truth  to  that  of  course.  If  anything  went  wrong  down  here,  those  at the  top  couldn’t  cast  a  spell  to  save  them,  let  alone  carry  them  to safety if they needed to. 

After another couple of loops and maybe another fifty feet down, they reached a small landing. It wasn’t much of one, only a flat piece of  stone  a  couple  of  paces  long.  After  that,  the  stairs  continued  to descend,  spiraling  as  they’d  done  for  the  last  hundred  feet.  In  the center of the flat landing was a rounded arch, a passageway leading away from the pit. 

Terry turned to his companions. “Do we want to go deeper, or do we check out this passage?” 

“Or  we  could  go  back  up.  That’s  an  option  too!  Maybe  we’ve already  raised  the  level  cap,  somehow!”  Morgan  said  with  false optimism. 

“I  don’t  think  so,”  Jewel  said.  “Do  they  seem  like  they’d  wait around up there if they  could  send someone down?” 

“Not likely,” Mandy agreed. 

“So which way? Down or into the passage?” Terry asked. 

“What  about  your  Danger  Sense?  Does  one  of  the  ways  seem more dangerous than the other?” 

Terry  concentrated  for  a  moment,  fully  falling  into  his  Danger Sense, knowing that he could because his friends had his back. He let  this  part  of  him  reach  out  into  the  tunnel  beside  him.  He  didn’t have to reach very far before he felt something pluck at the sense. 

“There’s danger in there. No doubt about that,” Terry said. 

“And below us?” 

Terry extended his Danger Sense down below. He had to reach farther before he felt anything, but when he did come upon a threat, it was more vivid than the one in the passage. 

“There’s  danger  down  below  as  well.  More,  I’d  say,  but  farther away.” He laughed. “I guess for some reason I thought it might be an easier choice! Some danger close, or more danger far doesn’t seem like much of an option!” 

“In  that  case,  I  vote  we  check  out  this  passage,”  Jewel  said.  “If we go straight down and find a larger threat, the last thing we want is to be stopped during a retreat.” 

“Or  worse,  they  could  come  at  us  from  behind,”  Mandy  pointed out. 

“You vote to go to the passage as well?” Jewel asked. 

Mandy snorted. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re the boss. If you think  we  should  check  out  the  passage  of  lesser  dangers,  that’s where my glowing sword will go.” 

“I agree on all counts. Also, the level cap rose for some reason. 

Maybe there’s like a…like a button or something on the first floor.” 

“I doubt that.” Terry chuckled. “But sounds nice!” 

“Shall we?” Jewel gestured at the passage, and Terry nodded as if she’d held the door for him at the best restaurant in town. 

He  moved  down  the  passageway.  It  was  about  ten  feet  tall, equally wide, and rounded as if a giant drill had bored it out. Or half of one since the floor was flat and decidedly not curved. There were no  other  passageways  on  either  side  of  the  hall.  No  sconces, sculptures, or pieces of art, either. It was a corridor, nothing more. 

That  was  what  Terry  told  himself  anyway.  The  truth  was,  his stomach  was  tied  up  in  knots  like  there  was  a  demon  waiting  for them  out  of  sight.  As  they  continued,  Terry  saw  the  source  of  his Danger Sense’s pangs of fear: a door at the end of the passage. 

They  all  approached  the  closed  entry,  weapons  raised.  Morgan came  up  to  walk  in  step  with  Terry,  his  shield  between  them  so  he could  use  it  to  protect  himself  and  the  headstrong  barbarian  Terry had become. 

Jewel  came  next  with  her  hands  raised,  a  wand  in  one  and  her fingers locked in arcane positions on the other. The light shining from

the  weapons  caught  her  cheekbones  at  an  odd  angle,  making  her look  even  more  imperious  than  usual.  Mandy  came  next  with  her rapier in hand instead of her harp. She’d slung the latter across her back. 

Next  to  her  was  Sissy,  who  seemed  to  be  the  only  one  not showing  any  fear.  Terry  wasn’t  sure  how  much  of  the  lizard’s emotional state he could glean from the color of her scales, but he’d seen her turn red when a skeleton had stabbed her the day before. 

She  was  a  slightly  blueish  shade  of  green  now,  but  he  figured  that was  more  from  the  temperature  than  being  frightened  of  what  lay behind  the  door.  As  far  as  Terry  knew,  this  was  the  first  time  the mighty reptile had ever  seen  a door. 

“Terry,  kick  it  open  and  step  back,  do  you  understand?  There’s every  reason  to  assume  it’s  booby-trapped.  I  know  this  passage seems  innocuous  enough,  but  we  all  know  that  sort  of  thing  can change in an instant. If nothing happens, I want Terry through first, then Mandy and Sissy, me, and finally Morgan, all right?” 

“Makes  sense  to  me.”  Terry  checked  once  more  to  ensure everyone had taken their positions. Still, he drew a deep breath and made  sure  not  to  let  his  rage  take  over.  He  couldn’t  afford  to  rush into this room, no matter what lay in wait on the other side. 

“Ready?” Terry asked them all one last time. 

They all nodded. 

“Right.” Terry put his foot through the door. 

It smashed to splinters on the first kick. Terry wanted to race in, raise  his  ax,  and  split  skulls  or  whatever  else  came  out  of  the passage, but he held strong. 

It wasn’t hard to control his rage considering nothing was inside. 

It was empty. As empty as the corridor they’d come through. 

“It’s empty,” Terry said. 

“In  we  go,”  Jewel  ordered,  and  they  flowed  into  the  room  as Jewel had instructed. 

This square area was larger than the passageway, perhaps fifty feet on each wall. A single doorway occupied the middle of each. 

Then…from  the  darkness  in  the  center  room…came  a   single skeleton. 

“That’s  rather  underwhelming,”  Morgan  said  as  the  skeleton shuffled toward them. 

Jewel blasted it with a cantrip and blew it to pieces. 

“Well,  I  guess  it  sort  of  explains  why  this  level  of  the  place  is empty,”  Mandy  said.  “The  skeletons  must  have  been  hanging  out down here.” 

“Or there’s more,” Jewel said. “Come on. It came from the room straight ahead. Let’s see if it was alone.” 

The skeleton was an army of one. They found nothing else in the other room. It was smaller than the large chamber they were in, with unmarred, undecorated walls, save for one thing. 

“What  is   that?”  Mandy  pointed  at  the  object.  It  was  a  crystal protruding from the wall at about chest level. 

Terry approached it, his Danger Sense tingling. “I don’t like it,” he said. “There’s something about it. Something I can’t place.” 

“It feels like us.” Mandy reached for the crystal, then touched   the damn thing before anyone could stop her. 

Luckily, nothing happened. The crystal didn’t shatter, absorb her into itself, or anything like that. 

“I don’t know. It feels pretty creepy to me,” Terry said. 

“It wasn’t long ago I would have said that about Morgan, but it’s not what I mean,” Mandy said. 

“Thanks?” Morgan said. 

“It feels…different than the rest of this place. It feels like it doesn’t belong,  much  like  we  aren’t  from  this  world.  I  don’t  know  if  this crystal is either.” 

She turned back to them. “It has to be mean something.” 

Terry had heard quite enough. It was a long shot. He knew that, yet  he’d  no  choice  but  to  try  all  the  same.  He  raised  his  ax  and swung it at the crystal with all his might. He fully expected it to knock his  ax  away  or  worse.  It  might   shatter   the  weapon,  which  would necessitate a trip back to the top of this place, but Terry had to risk it. 

So,  he  was  a  bit  surprised  when  his  blade  smashed  into  the crystal, shattering it like fine porcelain. 

It snapped off the wall in pieces, tinkling to the floor like so much broken glass. 

“Terry!” Jewel snapped. “Now is not the time for barbarian mode!” 

They  all  turned  to  face  the  doorway,  waiting  for  something, anything,  to  come  through…but  nothing  did.  Even  better,  Terry  no longer felt anything nefarious emanating from the crystal. 

“Well, bless me.” Morgan grinned. “It looks like smashing the evil object to pieces worked   for once.” 

They waited another minute to see if anything else was going to try and attack them, but nothing did. 

“Let’s check out the other two rooms,” Jewel said. 

Terry  grunted  an  affirmation,  and  they  followed  him  back  to  the main  room.  They  checked  the  one  to  the  left  first.  It  was  empty  of enemies, but it too had a crystal mounted in the middle of the wall. 

The Danger Sense wasn’t as intense as it was in the first room, but Terry didn’t like the vibes the crystal gave off any more than he liked the vibes in the other room. 

“Any  objections  to  me  smashing  that  crystal  to  pieces?”  he asked. 

“Be my guest,” Morgan said. 

“Before you do, maybe I can pry it free,” Mandy said. 

“What are you thinking?” Jewel asked before Terry could smash the crystal anyway. 

“I  don’t  know.  These  stones…or  whatever  they  are,  they  must have some significance, right?” 

“That’s why I’m smashing them,” Terry said. 

“Sure, I get that. It’s very  barbarian  of you, but we don’t know that it’s the right call. What if they reform in the night as the stairs did?” 

That  comparison  served  to  slow  Terry’s  ax  from  smashing  the rock on the wall. 

“Mandy’s got a point,” Jewel said. “Go ahead and try to pry it free. 

Worst-case scenario, it breaks, and that’s not so bad.” 

“I can imagine a hundred things worse than it breaking.” Morgan shuddered. 

“You think I shouldn’t do it then?” Mandy asked. 

“I don’t think Terry should have smashed the first one, but we’re still here. My vote is to leave all this crap alone and keep exploring, but I defer to the party’s judgment.” 

Terry and Mandy looked at Jewel, who bit her lip, but nodded. 

Mandy drew a dagger and went to work. Terry sometimes forgot that  as  a  bard,  she  had  bonus  points  in  all  of  her  skills.  Terry  was combat-oriented  and  not  much  good  at  anything  else,  but  Mandy was a real jack of all trades. She quickly found a fissure between the faceted stone and the wall and worked the tip of her dagger into it, deeper  and  deeper.  For  a  moment,  nothing  seemed  to  be happening.  Mandy  stuck  her  tongue  out,  squinted  one  eye,  closed the other, grimaced, all while barely moving the dagger's tip this way and  that.  Then  there  came  a   clink  from  somewhere  at  the  base  of the crystal, and it popped loose and fell into her free hand. 

“Boo-ya!”  Mandy  said.  Sissy  blinked  her  eyes  in  appreciation  of her friend’s triumph. 

Everyone  stepped  in  to  look  more  closely  at  the  crystal.  It  was nearly  a  foot  long,  with  a  few  much  shorter  crystals  growing  at  its base. Some of those still stuck to the wall, but they looked different now.  Compared  to  the  one  in  Mandy’s  hand,  they  looked  dull.  Not that  hers  was  glowing…not   quite.  There  was  something  about  it…

something  Terry  couldn’t  quite  place.  Maybe  he’d  be  able  to  make better  sense  of  it  if  his  Intelligence  or  Wisdom  modifiers  were positive. 

“One more room.” Morgan pointed at the door. They went out and entered the third room. It was as empty as the second, with nothing to draw their attention save another of the crystals. 

“Any objections to me smashing the crap out of this one?” Terry asked. 

“Go for it.” Mandy smirked. 

Jewel smiled and gestured at the crystal. 

Terry raised his ax and obliterated the thing. 

“All right then. Level one, done. Do we head back up?” Morgan asked. 

“What?  No!  We  haven’t  even  broken  a  sweat!”  Terry  said  it,  but Morgan had a thin patina of perspiration across his face. 

“I  think  we  should  go  lower  as  well,”  Jewel  said.  “I  suppose something  could  come from this level, but I don’t think anything will.” 

“Are you all right, Morgan?” Mandy asked. 

“Yes. No. I don’t know!” 

“You  sense  it  down  below,  as  well?”  Terry  said.  He  knew  there was danger down there, but it didn’t make him want to run away. It made  him  want  to  go   toward  it.  It  made  him  want  to  find  whatever monsters lurked below and destroy them. 

“It’s not that, no.” 

“Then what?” Mandy asked. 

Morgan looked up. “I…It’s hard to explain. I still have all my spell slots and everything, but it feels… I don’t know…  darker  down here. 

Like  lights  won’t  shine  for  as  long  or  as  brightly…  I  don’t  mean  to sound like a coward, but…it’s totally freaking me out. I keep thinking my power won’t work down here, and I’ll be left alone.” 

“That’s not going to happen,” Jewel said. 

“My powers failing? You can’t know that.” 

“She means you being left alone. It’s not going to happen,” Terry said. 

“We might have had our differences in the past, but we’re in this together,” Mandy said. “If your powers fail, we’ll have your back. No matter what.” 

“No  matter  what?”  Morgan  asked,  some  of  his  old  grin  coming back. 

“No matter what,” Terry replied. 

“You know what I think we need?” Jewel asked. 

Terry grinned, recognizing the jovial tone immediately. “Oh, I think I do.” 

Terry stretched out his arms. 

“Oh, come on, you dorks, now is not the time.” 

“I  disagree.”  Jewel  stretched  her  arms  out  as  well.  “This  is  the perfect  time for a group hug!” 

Terry  and  Jewel  wrapped  the  other  two  up  in  an  embrace  that was part huddle, part hug, and completely awkward. At least at first. 

Morgan  and  Mandy  pretended  to  resist,  but  after  barely  a  moment they were hugging too. 

For  a  moment,  it  wasn’t  so  cold  down  in  the  pit.  For  an  instant, they  weren’t  warriors  but  four  friends  goofing  around.  They  pulled

apart, all smiling, feeling sheepish and proud of their behavior in this place of evil. 

“Well, we all ready to walk a bit closer to our deaths?” Jewel said cheerfully. 

“Onward!” Terry replied and started down the steps. 

They  descended.  Terry  glanced  over  the  side  as  they  went, knowing that at some point the bottom would come into view. But not yet. All he saw was the stairs on the walls spiraling ’round and ’round and descending into perfect darkness. 

Before  anything  like  a  bottom  to  the  pit  came  into  view,  they reached  another  landing  framed  by  a  doorway.  They  peered  inside and  saw  a  room  identical  to  the  one  at  level  one.  Ten  feet  tall,  ten feet across, with rounded walls and nothing to break the monotony save a single door at the end of the hall. 

“Shall we?” Terry asked. 

“Wait,”  Mandy  said.  She  was  crouched  next  to  the  door, examining  something.  She  picked  up  a  piece  of  black  metal  and turned it this way and that. 

“That’s—“

“A piece of Sethril’s armor,” Terry interrupted. “A gauntlet maybe.” 

“I thought he fell to the bottom,” Mandy said. 

“We saw him though, didn’t we?” Morgan asked. “You dropped a glowing rock.” 

Mandy nodded as she turned the gauntlet as if trying to convince herself it didn’t belong to who they knew had to own it. 

“We  did.  But  it  means  he  couldn’t  have  fallen  to  the  bottom,  or else we wouldn’t have seen a thing,” Terry said. 

Jewel and Morgan both looked over the edge and unfortunately confirmed what Terry had already seen. The bottom was still a long way off. 

“Where’s the rest of his armor?” Mandy asked. 

“Where’s his  body?”  Morgan belabored the obvious. 

Terry  raised  an  eyebrow  and  pointed  at  the  open  doorway.  “I don’t know, but if we find him, I call dibs.” 

“All right. Same positions,” Jewel said. “Let’s go.” 

Terry  led  them  into  the  passageway.  Like  the  last  one,  nothing came  from  the  walls  or  erupted  from  the  floor  to  get  them.  They walked  the  fifty  feet  to  the  closed  door  on  the  opposite  side  of  the room without incident. 

“We ready?” Terry asked as he prepared to kick the door open. 

Three nods and a reptilian blink told him they were. 

Terry put his boot through the door. 

To  his  delight—and  everyone  else’s  dismay—the  room  wasn’t empty. 

Seven  zombies  in  varying  states  of  decay  all  turned  toward  the sound  of  the  door  getting  smashed  down.  Terry’s  shirtless  chest drew hungry groans, and the undead shambled forward. 

“Positions, people! This room has three doors like the last, and all of them are open!” Jewel ordered as she came into the room. 

Terry  took  a  step  forward—to  better  create  space  between  the more fragile members of the party and the zombies. 

Then he raised his ax and started the fight he’d been waiting to have for a week. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Mandy was more than willing to stick with the plan, but Sissy didn’t want  to  wait  in  the  back.  As  soon  as  the  lizard’s  independently pivoting  eyes  focused  on  the  zombies,  she  slithered  into  the  room. 

She passed Morgan to join Terry on the front line. 

Not that Mandy was complaining. One of the great things about being a bard was they were so versatile. She could play the support role  with  excellence,  but  she  sliced  and  diced  with  her  long  sword too. 

Terry  took  the  head  off  the  first  zombie  without  slowing.  Sissy’s tongue  stuck  to  the  chest  of  another.  It  was  a  particularly  decayed individual,  so  its  chest  ripped  free  from  its  arms,  legs,  and  head, which seemed to hover there for a second before they clattered to a pile on the floor. 

Mandy was about to thrust her sword through the eye socket of a third,  but  then  a  flash  of  light  came  from  behind  her,  and  the zombie’s  rotten  eyes  ignited  with  fear.  It  and  the  two  other  closest zombies all held up their rotten hands to block the light radiating from Morgan’s holy symbol, which he clutched as he chanted the words to his spell. 

Light  shone  through  the  zombies’  fingers—and  in  one  case, through holes in the palms of its hand—and they turned and fled. 

Mandy  turned  toward  one  of  the  two  remaining  zombies,  but before  she  could  close  the  distance  between  them,  magic  missiles tore  over  her  shoulder.  They  flew  in  elaborate  loops  and  whirls before slamming into the zombies. The first two struck the first, and it fell  to  the  floor—plain  dead  and  undead  no  longer—and  the  third struck the other zombie in the face. 

It  stumbled,  and  in  its  moment  of  confusion,  Terry  separated  its head, neck, and one of its arms from the rest of its body. 

That left Mandy with nothing. 

“Seriously you guys? You couldn’t save  one zombie  for me?” 

Only Sissy had the decency to look ashamed. Her eyes swiveled away from Mandy as she used one of her feet to pull the decaying

torso from her mouth. 

“You  can  mop  them  up  if  you’d  like.”  Morgan  pointed  at  the zombies in the corner, all trying to stumble through the solid rock that blocked their escape. 

“Fine.”  Mandy  stomped  toward  the  three  undead.  Before  she could  get  within  range,  Sissy  scuttled  over  to  them  and  smashed them to pieces with her tail. Only one survived the chameleon’s tail uncurling, and it didn’t last long. Sissy pinned it to the floor with her front legs, then chomped down on its head. 

“Nice  kill!”  Mandy  said.  It  was  hard  to  be  jealous  after  seeing such a display of power. 

It  was  also  hard  not  to  be  disgusted  when  the  lizard  started  to chew  on the zombie’s head and shoulders. 

“Sissy, no! Spit it out, girl! Sissy, that is not pet food!” 

“Let her have her treat. She earned it,” Terry said. 

“It’s  not  a   treat.  It’s  a  zombie,  and  it’s   gross.  She  shouldn’t  be eating undead things! Just dead things!” 

“She lives in a poisonous swamp. I’m sure she can eat whatever she wants,” Jewel said, but she too looked disgusted. 

“If she does get sick, I can probably cure her,” Morgan said. 

“That’s  not  the  point,”  Mandy  snapped.  “The  point  is  that  eating undead is disgusting, and you shouldn’t do it.” 

Sissy ignored her. “If you get sick, don’t come crying to me about it,”  Mandy  said,  then  a  moment  later.  “I’m  kidding,  girl.  If  anything happens to you, or if you need, like, a tummy rub, I’m your girl.” 

Sissy  ignored  her  in  preference  of  munching  on  more  decayed flesh. 

Mandy  rolled  her  eyes  and  left  the  lizard  to  its  food.  Taking  a favored bone from a dog was risky enough. Pulling a zombie from a giant chameleon didn’t seem wise. 

“Should we see if there are more crystals?” She peeked through one of the doorways. 

“Sure, yeah,” Jewel said. 

What Mandy saw made her forget all about the spooky rocks. 

There were zombies in that room. 

More than seven. 

A  lot more than seven. 

“Guys, we’ve got incoming!” Mandy told her friends. 

They all looked through the door to confirm the horrors of decay Mandy  saw.  Then  the  team  took  their  positions  to  face  the  next wave! 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

They  were  idiots.  So  many  people  were,  but  the  four  that  captured Grimalf  and  left  him  for  dead  were  truly  worthy  of  the  title.  They’d bound  him  and  taken  him  as  a  prisoner,  then  promptly  abandoned him.  Did  they  think  he  wouldn’t  be  able  to  escape  in  a  battle’s aftermath?  There  had  been  blades   everywhere.  Grimalf  hardly  had to  crawl  before  he  could  cut  his  bindings  and  free  himself  so  he could slip away unseen. 

He'd be lying if he said he wasn’t surprised when he’d seen the four  of  them—and  the  two  disgusting  lizard  people  plus  their  gross pet  that  tried  to   eat  him— reemerge  with  none  other  than   the Dominus  Tragor  as  a  prisoner.  They  didn’t  take  any  chances  with him.  Grimalf  had  followed  them  through  the  swamp,  looking  for  an opportunity to free the necromancer and thus ingratiate himself into the power structure to come, but they’d given him no opportunity. 

When  they  left  the  swamp  and  met  a  cursed  battalion  from  the kingdom of Paragran, complete with a complement of holy warriors, well…  Grimalf  didn’t  think  he’d  ever  see  Tragor  again.  If  the  tables turned  and  Tragor  captured  one  of  those  light-obsessed  faux-altruistic  idiots,  Grimalf  knew  exactly  what  would  happen  to  them: blood sacrifice. 

He'd  been  trying  to  figure  out  how  to  get  out  of  Blun  with  more than  he  could  carry  when  the  camp  had  finally  broken  up.  Grimalf had  expected  them  to  take  Tragor  back  to  their  castle  and  declare preemptive  victory,  but  instead,  they’d  set  out  into    the  swamp  with Tragor not only still alive but seemingly unhurt! 

Naturally, Grimalf had followed. 

He  might  have  been  able  to  set  up  a  smuggling  operation  in some other corner of the world, but the idea didn’t sit well with him. 

He’d  spent  so  much  time  here,  learning  how  to  move  through  the swamp, learning how to  survive.  He would have given it up if he had to, but when he saw them take Tragor back into the swamp, he had a better idea. 

It  wasn’t  a  plan  without  risks,  but  nothing  great  could  ever  be achieved without them. And the rewards…the rewards for being the man who freed Dominus Tragor and helped him complete his work at the Tomb…they were too great to ignore! 

So Grimalf gathered supplies from a hidden storehouse and set off  into  the  swamp.  He  could  have  followed  them  if  he  so  wished. 

The  knights  from  Paragran  were  particularly  loud  in  their  clanking plate mail. There were risks. If they sent a runner back to Blun, or if another  group  of  reinforcements  started  down  the  path  a  day  later, Grimalf  could  easily  get  caught.  Fortunately,  he  knew   precisely where they were going. 

While they labored through the mud and filth, avoiding poisonous plants  Grimalf  had  long  since  found  ways  to  neutralize,  he  took another  path.  When  they  finally  arrived  at  the  Tomb  of  Malevolent Evil, Grimalf had been there for  days. 

He’d set up a camp at the top of one of the wall towers. It looked ruined from the outside and wasn’t reachable from the top of the wall or the courtyard’s floor. The steps that once led to the top had long since  broken  away.  Fortunately,  Grimalf  had  left  a  rope  tethered  to an  iron  bar  sunk  into  the  stone  at  the  top  of  the  tower.  He  had scampered  up  it  and  settled  in  to  wait  for  the  grand  procession  to arrive. 

Two  days  later,  they  finally  showed  up.  The  only  thing  that surprised  Grimalf  was  it  appeared  they  hadn’t  lost  any  of  their numbers  and  had  somehow  recruited  those  pesky  lizard  freaks  as guides. 

Those  were   not  the  surprises  Grimalf  had  been  looking  forward to. He hoped to see some of them sick from the parasites that lived in the swamp. Or perhaps evidence that some yet-to-be-discovered monster—there  were  many  in  the  swamp—had  taken  a  bite  out  of their gleaming armor. 

There  was  nothing  to  be  done  except  hope  that  some  of  them capsized in the water. None of them did, though. They all seemed to be  highly  competent  and  extremely  capable  warriors.  They  were proving to be the sort of force Grimalf didn’t want anything to do with. 

He  watched  them  that  first  day  as  they  tidied  up  the  dead  bodies, 

then  set  up  their  camps.  There  was  no  bickering,  no  animosity between the two factions. 

There  were  no  lapses  in  the  guard  on  Dominus  Tragor,  either. 

They  kept  him  under  constant  supervision,  even  at  night.  When Grimalf  woke  on  the  first  dawn  of  their  occupation  of  the  Tomb,  he was about ready to call it quits, head back to Blun, and maybe steal a horse and be on his way. 

Then he saw them. 

He  didn’t  know  how  he’d  missed  them  when  they  arrived,  but somehow, he did. Now he saw those four insufferable bastards that had burned his boat to nothing, and a thirst for vengeance filled him. 

“How  dare  they,”  he  hissed  as  paladins  and  knights  who  must have  been  twice  their  level  offered  them  biscuits  and  bowls  of  hot soup. 

They  were  nothing,  some  loser  interlopers  who  had  no  place here, and the others treated them like  royalty!  It infuriated him. They would suffer. They  must  suffer. 

He  couldn’t  act  rashly,  however.  Those  four  would  suffer,  but Grimalf wouldn’t be able to twist the knife himself, not when so many powerful  allies  surrounded  them.  It  didn’t  bother  Grimalf  much, though. 

He’d never been the kind of person who needed to execute every detail  of  his  plans.  He  was  more  than  content  to  make  a  plan  and have  others  do  the  heavy  lifting.  He  had  no  henchmen,  not  at  the moment,  but  he  had  something  far  better  in  the  necromancer  they had imprisoned in the middle of their camp. 

Grimalf stayed. He stayed in his broken tower, where none of the moronic  knights  or  paladins  tried  to  get  past  the  broken  stairs  and watched.  He  took  notes  on  when  they  fed  Tragor,  allowed  him  to relieve himself, and when the guards switched shifts. He took notes on  the  camp  as  a  whole,  as  well.  He  knew  from  his  years  as  a smuggler  that  sometimes  the  smallest  detail  could  create  the greatest opportunity. 

It  was  quite  the  treat  when  soon  after  dawn  on  the  first  day,  a group  of  paladins  and  a  sorcerer  all  dragged  Tragor  to  the  central building. Grimalf had no way of getting there from his position up in

the  broken  wall  tower,  but  it  didn’t  matter.  The  fact  that  they  had taken  Tragor  there  proved  what  Grimalf  already  suspected.  They needed the necromancer. 

They  needed  him  to  understand  the  place  they  were  allegedly there  to  destroy.  It  made  Grimalf’s  job  that  much  more  obvious.  If they needed Tragor badly enough to bring him to the pit on the first morning, they wouldn’t last long without him. 

Grimalf  smiled  as  he  settled  in  to  wait.  He’d  observe  the  camp today,  and  when  the  time  arose  this  night,  he’d  find  a  way  to communicate with Tragor. Then, together they’d break these people, and Grimalf would have his revenge. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Let’s go!” Terry roared. From his complexion—the color of the star vegetable of a goat cheese salad—his rage had already consumed him. 

“No!”  Jewel  shouted,  making  her  tone  as  commanding  as possible. If they could lure the zombies through the door, they’d have much  better  chances.  Jewel  could  already  see  it  playing  out  in  her head.  She  had  to  make  this  work.  “Terry,  I  want  you  in  the  front. 

When they come through the door, kill them!” 

“You want me with him?” Morgan asked. 

“No, let’s get you and Mandy on the flanks. Sissy will hold point with  Terry.  I’ll  stand  behind  her.  It  should  be  easier  to  aim  over  the lizard than any of you!” 

Everyone—even  the  lizard—obeyed  and  got  into  their  assigned positions.  Well,  maybe  Sissy  didn’t  obey.  Perhaps  the  only  reason she  didn’t  race  into  the  room  of  shambling  undead  was  that  Terry was  in  her  path.  No  matter  the  creature’s  motivation,  Jewel  was pleased to see the inverted U around the door looked solid. 

Terry even let the first zombie get through the door before he took its head off. Sissy dispatched the next. 

The third Terry didn’t quite decapitate, and it kept coming at him. 

Morgan was ready. He ripped the living corpse off Terry and bashed its brains in with his mace. 

Jewel was concerned that the sheer numbers of zombies would overwhelm  them,  but  their  formation  was  holding.  Terry  took  a  few hits,  as  did  Morgan,  but  Jewel  and  Mandy  kept  them  from  getting seriously wounded. 

By the time the seventh zombie came through, they were in the swing  of  things.  Jewel  let  it  pass  as  Mandy  laid  into  it.  She  then blasted  the  next  one  to  come  through  the  doorway  while  Morgan healed Terry with a Cure Wounds. 

Then  the  pair  of  them  were  back  in  action  to  take  out  the  next couple  of  zombies  with  some  good  old-fashioned  skull-cracking blows. 

Before they knew it, the fight was over. 

“How is everyone feeling?” Jewel asked the moment the sounds of flesh-hungry moans were gone. 

“Feeling GREAT!” Terry pounded his chest as if to make it clear. 

“I mean, I’m not coming off a magic-fueled adrenaline high, but I admit, we did all right,” Mandy said. 

“I know what you mean,” Jewel agreed. “Like, if this the worst the Tomb can do, maybe it’s not so bad?” 

“Can we not tempt fate?” Morgan demanded. “I mean, I get it. We survived, but no need to gloat about it and tempt the fates.” 

“Fair,” Jewel said. She looked around the room but saw nothing, so she peeked at her status updates. 

You have defeated six zombies with your party. Your share of the experience is 45. You need another 6,105 experience points to reach level five. 

And, 

You  have  defeated  twelve  zombies  with  your  party.  Your share  of  the  experience  is  90.  You  need  another  6,015

experience points to reach level five. 

“Huh. I thought we fought seven in the first part,” she said. 

Sissy  blinked  at  them.  Maybe  she  hadn’t  been  fully  integrated into  the  team  yet?  Jewel  couldn’t  say,  but  she  was  curious  if  the lizard would level up with them. 

“What next?” Mandy asked. 

“Let’s  check  these  bodies,  see  if  we  can  make  any  sense  of them. Keep your eyes open for more enemies, though,” Jewel said. 

She  almost  immediately  regretted  telling  them  to  search  the bodies.  They  were  all  quite  nasty,  and  not  one  of  them  revealed anything  of  any  value  in  their  pockets  or  on  their  persons.  Jewel hoped  they  might  find  something  that  provided  a  clue  about  where they came from, but their clothes had no zippers or Velcro patches. 

Nothing marked them as visitors from another world. 

“What about that thing?” Terry asked when they’d finished poking through  the  pockets  of  the  undead.  He  pointed  at  another  of  the crystals. 

“Smash it,” Jewel told him. 

“With pleasure.” Terry grinned, then shattered it into a thousand pieces. 

They left the room and explored the other two. No more zombies, but two more crystals. Terry left them in the same state as the first. 

“Is it really the best plan?” Morgan asked after Terry left the third and final in shards. 

“I’m not sure at all,” Jewel admitted. 

Terry shrugged. “I like smashing them.” 

“Do  you  sense  something   good   from  them?”  Mandy  asked. 

“Something  about  light  or  whatever  the  yadda  yadda  yadda  you’ve been saying?” 

Morgan shook his head. “I wish I felt something like that, but no…

I  don’t  sense  anything  good  from  them.  It’s  weird,  isn’t  it?  I  mean, this place has been prophesied, hasn’t it? I thought there’d be more to it than some zombies.” 

“Look who's tempting fate now.” Jewel smirked. 

“Fair enough.” Morgan smiled. 

“What  are  we  thinking?”  Jewel  asked.  “Personally,  with  a  short rest, I think we’ll have the strength to go down another level. See if the pattern holds…” 

Everyone  agreed,  and  they  went  back  to  the  entry  hallway  and waited a tense thirty minutes for their spells to recharge. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Down the steps they went, deeper into the pit, farther from the light and warmth of the world above. Morgan hadn’t thought he was best friends  with  Neal  Porthos,  but  he  wished  he  were  with  them.  The fights hadn’t been so bad, but Morgan couldn’t shake the feeling this was only a temporary condition of the pit. 

Again,  they  found  a  flat  landing  with  an  archway.  Again,  they found  an  empty  passageway  that  matched  the  dimensions  of  the other two passages. Morgan had a feeling that past the door at the end of the passage, there would be a room with three doors. Behind each would be some mindless enemy, doing its damnedest to guard the crystals mounted in the center of each room. 

“Places, people,” Jewel said. 

They  formed  up  in  their  familiar  positions,  and  Terry  put  a  boot through the door. 

“Ha! There’s only four of them!” Terry declared, then rushed into the room. 

Morgan also forgot the plan and leaned in to better see what was going on, but in doing so, he got in the lizard’s way. 

“Terry, don’t let them touch you! Those are ghouls. They can—” 

But  it  was  too  late.  Terry’s  ax  tore  into  one  of  the  ghouls,  but  it didn’t go down in a single hit like the zombies and the skeletons back on the surface had. Terry yanked his ax out of the ghoul’s chest, but in the time it took him to do that another of the ghouls slashed him across the back with its long claws. 

Terry reared back in pain, and his body froze. He crashed to the floor,  his  back  arched,  and  his  face  stuck  in  a  rictus  of  pain  and surprise. 

“Come on!” Morgan shouted. “We have to stop them before they rip him to shreds!” He rushed into the room. 

The  ghouls  were  not  the  mindless  zombies  of  the  last  level.  All four of them turned their glowing red eyes toward Morgan. Then they attacked. 

“Damn it!” Morgan shouted, not his most eloquent moment. He’d expected  them  to  start  eviscerating  Terry,  but  they  understood exactly  what their oversized claws did. They left the barbarian on the floor while systematically neutralizing the other threats they faced. 

Systematic was the word for it. 

One of them crouched—its muscles were the same blueish gray of  the  decaying  zombies  but  sinewy  and  tight.  Some  undead  were not subject to decay any more than skeletons were subject to blood loss. It leapt at him, and Morgan barely got his shield up in time. Its claws smashed into it, and he toppled over with the ghoul on top of him, pinning him beneath his shield, but at least he could still move. 

As  he  tried  to  push  the  ghoul  away,  he  rolled  his  head  up  and saw Mandy was barely keeping one at bay with her sword. Sissy had already been scratched and was paralyzed in place. Fortunately, she was so bulky Mandy could use her as cover. 

It  left  two  ghouls  to  charge  at  their  now  completely  undefended sorceress, who had stepped through the doorway into the room with the rest of them. They were going to kill her. 

Morgan couldn’t let that happen. 

He shifted beneath the shield, got an arm free, then smashed the ghoul in the head with his rose mace. The ghoul took the blow in the head and toppled off his shield. 

Morgan pushed himself to his feet, grabbed his holy symbol, and tried to cast Turn Undead. 

He was too late. 

The  pair  of  ghouls  flanked  Jewel.  One  of  them  slashed  at  her. 

She deflected the strike with her shield spell, but while she focused on  the  first  one,  the  one  behind  her  cut  her  legs.  Crimson  streaks bloomed on both of Jewel’s calves. 

Just like that, the fight was over. 

With  their  sorceress,  barbarian,  and  giant  pet  lizard  paralyzed, Morgan and Mandy were doomed. They hadn’t been able to beat the ghouls  with  superior  numbers.  They  certainly  weren’t  going  to  fare any better if the odds were four to two. 

Except they weren’t. 

Jewel’s  calves  were  bleeding,  but  the  ghouls  hadn’t  paralyzed her. 

Morgan  pushed  back  the  shadows  of  the  despair  threatening  to overwhelm him. He finished casting Turn Undead on the two ghouls attacking Jewel. It worked, and the two ghouls’ eyes shifted from red to yellow, and they fled. 

Not  a  moment  too  soon.  Morgan  finished  casting  the  spell  and heard  the  scrape  of  a  ghoul’s  talons  on  the  ground  as  it  launched itself into another leap. 

Morgan turned while raising his shield, trying to protect his face. 

He  was  too  slow.  He  was  only  halfway  around,  his  shield  lagging behind  him.  The  ghoul  would  crash  into  him,  paralyze  him,  and they’d be done. 

Then a trio of magic missiles smashed into its face and knocked it back to the floor. 

“Thanks, Jewel!” Morgan shouted. 

“I figured I owed you one!” Jewel replied. 

“I could use a little help!” Mandy shouted. She had her longsword fully  extended,  pointing  at  the  ghoul’s  chest.  The  damn  thing  didn’t care. It flicked aside the sword with its long, bonelike claws. Mandy whipped  the  blade  back  into  place,  but  the  ghoul  wasn’t  scared  of her. It looked like the damn thing was  toying  with her. 

Morgan  spared  a  glance  behind  him  to  make  sure  the  ghoul Jewel had blasted with a full complement of magic missiles  after  he’d bashed it in the head was done for. They’d crushed its face, and its formerly  tight,  sinuous  muscles  were  quickly  decaying  like  a  scene from a movie with an errant archaeologist. 

Finally, good news. They could all fully focus on the last ghoul. 

Jewel  hit  it  with  a  ray  of  frost,  which  did  nothing  but  draw  its attention. Still, with Mandy pointing her sword at the thing’s chest, it was a mistake. She poked it in the chest, making a neat hole in its rather impressive pectoral muscle that didn’t bleed a drop when she pulled the blade free. 

The ghoul didn’t like that and pushed forward, claws slashing. 

With its attention fully focused on Mandy, Morgan was able to get close enough to bash the damn thing in the back of the skull with his

rose mace. 

Even  that  wasn’t  enough  to  kill  it,  destroy  it,  or  whatever  the proper verbiage was for ending the undead. 

The ghoul turned on him, eyes blazing like fire as it slashed again and again. It took everything Morgan had to keep his shield between himself and the barrage of strikes. 

Then  the  tip  of  a  steel  blade  sprouted  from  its  throat.  It  didn’t gurgle blood or anything so dramatic. Its red eyes faded to dull black orbs, and it collapsed. Even in death, Morgan didn’t let it touch him. 

He caught its face on his shield and directed its corpse— body? Did the  undead  leave  corpses  or  were  they  corpses  already?— to  the floor. 

“You two all right?” 

“We can move, so I think we’re fine,” Mandy said. 

Morgan  rushed  over  to  Terry.  He  cast  Cure  Wounds  and immediately  the  barbarian  finished  his  wince  of  pain  and  pushed himself to his feet. 

“Sorry…err…about that,” the barbarian mumbled. 

“I  was  going  to  say  that  they  can  paralyze,  obviously.”  Morgan went  to  Sissy,  hoping  his  healing  powers  would  work  on  the  giant lizard  as  well  as  on  his  friend.  They  did,  thank  the  light  that  shone above,  and  Sissy  began  to  move  once  more,  flicking  her  tongue distastefully. 

“Why  didn’t  I  get  paralyzed  like  them?”  Jewel  looked  at  the gashes across her calves. 

“If  I  remember  my  lore,  it’s  because  you’re  part-elf.  Ghouls  are corrupted  elves  or  were  made  by  elves  and  cursed  by  elves  or something.  Whatever  the  reason,  pretty  sure  it’s  your  pointy  ears that saved you.” 

“And here I was thinking it was an annoying habit that you would peek at Jorge’s Monster Manuals.” 

“Yo,  I  never  confused  player  knowledge  and  character knowledge.” Morgan smirked. “Speaking of which, did anyone get bit by one of those things?” 

Everyone shook their heads. 

“Is that bad?” Jewel asked. 

“Getting bitten is  very  bad,” Morgan said. “It will paralyze you as the claws will, but the bite also delivers a ghoul fever disease. If you don’t cure it within a few hours, you turn into a ghoul.” 

“Okay, so no one get bitten!” Jewel said. 

Before  they  could  discuss  the  best  strategy  to  ensure  it  didn’t happen,  the  sounds  of  hissing  and  growling  came  from  not  one  of the three passages into the room but all of them. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Terry was embarrassed to have been paralyzed and taken out of the last fight before it began. He was also determined not to let it happen again. The first ghoul to come into their room served as a testament to this. 

It  lunged—they  really   liked  lunging,  the  damn  things—and  Terry anticipated it and dodged. Its feet hit the floor, or one of them did. A slice from Terry’s ax and a ghoul would leap no more. Missing a leg made that sort of thing rather difficult. More boiled out from the room though,  coming  at  Terry  with  the  horrible,  unflinching,  fearless resolve that only the undead possessed. Another lunged at him, and he dodged but could not follow through and swipe at it. 

Jewel  screamed  behind  him,  and  Terry  saw  that  she’d  been slashed  across  the  chest  by  one  of  the  ghouls.  Seeing  her  hurt forced Terry to change his priorities. He couldn’t lose Jewel, not like this. She might be immune to the paralysis, but the ghouls could kill her  the  old-fashioned  way.  Plus,  if  Mandy  or  Morgan  became paralyzed, they’d be outnumbered. 

Jewel wasn’t one to let an attack go unanswered. She had less experience than the rest of them when it came to gaming. It meant that sometimes instead of doing the most tactically sound action, she let  her  emotions  get  the  best  of  her.  In  this  case,  it  was  rage.  She blasted  the  ghoul  that  dared  to  slash  her  with  a  full  bevy  of  magic missiles.  The  first  two  sent  it  stumbling  backward  and  the  third smashed  a  hole  in  its  chest.  It  crashed  to  the  floor,  a  danger  no longer. 

“Fall back to the doorway!” Jewel ordered—she’d learned quite a bit about tactics at Jorge’s table—and Mandy and Morgan obeyed. 

Not Terry. 

He couldn’t. 

Besides  the  one-legged  ghoul,  two  more  were  taking  turns slashing and snapping at him. He  might  have been able to turn his back on them and run for safety, but six more ghouls were chasing

Morgan and Mandy to the doorway. Terry couldn’t get past them, not six, and not with two more on his tail. 

Sissy didn’t obey either. She scurried up the wall next to the door and shot her tongue at any ghoul that dared approach. 

Terry couldn’t save his friends. He couldn’t even get  scratched  by these damn things without risking full paralysis. The idea of being so close yet unable to help pissed him off. 

One  of  the  two  ghouls  trying  to  separate  his  soul  from  his  body snapped at Terry, and he barely got the haft of his ax up in time for the  pale  creature  to  sink  its  oversized  teeth  into.  It  didn’t  break  the wood,  but  it  did  leave  its  dental  records  right  between  where  Terry held his prized weapon. It pissed him off too. 

An  advantage  of  being  a  barbarian  was  that  getting  pissed  off was a really good thing to do. Rage flooded his system, and he grew stronger.  His  muscles  thickened,  his  torso  hardened,  and  his  legs increased in strength. He tried to hold onto the part that told him he could not get scratched,  but it seemed like such a tiny concern. He was  Terry  the  Mighty!  He’d  fought  foes  ten  times  worse  than  this one! 

Terry  roared  in  the  ghoul’s  face.  He  was  so  vociferous  that  spit shot  into  the  ghoul’s  face.  His  face  turned  red,  and  his  heart hammered harder to make itself heard over the echo of his warrior’s call in his ears. Nothing could stand its ground in the face of such a roar.  Neither  beast  nor  man  nor  monster  had  the  resolve  to  face such a challenge undaunted. 

Ghouls were neither beast nor man nor monster. 

The  damn  thing  didn’t  so  much  as  flinch.  It  didn’t  blink  when  a great big gob of Terry’s spit struck its red eyeball. It didn’t pretend to loosen its grip on his battle ax. If anything, it bit down harder. 

“Change of plans!” Terry shouted in the thing’s face. It might be more  cunning  than  a  regular  undead,  but  it  would  rue  the  day  it chomped  on  his  ax.  Terry  put  a  foot  to  the  thing’s  chest,  then tumbled,  yanking  it  with  him.  It  cracked  its  head  on  the  floor,  and Terry shoved it .  The ghoul careened through the air. 

It crashed into the back of one of the six ghouls trying to attack its party.  It  thrashed  as  it  tried  to  get  up,  bumping  and  jostling  its

compatriots.  Terry  dodged  the  claws  of  the  one  attacking  him  and drove  his  ax  into  its  back.  It  twisted,  yanking  the  weapon  from  his hands. 

Terry dodged and tripped over the one-legged one. He somehow managed to avoid being paralyzed. It turned over and tried to scoot on its belly toward Terry. Meanwhile, the ghoul with the ax in its back stumbled around, trying to free the weapon. Terry ignored it for the moment—hard as it was. He  loved  that ax—and grabbed the ghoul with  the  missing  leg  by  its  shoulders.  He  lifted  and  hurled  it  at  the other six, plus the one he’d already tossed at them. 

He  hoped  the  tactic  served  to  distract  the  things  away  from  his friends,  but  he  couldn’t  waste  time  waiting  to  see.  He  circled  the other ghoul. 

“Hey  ugly!  Was  your  tongue  that  long  before  you  became  this thing, or would you call that a perk?” 

Terry had no idea if the ghouls could understand him, but maybe it didn’t matter. This one was quite angry either way. It lunged at him but  missed.  The  ax  in  its  back  was  either  weighing  it  down  or interfering with its sculpted, sinuous muscles. Terry was ready for the lunge, though. 

It  flew  past  him,  and  he  turned,  grabbed  the  haft  of  his  ax,  and planted  a  boot  on  the  thing’s  back.  He  yanked,  and  the  weapon came free with a disappointing lack of blood. Functioning circulation system  or  not,  it  ended  the  ghoul.  It  collapsed  to  the  ground  and decayed at great speed. 

Terry  looked  up  to  see  he’d  garnered  the  attention  of  the remaining  seven  ghouls.  They’d  made  no  headway  on  Morgan’s shield  and  Jewel’s  defensive  spells,  but  any  sense  of  defeat  they might  have  felt  surely  evaporated  when  they  saw  the  unarmored morsel named Terry. 

Two  of  them  leapt  forward  immediately,  and  Terry  did  what anyone would do in that situation. 

He ran. 

He  juked  left,  and  when  one  lunged,  he  twisted  right  and scrambled  through  one  of  the  doorways  into  a  blessedly  empty

room.  He  ran  across  the  space  and  planted  his  back  against  the wall, a few feet away from one of the crystals. 

The room didn’t stay empty for long. The seven ghouls boiled in. 

The bastards were smart. Two came right toward him, but the other five fanned out. Most frustratingly, two of them scurried up one of the walls. 

“You do that  now?”  Terry fumed. “We had a wall-climbing lizard in the other room and you let it be, but  now  you have to do the creepy Spiderman crap?” 

The  ghouls  didn’t  respond  in  words.  They  came  closer, monstrously  long  tongues  dangling,  eyes  glowing  red  and  bright  in the room's dim light. They had him outnumbered, and they knew it. 

Rather  than  rushing  forward,  they  kept  pace  with  each  other,  so when they finally reached their lone target, it would be impossible for him to protect himself from their paralyzing claws. 

It might have worked too, except that Terry was not alone down here.  He  was  not  some  hired  sellsword  or  disgruntled,  disgraced knight  who'd  come  down  into  the  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil  because an  evil  necromancer  had  cajoled  him  into  doing  it.  He  was  here  to save the world, damn it, and his friends were too. 

Jewel made her presence known first. There was a clap loud as thunder  and  a  fifteen-foot  cone  of  flame  engulfed  the  ghouls  from behind.  They  might  have  been  impervious  to  battle  cries,  but  their flesh didn’t like the fire any more than anyone’s did. 

The  four  she  caught  in  the  cone  of  flame  broke  their  formation. 

They were no longer interested in Terry but in getting  away  from the fire. 

Mandy came next, playing her harp in the discordant way she’d grown so skilled at. She reached the final note of the melody—if you could call it that—and the floor between two of the ghouls exploded. 

Jewel’s  spell  had  already  crisped  one  of  the  ghouls.  The  sonic onslaught blasted it to pieces and threw the other against the wall. 

Morgan entered next. “Sorry, I’m late. I had to finish off some lazy barbarian’s foe in the other room!” 

“That totally counts as mine!” Terry shouted. 

Sissy  was  in  right  after  Morgan,  but  she  entered  the  room  by crawling through the top of the doorway. She scuttled up the wall and shot  her  long  sticky  tongue  at  one  of  the  ghouls  still  doing  the Spiderman  thing  along  the  walls  toward  Terry.  She  caught  it  in  the back  and  yanked  it  toward  her,  where  she  pinned  it  facedown  and ripped its arms off one by one. The mighty chameleon didn’t want to get paralyzed any more than Terry did. 

It left five of the things, three of which Jewel’s spell had burned badly and one already blasted by Shatter. 

Morgan crashed into one of the half-burned ones with his shield. 

It  was  too  strong  to  be  spent  sprawling  and  instead  turned  on  the cleric. He was ready for that, though. 

“May  the  shining  brightness  of  Lux  light  your  ass  up!”  Sacred flame shot from his pendant and rendered the ghoul to ash. 

Jewel  fired  magic  missiles  at  another  one  Mandy  had  engaged with her sword while Morgan stomped toward another. 

Terry  roared  at  the  closest  ghoul.  It  came  at  him  like  a  tornado made of cats, all claws and hisses. 

It  was  hard  to  fight  this  way.  Avoiding  being  hit  wasn’t  Terry’s speed.  He  was  used  to  doing  as  much  damage  as  possible—

consequences  be  damned—and  relying  on  his  friends  to  heal  him when the action was over. 

Now,  he  had  to  use  most  of  his  actions  to  dodge.  He  ducked, jumped, rolled, and anything else he could do to keep the ghoul from grazing  his  skin.  He  missed  a  half  dozen  opportunities  he  would have taken if it was any other foe, but he couldn’t get paralyzed. 

Finally, the ghoul made a mistake. It crouched and lunged at him with its mouth open. Terry caught it between the top and bottom jaw with his ax, and it was no more. 

“Suck  it!”  Terry  shouted  at  the  dead  ghoul  as  its  muscles  aged away into nothing. 

Everyone else had beaten their foes too. Sissy had destroyed her ghoul and Morgan had nearly finished. Terry counted again. Wasn’t there one more? 

The  ghoul  that  scurried  on  the  opposite  wall  of  Sissy  dropped onto him from behind. Terry couldn’t dodge, let alone attack the thing

before its claws were in his back, and he got paralyzed once more. 

He  crashed  to  the  floor  and  rolled  onto  his  side,  so  he  saw  the ghoul  quite  well  when  it  seemingly  unhinged  its  bottom  jaw  and  bit into his arm. 

Terry tried to scream, but no sound came out. He was paralyzed and  powerless  as  the  ghoul  ripped  his  bicep  with  its  freaky  ghoul teeth. 

Then a magic missile blasted it, and there was a light shining on Terry, and he could move once more. 

He  stood—the  ghoul  still  biting  into  his  arm—and  slammed  it against the wall. It still didn’t let go, so Terry bashed it over and over again  until  there  was  nothing  left  except  a  quickly  evaporating skeleton.  He’d  killed  the  thing  somewhere  in  there  but  lost  track  of the action. 

“Bad news, everyone. I got bit,” Terry said. 

“Yeah,  we  noticed.”  Morgan  tried  to  heal  the  bite  but  had  no success. 

“Damn…  I  really  messed  up.”  Terry  felt  even  worse.  Morgan couldn’t heal him. Which meant…that meant…

“Don’t  worry,  big  guy,  Bishop  Porthos  can  probably  take  care  of this,” Morgan said. 

“This seems like a good time to return to the top,” Jewel said. “I burned  about  all  my  spell  slots,  and  even  though  I  didn’t  get paralyzed, I don’t have much HP left.” 

“Sounds good to me,” Mandy agreed. 

“I’m  out  of  spell  slots  too,”  Morgan  admitted.  “Not  sure  if  you noticed Mandy, but you got paralyzed too.” 

“Oh, I noticed.” 

“What about the crystal?” Terry asked. 

“I say we take them with us,” Jewel said. “I don’t like the idea of carrying  these  things  around,  but  if  we’re  heading  back  up,  it’s probably worth it to bring some so the higher-ups can take a look at them. 

“Sure,” Mandy said and got to work prying the crystal loose. 

When  she  finished,  they  checked  the  other  two  rooms.  They entered cautiously, but they had already drawn all of the ghouls out, 

so they didn’t meet any resistance. 

They  left  the  passageway  and  started  the  long  way  back  up. 

Terry was tired, hungry, and rather embarrassed from being the only one who the ghouls had bitten. Still, a check of his messages proved the ghouls were good for experience. 

You  have  defeated  fourteen  ghouls  with  your  party.  Your share  of  the  experience  is  175.  You  need  another  5840

experience points to reach level five. 

Terry  harbored  the  hope  they  wouldn’t  need  to  worry  about reaching  level  five,  but  after  battling  the  ghouls,  the  idea  of  a  little power-up sounded better and better. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Mandy didn’t think anything could be worse than fighting the ghouls, but by the time she reached the top of the long, spiraling staircase, her  burning  legs  disagreed.  She  stepped  from  the  final  step  to  the surface of the world again. 

“Mandy!” Jorge shuffled over and wrapped her in a big hug. Like that,  her  fatigue  was  gone.  Her  wounds  were  still  present,  and  her spells were still lacking, but her  fatigue  at least was absent. 

“How are you?” Jorge asked. 

And…her fatigue was back. 

“We’re tired, but we’re all right,” Mandy said. 

“I take it you met hostiles down there?” 

“We did. An entire floor of zombies, plus another one of ghouls.” 

“Ghouls. Yick. I assume no one got bitten?” 

Mandy  turned  to  Terry.  Jorge  followed  her  gaze  and  visibly jumped when he saw the bite wound on the barbarian’s arm. 

“Can you do anything about it?” Terry asked. He forced a casual tone even though he was sweating. Mandy didn’t think the stairs had gotten  the  barbarian’s  heart  pumping.  He  was  in  better  shape  than the  rest  of  them.  It  was  either  understandable  nerves  or  the  first terrifying signs of the ghoul fever. 

“I can, yes, but not here. We’ll have to go to my tent. Gentlemen, if Bishop Porthos or Sir Morningstar ask for me, please tell them I’m in my tent with the team, working on a ghoul bite.” 

“Yes, sir,” one of the paladins guarding the pit replied. Mandy had hardly paid them any attention. She had forgotten nearly everything when  she  saw  her  old  buddy  Jorge.  Seeing  them  here  taking  their job  seriously  calmed  her,  though.  It  was  a  comfort  to  know  that though  they  might  have  to  go  back  into  the  crypt  of  the  undead,  if anything  tried  to  come   out   of  it,  there  would  be  others  to  fight  the fight.  Assuming  they  could  get  Terry  out  of  there.  Even  with  ghoul fever, the crazy barbarian might decide he wanted to fight. 

“Great,  let’s  go.”  Mandy  hoped  to  get  out  of  this  place’s  inner sanctum  while  they  still  could.  They  left,  the  only  sound  being  a

friendly  argument  between  the  paladins  about  whether  the  lizard music was better than the music back in Paragran. 

Moving through the camp was like being in a different world than when  they’d  been  here  last.  There  were  divisions  between  the  two forces, but it now looked like a strength rather than a weakness. The tents  were  all  set  up  in  neat  rows,  with  designated  areas  for cookfires,  weapons  racks,  and  banners  to  mark  the  area  and  help people navigate. 

Before,  when  the  goblins,  orcs,  and  mercenaries  had  camped here, it had looked like they might accidentally spill into each other’s areas  at  any  moment  and  rip  each  other’s  heads  off  to  teach  the trespassers a lesson. Now, one couldn’t pretend to go to the wrong camp  by  accident.  Everything  was  too  well  laid-out.  Mandy  very much doubted anyone would stab a trespasser. This seemed like a

“write-up” sort of place. 

Jorge  led  them  down  the  main  thoroughfare  between  the  two different  parts  of  the  camp,  then  turned  down  an  aisle  and  went  to the second tent there. It was quite large. Not a pop-up sort of thing but a great piece of fabric supported by poles and ropes. There was no  furniture  inside,  but  Mandy  would  be  willing  to  bet  if  they  had crossed  any  terrain  besides  a  swamp,  there  would  have  been furniture brought as well. 

“Can  I  get  you  anything,  sir?”  a  cleric  asked  when  Jorge  got everyone inside and settled. 

“Some food would be great, please, yes, and plenty of water.” 

“Of course, sir.” The cleric departed. 

“Now, first things first, we need to get rid of that ghoul bite. Does it hurt?” 

“Only when I move,” Terry said rather stoically. 

“Great. Sit down then.” 

Terry did, wincing as he did so. “Actually, that hurt too.” He sighed and winced again. “It also hurts when I breathe.” 

Jorge nodded, then pulled a vial of golden liquid from a pouch on his belt. 

“Is that some sort of bottled sunshine?” Morgan asked. 

“An elven elixir?” Jewel enquired. 

“Liquid gold?” Mandy asked. 

“It’s honey.” Jorge chuckled and smeared some of it on the bite. “I can  get  rid  of  ghoul  fever  by  casting  Cure  Disease.  As  a  village priest,  it’s  one  of  my  most  used  spells.  Works  great  on  this  world’s version  of  the  flu  but  also  on  a  nasty  rash  that  has  been  going around. The honey helps it not leave a mark when I finish. Sort of a plus one situation.” 

“I wouldn’t have minded a scar…” Terry mumbled. 

“This  from  the  guy  who  doesn’t  have  a  single  tattoo,”  Jewel teased. 

“It’s going to feel a little cold, all right?” Jorge said. 

Terry  nodded.  Jorge  held  his  hand  above  the  bite,  mumbled something about shining light and retreating darkness, and like that, the wound began to heal. Blood pushed out. Then the flesh began to knit  together.  Best  of  all,  the  angry  red  swelling  around  the  bite receded, and color returned to Terry’s face. 

“Dang.  Honey  didn’t  work  on  the  scar,  sorry  about  that,”  Jorge said. 

“That’s all right.” Terry admired the scar in the shape of a ghoul’s mouth on his bicep. “You like it, Jewel?” 

“Elves  don’t  scar…so  no,  but  maybe  this  means  we  can  get matching tattoos when we get back to Earth!” 

Mandy  held  her  breath.  It  was  this  sort  of  talk  that  scared  Terry into dumping Jewel. The end of their relationship had ruptured their gaming  group,  which  had  inspired  Jorge  to  buy  the  Tomb  of Malevolent Evil guidebook from a bookstore, and had sucked them into this world. So—in Mandy’s estimation anyway—they were here because of Terry. He knew that. He  must  know that. If he didn’t make it  clear  he  knew,  well,  they  were  in  a  camp  filled  with  paladins  and clerics. Surely  someone  would be able to heal what Mandy would do to him. 

It turned out she wouldn’t have to. 

Terry  laughed.  “After  this,  I’ll  get  a  whole  matching   sleeve   with you if you want me to.” 

“Don’t promise me. I  will  take you up on that. Both of my brothers love tattoos and have been saying I should get one for years.” 

“Why haven’t you?” Morgan asked. 

“Their tattoo artists don’t like anime.” 

“On  second  thought,  I  might  need  some  veto  privileges,”  Terry said, but he was smiling. 

They all laughed, so when the cleric returned with food for them, he found them all grinning. 

“It’s good to see you all in such high spirits. The camp saw you limping  through,  and  well…I  hope  you  don’t  mind  if  I  tell  them  you were all joking.” 

“That’s  fine.”  Jorge  shooshed  the  cleric  away.  Mandy  was impressed.  The  cleric  was  more  than  double  their  level,  and  Jorge sent him on his way like he was nothing but an intern. 

Mandy  grabbed  a  biscuit  and  a  bit  of  hard  cheese  and  settled down on the floor. She hadn’t had a chair in days, but this was the first time she missed having one. 

“So,  Mandy,”  Jorge  began.  “You  were  saying  something  about levels?” 

“That’s right.” 

Mandy  told  him  about  what  they’d  seen.  How  they’d  explored three  levels,  each  one  accessible  through  a  doorway  from  the  pit itself. She told him how each level was quite similar, with matching layouts and the same eerie crystals. She detailed how the first level was  empty,  the  next  populated  with  zombies,  and  the  third  with ghouls.  Then  she  related  their  relative  ease  with  the  zombies  and their difficulty with the ghouls. 

As she spoke, she saw Jorge’s game master brain spinning. He either had learned to be patient in this world or didn’t want to spoil their  impressions  of  the  place  with  any  questions  that  accidentally led  them  toward  a  specific  answer.  When  she  finally  finished detailing their expedition, Jorge was practically bouncing in his seat. 

“Would  you  say  each  of  the  three  levels  were  similar  or identical?” he blurted. 

“Uh…can  we  go  with  highly  similar?”  Morgan  asked.  “It  wasn’t like I checked the brickwork or anything.” 

“I don’t know, I think we could safely say identical,” Jewel said. 

“Other than the monsters, of course,” Mandy added. “Those got tougher every level down.” 

“Precisely!” Jorge said. “It seems to point to some sort of design. 

You said the first level was empty.” 

“There was  one  skeleton,” Terry said. 

“Hmm…so  the  rest  of  the  skeletons  could  have  come  from  that level?” Jorge asked. 

“That’s what I was thinking,” Jewel said. 

“What about these crystals? Were they different?” Jorge asked. 

Mandy took out the three from the third level and laid them side by side, then took out the one from the first level. To her eyes, they all  looked  the  same.  They  were  all  slightly  different  in  length  and color,  but  it  wasn’t  like  the  three  crystals  from  the  lower  level  were orange, and the top one was green. 

“Do you know what they are?” Mandy asked. 

“I don’t…” Jorge carefully poked one of them with a single finger as  if  it  might  explode.  “They  have  a  sort  of…  I  don’t  know,  aura  to them, don’t they?” 

“We  thought  so  too,”  Mandy  said.  “Like  they’re  not  from  this world.” 

“An interesting theory…there could be something to it considering we  were all brought here. There are more?” 

“There  were. ” Terry grinned. “I smashed the rest to pieces.” 

Jorge  nodded,  taking  it  in  stride.  “An  understandable  reaction,  I suppose. I wonder what will happen now.” 

Mandy  looked  at  her  other  three  friends.  They  looked  about  as confused as she was. 

“What will happen…now?” Mandy asked her old friend, a subtle reminder that this was not a freaking game! 

“Well,  if  the  skeletons  came  from  the  first  level,  it  makes  sense the zombies would have come up next?” 

“I…I guess so?” Mandy said. 

“I  can’t  think  why  else  the  first  level  would  be  empty.  So,  the question  becomes  why  they  came  to  the  surface?  Did  they  sense people were there—Oh! Or maybe they reached some kind of critical mass. I wonder if the stones could be spawning them or something? 

That  would  imply  a  vast  source  of  magic,  and  you  also  mentioned the stairs in the pit regenerated, which sort of goes—” 

“Slow down!” Mandy laughed. “You’re entering lore mode!” 

“I thought you guys all loved lore!” Jorge said. 

“No one loves lore as much you, dude,” Morgan said. 

Jorge  blushed.  “I  guess  it’s  a  bit  different  when  you’re  living  it. 

Still,  the  Tomb   ejected   these  things  into  the  world.  That  makes  a certain kind of sense. Why send out anything until it might do some damage? I wonder if it’s sent out stuff  before.  Maybe that’s where the rash came from. I wonder if it’s all undead or—" 

“Jorge. Jorge,  breathe,”  Mandy said. 

“Right,  yes.  Sorry.  Still,  it’s  a  fascinating  way  to  use  defense  as an offense, isn’t it? And the undead are useful because they already straddle the boundary between life and death.” 

“You think it’s more undead down there?” Morgan asked. 

“It’s  the  safest  guess,  yes,”  Jorge  said.  “We  should  assume  the next  level  will  have  tougher  foes  than  the  third.  Other  types  might mix in—you’ll need to be ready for that of course—but it would make sense  to  focus  your  spells  and  radiant  damage  until  we  get  some sort of indication to do otherwise.” 

“Great, no pressure,” Morgan muttered, but he didn’t look scared, only cautious. 

“How many levels are we talking about?” Jewel asked. 

“I  have  no  idea.”  Jorge  grinned  when  he  should  have  been frowning.  “There  are  a   lot  of  undead  types  in  this  game,  plus  the carvings  on  the  outside  depict  demons.  Those  are  mostly  higher-level, some are  super  high-level, so yeah, I guess what I’m trying to say is there could be quite a few levels down there.” 

Mandy looked at her friends and saw her emotions reflected on their faces. Resolve. Courage. Hope. They could do this. They  had to do this. 

She might have been proud of the four of them if they didn’t all scream like babies when the cleric returned. 

Terry  even  drew  his  ax  and  knocked  the  tent  pole  down  by mistake, burying them all in billowing fabric. 

“Sorry! Sorry!” The cleric was laughing. “Porthos and Morningstar said to come when you can. I was going to see if you were ready, but uh… Let’s get a move on and get someone else to set this tent back up.” 

No one protested. They were all too embarrassed. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

From Jorge’s tent, they went down the main thoroughfare—someone had  scrubbed  the  blood  away,  so  Jewel  felt  like  she  could  use Mandy’s word for the path between the tents—to a much larger one. 

Inside  was  Bishop  Porthos,  as  well  as  Sir  Morningstar  and Percival, the wizard. 

“We’re all here?” Porthos said. 

“What about that Bearkiller dude?” Terry asked. 

“While we’re both here, we want one of our number twos at the pit and the other with that bag of scum, Tragor.” 

“Makes sense,” Terry said, then whispered to Jewel, “I wanted to show him my scar.” 

“Of course, you did,” Jewel said. 

“So,  how  was  it?”  Morningstar  asked  as  if  they’d  attended  their first soiree in high society. 

“You mean besides full of malevolent evil, right?” Morgan asked. 

Morningstar didn’t let the pithy comment ruin his mood. “You went down  and  returned  mostly  unscathed.  I’d  call  that  a  success,  or would you disagree?” 

“I  think  we’d  call  it  a  success.”  Jewel  took  control  before  one  of her three friends started talking more mess. 

She  went  into  a  description  of  what  they  did.  Porthos  and Morningstar had the opposite questioning style of Jorge. While their old friend had been careful not to interrupt, the bishop and the son of the  duchess  asked  questions  about   everything.  Still,  after  thirty minutes or so, they had finished, and Jorge had been able to present his thoughts, which were taken into consideration instead of tossed out. 

“We  have  something  to  report  as  well.”  Percival  glanced  from Morningstar to Porthos, who subtly nodded for him to go on. 

“The dungeon cap has lifted another level. According to my tests, it will now allow anyone to enter who is level seven or lower.” 

“But…you’re all at least level eight, right?” Mandy said. 

“I don’t think you’re seeing the positives here!” Morningstar said jovially. “Yes, you’ll have to go down there again, yes, the risks are real, and  yes,  none of us will be able to send you down there with a buffing spell, but if you succeed, the level might rise again!” 

“Might?” Jewel asked. 

“We  don’t  know  what’s  causing  the  level  cap  to  rise,”  Percival said. 

“It’s rising though,” Morgan said. “Tragor said it was three when he was here, and now it’s up to seven. It doesn’t seem so crazy to think it will rise some more.” 

“That’s  what  we’re  thinking,”  Porthos  said.  “For  all  we  know,  it could  be  on  a  sort  of  time  delay,  so  we  don’t  think  you  should  go back down there today.” 

“Well,  thanks   for  that,”  Mandy  said,  perhaps  in  a  less  than respectful tone. 

“I understand this has been hard on all of you.” 

“Hard on us?” Mandy snapped. Her old anger was bubbling to the surface now. She wanted to clamp it down. She really did, but if this wasn’t the time to get angry when was? She had lost her temper at professors,  coworkers,  and  people  who  didn’t  get  her  burrito  order right.  Now,  these  high-level  dudes  had  dragged  them  through  a swamp they had  just  gotten out of and wanted them to go down into the pit,  by themselves,  again? The way Mandy saw it, the least these dudes deserved was to be yelled at. 

“Do you know what it’s like to fight  fourteen ghouls  when not one of your group can heal their bites? Do you know what it’s like to be paralyzed while one of them dangles its disgusting tongue at you?” 

“We understand you’ve had a very long day,” Porthos said. 

“Long day? A  long day?  We were barely down there a few hours and nearly died! It’s great to know you guys are scanning the pit or whatever up here, but we need some damn support.” 

“We  want  to  get  it  to  you.  We  really  do,”  Porthos  said.  His shoulders hunched, and he avoided her gaze. Damn it. He did look like he felt bad for them. That struck a blow against her anger in a way it would not have before she came to this world. 

“We’ve taken all the risk— “

“You have, you really have. For today at least, we don’t need you to take any more,” Porthos said. 

Morningstar didn’t look nearly as guilty as Porthos, but he wasn’t arguing the other side either. 

“The level cap has already raised once since we’ve been here. If it raises again before tomorrow, our plan will change completely.” 

“And if it doesn’t?” Jewel asked. 

“Rumor  has  it  you’re  from  another  world,”  Morningstar  said. 

“Doing  your  part  to  stop  these  abominations  from  rising  out  of  the Tomb of Malevolent Evil may be the only way to return you to your rightful  place.  I  would  think  the  risk  of  facing  another  couple  of zombies would be worth the reward of returning home.” 

Mandy  might  have  chopped  his  head  off  then,  but  her  friends knew  her  too  well.  Morgan  and  Terry  both  stepped  in  front  of  her. 

She did nothing but glower at the son of a duchess. 

“We know it’s been intense, so please, take the afternoon to rest up. Hopefully, things will be different in the morning. You won’t be on guard duty or anything like that.” 

“We want you well rested…just in case,” Morningstar added. 

The meeting broke up, and Mandy nearly stormed out of the tent. 

The  only  thing  stopping  her  from  clenching  her  fists  and  stomping away was her performer’s reflexes as a bard. There was little to be gained  by  letting  them  see  her  totally  lose  her  temper—they’d already seen her pretty much lose it anyway—so she kept her head high and her fists unclenched. 

Still, she didn’t wait around to make small talk either. 

She did, however, see Percival wave Jewel over before she could leave. 

“Would  I  be  able  to  see  some  of  those  stones?”  he  asked  the lower leveled magic caster. “I might be able to learn something from them.” 

“Sure,  of  course,”  Jewel  said  and  handed  him  one  of  them. 

Mandy would have done the same thing, but when she saw the way Percival looked at them, she wasn’t so sure. 

“Yes, yes, if we’re lucky, we might even be able to find a way for Sir Morningstar to use the powers in these things,” he said. 

If it gave Jewel any of the misgivings it gave Mandy, she made no sign. 


CHAPTER TWENTY

The problem with highly trained, regimented soldiers was they were so  predictable.  By  later  afternoon,  Grimalf  had  figured  out  the  shift rotation  and  could  anticipate  which  part  of  the  camp  the  next  of Dominus  Tragor’s  guards  would  come  from.  For  all  their  order  and control, they might as well have scheduled an appointment between Grimalf and their captured necromancer. 

Still, even though Grimalf was reasonably certain he would have an  opening,  he  would  have  to  make  it  to  the  middle  of  the  camp, which  meant  passing  quite  a  few  soldiers.  Still,  they  were  in  the swamp.  His  swamp. He could use that to his advantage. 

Grimalf  crept  down  from  his  tower  and  went  to  the  front  of  the complex, near the steps. While he and Tragor’s army had been here, they had lost more than a couple of goblins, humans, and orcs when trying  to  cross  the  river.  The  swamp  wasn’t  the  kind  of  place  to ignore food freely given. A group of salamanders had found the first goblin  that  had  fallen  in.  Nothing  remained  of  the  creature  but  its weapon. 


Better  yet,  the  salamanders  were  territorial  and  kept  their newfound  territory  clean.  They  had  tossed  the  sword  out  onto  the shore.  Grimalf  hadn’t  been  the  only  one  to  know  about  this—he made  sure  others  knew—and  it  had  become  a  way  to  settle arguments  permanently.  Someone  wouldn’t  pay  their  gambling winnings?  Toss  ‘em  to  the  salamanders.  Someone  overcooked  the swamp frog? Salamanders. 

“I’m  going  to  go  take  a  leak,”  one  of  the  guards  standing  watch said. Grimalf was in position. When the man finally got the piece of plate  armor  out  of  the  way,  Grimalf  shoved  him.  The  second  the knight  hit  the  water  the  salamanders  were  on  him.  They’d  been denied a regular food source for a week, after all. They were hungry. 

The knight could do nothing but churn the water red with his blood. 

The other guard saw the commotion and ran for help. 

By the time he was back with help, the salamanders had stripped the  knight  Grimalf  had  pushed  of  every  bit  of  flesh  on  his  body. 

Better yet, they’d ejected the armor out of their territory. Grimalf had caught  it  all—using  a  blanket  to  grab  each  piece  and  muffle  the sound—and  crept  back  into  the  woods.  When  the  knights  arrived, there was no sign of the lost knight. 

Grimalf  had  already  pushed  deeper  into  the  plant  growth surrounding the wall. No one thought to look for him. Idiots. 

He went most of the way around the wall until he reached one of the broken parts that allowed him to enter the courtyard. He donned the armor and entered his enemies’ camp. 

There was no way to reach Tragor’s tent without being seen, so instead  of  sneaking,  Grimalf  became  what  everyone  expected  to see. He walked with his shoulders back, chin held high, and strutted like  he  was  doing  exactly  what  he  was  supposed  to  be  doing.  If anyone  noticed  this  particular  knight’s  gut  was  a  bit  bigger  than regulation or that he wasn’t walking in a completely straight line and was instead sticking to the shadows, they didn’t think it worth raising the alarm. 

He  was  slightly  earlier  than  he’d  meant  to  be.  The  guards watching  Tragor’s  tent  hadn’t  yet  switched  places.  Grimalf  didn’t rush, though. Instead, he took another lap around the campground, trying  to  pick  up  any  other  clues  he  could  now  that  he  was  in  the midst of this place. He wished something in particular jumped out at him, but he didn’t notice any critical flaws in their defenses. 

The two forces hadn’t completely assimilated, but Grimalf thought the chances of turning them against each other as those four damn adventurers had done to Tragor’s army was slim. He saw no piles of flammable  oils,  no  depots  of  health  potions  that  could  be  stolen  or corrupted. He  did  notice one of the larger tents had a strange glow emanating from it. 

He glanced inside as he walked past and saw a wizard in a robe hovering over some sparkly rock—not a gemstone; Grimalf could tell all  of  those  by  how  they  caught  the  light,  but  something  like  one—

mumbling  and  muttering  to  himself.  Something  to  keep  in  mind, perhaps…the wizard had something he didn’t understand. Why else would  he  be  up  in  the  middle  of  the  night?  Wizards  needed  their spell slots as much as anyone else did. Grimalf wasn’t about to enter

a  tent  with  a  man  who  could  throw  a  fireball  at  his  face,  though.  It was something to be used later, if later ever arose. 

He took a turn down one of the neat rows and another. He arrived after the guards had switched shifts. The new ones checked around the tent—as all the guards did—and went to stand at the front. If this particular  pair’s  pattern  of  behavior  held,  Grimalf  had  a  reliable  ten minutes before either would think to check the back of the tent again. 

He quietly slipped up to the back of the tent. 

Now came the tricky part. He didn’t think anyone was inside with Tragor,  but  he  couldn’t  be  certain.  He  sat  and  listened  for  an agonizing  five  minutes—half  of  the  time  he  deemed  safe—but  he heard nothing. 

He drew a deep breath, told himself the potential rewards for this gambit  of  his  were  far  greater  than  the  risk  of  imprisonment,  then gently scratched on the tent with a fingernail. 

Then  he  froze,  half-crouched,  and  pretended  to  fiddle  with  the armor protecting his shins. It would be weak cover if someone came out  from  the  tent,  but  at  least  the  armor   was   loose.  No  one  came looking for him. Tragor was likely alone. 

Grimalf  scratched  on  the  tent's  fabric  again,  but  this  time,  he scratched to a rhythm. If Tragor heard him, he’d know it couldn’t be a random  sound  but  a  person.  There  was  every  chance  Tragor  was asleep.  Grimalf  knew  the  necromancer  preferred  being  awake  at night  rather  than  under  the  sun’s  glare,  but  everyone’s  schedule—

even a necromancer’s—could shift when being held as a prisoner. 

Grimalf was about to give up—he barely had two minutes left—

when  he  heard  scratching  inside  the  tent,  the  same  rhythm  he’d used. 

This  was  excellent!  Grimalf  was  ready  for  a  voice  or  some rustling, but if Tragor could scratch with that much precision, at least one of his hands must be free. 

Grimalf  had  planned  for  every  eventuality,  but  this  was  the  best one.  He  took  out  a  scrap  of  paper  he  had  scribbled  a  message  on and  a  bit  of  charcoal  so  Tragor  could  write  something  on  it  and slipped them both under the tent. 

Then  he  waited,  painfully  aware  that  his  time  was  up,  and  with every  second  that  passed,  there  was  a  higher  chance  one  of  the guards would decide to stretch their legs and take a lap around the tent. 

Luckily, before a guard came around, Tragor pushed the scrap of paper back out. 

Grimalf scooped it up and held it tightly in his fist, then made for the exit. 

He  couldn’t  go  straight  there,  though.  It  would  involve  walking right through a bunch of sleeping soldiers. Instead, he took his time, making  the  rounds,  avoiding  patches  of  light,  and  slowly  working closer and closer to one of the holes in the walls. 

He nearly made it without being seen too, but before he could slip away, someone shouted after him. 

“Geoff? Yo, Geoff!” 

Grimalf hissed a curse under his breath and hurried out the gap in the wall. He wanted to slip away into the vegetation, but he could hardly do that while wearing this poorly fitting armor. With his heart pounding,  he  slipped  off  the  pieces  on  his  legs  and  arms.  He  was about to slip away when the other knight poked his head out of the hole. 

“Geoff? I got a bit of spirits. You want a sip or what?” 

Grimalf wanted a sip of spirits very much, but he would have to resist  for  now.  Instead  of  answering,  he  tossed  one  of  the  greaves into  the  bushes  on  the  opposite  side  of  the  opening.  The  guard heard the noise of the metal hitting the brush and turned to look in that  direction.  When  he  did,  Grimalf  slipped  deeper  into  the vegetation. 

The guard didn’t pursue, so he made it back to the tower and up the rope without anyone noticing. 

Finally,  he  was  able  to  read  Tragor’s  response.  Grimalf  didn’t know  what  to  expect.  Tragor  was  crafty  and  cunning.  It  was  why Grimalf  risked  it  all.  He  could  not  anticipate  what  the  necromancer would want to do. He wrote who he was and that he wanted to help Tragor however he could, but he hadn’t offered a plan. It would have

been a waste of time for Tragor to read it. Surely the necromancer would come up with something better. 

He wasn’t dissatisfied with the words scrawled on the scrap. He grinned,  sat  back  in  his  tower,  and  finally  allowed  himself  to  sleep. 

When  the  time  came,  he  would  need  to  be  ready.  When  the  time came,  he  would  make  every  single  one  of  these  self-righteous  do-gooders regret ever coming to this place that by rights should belong to Grimalf. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Terry woke just before dawn. He was sleeping out without a tent. The slog  through  the  swamp  had  necessitated  traveling  as  lightly  as possible.  What  few  tents  they’d  carried  with  them  went  to  the expedition's leaders or were shared by those who needed a covered space  to  work.  Terry  and  his  friends  probably  could  have  argued their way into one of the tents, but they’d made no attempt to do so. 

They’d  gotten  used  to  sleeping  out  of  doors,  and  besides,  Terry didn’t particularly want to spend the night with the four of them. If he slept out here, he and Jewel could have a moment together. 

They had tried to talk in the evening, but it was hard to discuss anything besides the undead horrors they’d faced in the Tomb. Well, they  seemed  to  be  able  to  talk  about  what   other   undead  horrors might  be  down  there  just  fine.  There  had  been  little  room  in  the conversation for Terry’s and Jewel’s relationship, though. 

 Not that it needed to be a priority right now… Terry halfheartedly told himself. Sure, every time he swung his ax at a zombie or tried to dodge  a  ghoul,  it  was  his  love  for  Jewel  that  kept  him  moving.  He wanted to get back to Earth not because of someone he’d left there but  because  of  someone  who  was  sleeping  a  few  feet  away  from him. 

“You awake?” Jewel asked him, and Terry rolled over to face her. 

In the low light, he couldn’t make out her dark eyes, but her pale skin glowed. 

“I am,” Terry said. 

“You all right?” Jewel asked. 

“Just thinking,” Terry said. 

“About?” 

Terry  snorted.  “About  us.”  Jewel  had  always  been  able  to  read him like a book. 

“Me too. I can’t wait to get home and back to our bodies.” 

“If all we had to do was wait, I think I could handle it,” Terry said. 

Jewel  nodded  in  the  darkness.  “I  know  what  you  mean.  We barely beat those ghouls. If the next level is much harder, we’re not

going to be able to keep going and win this thing.” 

“Do you think we should quit?” Terry asked. “If we try and fail… I don’t  know  what  happens  if  we  die  when  we’re  in  this  world,  but  I don’t want to find out.” 

“If we don’t try, we’ll be stuck here forever,” Jewel said. 

That sounded awful to Terry. The idea of losing Jewel was even worse. “It might be worth being stuck in this body if it’s the only way to keep you.” 

“You’d  stay  a  super  muscular,  powerful  warrior  for  me?”  Jewel joked. 

“Only  if  you’d  stay  a  weirdly  pale  elf  for  me,”  Terry  said,  but  he couldn’t match Jewel’s joking tone. 

She noticed, of course. “Is it that bad?” 

“It’s the rage thing… I mean, it’s useful in a fight, but even then, it can kind of suck. I rushed right in versus those ghouls. That wasn’t smart.” 

“No…no  of  course  not.  But  before,  well,  you  could  kind  of overthink things.” 

Terry  saw  the  amusement  on  her  face  now  that  the  sun  was rising. 

“You  mean  like  when  you  wanted  to  move  in  together,  and  I chickened out.” 

“That, yes, but also, you took your time picking a major. I mean, sometimes at restaurants you would ask for recommendations from not only our server but the manager as well.” 

“Different  people  have  different  tastes!  What  if  the  server  and  I don’t like the same things?” 

“Then why ask them at all?” Jewel was smiling as she teased. 

Terry  sighed.  “I  guess  being  in  this  body  taught  me  to  make decisions quicker, but that’s not going to be worth being stuck here forever.” 

“We’re not going to be stuck here forever,” Jewel said, her voice harder. 

“If we don’t beat this Tomb, we most definitely will be, but that’s not what worries me, not really.” 

“It’s not?” 

“I know you’re not going to quit. I mean, I only mentioned quitting to you because I know you wouldn’t allow that to happen. I hope we don’t  die  down  there…but  if  the  level  cap  rises,  we’ll  have  a  better chance.” 

“Then what’s really bothering you?” 

“What if it’s not enough?” Terry blurted. 

“What if, somehow, we really do beat the Tomb? What if we clear every inch of it, destroy all the crystals—” 

“We still don’t know whether destroying them is the right thing to do.” 

“Well, then remove them or bless them or destroy whatever’s at the bottom if the crystals turn out to be a red herring. What happens if  we  do  the  thing    and  it’s   still   not  enough?  What  happens  if  we destroy the Tomb, or seal it up, or purge it, or  whatever,  and we don’t go home? What happens then?” 

“That’s not important right now.” Jewel looked away. 

“What? How is  that  not important?” Terry demanded, feeling the rage rise inside of him like bile. 

“Because  if  we   don’t   beat  the  Tomb,  we’re   definitely   not  going home. Rak said we were here to bring balance. If we walk away, it won’t restore balance.” 

“And if it doesn’t work?” 

“Then we face that challenge when we come to it, together.” 

“How  can  you  not  know  and  still  be  so  confident?”  Terry lamented. 

“Super  high  Intelligence  and  rock-solid  Charisma  score.”  Jewel winked. 

Terry snorted a laugh. “Ha. Ha.” 

“You’re  saying  what  happens  if  we  end  up  stuck  here,  together, forever?” 

“I guess so, yeah,” Terry admitted. 

“Then at least I have the love of my life with me.” 

Terry met her eyes then. Despite being a different color in a face that wasn’t hers, the look was still Jewel’s. 

“You mean that?” Terry asked. 

“Of course, I do. I love you, Terry. I’m sticking by you no matter what.  I  hope  we  get  back  home,  and  I  can  go  back  to  my  life  of programming vacuum cleaners.” 

Terry guffawed at that. It was such a ridiculous thing to want after everything they’d been through. “I guess, after all this, sitting through meetings about optimizing the best way to make a vacuum clean up spilled cereal doesn’t sound so bad.” 

“I  fantasize  about those boring meetings, then leaving them and coming  home  to  my  house  husband,  who’s  cooked  a  dinner  while wearing nothing but an apron.” 

Terry’s face flushed. He’d joked with her about wanting that, but he was scared when she put it on the table. 

“I love you too, Jewel. No matter what happens, I want to be with you.” 

“Even if I’m an elf who talks down to everyone she meets?” 

“I happen to  like  women in positions of power. Did we not just go over the stay-at-home husband thing?” 

“Look at you, saying words like  husband  without  running  for  the hills. You really have changed since you’ve been here.” 

“For the best, I hope.” 

“If we can beat this Tomb, and I get the new, more confident Terry in his old noodle-armed body, I will be a very happy woman.” 

“Me too,” Terry mumbled, but then Jewel scooted over to him and banished his fears from his mind as they embraced. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

“Ew,  gross,  cut  it  out,  you  two!”  Mandy  threw  a  sock  at  Terry  and Jewel. 

“I thought you  wanted  us to get back together!” Terry said. When he blushed, his entire body turned red, not only his face. 

“After  we get back to Earth. Not here! I was in the barbarian body. 

You’re not into elves.” 

“My  love  for  Jewel  is  such  that  I  can  look  past  her  physical appearance,” Terry said before turning wide eyes to Jewel. 

Mandy threw another sock at him. 

“Mommy,  I  don’t  want  to  be  friends  with  a  dragon.”  Morgan  sat bolt upright from sleep. 

“How  come  a  priest  to  the  god  of  light  wears  a  sleep  mask?” 

Mandy asked him. 

Morgan  grabbed  the  bandana  he  had  tied  across  his  eyes.  “A man’s gotta sleep,” he said. 

“You were dreaming that your mom made you be friends with a dragon?” Terry was obviously amused. 

“Uh…yeah, sort of. It was a school dream, so my mom was my teacher. The dragon was a new student…and I uh…wasn’t wearing any pants,” Morgan said. 

“That sounds awful,” Jewel said. 

Morgan shrugged. “Better than what we’re about to do.” 

“Good morning!” Jorge said. “You all want some breakfast?” 

“Are you offering us breakfast because we need to go down into the pit again?” Mandy asked her old buddy. 

“No!  Of  course  not!  Everyone  needs  a  good  breakfast.  Most important meal of the day and all that.” 

“We’re  not  going in the pit?” Mandy dared to hope. 

“I  didn’t  say   that,”  Jorge  said.  “But  if  you   do,  let’s  make  sure you’re nice and full.” 

Twenty  minutes  later—after  a  couple  of  biscuits,  and  some scrambled  eggs  Mandy  didn’t  dare  ask  the  origins  of—Jorge escorted them to the pit. 

“You said we weren’t going to the pit,” Mandy said. 

“I  said  you  needed  breakfast.”  Jorge  shrugged.  “You  were  the one who thought the chosen ones sucked into this universe to bring balance to it weren’t going to see any action today.” 

They reached the Tomb’s inner sanctum, and the time for banter was over. 

Bishop  Porthos  and  Lord  Morningstar  were  waiting  for  them  at the pit when they arrived. 

“Good news.” Morningstar cocked an eyebrow at Mandy and her friends.  “The  level  restriction  went  up  another  notch,  from  seven  to eight.” 

“We’re  still  not  quite  certain  why  that  happened,  but  there’s  no denying it represents an advantage.” 

Mandy had hardly paid any attention to any of the other people in the room, but she now realized there were more guards than usual. 

“You  mean  we’re  not  going  down  there  alone?”  Morgan  noticed the extra people about the same time Mandy did. 

“That’s right,” Porthos said. 

“Oh, the blessings of Lux shine upon us!” Morgan proclaimed. “I was beginning to have my doubts that this universe really wanted us to  be  successful,  but  if  some  of  my  fellow  clerics  are  going  down there  with  us,  then  my  doubts  are  gone,  like  shadows  in  the  noon-day sun!” 

Porthos did a commendable job of not letting his smile slip…but slip  it  did.  Mandy  might  not  have  noticed  if  she  were  not  well accustomed  to  reading  faces.  The  bishop’s  smile  didn’t  shift  or quiver, but his eyebrows furrowed for the briefest of moments before he got them back under control. 

“Unfortunately,  the  lowest  level  cleric  or  paladin  I  brought  was level ten…” 

Morgan did a much worse job of hiding his emotions than Porthos did. His smile crashed off his face and was replaced with a look of horror. 

“Not  to  worry!”  Morningstar  cut  in,  oblivious  to  the  cleric’s floundering faith. “I have a few skilled knights who are level eight! All good warriors ready to prove themselves in combat.” He gestured at

the  four  knights,  and  they  all  bowed  as  one.  All  of  them  wore  the exact  same  thing:  gleaming  plate  mail  that  covered  every  inch  of their  bodies,  from  toe  to  fingertip,  plus  helmets  that  covered  their faces. Each of them bore a sword at their waist. 

“Do you still want us to go down there at all, then?” Mandy asked. 

It seemed to her these four knights—all  double  their level—would be more than adequate for the task at hand. 

“We think it best, yes, though we think you would better serve in a more advisory and supportive role.” 

“Supportive role means we’re in the back, right?” Terry sounded annoyed  that four men wearing  actual armor  would be between him and whatever undead wished to rip his chest asunder. 

“Precisely,” Morningstar said. 

“Morningstar’s men are all fighters,” Porthos went on to explain. 

“They don’t have any healing spells, nor do they have any utility or combat magic.” 

“All  we  know  how  to  do  is  slay,”  one  of  the  four  knights  said. 

Mandy couldn’t tell which, with their helmets on. 

“Which is all well and good, but if anything goes wrong, we’d like you  four  to  be  there  to  support  them.  Mandy  and  Morgan,  you’ve both  proven  yourselves  competent  healers,  and  Jewel’s  spells  will surely be appreciated, however she sees to use them,” Porthos said. 

“And me?” Terry asked. 

“Honestly, I don’t think you should go down there at all. You’re a liability,” Morningstar said. 

“If you think that I’m going to stay up here and twiddle my thumbs while you send my friends into the freaking  Tomb of Malevolent Evil, I will rip you from toe to—" 

“Which is why we’re sending you down there as well,” Porthos cut Terry off before he could get too graphic. 

Terry stopped his tirade and nodded at the bishop. 

Mandy  was  surprised  by  her  feelings.  She  didn’t  want  to  be  left behind any more than Terry did, but she wasn’t exactly thrilled about the  idea  of  the  knights  coming  down  there  with  them  either.  She knew—logically—she  was  being  foolish.  These  knights  would  be able to dish out way more damage than she and her friends could, 

and likely had massive health pools, yet she’d grown accustomed to fighting with her friends—and a giant lizard—at her back. 

The  knights  didn’t  look  any  more  excited  to  have  them  than Mandy  was.  She  couldn’t  read  their  faces,  but  their  body  language was all discomfort and awkwardness when Sissy crawled up next to Mandy. 

“That’s  coming  with  us,  then?”  one  of  them  asked.  His  tone dripped with disdain. 

“Sissy is a valued member of our team,” Mandy said. 

“It  looks…hungry,”  another  knight  observed.  Was  it  the  same one? It was hard to tell with the stupid helmets. 

“She  likes  to  eat  undead,  which  is  gross,  but  still,  you’ll  be thankful when she eats one that’s trying to eat you!” Okay, so maybe that  wasn’t  Mandy’s  best  comeback  of  all  time,  but  these  knights needed to understand Sissy was an asset! 

“Fine,” a knight said, definitely a different one, as this one’s voice was  notably  higher  pitched.  Mandy  decided  she  liked  him  more, since at least he could see how it would be useful to have a massive lizard  on  their  team.  “But  we’re  going  to  have  our  hands  full babysitting you lot. Don’t get upset if the lizard gets hurt when we’re trying to keep you safe.” 

Mandy  decided  that  squeaky  voice  was  definitely  her  least favorite. 

“Let’s give everyone’s armor one last check, then you can be on your way.” Morningstar didn’t seem to notice or care about the strife already present in the recently formed team. 

Mandy  was  going  to  say  something  witty  about  not  needing anyone to don and doff  her  armor, but Jorge called her over before she could put it into a reasonably clever turn of a phrase. 

“I spent last night looking at these gems,” Jorge told her. “I  think they might somehow be summoning the undead you all ran into.” 

“Somehow?” Mandy asked, knowing she sounded ungrateful, but not sure what else to say. Apparently, the words were not working for her today. 

“With  more  time  I  might  be  able  to  give  you  something  more definitive, but right now, that’s the best I can do.” 

“Are they dangerous up here?” Mandy asked. 

“I don’t think so. I mean, if they were, you would have seen some ghouls  or  zombies  last  night!”  Jorge  chuckled  at  his  total  game master  joke.  “They’re  inactive,  likely  because  they’re  not  in  the Tomb,  but  they  still  possess  a  massive  magical  charge.  If  you  see any more, I’d like you to bring them up here, all right?” 

“Sure,” Mandy said. 

Jorge  didn’t  appear  to  be  listening.  He  was  too  busy  untying  a bag from the sash around his waist. “If you do find any, you can store them in here.” He handed her the bag. 

Mandy took it and raised an eyebrow at him. “Thanks, but I can’t really  see  this  bag  fitting  one  of  them,  let  alone  a  couple  levels’

worth.” 

Jorge  grinned.  “Oh,  I  was   so  hoping  you  would  say  that.  Worry not, adventurer, for this is a—" 

“A  bag  of  holding?”  Mandy  looked  down  at  the  seemingly innocuous bag in her hands. “Are you telling me this is an honest to God  bag of freaking holding?” 

“I was trying to, but yeah. It is. You should be able to fit as many of them as you find in there.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me you had a bag of holding sooner? This is like  the  most  hype  piece  of  adventurer  gear  there  is!  I  could  have been holding my harp in here, plus this would have done  wonders  for my outfit game. I can’t believe you were holding out on me!” 

“Holding  out  on  you?  You  think  I  didn’t  enjoy  having  a  bag  of holding? Like you said, they’re freaking  radical.  How did you think I got an entire tent here?” 

“I  don’t  know!  I  wasn’t  paying  attention  to  what  everyone  was carrying in the swamp.” 

“Well, this is how I did it.” 

“So cool!” Mandy gushed at the simple little bag. She opened the top and reached in. Despite being able to easily hold the bag in the palm of her hand, she could stick her entire arm inside it, all the way up the shoulder. 

“You’re  feeling  all  right,  though?”  Jorge  asked.  “I  hoped  the  pit would pop up to level ten, so I could come down with you guys, but

no luck.” 

Mandy shrugged. “Yesterday was tough, but these knights should help, even if they don’t respect Sissy like they should. Hopefully the levels we cleared yesterday stayed clear, and we can work our way farther down.” 

“That’s  my  hope  too.  If  the  level  cap  had  something  to  do  with how far people have gone down there, there’s a good chance it will open up more. Be safe down there, all right?” 

Mandy nodded. 

They  began  their  descent.  The  four  knights  took  the  lead,  then came  Jewel,  Mandy,  Sissy,  and  finally  Terry  and  Morgan,  in  case they got hit from behind. 

Before long, they hit the first level. It was as empty as when they reached it the day before, but they all knew now that the first rooms to all of these levels appeared empty. 

“Let’s check it out and make sure it’s still clear,” Jewel said. “I’m wondering if us removing those stones will affect this place’s ability to repopulate itself with undead.” 

“That’s  the  assumption,”  one  of  the  knights  said,  and  kept walking. 

“Excuse  me,”  Jewel  said.  “We  need  to  check  it  out  and  make sure we don’t get hit from behind.” 

“Maybe  she’s  right,  Greatmoon,”  one  of  the  knights  said.  The leader stopped and turned back to them. 

“Fine,  we  can  go  over  this  once.  Sir  Morningstar  made  it  clear you are not under my command. If you want to go in there, fine. Go. 

But  you’re  not  in  charge  here,  so  don’t  go  thinking  you  can  go bossing around the great Sir Jerome Greatmoon, either.” 

“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of bossing around someone who refers to themselves in the third person,” Jewel said caustically. 

“Whatever. I really don’t care. Our orders are to go as deep as we can before reporting back. Sir Morningstar wants this place  mapped. 

He doesn’t want us wasting our time diddling around with skeletons you level fours already took out. 

“Besides,  even  if  a  couple  of  skeletons   do   come  from  behind, that’s  not  going  to  slow  us  down.  It’s  been  ages  since  I  fought  a

skeleton. Sounds pretty damn pleasant, doesn’t it, boys?” 

The other knights chuckled their agreement. 

“Now, you coming, or what?” 

“I don’t think we should split the party,” Jewel said, which earned an even louder laugh from them. 

“We can’t leave our backs open though, either,” Morgan said. 

“Look, you four can do what you want, but we’re going deeper,” 

Greatmoon said. 

“I can check out this level,” Mandy said, surprising herself. 

“If you go, we should all go,” Jewel said. The knights had already started the descent to the next level. 

“We  can’t  lose  these  guys  though.”  Terry  grunted.  “We  can’t argue that they’re stronger than us.” 

“I have Sissy with me, I’ll be fine. If I  do  see anything, it’s not like I’m  going  to  stay  and  try  to  singlehandedly  try  to  slay  a  dozen skeletons.” 

Jewel  looked  conflicted,  but  she  nodded  all  the  same.  “Make  it fast, all right? Check it out, then get back out here and holler for us if anything’s wrong.” 

“I can go with her too,” Morgan said. 

“And lose both our healers? Not smart,” Terry said. 

“He’s right,” Jewel said. “Terry, you have to go.” 

“But  Jewel…”  Whatever  he  was  going  to  say,  he  cut  off  and nodded. 

“No,  you  guys  should  all  stay  together.  Anything  on  the  lower levels will be stronger and take more of us to defeat.” Mandy didn’t wait  around  for  any  more  pleasantries.  She  darted  into  the passageway with Sissy at her side. 

The  last  thing  she  heard  of  her  friends  was  their  hurried footsteps, trying to catch up with the knights. 

“Come on Sissy, let’s make sure we’re only being paranoid.” 

They hurried across the entrance way, then paused at the closed door  at  the  end  of  the  passage.  Mandy  drew  a  deep  breath,  then kicked the door open and took a step back. No skeletons came out. 

There  was  no  clattering  of  bones  echoing  off  the  walls.  But  Mandy had to be sure. 

“You see a skeleton, you chow down, all right Sissy?” 

The  giant  chameleon  blinked  its  independently  swiveling  eyes, which Mandy decided to count as a “yes ma’am, you can count on me.” 

She went to the first of the three doors leading from the room and pushed it open. It was empty. No skeletons. No undead of any kind. 

That  might  have  been  enough,  but  Mandy  thought  back  to  her conversation with Jorge. He said the crystals were a source of great magic,  and  likely  had  something  to  do  with  the  spawning  of  the undead  creatures.  If  the  Tomb  had  not  only  had  these  crystals  but was  able  to  regrow  them  in  the  same  way  it  had  regrown  the collapsed  stairway,  Mandy  had  to  know.  She  hurried  across  the room, holding a dagger in front of her that she had illuminated with the light spell. 

To  her  great  relief,  the  spot  where  the  crystal  had  been,  was empty. No crystal had regrown, or been replaced, nor was there any telltale  undead  moaning  coming  from  behind  the  wall  or  under  the floor or anywhere else. 

“Good news, Sissy.” Mandy hurried to check the other two rooms. 

They  were  as  devoid  of  movement  and  crystals  as  the  first.  Good thing,  that,  considering  Terry  had  destroyed  two  of  the  crystals  on this level and Mandy had taken one to the surface. 

She  had  been  worried  the  Tomb  might  react  differently  to  those two actions. If it could replace the stolen crystals, but not the broken ones,  or  vice  versa,  that  would  force  Mandy’s  hand.  Fortunately,  it seemed like she could do as Jorge wished. 

It looked like they were in the clear! 

“Come on, Sissy, let’s check out the next level down.” 

They  hurried  back  out  into  the  pit  itself  and  continued  the descent.  However,  when  Mandy  reached  the  next  level  down,  the party  was  nowhere  in  sight.  She  considered  going  inside,  but  she didn’t want to get completely separated from the party. She’d made sure the crystals were gone, so this level should be fine, right? Plus, if zombies somehow  did  come for them, they could handle them. 

Her anxiety rose to an even more uncomfortable height when she reached the level with the ghouls. She stuck her head in at least and

hollered  for  her  friends,  but  there  was  no  answer.  Neither  from  her friends  nor  flesh-hungry  ghouls.  Mandy  told  herself  it  was  good enough, then hurried to catch up with her friends. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Jewel’s  shoulders  relaxed  when  Mandy  caught  up  to  them,  about halfway past the ghoul level. 

“Nothing to report?” she asked once Mandy had gotten past Terry and  Morgan  to  take  her  position  in  the  middle  of  the  party  once more. 

“No skeletons. No crystals. Looks like we’re clear.” 

“Told you,” one of the knights said from the front. 

Jewel ignored him. “Did you check the other levels too?” 

“I poked my head in the ghoul level, but I uh… I didn’t want to.” 

“Admit it. You missed us,” Morgan said. 

Jewel  heard  Mandy  grind  her  teeth  as  they  continued  their descent, but she didn’t say anything. She’d become a master of the temper that defined her. For once, Jewel felt as if she’d welcome an angry outburst. 

“It’s probably safe,” Jewel said. “If the skeleton level was clear, it makes  sense  that  the  others  were  too.  Still…it  would  be  better  to know  for  sure.”  She  said  the  last  part  a  bit  louder,  so  the  self-important  knights  in  the  lead  would  hear  her.  None  of  them responded,  though.  They  continued  to  plod  down,  ever  deeper  into the pit. 

The time for worrying about what could have been had passed, anyway.  Ahead  of  them  was  another  landing.  They  were  quickly approaching the fourth passageway in the pit, the first one Jewel and her friends hadn’t explored and cleared out. 

“Okay, I want everyone ready. We’ll let them lead, of course, but if anything  slips  past,  we  need  to  be  able  to  take  it  out.  Terry,  that’s going to be you and me. Mandy and Morgan, you need to be ready to heal these guys if they get hurt.” 

“Man, do we have to?” Morgan whispered. “They’re kind of jerks.” 

“Doesn’t  matter,”  Terry  said.  “We  need  to  defeat  the  Tomb.  We can swallow our pride long enough to do that.” 

“Exactly,” Jewel said, glad the barbarian wasn’t victim to hubris, only rage. 

She made sure her mage armor was active and felt for the magic inside her wand. The magic missile charges inside waited for her to unleash them. 

To  her  utter  shock,  the  knights  didn’t  slow  down  for  the  open passageway. They kept walking. 

“Wait, stop!” Jewel said. 

“Sorry?”  Moonface  or  whatever  his  name  was  said.  He  seemed to be genuinely surprised. 

“We  didn’t  clear  this  passageway,”  Jewel  said.  “We  should investigate.” 

“Ah, so we’re getting into uncharted territory then,” he said. 

“Right,”  Jewel  said.  “Which  means  this  level  is  likely  full  of undead stronger than the ghouls. We don’t want those behind us. Sir Fullmoon, sir.” 

“I understand the ghouls were a problem for you, but none of you are exactly well-armored. And it’s  Great moon. I’m not a witch but a knight for the kingdom of Paragran.” 

“Of  course,  Sir  Greatmoon,  sir.  I  meant  no  offense.”  Jewel clamped  down  on  her  pride  as  hard  as  she  could.  Terry  wasn’t  a victim  of  hubris,  but  it  didn’t  mean  Jewel  wasn’t.  She  didn’t understand  how  these  four  could  be  so  stupid!  She  didn’t  say  that, though.  “We  don’t  know  what  will  happen  if  we  go  past  an unexplored level. We could get attacked from behind.” 

“We’re  not  here  to  deal  with  ‘if’  and  ‘could,’  you  understand,” 

Greatmoon said. “For all you know, if we go past this level, nothing will come out of it. For all you know, entering those levels might have activated them.” 

“That doesn’t make sense,” Mandy said. “The skeletons  came up to the surface.” 

“The  necromancer’s  goons  could  have  activated  them,”  one knight  said.  If  he  recognized  the  irony  of  calling  someone  else’s henchmen “goons,” he didn’t make it known. 

“After  we  cleared  those  levels,  the  level  cap  rose.  Isn’t  that enough to clear this one too?” Jewel was thankful the only light came from  their  magical  illumination.  No  one  could  see  her  face  flushing crimson. 

“You’re making assumptions,” Greatmoon said. “For all you know, the  level  cap  rose  the  moment  you  stepped  on  the  landing  for  the second level.” 

“Can we drop the ‘for all you know,’ horse crap?” Mandy growled. 

Greatmoon turned to her, his face inscrutable behind his helmet, but his posture was more than assertive. 

“If  that  was  all  it  took  to  raise  the  level  cap,  they  would  have noticed it before we fought the ghouls.” 

“It might have,” one of the knights said. 

“If it did, your leader is either stupid or cowardly,” Mandy said. So, there were still limits to how in control she was of her rage. 

“How dare you!” 

“Why else would they not have sent you down here the moment that  happened?”  Jewel  snapped,  starting  to  lose  her  temper.  “The fact is the level cap didn’t raise until the next morning.” 

“All  of  this  is  irrelevant,”  Greatmoon  said.  “We  are  under  direct orders from Lord Morningstar to get as deep as possible as quickly as possible. If we don’t meet any resistance, we keep going. That’s what we’re going to do, even if you four are getting scared.” 

“It’s not about being scared. It’s about not being ripped to shreds from behind,” Terry said. 

“You were the one who got scratched by the ghouls, right?” one of  the  knights  said.  “That  only  happened  because  you  barbarians don’t wear proper armor. If they attack us, we’ll be fine.” 

“We don’t know  what’s  in there, though,” Jewel said. “Every level was worse than the one before. Stands to reason that whatever’s in there is worse than ghouls.” 

“Are you sure? I’d rather fight zombies than skeletons, and they were a lower level, or so said your report,” one of the knights said. 

“Let’s think clearly about this,” Jewel said. 

“Those are  not  our orders.” Greatmoon’s voice rose to a yell. “We are  to  delve  as  deep  as  we  can.  Period.  If  you  four  want  to  grind some experience in there, fine. Do it. We are not about to waste our time. 

“But—" 

“You  don’t  know  how  the  level  cap  works!  What  if  we  descend three  more  levels  and  it  raises  the  cap  to  fifteen?  We’d  have reinforcements  then.  You  said  yourself  that  clearing  the  level  didn’t immediately raise it, so why try that again?” 

“I…uh…” Jewel didn’t have a great response. 

“Come on,” Greatmoon ordered. The argument was over for him. 

He led his knights past the landing to the fourth level and down the staircase to the next. 

“What do we do?” Morgan hissed. 

Jewel  didn’t  know  what  the  best  answer  was.  Leaving  potential enemies behind them didn’t seem wise, but at the same time, for all his arrogance, Greatmoon might be  right.  The level cap hadn’t risen the moment they’d cleared the third floor nor when they’d destroyed the crystals. 

She found it hard to believe that all they had to do to change the rules of this place was to keep walking down, but could she risk the lives  of  her  party  on  her  doubts?  No  matter  how  she  looked  at  it, Morningstar’s  knights  were  substantially  more  powerful  than  them. 

Plus,  they’d  be  even   more   powerful  if  they  had  support,  especially from Mandy and Morgan, who could heal them. 

Despite her misgivings, Jewel decided their best shot was to stick with the knights. 

“I don’t like it, but we follow them and support them as best we can.” 

“And  if  whatever’s  in  there  comes  out  and  attacks  us  from behind?” Mandy asked. 

“Then I’ll be the first to say I told you so,” Jewel said. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The only thing Dominus Tragor liked about the disciples of Lux was their  predictability.  After  he  received  the  note  in  the  night,  he  knew he had hours to figure out what to do and make a move. The simple truth was that no true disciple of a god of light would do anything at night. 

He was right, of course. The camp slept through the night, quiet except  for  the  changing  of  the  guards.  Frankly,  it  was  rather impressive that Grimalf had managed to make contact. 

Tragor might have opinions about the foolishness of worshipping a  god  of  light,  but  it  didn’t  mean  he  would  underestimate  his opponents either. It was impressive that they’d managed to make it through  the  swamp  without  casualties.  Their  camp  was  also  well organized and run far more efficiently than Sethril’s army had been when it had camped out in the same space. 

Tragor would not underestimate, but he would use his knowledge to  change  his  fortunes.  He’d  been  surprised  when  it  became  clear they  would  take  him  back  to  the  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil.  He’d expected  a  meeting  with  an  executioner.  Given  proper  preparation, execution was little more than an inconvenience, but still, the risk of losing one’s head, even temporarily, was a serious one. 

He  wasn’t  thankful  they  were  bringing  him  back  to  the  place where  he  would  complete  his  greatest  work—he  never  showed gratitude for  anything  because that was for those who could not do things themselves—but he was…well, pleased. He didn’t know how he  would  escape—they  certainly  presented  him  no  obvious opportunities—but  he  knew  his  chances  of  success  would  increase with every step nearer they drew to the Tomb. 

Then the note from Grimalf had arrived, and Tragor had seen an opportunity.  Truth  be  told,  he  didn’t  remember  the  smuggler.  There were so many like him, hangers-on who didn’t believe in the cause but  hoped  only  to  profit  from  it.  Tragor  didn’t  make  allies  because they shared his vision but because they went along with it. 

In the end, he wasn’t making alliances but remaking the world. It didn’t matter if Grimalf was a true believer or simply taking a gamble on him. Tragor would treat him as a scion of the Tomb of Malevolent Evil. 

He  had  replied  to  the  message  and  laid  down  to  rest.  Magic-dampening cuffs bound his wrists, but truly he would not have been surprised if they’d taken more serious precautions against him. 

As it was, they left his most valuable asset free: his tongue. 

The  sun  was  over  the  wall  now,  and  Tragor  judged  the  mission that  Grimalf  had  spoken  of  was  already  well  under  way.  It  was  all rather predictable. People could act like they were good and noble or whatever else they told themselves, but at the end of the day, nearly everyone craved the same thing: power. 

Grimalf wanted the same thing, of course. He was placing his bet on  the  other  side  of  the  table.  Tragor  didn’t  respect  that,  but  he understood  it.  It  made  him  judge  Grimalf  as  at  least  somewhat competent. Certainly capable enough to do as Tragor had told him, watch the day’s events carefully, and intervene exactly when Tragor needed him to. You couldn’t trust goblins with those sorts of flexible plans. 

“Pardon!”  Tragor’s  throat  was  dry,  and  he  let  himself  cough before calling again. “Pardon me!” 

“Not  a  word  from  you,”  one  of  the  guards  snarled.  Idiot.  If  they didn’t  want  Tragor  to  speak,  they  would  have  gagged  him.  No  one had  done  that,  which  meant  they  wondered  if  he  had  something  to share. Well, Tragor would not disappoint them on that front. 

“I want Lord Morningstar.” 

“Yeah,  and  I  want  to  be  home  in  a  soft  bed.  Sucks  to  be  here. 

End of story.” 

How  pathetic.  These  fools  were  standing  on  the  edge  of something that could change the very fabric of this entire realm, and they  were  thinking  about   lying down?  Why  not  dig  a  hole  and  bury themselves?  Still,  Tragor  would  have  little  trouble  manipulating someone with a will so weak. 

“Being  here…has  triggered  a  memory.  There  is  something Morningstar must know. Please.” 

“What is it?” the guard asked, stepping into the tent and lowering his  voice  from  the  gruff  bark  he  must  have  been  affecting  so  the others thought him more of a man. 

“It’s for his ears only,” Tragor said. 

“Yeah, yeah, I won’t tell anyone else.” 

“He  told  me  I  could  trust  you.  That  if  I  wished  to  help,  I  could speak to him.” 

It  was  all  a  lie,  but  words  like  “trust”  and  “help”  tended  to  do things to people who thought they were better than others. 

“Fine,”  the  guard  said  after  a  moment  of  faux  deliberation.  He likely had orders to do exactly as Tragor had requested, but people did so like their appearances. 

“Make sure he comes  alone.  These words are for his ears  only!” 

The guard said nothing but left the tent and went on his way after assigning another guard to watch the tent. The last bit was a gambit. 

Tragor had a feeling it would work, but only time would tell. 

A  few  minutes  later,  Tragor’s  visitors  included  Lord  Morningstar, his  head  mage,  a  man  named  Percival  who  thought  himself  vastly more  important  and  powerful  than  he  truly  was,  and  the  captain  of his guard, Alaric Bearkiller. 

“You wish to cooperate?” Morningstar said. 

“Something  came  to  me  in  the  night.  I  wish  to  share…but  only with you, my lord. These others…” 

“Anything you can say to me, you can say to them,” Morningstar said, predictably. 

Still, Tragor would make a show of it. 

“You  promised  we  could  speak  alone.  That  I  could  tell  you anything and you would listen  privately.” 

“You aren’t a fool, so don’t play one,” Morningstar said. “I made no  such  promise,  and  you  know  it.     These  are  my  most  trusted advisers,  and  I  will  have  them  present  while  you  attempt  to  spew your lies upon me.” 

Tragor  didn’t  quite  know  what  to  make  of  that  metaphor,  but  he twisted uncomfortably and avoided the eye contact of the other two all the same. 

Alaric Bearkiller spoke first. “It’s all a ruse, Your Grace. He only wished  to  get  you  by  yourself  so  he  could  try  some  piece  of  black magic he still has the power to do.” 

“I  must  say  I  agree,”  Percival  said.  There  was  nothing  Tragor hated more than wizards that weren’t original. “He must be aware my powers will tip the scales against him.” 

Truly,  Tragor   wanted   them  to  be  here,  but  they  didn’t  need  to know that. He twisted some more and made sure to avoid their eyes. 

“Well?  Speak,  worm!  I  won’t  dismiss  them,  so  if  you  have anything to say, you might as well say it.” 

“Very well,” Tragor snarled, acting the victim. Keeping people off-balance was the key to successful negotiations. Often that meant a show  of  force,  but  sometimes  the  opposite  could  be  equally successful, especially in the right situations. 

“I  had  no  vision  in  the  night,”  Tragor  hissed,  letting  the  words deflate him. 

“Ha!  I  knew  this  was  nothing  but  drivel.  Come  along.  Our  time here is over.” 

“No. No, please. I had wished to tell only you, but… You are sure you can trust these two?” 

“What  does  someone  like  you  know  about  trust?”  Morningstar snapped, but he didn’t turn away. Why would he? From the way he looked, Tragor could tell he’d hooked the man. 

“You  have  been  entering  the  pit  to  the  Tomb…you  must  have been.” 

“To destroy it,” Alaric growled. 

“You mustn’t!” Tragor hissed. 

“Why not?” Percival asked. 

“Because it’s not what you think it is.” Tragor acted like the words were being pulled from him by a hook and chains. 

“It is a place of pure evil.” Morningstar’s voice lacked conviction. 

“It is  not.”  Tragor looked Morningstar in the eyes. “The last time it opened,  yes,  those  who  seized  control  were  beings  of  chaos  and destruction, but they were smote and defeated. There is no monster below, only the tools they left behind.” 

“Their…tools?” The wizard asked. 

“We want nothing to do with them,” Alaric growled. From the way he spoke, Tragor thought Bear lover  might be a better moniker. 

“You  expect  us  to  trust  you?  You’re  an  evil  necromancer!  You worship the dead and all that!” Morningstar said it like a statement, but Tragor heard the question, plain as day. 

Time  to  make  them  see  something  else.  “Why  is  not  accepting death  evil?  Why  is  letting  the  love  of  your  life  be  ripped  from  your hands  noble  when  trying  to  rescue  them  is  not?  I  have  made mistakes. I admit this, but only in the pursuit of  knowledge.  Do you think I would open up this Tomb to have some new overlord? I wish to have power for myself. That is true. However, I do not wish to give it to another.” 

“That’s  what’s  down  there?”  Morningstar  asked.  “Relics  of necromancy?” 

“There is a cup I have read of in legends. The cup will bring back to  life  any  soul  that  drinks  from  it.”  Really,  there  was  no  such  cup. 

Even  if  there  was,  it  wasn’t  like  a  freaking  corpse  could   drink.  Still, those who called themselves good often fell for a good story. “That is not all.” 

“So,  besides  the  zombie  cup,  there  are  necromancer  staffs?” 

Morningstar jested as if he wanted his two companions to know how absurd he thought this all was when really, he wanted Tragor to go on. 

“There  are  many  things  down  there.  Weapons,  yes,  but  also treasures beyond imagining. No one has opened the Tomb for a long time, but the last time it was, forces of evil did so. The weapons they used  were  locked  away  and  made  taboo.  That  was  hundreds  of years ago. They are only tools, after all. Tools we can use!” 

“You’re telling us this now because…” Morningstar asked. 

This  was  the  crux  of  the  matter.  Tragor  had  known  it  would  be from the moment he put his plan into action. He had decided how to play this bit of the conversation the moment Morningstar entered his tent  with  two  of  his  guards.  He’d  had  another  strategy  in  mind  had Morningstar shown up with the bishop or one of his holier than thou clerics or paladins. 

Fortunately,  the  divisions  Tragor  had  noticed  between  the  two groups  went  to  the  top.  The  time  was  now.  Tragor  made  them  see someone different once more. 

“Because  I   hate   the  bishop  and  his  mewling  sycophantic disciples.”  He  sneered  the  last  word  like  it  was  the  worst  thing  one could be. He let himself spit as he spoke. He let himself grow red in the  face.  He  let  them  see  the  angry,  scheming  necromancer  they expected him to be. 

“This  was   my   treasure!  I   found   this  place.  I  called  the  armies here. I ordered the supplies everyone needed to live. That’s all gone now,  but  I  will   not   see  my  hard  work  benefit  that  church  and  their false god. Them and their obsession with  light.  They are fools!  Fools! 

“Do they not see the beauty in a sunset or the wonder of those flowers  that  bloom  at  night?  No!  All  they  see  is  their  blinding  light. 

Everything else is beneath them. That which they don’t understand, they  banish  to  the  realm  where  even  those  of  us  who  wish  to  fight death itself cannot tread! 

“You  mark  my  words.  They  will   say   they  wish  to  destroy  this place, but when the time comes, they will seize the tools they want for  themselves  and  proclaim  the  rest  ‘evil’  and  ‘tools  of  darkness.’

They will brook no argument. They will allow nothing but blind fealty to their god of sun that burns those who dare look too closely!” 

Tragor  fell  backward,  winded  from  his  exertion.  He’d  done  it. 

Either they’d believe him, or all of this was for nothing. It had been a risk, but no one ever achieved anything worth having without risk. 

“Very well,” Morningstar said when it became clear Tragor would say nothing further. “We will take this into consideration.” 

That wasn’t what Tragor wanted to hear. It was a non-answer, a non-committal. 

“You  were  wise  to  speak  of  this  to  my  people  and  me  only,” 

Morningstar said. 

It  was  a  struggle  for  Tragor  not  to  let  his  face  break  out  into  a grin. The fool had believed him! 

He led his team out of the room. They had barely stepped from the  tent  before  Morningstar  was  already  asking  Percival  about something. 

“Is  there  truth  to  what  he  says?  The  crystals,  are  they  evil?  Or corrupted things of power?” 

Tragor  was  unable  to  hear  Percival’s  response,  but  he  deemed his  work  done.  He  had  seen  a  crack  between  the  two  parties  and wedged it full of greed and doubt. Now he needed their relationship to cool enough to turn liquid to ice and crack this party in half. 

He would only need a moment. Then Grimalf would free him, and Morningstar would finally see the errors of his greed. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Morgan  was  quietly  panicking.  He  knew  that  as  the  cleric  of  the group, he needed to represent surety and calm in the face of grave danger, but he couldn’t stop the feelings. They had bypassed  three unexplored entrances at this point, and Morgan could not shake the feeling  they  were  playing  a  dangerous  game.  The  only  reason  he didn’t have a full-on panic attack was that nothing had come out of any of the levels…yet. 

“I can’t believe we’re leaving all these levels unexplored,” Morgan whispered to Terry. “This is like Dungeoneering 101 stuff!” 

Terry, adroit as always in the body of a barbarian, merely grunted. 

“I’d  say  we  disproved  the  lower  level  changes  the  level  cap theory,  seeing  as  how  no  one  else  is  coming  down  from  above, right?”  Morgan  said.  He  didn’t  know  if  anyone  was  coming.  The surface was so far above that it was merely a tiny circle of light in a vast realm of darkness. 

“Nothing  has  attacked  us  yet,  either,”  Greatmoon  said.  “I  guess you owe us an apology, eh?” 

Morgan nearly bit his tongue off, but the knights didn’t slow. They kept descending, step after step after step. 

Down, down, down, with no slowing of pace, no respite from the burning  in  Morgan’s  calves  nor  the  hollow  feeling  in  his  stomach. 

They  passed  a  fourth  level,  then  a  fifth  without  slowing,  without looking inside to see if one was different than the one above. 

Morgan had played plenty of videogames, but he had never seen anyone  rush  through  something  like  these  knights  were.  He  was starting to think they might never actually reach the bottom, and they were  facing  a  classic  game  illusion,  like  something  from  an  N64

where  the  stairs  would  never  end,  and  they  weren’t  descending  at all, but only appearing to, when something changed. 

As with the five previous levels—eight! If they counted the levels they’d  cleared  out—a  flat  landing  in  front  of  an  archway  led  to  an empty hallway that ended at a door. Rather than the stairs continuing past the doorway in their inexorable descent, they stopped. Instead, 

a narrow bridge went across the very center of the pit. It ended at an identical entrance on the other side. The stairs resumed on the other side of the landing. 

“What’s this then, seven levels down?” Greatmoon asked. 

“Yeah, I uh, think so,” one of the other knights replied. 

“Eight!  It’s   eight  levels  down!”  Morgan  shouted,  his  words echoing  off  the  walls.  He’d  expected  something,  anything   to  come out of one of the doorways they passed, or for bats to explode off the walls,  or  for  the  pit  to  straight-up   eat   them,  so  when  nothing happened, it was kind of a shock. 

“Sounds  like  you’re  pretty  sure,”  Greatmoon  said  as  if  this  was something to joke about. 

Morgan  couldn’t  take  it  anymore.  He  knew  he  was  supposed  to be calm, a light in the darkness, but this was ridiculous! “We need to stop!”  He  put  every  ounce  of  command  and  religious  haughtiness into  his  voice.  He  needed  them  to  fear  him,  listen,  and  stop  this senseless march! 

“What are you talking about?” Greatmoon asked, but at least he had stopped. One foot was already on the bridge, but the other was still on the landing. 

“I don’t mean to sound rude, but this is  not  the best idea.” 

“These are our orders,” Greatmoon said. 

“I  understand  but  do  the  orders  even  make  sense?  I  mean,  he told you to scout as deeply as possible but not to take notes?” 

“We  are  taking notes,” one of the other knights complained. 

“Barely!” Morgan knew his temper was getting out of control, and this was usually Mandy’s domain--or whoever was in the barbarian’s body. He couldn’t help himself. Enough was enough! 

“You  don’t  even  know  what  floor  we’re  on!  How  is  this  mission supposed to be useful if we’re not keeping track of the levels?” 

“It  is   not   your  place  to  question  Lord  Morningstar,”  Greatmoon snapped. 

“I  understand  he’s  in  charge,  but  even  he’s  going  to  need  good intel!  How  are  they  supposed  to  clear  out  this  place  if  we  don’t  tell them how many levels to expect?” 

“This  obsession  with  ‘clearing  levels.’  I’ve  never  heard  such  a thing. You don’t win a war by defeating every single soldier.” 

“Yeah, well, you lose a war by ignoring them!” 

“A war is won by  power,”  Greatmoon said as if this was the most obvious  thing  in  the  world.  “There  is  no  power  in  these  repetitive levels. Surely, you can see that. Even a level four person has  some experience.” 

“Is  that  why  you’re  not  listening,  because  we’re  lower  level?” 

Morgan demanded. 

“Not  only  are  you  lower  level,  but  you’re  less  experienced.  We have heard the rumors. You’re not even from this world.” 

“And  you  don’t  see  that  as  an   advantage?”  Morgan  demanded. 

“In  our  world,  we  face  things  like  this  all  the  time.  The  first  rule  is never  to  leave  unexplored  territory  behind  us!  We  could  be ambushed,  trapped,  or  heck.  We  might  miss  the  relic  we’re supposed to be looking for!” 

“We have orders…” 

Morgan  decided  to  try  a  different  tactic.  “I  have  orders  from  a higher power! The power of Lux compels me. He tells me…he tells me not to run any farther from the light. We must…must bring light to every part of this place.” 

“Oh, shut it. This is exactly what Lord Morningstar said you would try to do! We know you don’t speak to your god. You interpret his will or  whatever  and  use  your  fancy  light  powers.  That’s  it.  If  he  was some  all-knowing,  all-seeing  being,  Bishop  Porthos  would  have known about the level cap, how far we needed to go down here, and about this bridge! But he didn’t know anything any better than us!” 

Greatmoon  was  done  with  the  conversation.  He  turned  away from Morgan and started across the bridge. The three other knights followed closely. 

They made it to the very center of the bridge—its narrowest point

—when all hell broke loose. 

If  it  had  happened  six  levels  up,  Morgan  might  have  thought  it was  an  earthquake.  Down  here,  when  it  happened  as  they  were crossing the bridge, there was no chance. 

The  rumbling  stopped  after  a  moment  though,  and  the  bridge didn’t  collapse  and  fall  into  the  darkness  below.  That  would  have been the obvious thing, Morgan thought. He would have preferred it too, compared to what happened next. 

The rumbling faded away but the noise of movement, of bodies, with the haunted cries of the undead replaced it. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Darkness itself boiled out of the passageway behind them. 

“Behind me!” Terry shouted, which wasn’t a strategy, considering that the narrow bridge was behind him. 

Jewel and Mandy understood well enough. They both got out of the doorway and went a few steps up, back the way they came. 

That was when the first shadow hit Terry. He didn’t know it until it attacked. It coalesced from the darkness and grabbed Terry’s neck in hands made of shadow. Terry felt it try to reach into him, to suck his very strength away. But then his ax ignited with white flames, and the shadow recoiled. 

“Let me introduce you to my friend, the cleric who serves the god of light!” Terry roared. 

He  swung  the  blessed  ax  into  the  shadow,  and  it  poofed  into nothingness. The necklace of carved stones around his neck jiggled and bounced on their string. 

Critical hit! 

“Well,  that  only  leaves  twenty  more  of  the  damn  things,”  Terry said. 

Morgan stepped up, using the sacred flame to keep the shadows inside the passageway where they’d been hiding. 

Too bad they weren’t the only threat. Across the bridge, wraiths attacked  the  knights.  Greatmoon  fought  with  vicious  efficiency,  but against  the  ethereal  enemies—they  were  only  slightly  more corporeal  than  the  shadows—he  was  at  a  disadvantage.  One  of them  reached  past  his  sword  and  grabbed  the  knight  by  the  neck. 

His plate mail wasn’t such a great defense against an undead being that  could  move  through  solid  objects.  It  got  its  claws  around  his neck and  squeezed.  Greatmoon  screamed  in  pain,  but  then  one  of the other knights sliced through the wraith, destroying it, and stepped in front of Greatmoon to push against the next wraith. 

“We have incoming from above!” Mandy shouted. Terry looked up

—thankfully  Morgan’s  magic  was  perfectly  suited  against  the shadows—and  saw  the  bard  was  right.  Damn  it.   More  ghouls—

ghasts,  maybe?  Terry  could  never  remember  the  difference—were coming down from the level above them, using the stairs and spider-crawling along the wall as well. 

Terry  could  only  assume  more  undead  were  coming  from  the levels  above   them,  although  he  didn’t  see  any  yet.  Maybe  the undead in those levels were headed for the surface. Terry certainly hoped  so.  They  were  already  overwhelmed.  The  last  thing  they needed  was  another  wave.  If  those  went  to  the  surface,  surely Morningstar, Porthos, and their other high-level guards would make better work of them than they were doing down here. 

Undead  were  surging  up  from  the  depths  below,  as  well.  In  the light  from  his  ax,  Terry  dimly  made  out  their  rotting  features.  They looked as decayed as the zombies. Rather than wearing rough-spun clothes and fighting with their hands and teeth, they carried swords, spears, and longbows. They didn’t move like zombies either, but with the  precise,  powerful  movements  that  should  have  belonged  to  the living. 

A shadow slipped past Morgan and lunged for Jewel. 

Terry wasn’t about to let that happen. 

The  rage  always  boiling  in  his  blood  beneath  the  surface  rose inside him. He felt it, embraced it, craved it. It filled his muscles with his  power,  hardened  his  hands,  and  pushed  the  feeling  of  terror growing inside him out of his mind and away. 

 “Don’t you dare touch her!”  Terry screamed, leaping up two steps and slicing the shadow in half with his glowing ax. 

“We  need  to  make  for  the  surface!”  Jewel  shouted,  blasting  a ghast  from  the  steps  with  a  magic  missile  and  sending  it  tumbling into the darkness below. Sissy’s tongue ripped one from the wall and sent it spinning out into the void, but it went too far and grabbed the opposite wall. 

His  Danger  Sense  urged  Terry  to  duck,  and  he  did  before  an arrow shot overhead. 

Then a shadow knocked Morgan over, and a host of them poured out of the passageway onto the landing. 

“We need to push them back!” Jewel shouted. 

Terry hastened to obey. He bounded down the steps, slashed his ax through the shadow that had knocked Morgan over, then took his place in the passageway. 

“Fall back to the landing!” Greatmoon shouted, which had to be the worst way to learn Jewel and Morgan had been right. 

Arrows were shooting up from below. They mostly clanked off the knights’  armor  but  being  shot  at  didn’t  make  for  easy  combat.  The wraiths  understood  this  and  harried  the  guards,  forcing  them  back from the center of the narrow bridge. 

Terry  attacked  another  shadow.  Then  Morgan  was  back  on  his feet.  He  did  some  of  his  cleric  magic,  and  a  great  light  shone  out. 

The shadows fled back into the passageway they’d come from. Terry didn’t want to know what would have happened had they sprung this ambush  on  a  different  level  with  an  enemy  not  so  fearful  of  bright lights. 

“Damn  it!”  Jewel  shouted,  blasting  another  ghast  from  the  wall. 

“There’s too many! Mandy, you and Sissy fall back. We need to hold this landing!” 

It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all they had. While the wights came up from below and ghasts came from above, Morgan shoved back living shadows as the knights were pushed back by the wraiths. 

There  was  nowhere  to  go.  Not  up,  not  down,  not  across  the bridge.  Not  anywhere.  They  were  trapped,  utterly  and  completely, and losing ground by the moment. Terry didn’t slow, nor did he falter in his strikes. He swung, sliced, kicked, hacked, and did everything he could to keep his friends from joining the ranks of the undead, if only for a moment longer. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Jorge  wished  he  could  help.  There  was  nothing  he  wanted  more than  to  be  part  of  the  action,  to  stand  side  by  side  with  his  friends and  earn  their  passage  back  into  the  world  he’d  inadvertently snatched them from. He couldn’t. By some strange quirk, he was  too high  a level. 

If  the  cap  on  the  pit  would  get  to  level  ten,  he  could  go  down there and join the fight. Until it did, he was trapped up here, forced to watch  along  with  the  other  NPCs.  Part  of  him  wondered  if  he’d  be brave enough to do what they were doing. He hoped he would be, of course, but the simple fact was they were down there while he was up above, hoping for their success. 

Everyone  was  frustrated  by  the  complete  lack  of  information coming  from  the  pit.  Despite  some  of  the  clerics  having  powerful scrying  spells,  the  cap  locked  them  out  too.  Jorge  wondered  what would happen if someone low-level tried to see down into the pit with magical  means.  It  might  work.  Unfortunately,  they  had  no  one  of such low skill and thus such high necessity. 

At  least  Bishop  Porthos  was  trying  everything  he  had.  A  pair  of his paladins were low enough level that they could use one of their abilities to at least sense what the current level cap was. They could not  measure  it  directly  like  Percival  could,  but  they  could  at  least sense  if  it  changed.  Or  so  they  felt.  The  moment  there  was  an indication  something  had  changed,  they  were  already  down  in  the pit. 

“So  far,  no  dice,”  Jorge  muttered  to  himself,  unable  to  help  the metaphor. 

“What was that?” Bishop Porthos asked. 

“Oh,  nothing.  Just  uh…well,  in  my  world  this  is  a  game,  so…so never mind.” 

Bishop  Porthos  smiled  and  looked  as  if  he  were  about  to  ask  a question about Jorge’s world, but instead, he was interrupted by the breathless entrance of a priest. 

“Bishop Porthos, sir! You told me to tell if…” he stopped to suck in a breath of air. He was one of the clerics who had invested heavily in healing and maybe skipped a few cardio days. He’d done well in the trudging  pace  of  the  swamp  but  sprinting  across  the  courtyard  had winded him. 

“It’s  all  right,  my  son.  Nothing  had  changed  down  in  there. 

Although I would like Percival to give it another look soon.” 

Jorge  agreed  and  looked  around  to  tell  the  mage  exactly  that when he realized he didn’t see him standing around. 

“That’s the thing, sir… Percival and Morningstar…they’re- “

“Yes?  Out  with  it!”  Porthos  grew  urgent  in  the  presence  of  the agitated man. 

“I  saw  them  making  their  way…toward  Tragor’s  tent…  He  went in…and hasn’t left yet. You asked…” 

“If  anyone  entered  Tragor’s  tent  who  wasn’t  on  the  scheduled rotation  yet.  Did  someone  call  for  him?  What  am  I  thinking?  Of course, they did. It must have been the knight who came in here not long ago.” He said something low and with spite, something a bishop should not be saying. “The fool always makes such a big exit. I don’t think I ever saw him slip away before.” 

“Is there a problem, Father?” Jorge asked. 

“Lady  Katherine,  with  me!”  Bishop  Porthos  snapped.  “Another two  paladins  as  well  since  Bearkiller  is  missing  in  addition  to  the wizard.” 

“I thought Morningstar was on our side,” Jorge said. 

“He is,” the bishop snapped back, already moving fast, gathering himself  in  a  posture  more  aggressive  than  one  of  waiting  and heading for the courtyard. Lady Katherine snapped her fingers, and two  of  her  paladins  fell  into  place  behind  her.  Without  meaning  to, Jorge found he marched with them. 

“Then  why  are  we  leaving  the  pit?”  Jorge  hissed.  Without Morningstar or the bishop’s people, it was only the two comparatively low-level  paladins  plus  the  winded  cleric  and  one  of  Morningstar’s knights.  Hardly  enough  of  a  force  to  head  into  the  pit  and  heal Jorge’s friends if the level cap rose while they were away. 

“Our alliance with Morningstar is one of necessity. The kingdom of  Paragran  is  close  with  the  Church  of  Lux…but  it’s  been   much closer in the past.” 

Jorge  sensed  that  nearly  everything  the  bishop  had  said  was  a massive understatement. 

“I trust Morningstar endeavors to walk in the light—he wouldn’t be here if he didn’t—but I also think he’s an ambitious young man who knows the legends of this place as much as anyone.” 

“He’s not going to form an alliance with Tragor, right?” The idea was a terrifying one. 

“No, no. Nothing so dire as that. But  endeavoring to walk in the light is different than serving the lord of light. There are a great many sacrifices  we  make  when  we  devote  ourselves  to  the  warrior  god Lux. 

“I  speak  to  the  mind  in  you  that  is  not  from  this  realm,  you understand,  my  son.  That  is,  I  am  sure  you  know  the  advantages, but sometimes we forget the hardship our god demands. Men like us can  hear  the  truth  for  truth,  but  sometimes  others  find  that  which lives in shadows too intriguing to ignore. I fear not an alliance but a misdirection. 

“Tragor is powerful. I argued against him coming here. The tidbits of information he gave us about the level cap had begun to change my mind, but then, that is Tragor’s way. He will seek to find cracks in which he can spread his shadows.” 

“We  can   tell   Morningstar  that,  right?  I  mean,  he’ll   understand priests  of  the  light  are  the  best  thing  to  use  against  the  forces  of darkness, won’t he?” 

Before the bishop could assuage his fears, Tragor’s tent was in view.  Even  worse,  Morningstar  was  slipping  out  of  it,  peering  this way  and  that.  When  he  spotted  Porthos  marching  toward  him,  he scowled. 

Porthos  didn’t  waver  but  continued  to  walk  right  toward  the duchess' son. 

“What  are  you  doing  here?”  Morningstar  asked  when  they stopped in front of him. Alaric Bearkiller looked as if he’d like to slit

their  throats,  although  he  always  looked  like  that,  and  Percival looked downright guilty. 

“Did  you  get  any  additional  intelligence  from  the  prisoner?” 

Porthos asked politely. Jorge was pretty impressed the bishop didn’t say, “I could say the same thing of you, you guilty looking trumped-up toad,” but then he was a bishop for a reason. 

“Nothing worth sharing,” Morningstar said. 

“I believe every word he says carries some significance,” Porthos said. 

“Not these,” Morningstar replied. 

Jorge  knew  then  exactly  what  Porthos  had  been  talking  about. 

The first words Morningstar had spoken weren’t lies. “Nothing worth sharing”  was  an  opinion  and  thus  as  true  as  any  other.  But  “Not these”  in  reference  to  the  importance  of  the  words  spoken  was  an outright  falsehood.  Whatever  lies,  truths,  or  half-truths  the necromancer had said were undoubtedly of great significance. 

“We need to be careful, Pelar. We are on the same side.” 

“It’s  Lord  Morningstar to you,  Neal,  and I  know  we’re on the same side. That’s why I trusted you to guard the pit while I came to see if this  worthless  necromancer  had  anything  interesting  to  say  or  if  it was only more lies.” 

“What lies were those?” Porthos asked, not particularly kindly. 

“I see I lied to my men when I said we could trust you to watch the pit,” Morningstar said. 

Porthos reddened, and for a moment, Jorge thought despite all of the bishop’s rhetoric about being one of the lights, he was going to sucker punch the other man for being impolite. 

“You left without notifying us. Do not pretend this is anything but deception,” Lady Katherine said. Maybe she meant to help, but the words  only  made  Morningstar’s  hand  twitch  toward  the  hilt  of  his sword. 

“How   dare   you.  We  are  both  leaders  on  this  mission.  I  am  not required to notify your chain of command about a  thing.” 

“You see? You spoke to him alone, as I advised you against and promised  that  I  would  never  do,  and  now  we  are  at  each  other’s

throats.”  Porthos  let  his  anger  get  the  better  of  his  noble  spirit. 

“Maybe this is what he wanted.” 

Then  the  sounds  of  alarm—soldiers  screaming  for  help,  men  in great pain, and the ringing tone of a battle horn rang out. 

“No… No, I think  that’s  what he wanted.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

With Morgan busy trying to keep the shadows back with his sacred flame, Mandy was the only one in the party who had any access to healing spells. Part of her said she should save them and use them on  her  friends  when  needed,  but  that  part  was  losing  out  to  the louder voice telling her to heal the other knights  now. 

The four of them knew how to fight and were doing an admirable job holding the bridge against the undead, but the problem was one of numbers. Every time one of the knights defeated a wraith, another came to fill their place. Even if they somehow managed to defeat the wraiths—considering  the  incorporeal  spirits  of  the  dead  were  still pouring  from  the  hallway  at  the  end  of  the  bridge,  this  seemed unlikely—there  were  the  wights  to  contend  with.  They  looked  even more organized than the knights were. 

The wights waited on the steps. Those in the front carried spears. 

No doubt they’d use them to stab right  through  the wraiths as soon as possible. After them was a contingent with swords that—even in death—held  the  weapons  with  disturbing  ease.  Mandy  could  only guess  at  what  they  had  been  in  life,  but  in  death,  they  were competent warriors. 

Beyond  them,  yet  more  wights  carried  longbows.  They  took potshots  at  the  armored  knights.  Most  clanked  away  off  the  armor, but one of the knights had an arrow sticking from a leg, and another had  one  jutting  from  a  shoulder.  Worse,  anytime  a  knight  tried  to dodge an arrow, the wraiths struck. 

The  knights  fought  on,  holding  the  forces  from  below  at  bay  as best as possible. 

Mandy’s friends were hardly doing any better against the ghasts. 

Terry was raging, hacking, and slicing with reckless abandon. Jewel supported  him  with  magic  blasts  while  Sissy  used  her  tongue  to pluck  ghasts  from  the  walls.  Morgan  fought  with  his  back  to  it  all, defending  them  against  the  shadows  he  pushed  back  into  the passageway from which they’d come. 

One of the knights took an arrow to the gut and shuffled back so one of the others could take his place. Mandy cursed, then plucked the strings on her harp to heal the injured man. He hollered thanks as  he  took  his  place  closest  on  the  bridge  to  her.  Mandy  knew  it would only be moments until it was his turn to be at the front of the group again. 

“Back,  you  creatures!  Back  to  the  depths  with  ye!  You  are  not welcome  in  the  kingdom  of  Paragran!  You  are  not  welcome  in  this world!” Greatmoon bellowed as he hacked and sliced at the wraiths. 

Then an arrow took him in the armpit. Mandy could heal that wound. 

She knew she could, but she would never get the opportunity. 

The  wraith  Greatmoon  had  battled  against  floated  forward.  Its hand  coalesced  around  the  knight’s  neck.  Even  with  it  draining  his life force, Greatmoon didn’t stop fighting. He stabbed the spirit, trying to sever its arm. 

The  incorporeal  form  wasn’t  beholden  to  the  same  rules  as creatures of matter, though. It simply reformed its arm so it wasn’t in the  sword's  path.  Greatmoon’s  strike  passed  into  the  open  air.  He tried  to  yank  back,  to  pull  away  from  the  spirit.  The  damn  thing  let him. 

It  released  its  grip  on  him  as  he  yanked  backward,  and  for  a terrifying  moment,  he  teetered  on  the  edge  of  the  bridge.  His  arms windmilled, and he started to regain his balance. Then an arrow from a  longbow  punched  into  his  chest.  It  didn’t  break  through  his  plate mail.  But  it  did  deliver  just  enough  force  to  knock  him  from  the bridge. 

“Jewel!”  Mandy  screamed,  thinking  of  the  sorceress’  levitate spell,  but  Jewel  was  beset  by  the  ghasts.  She  couldn’t  save Greatmoon,  so  Mandy  had  to  watch  as  the  man  tumbled  from  the bridge  and  fell  screaming  into  the  pit.  Before  he  vanished,  Mandy saw  something  with  wings  intercept  him.  Its  claws  ripped  into  his face, and the pair tumbled into the darkness at the bottom of the pit together. 

The next knight in line was quick to avenge his fallen leader. He sliced  through  the  wraith  with  his  sword,  and  it  died  in  a  splash  of

shadows  of  blood.  Mandy’s  stomach  churned.  She  didn’t  think  the blood belonged to the wraith but Greatmoon. 

Then  the  other  wraiths  became  incorporeal  and  let  the  wights surge forward. Those with long spears came first, forcing the knights to give ground unless they wanted to be skewered by the polearms. 

One of them was stabbed and stumbled back. By the time he was on his feet, Mandy had already healed him. 

The  knights  spread  out  at  the  end  of  the  bridge,  forcing  the wights  to  choose  their  targets  more  carefully.  One  of  them  chose wrong,  and  one  of  the  knights  grabbed  the  spear,  then  yanked  it, knocking the wight from the bridge into the pit below. 

Mandy didn’t know if that was a good thing anymore. Beyond the wights, there came the bandaged corpses of mummies. Mandy was fairly certain mummies fought with magical abilities. 

It meant they would have to fight against wights skilled in melee, wraiths  that  were  incorporeal  unless  they  were  attacking,  and straight-up undead magic. They didn’t have the depth or diversity of skills  to  handle  all  that.  That  wasn’t  counting  whatever  the  winged thing was that grabbed Greatmoon. It seemed likely to be a demon, which was even worse than undead, in Mandy’s opinion. 

“Shit,” Mandy said. 

Sissy  seemed  to  agree.  The  giant  lizard  scampered  closer.  The ghasts had scratched her. Mandy wondered if it was only a matter of time before she became petrified from the strikes. 

A gut wound, and one of the knights was down. Mandy played a few notes on her harp and exhausted the last of her healing spells. 

The fight wasn’t going to get any easier. Without healing spells, they were done for. 

“Jewel,  I’m  out  of  healing  spells.  The  knights  won’t  be  able  to hold this landing much longer!” 

“I couldn’t agree more!” Jewel shouted. “Terry, hold the stairs.” 

Terry  didn’t  indicate  he’d  heard,  but  his  ax  didn’t  slow  in  its relentless swings, back and forth, through the flesh of ghasts. Arms and  claws  flew  this  way  and  that  but  the  ghasts  didn’t  slow.  They crowded ever closer. 

Jewel  scampered  down  the  few  steps  they  managed  to  hold against  the  approaching  horde  and  came  to  stand  behind  the knights. 

“Everybody,  get down now!” 

The  knights  forgot  their  protests  about  the  chain  of  command. 

They  dropped  to  their  knees  as  flames  erupted  from  the  palms  of Jewel’s hands, incinerating the wights on the bridge. 

Their undead flesh had no resistance to flame. Their sallow flesh crinkled like paper. Their rotten meat burned. Their spears became kindling as they crashed into each other in their haste to escape the sorceress. 

Burning corpses fell from the bridge and fell into the pit. A circle of light fell with them, illuminating the hundreds of wights, mummies, and God only knew what other forces they’d awoken all clambering to get to the top and devour the only nine living things foolish enough to enter this cursed place. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Jewel’s  burning  hands  gave  Morgan  a  second  to  try  something beyond pure survival. He stopped his attempt at using sacred flame and grabbed his holy symbol. He saw no point in turning the undead across  the  bridge.  There  were  too  many  of  them.  Likewise,  there was little point in trying to turn those on the stairs above them. If they fled,  Terry  was  likely  to  chase  them  up  the  stairs,  given  his  current enraged state. 

The shadows from their passageway had been hurt already and recoiled from Jewel’s flames. Morgan turned his attention to them. 

“Let the light shine upon you and drive you back to the shadowy spaces  you  call  home!  Let  the  light  shine  bright  and  hot,  and  may you see your unclean ways for what they are and  flee.” 

The  dice  around  his  neck  jiggled  and  bounced.  Then  a  flush  of power went through him. 

“Well,  that  felt like a natural twenty!” he said as holy light shone out  from  the  gaps  between  his  fingers,  blinding  the  shadows  and driving  them  back  into  the  hallway.  So  much  power  was  pouring through  his  fingers  that  Morgan  turned  to  the  ghasts,  driving  them back up the steps and out of Terry’s reach, then to wights across the bridge. Those corpses didn’t retreat, but they didn’t advance either, held at bay by the power of Lux. 

It  was  a  reprieve,  nothing  more.  Morgan  doubted  even  Bishop Porthos could keep so many undead at bay for more than a moment. 

Already,  the  ghasts  were  coming  forward,  working  down  the  steps and along the wall now that Morgan had his holy power focused on the much larger force across the bridge. 

Jewel  saw  this  new  threat  too  and  sought  to  neutralize  it. 

Webbing  shot  from  her  fingers  and  covered  the  ghasts,  stopping them in their tracks…and rooting them in place, right in their path! 

“Jewel,  you  blocked  our  escape  route!”  Morgan  didn’t  want  to chastise  her,  but  he  also  wanted  to  live  for  more  than  two  more minutes. 

“No! I… Damn it!” Jewel grew pissed at herself. 

The  ghasts  struggled  in  their  bonds.  For  the  moment  they  were held, but more were approaching behind them. Perhaps zombies or skeletons  would  have  tromped  past  their  imprisoned  brethren,  but the  ghasts  were  cleverer.  Instead  of  ignoring  their  fellow  trapped ghasts, they worked at unraveling the webs with their claws. 

“What do we do?” one of the knights screamed. 

The wights hadn’t pushed into the radius of light Morgan made, but they fired arrows at the knights. A mummy had worked its way up into their numbers. Morgan couldn’t feel anything coming from it, but he  thought  maybe  the  knights  could.  From  the  way  they  held  their weapons, they were terrified. 

Morgan would have felt worse for them if this entire predicament wasn’t their fault. 

“We follow the shadows down the hallway and hope we can hold the door!” Morgan shouted to Jewel. He’d wondered if it would be a necessity  since  the  moment  he’d  driven  them  back  into  their passage. He’d hoped not, but of course, hope had no place in this pit dedicated to the undead. 

“That’s a dead end!” Mandy shouted. “All of the others are a dead end!” 

“We  can  try  to  hold  them  at  the  door.”  Morgan  didn’t  like  how futile  it  sounded.  “It’ll  be  easier  than  defending  ourselves  from  four sides. But we have to go now. My spell is fading!” 

“Jewel?”  Terry  asked.  He’d  managed  to  control  himself  and  not hack the ghasts free from their webbed prisons. 

“We have no other choice. Terry, lead the way inside. Mandy, get Sissy.  Morgan,  hold  them  back  for  as  long  as  you  can.  Knights, come on!” 

“Our orders!” 

Morgan  didn’t  hear  any  of  their  other  words.  At  that  point,  his spell faded, and the undead pushed across the bridge. 


CHAPTER THIRTY

“Sissy! Come on! You have to follow Terry. All right? Follow Terry!” 

Mandy  didn’t  know  if  Sissy  truly  understood  or  if  she  saw  the glimmer of the ax she’d once devoured. Thankfully she followed the barbarian  into  the  passageway  and  away  from  the  hundreds  of undead. 

Jewel  followed  the  lizard,  which  left  Morgan  holding  up  a  holy symbol that was beginning to lose its light. 

“Go,  you  guys  have  to  go!”  The  cleric  shouted.  Then  his  spell failed, and the wights came across the bridge. 

The  knights  finally  shook  free  of  their  stupor  and  stumbled  over each other as they followed Morgan and Mandy to the passageway. 

Mandy got inside, but before the knights could join her, the sound of  ghasts  tearing  the  webs  to  shreds  reached  them.  One  of  the ghasts lurched into view and crashed into one of the knights. 

The other two—no doubt used to being part of a team—raced to his  defense,  which  was  their  downfall.  More  ghasts  leapt  past  the doorway, knocking the knights down. Meanwhile, wights and wraiths came across the bridge. 

Mandy didn’t know what to do. She was only a bard. She was an entertainer who turned to adventuring to make a little extra gold and have something to sing about. She was never supposed to be here, in this place. She was supposed to be on  stage. 

The Mandy from Earth who had played countless tabletop games knew exactly what to do.  That  Mandy would fight tooth and nail for her friends and any NPCs she took under her wing. That Mandy also knew  how  to   win.  She  knew  a  lost  cause  when  she  saw  one  and knew how to close her heart to someone who wasn’t going to make it, how to think about them as part of a game. 

So, as Mandy the bard let hot tears spill down her face, she cast a minor illusion. It wasn’t much, only a simple thing, barely over six feet tall and half as wide. It didn’t need to move or look like much. All the illusion had to do was blend in with the rock on either side of it. 

All she needed the illusion to do was make the door look as if it was another part of the pit—just another bit of monotonous stone. 

None  of  the  ghasts  noticed  her  deception.  They  were  too  busy attacking  the  knights.  The  first  one  had  gotten  a  claw  between  a chink in a knight’s armor and paralyzed the man. The second knight tried to knock that ghast free, but the wraiths swarmed him, drained him  of  life,  robbed  his  body  of  its  energy,  and  made  him  fall  to  his knees, then to his face. 

The  third  lasted  somewhat  longer.  He  managed  to  decapitate  a pair  of  the  ghasts  and  slice  a  wraith  in  pieces,  but  a  spear  from  a wight  caught  him,  then  another.  He  snapped  the  first  spear  in  half with his sword but doing so cost him a couple of opportunity attacks. 

Ghouls  and  wights  piled  onto  the  last  living  person  on  the  landing, and the third knight was no more. 

Mandy  watched  it  all  through  her  minor  illusion.  As  its  creator, she could see through the deceptive skin of magic. Dimly behind her, she  heard  the  sounds  of  battle.  Her  friends  and  the  shadows,  no doubt.  Just   that  fight  might  be  too  much  for  her  and  her  level  four allies, but Mandy couldn’t turn away from the scene before her. She watched  as  the  undead  creatures  snuffed  the  last  knight’s  life.  She tried  to  turn  away  before  ghasts  or  wights  ripped  the  bodies  to shreds, but they did not. 

Instead, wraiths settled over the bodies of the dead knights, and the three knights arose, undead warriors serving the opposite cause of the one that sent them down there. 

Mandy realized this was what she was waiting for. If the knights pointed her out, or if one of the knights or the wraiths saw through her illusion, it would doom them. It seemed insane that they thought they  could  hold  this  doorway  against  such  a  force  of  enemies. 

Maybe they could manage to hold it for five minutes. Hell, she could be generous and say they’d last an hour! But  two?  Four? How many hours  would  it  take  to  defeat  the  undead  one  by  one?  Too  many. 

There was no way. It was a force she hadn’t previously imagined, not in all the games she’d ever played. 

The knights didn’t turn to come after the person who tried to save them.  Neither  did  the  wights  or  the  wraiths.  Maybe  some  of  the

shadows would have remembered the passageway from where they came, but Morgan had either destroyed or chased all of those back. 

Mandy’s illusion was working. 

Once  the  three  knights  were  killed  and  turned  undead,  the undead all settled down. Then something called from deep in the pit. 

Mandy  could  only  guess  what  could  have  made  such  a  sound,  but surely  it  was   big.  The  sound  echoed  off  the  pit’s  walls, simultaneously low and terrifyingly high pitched. The undead surely heard  something  in  it  besides  the  terror  it  struck  in  Mandy’s  heart because  when  the  last  sound  stopped  echoing,  they  all  resumed their march up. 

The ghasts went first, leaving in a loping crawl. They could move faster,  but  they  didn’t  want  to  create  any  separation  between  them and  the  wraiths,  who  followed  next,  filling  in  the  hole  that  the shadows  would  have  filled.  Then  came  the  wights,  the  mummies, some  flying  head  undead,  winged  red  demon  creatures,  imps,  and others Mandy could not identify. They all marched in lockstep as they ascended ring after ring of the staircase around the pit's edge. 

This  wasn’t  some  ragtag  force  or  some  alliance  made  of necessity. This was the force of the Tomb of Malevolent Evil, united in purpose and working in perfect synchronization. They would wash across the earth like a tidal wave. 

Mandy  knew  people  waited  above,  watching  the  pit  for  any change. Surely, they could do something to a force like this? Surely, with enough warning, they could dump an ocean of holy water down that pit or cast the light of an entire sun? They had to…

They  had  to,  right?  Mandy  discovered  she  was  muttering  to herself  that  they  had  to,  they  absolutely  had  to,  even  though  she didn’t believe it herself. 

She  couldn’t  help  those  at  the  top,  though.  She  couldn’t  help Jorge.  She  knew  that.  All  she  could  do  now  was  make  sure  her illusion was in place and go to help her friends. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

“I know it seems unlikely, but it’s true! The powers of Lux grant us  all the ability to heal our wounds,” Cleric Jeremiah explained. 

The  two  paladins  guarding  the  entrance  to  the  Tomb  of Malevolent Evil eyed him uncertainly. 

“Do  you  not  have  faith?”  Cleric  Jeremiah  pressed.  Honestly, adults  could  be  much  worse  than  children  when  it  came  to  these matters. 

“Of course, we have faith. That’s how we can smite the things we smite,”  one  of  the  paladins  quipped.  That  was  pretty  clever  for  a paladin. 

“Not  faith  in  violence,  but  faith  in  the  ability  to  heal,”  Cleric Jeremiah corrected. He was still winded from his sprint over here. He wished he could heal stitches in his side, but it didn’t make sense to do so, especially this close to something as dangerous as the Tomb. 

“We have faith in you, Jeremiah, isn’t that enough?” 

“Of course, when it comes to it, I’ll heal whoever needs it, but you never know when you might need to restore lost hit points for an ally or someone in need of help.” 

“We  don’t  have  the  skillset  for  it,”  the  other  paladin  said.  Cleric Jeremiah had them convinced, though. He saw it in their eyes. 

“Observe.”  Jeremiah  let  the  healing,  glowing  energy  of  Lux suffuse his fingertips. “All you have to do is channel the same light that  makes  your  weapons  glow,  the  same  light  that  gives  you strength. Tell me you don’t feel  that?” 

“You know what, I  do  feel it!” one of the paladins exclaimed. Light shone from between the cracks in the armor of his greave. “Oh, my goodness, praise Lux above, but I can  feel  it!” 

“Let me try.” The other paladin turned away from the pit. 

He couldn’t get it quite as quickly as his brother had, but with a bit of faith, he’d likely be able to heal soon enough. 

“You see? Lux blesses all of his followers with the ability to  help most of all. That is his power, his blessing upon us.” 

“You  losers  are  going  to  need  it!”  someone  shouted  from  the doorway to the inner sanctum. 

Jeremiah turned to see a man he could only describe as  greasy at the door. He had a crossbow in hand. With the twitch of a finger, a bolt stuck out from a gap in the armor on a paladin’s shoulder. 

“I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but you’re going to have to do more than that to stop us,” the paladin who had been shot grunted, yanking the crossbow bolt from his shoulder. 

“Halt!  In  the  name  of  Lux!”  the  other  paladin  shouted  and marched toward the intruder. 

The wounded paladin raised his sword, but it quivered in his grip. 

The  bolt  must  have  injured  the  muscle  in  a  debilitating  way.  A dangerous wound, but one that Cleric Jeremiah could no doubt heal. 

The other paladin had already pursued the intruder from the inner sanctum.  “Don’t  follow,”  Cleric  Jeremiah  said.  “Here,  remove  the strap of this horn. Then allow me to work.” 

The  paladin  removed  his  war  horn  and  unbuckled  the  shoulder pauldron  so  Jeremiah  could  better  see  the  wound.  “Or  am  I supposed to heal myself?” 

“No, no, I wouldn’t expect someone to—” 

An arrowhead punched out of the paladin’s throat. 

Jeremiah screamed in surprise. No, no, he was better than that. 

He had to heal the paladin before his precious life force drained from him. He reached forward to place his healing hands on the paladin, but it proved to be a mistake when the toe of a metal boot slammed into the cleric’s face. 

He saw stars for a moment and reached out for the paladin, but instead of finding his flesh, he only found his war horn. 

Then he felt pain in his shoulder. His vision returned, but it was a nightmare  that  greeted  him.  The  rotten  face  of  an  undead  warrior was inches from him. Maggots crawled in one of its eye sockets, yet the undead didn’t have the shambling gait of a zombie. It yanked the sword  from  Jeremiah  as  the  remaining  muscles  in  its  face  tried  to make it grin. 

“Turn  this  one,”  the  undead  hissed.  It  was  a  wight,  Jeremiah realized. It had to be. Which meant…

The incorporeal form of a wraith came to Jeremiah, hovered over him, and grabbed him by the neck. 

He felt pain where its fingers touched his neck, then coldness as it began to squeeze. 

Through  its  insubstantial  body,  Jeremiah  saw  his  nightmares become  a  reality.  Wights  stomped  up  from  the  stairway  that  ran circles around the pit's interior. They formed up with such efficiency that even Lord Morningstar’s troops would have taken notice. 

Ghasts  crawled  from  the  edges  of  the  pit.  Their  claws  allowed them to climb as easily as a man could walk, so they didn’t need the stairs. Horrible, winged things rose from the center as well. Demons, skulls  with  wings  of  flame,  and  other  monstrosities—so  horrible Jeremiah  didn’t  have  words  for  them—rose  from  the  very  center  of the pit. 

All  the  while,  the  wraith  tried  to  sink  its  necrotic  energy  into Jeremiah through the grip it had on his throat. 

Jeremiah might not have been the greatest fighter. He may have skipped cardio a few times too often and indulged in the various fried breads and dumplings of the festivals, but if there was one thing he had, it was  faith. 

The wraith tried to turn him into a shadow, some soulless vestige of what he was. It tried to find the darkness in him, but it saw only light. 

Jeremiah cast Turn Undead on the wraith, transforming it from a cloud of darkness to a shroud of light. It rose from him, then raced around,  trying  to  use  its  ability  to  take  men  to  the  dark  in  reverse. 

Jeremiah’s  faith  had  transformed  it  from  a  force  of  darkness  to  a force of light. 

None of the other undead could pass it. Those who tried recoiled when its glowing form passed over them. 

It  didn’t  stop  the  wights.  One  of  them  drew  its  longbow,  took careful  aim,  then  fired   through   the  wraith.  An  arrow  punched  into Jeremiah’s  gut.  He  had  more  than  enough  HP  to  survive  a  single arrow, but it wasn’t as if he was facing an enemy armed with nothing but  that.  The  wight  gestured  at  its  fellow  undead,  and  a  group  of them turned their long spears toward the wounded cleric. 

The  other  wraiths  had  taken  notice  of  his  convert  as  well.  They ripped it to shreds, turning its glowing form into nothing but ribbons of mist that evaporated into nothing. 

Jeremiah had a choice. He could try to heal himself and prolong this fight, but there was a difference between faith and foolishness. 

He could not hope to stand against such a force. To think otherwise would  be  delusional.  Undead  were  still  coming  from  the  pit. 

Mummies  were  now  marching  up  the  steps  while  still  more  winged monsters filled the room, the world’s most fearsome swarm. 

Jeremiah  could  heal  himself,  but  in  doing  so,  he  would accomplish nothing. He would not win this fight. He could not even make a dent in these forces. 

But he could alert his brothers. 

So, knowing damn well exactly what doing so was going to cost him,  Cleric  Jeremiah  grabbed  the  dead  paladin’s  war  horn,  drew  a mighty breath, put it to his lips, and sounded the alarm. 

Then the spears from the wights found him, and he left this world to rejoin Lux in the light that comes after even the darkest night. 

Jorge ran as fast as he could toward the sound of the battle horn. He hated  that  there  was  no  doubt  where  the  sound  was  coming  from. 

He hated it could only mean something had finally come out of the pit, and it wasn’t his friends. He hated that he hadn’t been there, that somehow, Tragor had gotten in the way. 

Now wasn’t the time for hate. Now was the time for faith. 

Jorge,  Sir  Morningstar,  and  Bishop  Porthos  got  to  the  inner sanctum as the undead poured out from it. 

“Push them back!” Lord Morningstar shouted. 

“Warriors of Lux, if any of Morningstar’s men lose so much as a drop  of  blood,  I  want  them  healed!  Bless  their  weapons,  bless  this ground! Our fight with the dark is now!” 

Jorge  was  impressed.  Whatever  enmity  between  the  two  men had been brewing was gone the moment the undead came out of the

pit. 

The  two  men  followed  their  orders,  using  their  formidable  battle prowess to rally their troops as much as their words had. 

Morningstar  hacked  and  slashed  at  wights,  killing  three  before Jorge could draw his holy symbol. Bishop Porthos supported the son of  a  duchess  by  making  his  sword  ignite  with  holy  flames  and creating a circle of light around him that made the undead fight at a disadvantage. 

The  rest  of  the  camp  roused  themselves.  They  drew  weapons and chanted blessings. Those who were already armed and wearing armor joined the fight immediately. Many—too many had to get their armor or pull on a belt of potions. 

This shouldn’t be  happening.  Porthos and Morningstar had been stationed at the edge of the pit since they had been here to use it as a  choke  point.  The  undead  spilling  out  into  the  courtyard  was considered a worst-case scenario. 

Men  shouldn’t  have  died  yet,  although  Jorge  could  imagine  no other  fate  for  the  two  paladins  and  the  cleric  who  had  arrived breathlessly to tell them of the meeting with Tragor. Brother Jeremiah represented  a  huge  loss.  That  cleric  had  spent  every  minute  of  his life learning to heal people. His being gone represented hundreds of hit points they could have used to restore the warriors in this fight. 

There  was  nothing  to  be  done  for  it  now,  though.  The  undead were pouring from the inner sanctum. The forces of light had to stop them. There would be time to mourn later. 

Oddly,  the  undead  hadn’t  yet  killed  anyone  else.  They  were pouring  out  from  the  inner  sanctum.  First  wights,  then  ghasts, mummies,  then  some  sort  of  demonic  gorilla-looking  things.  They weren’t  slamming  against  the  line  of  defense  Morningstar  and Porthos had hastily formed, though. 

Some were engaging the warriors, but only with spears or magic attacks. They were certainly  not  using their numerical advantage to overwhelm  the  forces  of  light.  Instead,  the  wights  were  holding  the two while more and more undead streamed from the entrance. It was if they were trying to—

Jorge’s  hypothesis  would  have  to  wait.  Wraiths  surrounded  one of  Morningstar’s  knights.  His  armor  offered  no  protection  as  they reached  through  it  with  their  ethereal  appendages.  One  of  them became  substantial  behind  the  knight  as  another  crashed  into  his chest, knocking him to the ground. 

Jorge  was  terrified  of  the  things.  In  this  world,  he  was  a  village priest,  while  back  home  he  had  been  the  game  master.  He  lacked the courage he so often demanded of his friends. He was no warrior. 

He was a glorified doctor in this world, a sort of referee back home. 

Still, he couldn’t let that stop him. His friends were down in that pit.  He  refused  to  entertain  the  notion  they  were  dead.  He  couldn’t allow  himself  to  think  that  way.  He'd  rather  die  than  imagine  their corpses  coming  out  of  that  hole  to  attack  the  living.  He  had  to  do everything  he  could  for  then.  He  had  to  have  faith,  not  only  in  the warrior god Lux but also in  them. 

Jorge raced toward the knight being attacked by the wraiths. He gripped his holy symbol in his hand. Thinking of light and his brave friends  gave  him  more  than  enough  faith  to  suffuse  the  sunburst medallion with light and push the wraiths off the fallen knight. 

“Are you all right, my son?” Jorge asked the knight. 

“I’m fine, thanks to you, Father!” The knight got back on his feet. 

Jorge  blessed  his  weapon,  and  he  tore  into  the  very  same  wraiths that had been trying to turn him to their side. The wraiths found they could  not  stay  insubstantial  when  stabbed  with  the  holy  flame burning along the blade of his sword. 

Still, something was up. The undead were still coming out of the inner sanctum, not attacking, not flowing into the camps. It was as if they  were  preparing  for  something.  As  if  they  had  some  nefarious strategy that Jorge could only guess at. 

Until it became painfully obvious. 

One of the roof tiles from the central building slipped and crashed to the ground, exploding into ceramic shards. Then the entire roof of the central building began to shake. Something punched a hole in it, sending  ceramic  tiles  flying.  Then  something  else  punched  another hole  and  another.  Then,  denied  of  its  structural  integrity,  the  entire roof collapsed. 

A  moment  later,  winged  enemies  of  every  type  of  undead  and demon shot into the sky. They were so numerous they blocked out the  light  and  cast  the  courtyard  into  darkness.  At  the  same  time, ghasts and other crawling undead scaled the inner sanctum’s walls and scurried down to enter the courtyard. 

Then the line of wights, mummies, and wraiths stopped trying to hold their ground and attacked. 

“Form  up,  men!  Together!  We  stand  together,  or  we  die  alone!” 

Morningstar shouted. 

The  situation  forced  Jorge  to  witness  the  brutal  truth  of  that strategy. By this point, the entire camp had gotten their armor on and drawn their weapons for the battle. Most made for Morningstar and Porthos, although there was a second group of paladins and clerics further  off.  They  linked  together,  using  spears  to  keep  the  winged enemies  from  swooping  too  low  and  blasts  of  holy  energy  to vaporize  any  foes  who  got  too  close.  It  was  the  scant  few  warriors who didn’t join up with either of these two groups that suffered most. 

One  knight  ran  for  the  second  group  but  skidded  to  a  halt, noticing  he  was  closer  to  Morningstar  and  Porthos.  That  proved  to be his mistake. The second he stopped, a horrible winged creature swooped down from above. It had a woman’s head with long black hair  and  eyes  Jorge  would  call  haunted.  What  was  below  the woman’s neck was the real nightmare juice. 

Below  her  face  was  not  a  neck  or  a  monster’s  body  but  an esophagus  and  a  windpipe  connected  to  lungs,  a  heart,  and  a floating  digestive  system.  All  of  the  organs  glowed  slightly,  which Jorge thought was kind of a weird thing to notice considering  it was a floating  head  with  its  guts  and  organs  attacking  a  knight,  but  the eyes saw what the eyes saw. 

The  knight  slashed  at  the  horror—a  Krasue,  the  name  popped into Jorge’s head, taken from the back of some monster manual long ago—and  sliced  off  a  chunk  of  its  dangling  intestines.  The  Krasue didn’t  seem  particularly  bothered  by  this  strike  that  would  have ended a human’s place in this battle. 

Instead,  it  whipped  its  intestines  at  the  man,  tangling  his shoulders and neck. He almost created some space when he drew a

knife and slashed some of the intestines free, but the Krasue hit him in the face with its liver. It wasn’t a particularly powerful blow, but the knight hadn’t had the time to affix his helmet properly, and the blow sent it spinning. 

Unable  to  untangle  himself,  the  knight  hacked  and  slashed,  but his  knife  missed  the  Krasue’s  uncomfortably  dexterous  innards.  It didn’t strangle him, nor did it try to bite through his armor. Instead, it suffused his body with the same eerie glow that covered its levitating viscera, and he collapsed. 

Jorge  told  himself  that  was   good.  Being  left  unconscious  and cursed  by  a  Krasue  was  better  than  being  split  apart  by  a  wight’s sword. This way, they might bring the knight back when the fighting was  over,  while  if  the  Krasue  had  killed  him,  it  sealed  his  fate. 

Although the chances of anyone surviving this battle and healing the knight had to be pretty slim. 

A  paladin  caught  by  himself  did  better  than  the  knight.  He deflected  arrows  from  some  wights,  and  when  a  pair  of  mummies tried to batter him with their desiccated fists, he cut open their bellies with his blade. Nothing but sand poured out—these undead were the opposite of the Krasue—but the mummies fell defeated all the same. 

A ghast attacked the lone paladin next. It leapt off the wall of the inner sanctum and crashed into the paladin, but not before he got his sword pointed right at his attacker. The ghast hit the paladin and sent him  sprawling  across  the  stone  courtyard,  but  it  did  so  at  the expense of a sword punching into its chest. 

Being  knocked  prone  was  never  a  good  thing,  but  the  paladin’s heavy armor made it an especially bad predicament. He had to roll onto his stomach to push himself up. Exposing his back to the sky of winged monsters wasn’t something he would recover from. 

The  moment  his  shoulder  blades  pointed  up,  a  gang  of  tiny, winged  imps  grabbed  him  and  lifted  him.  More  imps  materialized from the cloud of enemies to stab and poke the paladin. He writhed and twisted in pain, which had the unfortunate effect of tearing him from  the  imps’  grip.  He  plummeted  to  the  ground  and  didn’t  rise again. 

The knights and paladins working together were doing far better. 

Any imps that attacked them from above met a mass of spears. Any wights that tried to break their line got broken instead. 

A group of mummies tried to curse the knights and paladins from behind  the  line  of  wights.  Some  of  the  knights  showed  fear  in  their eyes  and  nearly  broke  ranks,  but  a  cleric  next  to  Jorge  created  an aura that bolstered the men’s courage and rendered the mummies’

fearful gazes obsolete. 

A  demon  of  some  kind—it  was  covered  in  red  scales  and  had goat horns, so Jorge thought calling it demonic and not undead was a  safe  bet—crashed  over  a  knight  into  the  middle  of  a  group  of knights, paladins, and clerics. 

“Swords!” was all Morningstar had to say to make half of his men turn  their  gleaming  metal  blades  upon  the  creature.  It  had  a  crude sword  and  a  whip  with  many  points.  Surrounded  as  it  was,  it  didn’t have the space needed to crack its whip. 

One of the knights intercepted the barbs at the tip of its whip with his  sword.  The  demon  tried  to  yank  the  lash  forward  and  found  it could  not.  Before  it  could  show  shock—or  whatever  emotion  they showed when someone thwarted them—another knight chopped off one  of  its  wings,  leaving  a  stump  where  it  had  been.  The  demon roared, and a plume of fire blasted from the missing appendage. 

It  turned  toward  this  latest  attacker,  which  cost  it  precious seconds. The rest of the knights hacked and slashed its scaly body, piling damage upon damage until the demon screamed and burned itself away into a pile of ash. 

The knights didn’t blink. They turned back to their perimeter and helped  push  back  any  ghasts,  wraiths,  wights,  or  demons  that  got too close. Even the knight knocked to the ground by the demon was back  on  his  feet.  A  cleric  had  healed  him  the  moment  he  received the injury. 

Jorge tried to help as best he could, but he was basically useless in  battle.  The  Jorge  of  this  world—the  priest  of  the  Church  of  Lux whose  body  he  was  inhabiting—had  not  fought  on  the  frontlines against  the  darkness  for  a  long  time.  He  was  a  village  healer  who

enjoyed  sweet  buns  a  bit  too  much,  not  a  stalwart  and  indomitable vanquisher of the undead. 

He healed when and where he could, but even at this task he did not  excel  like  the  other  clerics.  Everyone  else  here  was  battle-hardened. They all fought together, defending and healing as easily as Jorge walked and talked. 

His experience as a game master wasn’t helping either. While his friends had years of practice sizing up overpowered foes and finding ways to take away their opponent's advantages, Jorge hadn’t played a character in  years.  He was more accustomed to thinking about the terrain,  how  enemies  would  work  together,  or  the  ebb  and  flow  of battle.  Even  now,  in  the  middle  of  this  group,  Jorge  found  it  was easier  to  watch  the  broader  strokes  of  the  fight  than  the  individual movements of any one foe. 

He  might  have  preferred  being  able  to  be  lost  in  the  battle though,  because  the  broad  strokes  were  bad.  The  two  bubbles  of fighters  were  doing  well  against  the  vastly  larger  force.  They  were holding  their  ground,  at  least,  but  would  not  win  the  battle.  There were too many foes of too many different kinds. 

Even  if  the  knights  and  paladins  fought  flawlessly,  they  would take   some   damage.  Which  meant  the  clerics  would  have  to  heal them and thus expend their spell slots. There were potions aplenty on belts as well, but their foe was untiring and undead. 

There would be no pause in the fight, not as long as the forces of good  stood  here  to  challenge  the  forces  of  evil.  Which  meant  that given an hour, or two, or six, or whatever it took, the fighters of good would run out of steam and be slain. There would be no short rests, long rests, or even fifteen-minute breaks. There would be no respite from this battle except death itself. 

It  would  have  been  different  if  they  could  have  held  the  undead inside the pit. That seemed unlikely, given the sheer number of flying foes,  but  it  would  have  been   something.  It  certainly  would  have made the wights, mummies, wraiths, and ghasts easier to deal with. 

Instead, they had no bottleneck. They had no high ground. The two paladins and the cleric had failed, not because they were too weak, but because the enemy was too many. 

If only Morningstar and Porthos had been there, this could all be going differently. Why  weren’t  they there? 

Because  of  Tragor,  Jorge  realized.  The  idea  cleared  everything else from his mind like the chime of a bell. 

If it hadn’t been for Tragor, Porthos and Morningstar would have been  there.  If  it  wasn’t  for  him,  those  two  paladins  might  have  still been alive. It certainly seemed likely, considering that for most of the morning, five of their highest-level people had been standing right at the edge of the pit, awaiting any signs of combat. If not for Tragor, the Tomb might not have been able to disgorge its army of undead and demons. 

That couldn’t all be a coincidence. 

Jorge  looked  at  Tragor’s  tent.  It  was  near  the  other  group  of warriors,  so  the  undead  hadn’t  trampled  it  yet.  The  other  warriors weren’t  under  as  much  fire  as  Morningstar  and  Porthos  were.  The undead were focusing on the bigger group first and would turn their full  attention  to  the  smaller  group  once  they  eliminated  the  first. 

Jorge  had  to  check  on  Tragor  before  that  happened  or  before  the horde changed tactics and decided to weed out the weakest first. 

“Father,  permission  to  make  for  the  other  group?”  Jorge  yelled through the din. 

“Granted! But you’re not going alone. Take two paladins with you. 

Can you spare the knights, Morningstar?” 

“Only if you’re going to tell them to come this way. I’d rather we all be fighting as one group than two.” 

“You got four men, Jorge. Give them the message.” 

“I will, sir, but I want to check on Tragor. We were all away from the pit because of  him.  I want to make sure he’s still there.” 

The bishop looked rattled at the implication. He understood, then, that Morningstar getting pulled away hadn’t been a coincidence. 

“Curse that man!” Morningstar said. “I never should have gone to him.  Go,  Father  Jorge,  but  if  you  find  him  unbound,  you  do  what  I should have the moment I let his words worm their way into my ear." 

“My faith might not allow me to—” 

“Some  have  dwelled  in  the  shadow  so  long  that  the  light  does nothing  but  blind  them.  I  fear  Tragor  has  long  since  been  one  of

these. Do not let him drag you into the shadow, my son. If he is still there, use  all  of the powers you possess to end him.” 

The  conversation  abruptly  ended  when  the  skeleton  of  a  troll crashed  out  of  the  inner  sanctum.  Jorge  had  no  idea  how  the monstrously  large  creature  had  scaled  the  narrow  steps  of  the  pit, but he supposed it didn’t matter. Not now that it had the bone of an even  larger  corpse  in  hand  and  was  laying  into  the  front  line  of knights. 

“Let  it  strike,  then  hit  it  when  it  tries  to  raise  its  weapon!” 

Morningstar  shouted,  and  knights  and  paladins  dove  clear  as  the massive  bone—easily  big  enough  to  crush  three  men  in  a  single blow—dove from its path. 

The skeleton troll’s massive bulk and rather cavalier fighting style forced some of the other undead back. Jorge knew he wasn’t going to get another opportunity. 

“Let’s  go!”  he  shouted  at  the  pair  of  paladins  and  the  duo  of knights. 

They  obeyed,  and  the  five  of  them  broke  from  the  back  of  the group  and  made  for  the  other  bubble  of  warriors.  The  knights  and paladins  formed  up  around  Jorge.  They  kept  their  eyes  on  any attackers—slashing  any  wights  and  turning  any  wraiths—as  Jorge looked for Tragor’s tent. 

Nothing attacked from above as they made their way across the battlefield. A tiny blessing of Lux, to be sure. 

Then  Jorge  saw  it.  Someone  who  was  neither  in  the  fighting group, nor running for his life, nor dead. He was slowly, methodically making  his  way  toward  Tragor’s  tent.  Stranger  still,  none  of  the undead flying overhead seemed to notice him, nor did they try to rip his guts from inside him. 

In a fight like that, it was rather suspicious. 

“I have to get to Tragor’s tent!” Jorge said. 

“We will! We got to get to the other group first! Bishop Porthos is right. We’re stronger together!” 

“We’ll go to the tent next,” a knight said. 

“We don’t have time for that!” Jorge exclaimed. “You have to get your message there, so go. I’m going after Tragor!” 

Just  like  that,  Jorge  was  on  his  own,  on  an  intercept  course  for the necromancer who might be behind this entire mess. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Terry had used his last charge of rage against the hordes of undead in the pit itself. He’d be damned if he didn’t use the last bits of anger-fueled power to dispatch the shadows that fled from his glowing ax. 

“Die in the light! Or whatever!” Terry shouted. Strange how he’d been  in  the  cleric’s  body  and  had  once  had  access  to  all  of  those prayers  and  blessings  to  light.  Now  that  he  was  in  the  barbarian's body, he couldn’t remember a word. 

Meanwhile, Morgan—who was following him, sunburst pendant in hand—didn’t  seem  to  run  out  of  the  catechisms.  “You  will  find  no respite  under  rock  or  stone!  You  will  look  to  the  light,  and  the darkness will leave you! The light will purify you, and what darkness remains will sink into the earth and trouble you no longer!” 

The shadows they chased didn’t seem particularly keen on being purified,  nor  did  they  seem  concerned  about  leaving  behind  their darkness. That made sense to Terry. They were pretty much entirely made of darkness, after all. 

Still, he appreciated the light coming from Morgan’s holy symbol, if only because it kept the shadows fleeing and made them easier to slice  through  with  his  ax.  They  reached  the  second  room  of  this level, and the shadows tried to split up. One of them went left, and Jewel  blasted  it  with  a  couple  of  magic  missiles.  It  puffed  into nothingness. 

Terry  followed  the  pair  that  went  straight  ahead.  Morgan’s  light followed  the  ones  that  went  to  the  right.  Terry  chased  the  pair  into the room. Like all the others, it had a glowing gemstone affixed to the center of one of the walls. The shadows ran toward it. Terry cut one down. The other turned on him then, apparently ready to make a last stand. Then a firebolt shot over Terry’s shoulder and caught it in the face. 

It shrieked, then Terry took it in the middle with his ax, and it was gone. 

There were more of them, Terry could  feel  them, but he couldn’t see them. His Danger Sense was pounding in his brain, telling him to

keep fighting, to keep slashing, to  keep going. 

“Terry!  Terry,  they’re  done!”  someone  was  shouting.  Terry  knew the voice. He knew he did. It was Jewel. Jewel said it was safe. That meant he could stop. 

He  looked  around,  but  there  were  no  more  shadows.  Morgan stood at the doorway, illuminating the room with his amulet. “I think we’re all clear.” 

Terry could hardly parse out what those words meant, but Jewel was here. Jewel was here, and she told him it would be okay. 

Terry still felt like danger was at hand, but he drew a deep breath and  forced  himself  to  relax.  He  inhaled  calm  and  exhaled  anger. 

Finally,  he  let  go  of  the  last  bit  of  rage  that  had  taken  hold  in  his heart.  There  was  a  moment  when  he  realized  he  didn’t  have  any charges of the rage ability  left.  That almost made him go into another rage, but of course, he couldn’t. Instead, he only chuckled. 

“Sorry.  I  think  that’s  the  longest  I’ve  been  in  a  rage  since  we’ve been in this world, and I’ve been in this body.” 

“It’s  all  right.”  Jewel  touched  his  shoulder  and  helped  him  relax more. 

“It was weird when you laughed, though,” Morgan said. 

“I  almost  became  enraged  that  I  couldn’t  go  into  a  rage…so yeah.”  There  was  a  time  when  Terry  would  have  felt  sheepish  or embarrassed  in  front  of  Morgan,  but  that  was  long  gone.  After everything  they’d  been  through—what  they  were   still  going  through

—being embarrassed for admitting anything in front of these people was  absurd.  Terry  knew  if  they  ever  made  it  out  of  this,  which seemed increasingly unlikely, they would be friends for life. 

“Mandy? Where’s Mandy?” Jewel asked, then called. 

“I’m  right  here,”  Mandy  said  from  the  entrance  of  the  second room  of  the  level.  Sissy  was  behind  her,  one  eye  pointed  at  them and the other at the doorway behind her, which no longer seemed to exist. 

“You’re  all  right?”  Morgan  asked.  He  was  in  the  doorway  of  the room Terry and Jewel were in. 

“I…am.” Mandy’s voice shook like the last leaf of autumn. 

“Where are the knights?” Jewel asked. 

“What happened to the door?” Terry asked. 


“The knights got hit by the ghasts,” Mandy said in a hollow voice. 

“They all went down. I… I… I made an illusion of a rock wall over the doorway so the undead wouldn’t follow us. I… I killed them.” 

She collapsed to her knees and vomited. 

“Hey,  hey,  it’s  all  right.”  Morgan  hurried  to  her  side.  “You threatened to end my life, like, a thousand times. Those guys should have listened to you. I’m sure you tried to save them.” 

The gallows humor did nothing to improve Mandy’s mood. 

“What happened to them?” Jewel eyed the illusion at the end of the  passageway.  It  still  looked  like  solid  rock  to  Terry,  but  then,  he was  quite  sure  if  there  was  a  save  to  see  that  kind  of  thing,  he’d failed it. He hadn’t felt the dice at his neck twitch. 

Mandy  looked  up  at  Jewel.  Tears  had  run  down  her  face  and made clean streaks in all the blood and muck. 

“I just  told you.  They died, Jewel! They’re freaking  dead.” 

“Seriously, Jewel, show some compassion,” Morgan said. “Mandy did the best she could, I’m sure of it. If you start yelling at her now, you’ll ruin her concentration, she’ll drop the illusion, and we’ll all be dead. So seriously, cool it.” 

“I am grateful, truly, but what I want to know is if they’re  seriously dead,” Jewel said. 

“Jewel!” Morgan snapped. 

“No, no, it’s okay.” Mandy wiped the vomit, tears, and gunk from her  face,  or  tried  to,  anyway.  Mostly  she  smeared  the  gunk  to  one side. “You’re asking if they reanimated?” 

Jewel nodded. 

Morgan paled and looked at the illusion protecting them. 

“They  were,”  Mandy  said.  “I  saw  wraiths  bring  them  back,  but they  didn’t  come  after  me.  I  think…  I  think  whatever  force  is compelling them  out  of this place took control.” 

“It’s controlling them to do what?” Terry asked. 

Mandy  shrugged.  “To  leave?  To  spread  death  upon  the  world? 

Whatever it is, the first part of their orders is to reach the top of the steps. Oh my God, Jorge is up there. We have to stop them!” 

Mandy doubled back and ran for the door. 

“Terry,” Jewel said, but he was already in motion. 

He  sprinted  after  the  bard  and  tackled  her  to  the  floor  a  few paces away from the doorway. Up close, he could see through it a bit better. It looked like a thick fog with undead marching upward on the other  side.  At  least,  he  hoped   it  was  his  proximity  that  let  him  see through  the  door.  He   had   tackled  the  person  responsible  for  the illusion. Never wise, that. 

“Jorge,”  Mandy  moaned  from  beneath  Terry’s  bulk.  “Jorge  is  up there!” 

“He’s  not  alone,”  Morgan  pointed  out,  catching  up  to  them. 

“Lower your voice.” 

“He’s my  best friend.  He’s the only person who doesn’t give me constant crap for being mean!” 

“Maybe  because  he’s  the  only  person  you  weren’t  constantly mean to?” Terry said. 

“That’s fair, but still! We can’t just leave him up there!” 

“Mandy, I understand you’re upset. I do,” Jewel said. Winds of the north,  her  voice  could  be  cold  when  spoken  from  those  elven  lips. 

“Jorge is in a better position than us. We’re  trapped  down here. Only the four of us. No one’s higher than level four. Up there are close to fifty  warriors, not one of them below level eight, and most at least a couple of levels higher than that. Jorge has a  shot  up  there.  If  you drop that illusion, our shot is gone.” 

“And Jorge will never get to go home,” Terry said. 

“What?  How  can  you  know  that?”  Mandy  turned  on  him.  Terry was thankful   that some of her old anger was back. 

“Lux brought all  five  of us into this world to bring balance to it. I don’t think the scales will tip to justice if we plow out there and get hacked to pieces.” 

“Hacked to pieces? You’re Terry the Mighty! I know what it’s like to be in that body. Your rage could help out there!” 

“I’m  out  of  rage,”  Terry  said.  “At  least  until  I  get  a  rest,  which seems  unlikely  given  the  army  of  undead  marching  up  toward  our friend.” 

“Those  aren’t  undead,”  Morgan  said.  “They’re  demons.  I  know they  look  like  skeletons,  but  actually,  they  have  reptilian  skin

stretched   super  tightly   over  their  bones.  I  think  they  deal  poison damage too. Nasty demons, those.” 

“And  you  never  would  GM  for  Jorge  because?”  Mandy  teased. 

She seemed to be forcing herself to come back together. 

“Because  I  love  the  feeling  of  entering  a  dungeon  and  facing insurmountable odds… Or I did,” Morgan said sheepishly. 

“So, if we can’t go out there, what do we do?” 

“First off, we make sure there are no more shadows here,” Terry said. 

“I think we did that,” Morgan said. 

Terry ignored him and marched back to the room where he and Jewel  had  been  fighting  the  two  shadows.  His  Danger  Sense  was screaming  at  him  about  the  pit,  but  back  here,  something  was  still niggling at him as well. 

“It’s  those  damn  crystals.”  Terry  raised  his  ax..  “It’s  all  these crystals’  fault!  If  we  had  destroyed  them  when  we  had  the  chance, we might not have gotten into this mess!” 

He  swung  his  ax  at  the  offending  sparkly  rock.  He  totally  forgot Morgan  had  blessed  it,  though.  Apparently,  that  spell  lasted  longer than a rage did, for the ax was still glowing when it struck the stone. 

The crystal didn’t like that. 

Rather than simply shattering as the others had, it  exploded. 

“YEAAAARGH!” Terry screamed, or something to that effect as it tossed him across the room. 

“Dude, are you all right?” Morgan asked. 

“I’m fine.” Terry pushed to his feet. “Wasn’t expecting that is all.” 

“I guess it makes sense that those things would be filled with dark energy, considering our current theory is that they’re bringing undead into this world,” Morgan said. 

“Yeah, I think that crystal caused my Danger Sense to fire up…” 

Terry’s  voice  trailed  off.  What  he’d  said   wasn’t  true.  For  that  to  be true,  his  Danger  Sense  would  have  dissipated  now  that  the  crystal was gone, but it hadn’t. 

“Is everything all right?” Jewel asked. 

“I  do  have  to  concentrate  on  that  illusion,  so  if  you’re  going  to blow anything else up, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know,” Mandy

said. 

“Oh, we’re blowing more stuff up,” Terry said. His Danger Sense was still alerting him to something back here. Surely it had to be the other crystals. 

If  it   was   the  crystals,  wouldn’t  it  have  shifted  toward  the  other rooms? Instead, Terry felt the danger was right where the crystal had been.  That  could  only  mean  the  crystal  hadn’t  caused  his  Danger Sense to keep firing. 

He brushed himself off and marched back toward the wall. 

“Oh, no. I thought Mandy couldn’t handle the barbarian rage but it looks like Terry is so pissed he’s going to straight-up attack a brick wall,” Morgan said. 

Terry ignored him. He knew he was trying to use humor to cope with their situation. They had no choices. They couldn’t escape or try to  stop  the  undead  army  surging  toward  the  surface.  They  were trapped in here. What was there to do but joke about it? 

Except,  something  compelled  Terry  forward.  He  reached  up  to where  the  crystal  had  been  jutting  from  the  wall.  There  was  an indentation  where  it  had  been.  He  ran  his  hand  across  it  and  was surprised  to  find  that  in  the  very  center  of  indentation,  there  was  a tiny hole. 

“There’s a hole here,” Terry said. 

“Terry,  buddy,  I  know  what  that  barbarian  brain  of  yours  is thinking, but I am telling you,  don’t. Stick. Your finger. In that—” 

Terry stuck his finger in the hole. 

“Dude!” Morgan shouted. 

“There’s  a  pocket  back  here,”  Terry  said,  flexing  his  finger  this way and that. For some reason, there was a tiny space behind the crystal. Why? Terry twisted his finger one way and the other. When he did, something clicked inside the wall, and it began to move. Terry was  starting  to  think  maybe  sticking  his  finger  into  a  hole  found behind a crystal that summoned undead in the Tomb of Malevolent Evil  was  a   bad  idea  when  the  wall  opened  to  reveal  a  spiral staircase. 

“Jorge!”  Mandy  gushed  and  hurried  past  Terry  to  check  it  out. 

Terry could already see the stairway would not lead to Jorge. It didn’t

go up but instead went  down.  It wasn’t an escape then, but a way to go deeper into the Tomb. 

“I  don’t  think  so,”  Jewel  said.  “I  think…  I  think  this  might  be  the way to the bottom.” 

“Which  means  we’re  not  taking  it,  right?”  Morgan  said.  “Right, guys? I mean, we’re hardly in fighting shape. I have, like, two spell slots left, and if Terry can’t rage…” 

“I’m almost out of magic missiles too,” Jewel said. 

“I can still heal… Once,” Mandy said. 

“Then why are all of you looking like that?” 

“Because this is why we ended up in here,” Terry said. “This is it. 

I don’t know what’s at the bottom of the hole, but I think this universe does, and it wants us to go down there. I think… I think this is why we’re here.” 

“Spoken like a man of the cloth,” Morgan muttered. 

“Nah.  I’ve  just  played  a  game  or  two,”  Terry  said.  “I’m  ready  to beat this one.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Jewel  didn’t  know  what  she’d  been  expecting.  Traps,  certainly.  Or perhaps  for  all  of  the  stairs  to  shift  and  become  a  slide.  Instead, there was nothing. Only step after step. All identical, or close enough to  identical  to  not  matter.  They  must  have  already  descended  a hundred feet. Maybe two hundred. It was hard to tell in the gloom. 

They  moved  quickly  enough,  though.  They  knew  the  people  up top  were  in  trouble.  Yes,  they  were  high-level,  but  they  were  also vastly  outnumbered.  That  could  make  all  the  difference.  Jorge  had called Total Party Kills a few times by having too many goblins on the board.  What  was  marching  up  to  the  surface  was  a  lot  worse  than goblins. 

Jewel wished she felt more confident about the people up above being  able  to  stop  the  undead.  Maybe  then  she  would  have recommended stopping to rest. 

They  had  limited  resources.  She  was  out  of  all  but  one  of  her level  one  spell  slots  and  only  had  a  single  charge  of  magic  missile left in her wand. If she needed to, she wouldn’t hesitate to use it. She wasn’t  so  sure  they  would  get  out  of  this  one.  No  point  in  trying  to preserve the wand for whatever wight or mummy picked it up. 

The rest of them weren’t much better. They had managed to get their  health  back  up,  but  there  was  nothing  they  could  do  for  their spell  slots.  Terry  couldn’t  go  into  a  rage  again.  Mandy  and  Morgan were  as  low  on  spell  slots  as  Jewel  was.  Jewel  was  hoping  for  a

“clever  puzzle”  finish  to  the  Tomb.  She  didn’t  think  they  could  take much of a battle. Still, they would face whatever they found. 

Well, maybe not  whatever  they found. 

Every  so  often—twenty  vertical  feet?  It  wasn’t  a  way  of measuring  things  that  Jewel  usually  used—they  passed  another door. From this side of the hidden passageways, it was much easier to  see  what  was  going  on.  Each  level  of  this  place  had  a  back entrance  that  led  to  the  spiral  staircase.  A  crystal  glimmered  in  the tiny hole in each door, right by the latching mechanism. 

They briefly debated going through the first door, but it had taken only  a  moment  of  conversation  for  everyone  to  agree  they  didn’t want to do that. 

The  time  for  a  careful,  plodding  approach  was  long  gone.  They couldn’t  hope  to  clear  every  monster  they  came  to,  and  besides, even  if  they  felt  like  they  had  the  time  to  do  that—all  agreed  they didn’t—they  likely  lacked  the  strength.  The  monsters  were  getting tougher  at  each  new  level.  That  meant  the  ones  down  here  would likely make quick work of a quartet of bruised and battered level four adventurers. 

The  only  reason  Jewel  thought  going  into  any  of  those  rooms was  a  good  idea  was  because  they  were  close  to  leveling  up.  She had checked her experience point total when it became clear nothing would immediately attack them on the staircase. It was a respectable 5475/6500.  So  close,  yet  still  some  points  to  go.  If  it  were  a  bit closer, she’d have preferred to try a floor and attempt to reach level five, but it was still more than a thousand points away. Too far to risk it. 

Rather  than  healing  or  fighting,  they  kept  walking  down.  Down the  dark  steps,  past  hidden  passageways  that  only  a  necromancer could guess what lay behind. 

Finally,  after  second-guessing  whether  they  should  open  every door  they  came  to—they  reached  the  end  of  the  stairs.  Jewel  was palpably  relieved.  She’d  wondered  if  the  stairway  was  enchanted and would never end. That they should have counted doors or tried some of the doors, or  something. Instead, they ended up in a small, circular room—about the diameter of the spiral staircase above them

—with a single door in it. 

“Well, here we are,” Jewel said. She couldn’t take her eyes off the door. It was wood, with two iron pieces attached to the hinges. They anchored  all  of  the  wood  planks.  It  was  a  normal  enough  door,  yet she could not help but imagine all manner of things beyond it. 

Would they face a powerful necromancer that made Tragor look like  a  parlor  magician?  Would  they  face  a  lich,  reawakened  by  the door's  creaking  and   angry?  Would  they  find  a  table  with  demons seated  at  it,  planning  out  their  invasion  of  the  world  above  and

divvying  up  provinces  Jewel  only  knew  from  the  memories  of  the sorceress whose body she inhabited? Or would they simply tumble through to nothingness and find this “game” was over? 

Jewel  had  certainly  played  games  with  less  than  satisfying endings.  At  the  moment,  the  idea  of  tumbling  through  a  portal  and emerging  at  Jorge’s  table—assuming  Jorge  appeared  as  well—

sounded lovely. 

“Do we open it or rest up first?” Morgan asked. 

“If we didn’t have time to rest above, we don’t have time to rest now,” Terry grunted. 

“That’s your rage speaking,” Morgan said. 

Terry shook his head. “It’s not, remember? I used all those up.” 

“Seems  like  a  good  reason  to  take  a  half-hour  and  recharge ourselves,” Morgan said. 

“Jorge might not have a half an hour. You saw how many of those things   were  marching  toward  the  surface,”  Mandy  said.  “We  didn’t see  the  last  things  to  come  up.  For  all  we  know,  there  could  be  a dragon crawling to the top as we speak.” 

“So,  your  vote  is  to  open  the  door,  rush  through,  see  what  lies beyond, and consequences be damned?” Morgan asked. 

Mandy  nodded.  “Your  vote  is  to  waste  thirty  minutes  Jorge doesn’t have.” 

Morgan  sighed.  “Ugh.  I  guess,  but  when  you  put  it  like  that,  I hope I lose.” 

“Well, I vote to go through,” Terry said. “I might not have any rage boiling up, but I still think we need to take this thing head-on. If we try to rest and get attacked here, we’ll get clobbered. Better to use what surprise we have.” 

All eyes turned to Jewel. 

“We  don’t  have  time  to  waste.  Jorge  and  this  entire  world  are counting  on  us.  If  there’s  some  way  to  stop  all  those  forces  or change their programming or  something,  we have to go for it.” 

All  three  of  her  companions  nodded.  There  wasn’t  a  drop  of doubt  among  them.  Not  a  smidgeon  of  unease.  Morgan  had expressed his misgivings, but now that they’d chosen their path, he looked as ready as the rest for what lay behind the door. 

“Sissy,  you  ready  for  this?”  Mandy  asked  the  giant  chameleon. 

Sissy licked one of her eyeballs with her tongue. 

“I think that’s a yes. Or maybe it means she’s hungry. Either way, let’s go,” Mandy said. 

“All right, then. Here’s how we do this. I’ll stand on the opposite side  of  the  room,  ready  to  blast  Fire  Bolt  if  something  comes through.  Terry  and  Morgan,  I  want  you  on  either  side.  If  something tries  to  come  through,  stop  it,  but  if  there  are  enemies  in  there,  let me strike from here first. Then we can use the door as a chokepoint.” 

“Sissy can help with that.” 

“I  want  Sissy  on  the  wall  above  the  door.  If  anything  comes through, they’ll expect people on either side of the door. What they’re not going to expect is a massive lizard clinging to the wall above the doorframe, ready to eat one of their heads with a sticky tongue.” 

Mandy  nodded.  “Come  on  Sissy,  up  on  the  wall,  all  right?  You can do it.” She didn’t say the words but  sang  them, and by golly, the lizard  listened. 

Jewel wondered—not for the first time—how much of what they said the lizard understood. Certainly, when it came to fighting, they’d always been able to get her where they wanted her. Did she simply understand combat, or did she have a grasp of the language they all spoke? 

The  lizard  folk  said  they  worshipped  this  species  in  particular. 

Was Sissy considered a demigod not because she was powerful but intelligent? Was it bravery that compelled her into this hole with them and not animal instinct? 

Questions  that  might  be  nice  to  have  answered,  but  not  now. 

Now, Jewel was thankful the chameleon had taken her place above the doorway and had both eyes pointed at it. 

“Mandy, are you ready?” 

Mandy nodded. “Is this a rip off the Band-aid situation or are we gonna go slow and steady and hope no one notices?” 

“Definitely slow and steady,” Jewel replied. 

Terry  and  Morgan  nodded  their  agreement  and  drew  their weapons. Jewel focused on the doorway and called upon the magic that allowed her to create fire in her hands. 

Mandy  carefully  turned  the  latch  to  avoid  making  a  sound,  then slowly cracked the door open. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Jorge wasn’t alone, not technically. He’d left behind the knights and paladins who had come with him, though. They’d made it to the other group,  and  it  was  obvious  that  the  others  had  received  their message.  The  group  was  slowly  but  surely  shifting  toward  where Morningstar  and  Porthos  were.  With  luck,  the  Tomb’s  forces  would fail to notice before it was too late.  How nice to have all those people by  your  side.  Jorge  wasn’t  alone,  but  the  only  things  around  him were  not  people. 

A zombie stumbled after him, and Jorge paused long enough to bash it in the skull with his mace. 

A skeleton heard the noise and Jorge ducked inside a tent. The skeleton plus three more—how the  hell  did a skeleton have friends? 

—followed him inside. Jorge ducked out the back, then pulled out the ropes  keeping  tension  on  the  pole  in  the  middle  of  the  tent.  It collapsed and tangled the skeletons inside. 

A  ghoul  leapt  over  his  head,  landed  on  the  ground,  and  turned toward  him.  It  was  directly  between  Jorge  and  Tragor.  Its  tongue lolled out, and its black eyes focused on Jorge. 

“Crap.”  Jorge  was  aware  that  he  should  have  said  something more befitting a god that shone light onto this world. 

The ghoul leapt at him, but before it crashed into him, an arrow caught  it  in  the  throat.  Jorge  dodged  underneath  its  careening corpse,  and  it  clattered  to  the  courtyard  behind  him.  He  stole  a glance over his shoulder, ready to give a nod of thanks to whoever had helped him. Instead, he saw a group of wights cursing at the one who shot the arrow that killed the ghoul. Obviously, they’d intended it for him. 

“Double crap!” Jorge ran into a tent and pressed on. If Tragor had something to do with all this, Jorge had to reach him. He had to stop him. He had to end this madness! 

He emerged from the other side of the tent and stayed low. Then he went through another one and saw the wights behind him had lit the tent he was in on fire. 

A mummy caught his gaze from across the courtyard and tried to strike fear into his heart, but his faith in Lux repelled the curse. 

A  Krasue  divebombed  him  from  above  and  tangled  him  with  its intestines, but Jorge knew more about anatomy than the Krasue was hoping.  He  bashed  it  in  its  exposed  heart,  and  it  released  him, convulsing in a pile of organs on the ground. 

He stumbled forward, making for Tragor. He had to reach him. He had to get inside and make the necromancer stop all this. Then he was there! Tragor’s tent was right in front of him. Jorge only had to step inside…but before he could, a demon's talons sank into his calf. 

“Triple  crap!”  Jorge  screamed  as  he  crashed  to  the  ground, smashed his jaw, and spat out a tooth. He twisted to see the demon and  felt  pain  sear  through  his  leg.  The  demon  was  insectile,  like  a wasp  the  size  of  a  man,  but  not  as  streamlined.  It  was  as  if  some force other than the calm hand of evolution had shaped it. Its claws went straight through his calf, entering one side and poking out the other. 

It hissed and tried to pull him toward it, which  hurt.  It  hurt  more than  anything  Jorge  had  ever  experienced  in  his  entire  life,  but  it didn’t work. Jorge was too big in this body. 

Instead  of  dragging  the  priest  toward  its  terrible  clacking mandibles—there  were  also  teeth  hiding  behind  the  mandibles, which  seemed  excessively  creepy  in  Jorge’s  opinion—it  succeeded only  in  ripping  his  calf  open  more.  This  wasn’t  what  the  demon wanted, though. It hissed and clacked in frustration. Oddly enough, it didn’t simply crawl on top of Jorge and slaughter him, as it no doubt could have. It didn’t seem to want to get any closer. 

It made no sense. Jorge hadn’t cast any sort of protective spell. It wasn’t  only  the  demon  that  stayed  away.  Wights  lined  up  on  either side of it, and a Krasue—the same or different, Jorge could not tell—

floated above but didn’t attack. 

Realizing  this,  Jorge  jerked  his  leg  free  of  the  demon’s  claw.  It withdrew the appendage and didn’t attack further. 

Jorge turned toward the tent. Toward what lay inside. 

It was Tragor. Tragor had to be keeping himself safe. 

Which could only mean he was in charge of all this. 

Jorge  said  a  prayer  to  his  warrior  god.  Healing  light  coursed through  his  leg,  mended  his  wound,  and  took  away  the  pain.  He looked  once  more  at  the  demon  and  wights  lining  up  to  kill  him, obeying some force Jorge could not see. 

Then he went inside the tent. 

He  found  a  greasy  man  standing  over  Tragor,  working  on disabling his magic blocking cuffs. 

“You’re sure the crystals have that much power?” the greasy man asked. 

“Grimalf, behind you!” Tragor hissed. 

Grimalf let go of Tragor, drew his sword, and spun to try to take off Jorge’s head, all in one smooth motion. 

Jorge had his mace up and managed to get it in the sword's path, sending it over his head instead of through it. 

Grimalf  had  looked  terrified  when  his  face  first  came  into  view, but  now  the  fear  was  gone.  He  gritted  his  teeth  and  narrowed  his eyes. Then he attacked once more. Jorge had a feeling the greasy man was no more comfortable with the undead than Jorge was. He must have been expecting one when the tent opened. 

Could Jorge use that? 

He had to try. 

He dodged the man’s first swing, then caught the second with the mace.  But  Grimalf  was  an  experienced  swordsman.  The  second blow wasn’t a strike but a feint. Without his full strength behind the blow, Grimalf easily redirected the blade into Jorge’s thigh. 

Jorge  stumbled  backward.  The  wound  wasn’t  that  deep,  but  it was  bad  enough  to  make  him  limp.  Grimalf  saw  this  as  much  as Jorge felt it, and pushed forward, more relentless this time. 

Jorge dodged the first blow and swung his mace with everything he had. Grimalf dodged it—mostly. He got out of the way but could not get his hand clear. Jorge’s mace smashed into it, making pulp of the bones. 

Grimalf  hardly  grimaced.  He  simply  let  go  of  the  sword  with  his injured hand and began to fight one-handed. Jorge knew when he’d lost a battle. Rather than try to keep the melee going, he opted for magic. 

He cast Hold Person, and Grimalf froze in place. 

Jorge sighed in relief. He didn’t think he would last much longer, but  fortunately,  the  spell  had  worked,  and  Jorge  had  a  moment  to breathe. 

That moment abruptly ended when Tragor sprang off the ground

—fast as any coiled serpent—and caught Jorge in the neck with the chain on the manacles binding his wrists together. 

Jorge might have been able to stay on his feet—after all, he was bigger and bulkier than the skeletal necromancer—but with the gash in his thigh, he buckled like a belt. Tragor crashed on top of him and pressed the chain even more firmly into his neck. 

Jorge  struggled  to  breathe  or  move.  He  was  running  out  of  air. 

This tiny man covered in horrible tattoos would choke the life out of him.  He  tried  to  call  on  the  power  of  Lux,  but  he  couldn’t  say  the words he needed to cast a spell. 

“You  and  your  false  priesthood  have   failed.  You  see  that?  You couldn’t find cuffs that could stop my power, and you think you can handle what comes out of the Tomb? Even held prisoner as I am, I’m more powerful than you! You’re nothing! Nothing but a fat fraud.” 

Jorge didn’t try to argue. He didn’t try to reason. All he wanted to do was breathe. The chain was pushing harder and harder into his neck. His vision was going dark. The edges grew closer and closer, fading  to  black  so  all  he  could  see  was  Tragor’s  twisted  face sneering at him. 

He tried to focus, recall some prayer, some gesture, but without oxygen, he couldn’t do a thing. As the world went dark, his brain felt like it was speeding up, using the last bit of air he had to prepare him for the next world. 

He  remembered  sitting  alone  in  school.  The  other  kids  were making fun of him for how he’d said his name. 

He remembered being picked last for soccer. 

He  remembered  playing  board  games  against  himself  until  one day,  a  girl  who  bullied  everyone—including  him—asked  what  he thought he was doing. 

He  remembered  making  friends  with  that  girl  and  exploring imaginary worlds together. 

Later,  when  she’d  gone  to  college,  and  he’d  opted  not  to,  he remembered  playing  role-playing  games  with  her  every  week.  He remembered  her  bringing  friends.  He  remembered  not  feeling  so alone anymore. 

He remembered trying to make those friends feel better, as they’d done  for  him,  and  ruining  everything  when  he  brought  them  to  a magic world through the pages of a book. 

He remembered all they’d done to try to save this world, all they had  undergone  to  improve  themselves,  to  make  this  world  a  better place, and to make themselves worthy in the process. 

His  friends…  The  god  of  light  might  have  failed  him,  but  his friends…his friends never would. Jorge didn’t doubt that at this very moment, they were doing everything they could to stop the undead, even if it meant blowing the whole place up. 

That was it! Suddenly Jorge knew what he had to do! 

First, he had to push the bony necromancer with tasteless tattoos off his chest. 

Jorge opened his eyes. Tragor had planted himself on the middle of his chest, knees on Jorge’s arms, chain digging into his neck. 

“Not dead yet?” Tragor growled. 

Jorge  couldn’t  move  his  arms.  He  couldn’t  feel  his  legs.  All  he could feel was his belly, painful under Tragor’s weight. So, he sucked in his gut. 

It  wasn’t  much,  but  it  unsettled  Tragor  enough  to  make  him loosen his hold on Jorge’s neck by a centimeter. Jorge sucked in a breath  of  precious  air,  filled  his  diaphragm,  and  used  its  girth  to  tip Tragor off him. 

He rose to a knee, then two. Then Grimalf crashed into him from behind. 

Jorge  fell  to  the  floor,  but  Grimalf  could  not  stay  on  top  of  him. 

Jorge  rolled  over.  He  knew  he  had  to  get  back  up.  His  hand  found his  mace.  He  raised  it  to  swing  at  Grimalf,  but  Tragor  interrupted those plans. Choking Jorge half to death wasn’t good enough for the necromancer  because  he  came  at  Jorge  again,  cuffs  up  and  chain tight. 

He didn’t expect Jorge to be swinging his mace already. Without meaning  to,  Jorge’s  mace  crashed  into  the  side  of  Tragor’s  head. 

The necromancer’s head jerked to the side, and he clattered to the floor, unmoving. Either unconscious or dead, Jorge didn’t know, but it immediately became irrelevant. 

Whatever  spell  or  force  Tragor  had  been  using  to  keep  the undead at bay ceased when he stopped moving. The second Tragor hit  the  floor,  the  insectile  demon  that  had  gored  Jorge’s  leg  burst through the flap to the tent. 

“What in the—” Grimalf said before the demon sank its claws into Grimalf’s  arm.  It  fell  upon  him,  goring  him  again  and  again.  Wights tried to get past the demon but got tangled in the tent when a Krasue knocked the entire thing over from above. 

Jorge  stumbled  backward,  out  of  the  tent,  away  from  the carnage. 

Tragor hadn’t summoned all these monsters. He hadn’t been able to  get  inside  the  pit.  He  was  only  here  because  he  was  desperate enough  to  try  to  control  them.  He  had  failed.  He’d  been  knocked unconscious, and the tiny bubble of safety he’d rendered was moot. 

An  arm  flew  out  of  the  mess  of  wights,  demons,  and  undead crowding  into  the  downed  tent.  An  arm  covered  in  tattoos  that featured the same monsters that had ripped it from its body. 

Jorge didn’t know if Tragor and Grimalf had survived, but it didn’t matter.  Tragor  hadn’t  been  able  to  stop  the  demons  and  undead from taking an arm. He wouldn’t be able to stop this invasion either. 

That  was  all  right.  Jorge  didn’t  need  them.  When  he’d  nearly suffocated, a plan had occurred to him. It was insane. It was utterly insane. Then again, what else was he witnessing but insanity? There were  skeletons,  flying  organs,  and  demons  of  every  type  trying  to break through the protective ring that the forces of light had formed. 

There was nothing Jorge wanted more than to join them. But he couldn’t.  Not  yet.  Not  while  his  friends  were  still  in  danger.  Rather than rushing toward safety, he ran for his tent to grab the things he would need to make his plan work. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Terry  gripped  his  ax,  feeling  the  familiar  texture  of  the  haft  and  the bits  of  leather  wrapping  in  his  palm.  This  might  be  the  last  time  he ever felt its comforting touch in his hand. When Mandy opened the door, it could be their end. 

Terry didn’t tell her to stop. 

Mandy  slowly  pulled  the  door  open.  She  paused  when  it  first cleared  the  edge  of  the  door  frame.  Nothing  happened.  No  gust  of wind or fireball knocked the door off its hinges. 

“Keep going,” Terry whispered. 

Mandy did. She pulled it open another inch. 

Light  spilled  out  of  the  crack  between  the  door  and  frame.  Not blinding  light.  Not  burning  light.  Not  light  that  melted  your  skin  off when it touched it. Only light. 

“If  nothing’s  attacked  yet,  I  think  you  can  open  it  more,”  Terry said. 

Mandy  swung  the  door  wide,  and  Terry  witnessed  the  greatest hoard  of  treasure  he’d  ever  seen  outside  the  vault  of  an  animated duck. 

There  was  gold.  So  much  gold.  Gold  coins.  Gold  chains.  Gold ingots. There was silver. Silver bricks. Silver bangles. Silver crowns. 

There  were  jewels  of  every  shade  and  every  size,  all  of  which sparkled in the light of magical braziers that dotted the wall, as well as an honest-to-goodness chandelier. 

Scattered  among  the  gold,  silver,  and  jewels  were  objects  as well.  Swords  with  ruby-encrusted  pommels.  Armor  that  looked fabulous  but  couldn’t  have  possibly  stopped  a  sword  unless  it  was enchanted.  Goblets  of  every  size.  Rings.  Necklaces.  A  thousand other trinkets. 

Books of every size completely covered one of the walls, as well as  cubbies  for  scrolls.  Another  wall  had  a  tapestry  that  from  this angle looked inky and black but surely showed some great battle or another momentous event. 

One of the walls had weapons mounted on it that glowed. Magic items, no doubt. Terry licked his lips when his eyes fell on one of the axes. There were so many! 

Across the room, on the far side of all the treasure was a massive archway.  Beyond  that  was  the  dark  pit,  with  the  stairs  they’d descended  until  the  undead  attacked  them  on  the  far  side.  There was  something  about  the  archway  that  wasn’t  quite  right.  It shimmered as if there were a force field of some kind. Terry’s Danger Sense was going off the charts. Between that and his experience as a gamer, he didn’t step into the room. 

“Are you guys seeing this?” 

“It  looks  like  the  trappiest  trap  the  world  has  ever  trapped,” 

Mandy said. 

“Oh! Oh, I got a skill for this!” Morgan stepped forward. “We’re all healed  up  decently,  right?  What  say  I  use  my  last  remaining  spell slot to detect traps?” 

“Makes sense to me,” Jewel said. 

Morgan stepped into the doorway, moved his arms about in some arcane motions, and sent golden threads of light out into the room. 

The threads quested and searched, but other than a single gauntlet, they didn’t alight on anything. 

“No one picks up that gauntlet, got it?” Morgan said. 

“That’s…that’s it?” Terry asked. “The weapon racks aren’t booby-trapped?  That  tapestry’s  not  going  to  come  alive  and  eat  us  or whatever?” 

“I…I don’t think so,” Morgan said. 

“What about your Danger Sense?” Jewel asked. 

“Oh,  it’s  hammering  all  right,  but  there’s  a  massive  horde  of undead right on the other side of that archway.” 

Jewel nodded. 

“Well?”  Mandy  asked.  “We  didn’t  stop  for  a  short  rest.  Are  we going to dither around now?” 

“Mandy’s got a point. Let’s see what we can find,” Jewel said. 

Terry stepped inside the room. 

Despite  Morgan  having  said  it  was  safe,  Terry  still  expected  an earthquake, or for the ceiling to collapse, or for all of the gold coins

to  turn  into  spiders  or   something.  Nothing  happened  when  he entered the room. He took a few steps in. Morgan entered next. 

If  there  was  a  curse  in  this  room  to  bar  the  light  of  Lux  from shining in here, it didn’t seem to be worried about a level four cleric who was low on spells. Jewel and Mandy entered, and again nothing happened. Finally Sissy slithered in through the top of the doorway. 

“All  right.  I  understand  Morgan  didn’t  sense  any  traps,  but  we should still be careful not touch any—" 

“Sissy, no!” Mandy shouted as the lizard slithered  over  a tapestry and scrambled up one of the heaping mounds of treasure, sending gold and silver coins scattering everywhere as she made for a sword covered  in  rubies.  Mandy  yelled  at  her  to  stop,  but  the  lizard  didn’t listen. She gobbled down the blade, then licked her lips contentedly. 

Still, nothing happened. 

Not even when Sissy barfed up the sword, and it went spinning across the room did all hell break loose. Terry thought that a jeweled sword  slamming  into  a  suit  of  armor  made  of  what  appeared  to  be diamond would cause  something  to happen, but nothing did. 

“Is it…is it really safe in here?” Jewel asked. 

“It can’t be,” Mandy said. 

“I don’t know,” Morgan said. “It feels like when Jorge checks the time  and  realizes  there’s  no  time  left  in  the  night  and  pulls  his punches.” 

“Jorge didn’t do all this,” Terry said. 

“Then how do you explain this not pissing the hell out of whatever necromancer  amassed  all  this  treasure?”  Mandy  gestured  to  Sissy, sniffing around for other weapons to gobble up and spit out. 

“Those knights we were with did a pretty good job of pissing off every zombie, mummy, and demon in this place. Maybe it’s empty,” 

Terry said. 

“You  think  we  can  poke  around?”  Morgan  whispered.  Terry realized they’d  all  been whispering. 

“I say we go for it,” Terry said, his eyes on the ax on the wall. 

“All  right,”  Jewel  said  through  gritted  teeth.  “Here’s  the  plan. 

Everyone  looks  for  clues  about  how  to  turn  the  tide  against  the

undead.  If  anyone  finds  anything  that  might  shut  them  down  or whatever, let the rest of us know.” 

“What about potions?” Morgan gestured at what appeared to be a china cabinet stuffed with jars and vials of every shape and color. 

“Potions would be good. We could use some spell slots.” 

“What about weapons?” Terry asked. 

“I  mean,  if  you  find  one  strong  against  undead  or  demons,  I guess it would sort of count.” 

“Sweet,” Terry said. 

They spread out through the room. Terry made for the weapons rack.  Jewel  went  for  the  wall  of  tomes.  Morgan  headed  toward  the potions.  Mandy  tried  to  keep  Sissy  from  stuffing  herself  with treasure. 

At  first,  they  worked  in  silence,  and  the  only  sounds  were  their footsteps  and  the  chastisements  Mandy  directed  at  Sissy.  When nothing  attacked  them,  cursed  them,  or  turned  out  to  be  a  mimic, they started to let down their guard. 

“Oh  wow.”  Terry  hefted  an  ax  off  the  weapons  rack.  “This  is  an enchanted blade that can cut through  anything.  I…I didn’t think I’d be able to lift it!” He said the last part way too loud, but no one told him to quiet down. He took the ax with him and headed to where Morgan stood. 

The cleric hadn’t made it to the cabinet of potions. He’d stopped in  front  of  the  black  tapestry  on  the  wall.  A  brief  feeling  of  panic flooded  Terry’s  consciousness.  This  had  to  be  the  trap.  Everyone was  supposed  to  think  everything  in  here  was  fine,  then  someone went and stared at the tapestry and got lost in its cursed images and

—

Morgan stuck his hand  into  the tapestry. 

“What the heck?” Terry balked. 

Morgan  pulled  his  arm  back  out,  wiggled  his  fingers,  then  stuck his arm back in. “I can’t believe I found one of these.” 

“One of what?” Terry asked. 

Morgan pulled the tapestry off the wall—he was careful not to let it fall on him—then folded it. It had no thickness, like none at all, so when Morgan folded it, it didn’t get any thicker. Instead, it halved in

size, then halved again and again and again until Morgan could fit it in a pouch that hung from his belt. 

“I’ve got a hole in me pocket.” 

“What?” 

“From the Beatles movie?” Morgan waggled his eyebrows. 

“The who?” 

“No, not The Who, the Beatles.” 

“I know who the freaking Beatles are! What I don’t know is why the hell you’re talking about them right now.” 

“Because I’ve got a hole in me pocket!” 

“Seriously, Morgan?” 

“Yeesh, and I thought your rage was gone.” 

“You haven’t been punched in the face yet, right? Consider that a gift.” 

“You haven’t seen  The Yellow Submarine?” 

“I’ve heard the song.” 

“It’s not only a song, but like, an entire movie—" 

“Morgan,  it’s  not  great.  It’s  also  irrelevant.  Can  you  focus, please?” Jewel said. 

“Right, sorry.” Morgan shuffled off toward the cabinet of potions. 

Terry didn’t know where to go next, but he certainly didn’t want to go  fiddle  with  a  cabinet  of  glass  bottles.  That  sounded  entirely  too shatter-able.  Jewel  also  seemed  to  be  doing  something  extremely boring.  Terry  once  loved  lore  and  books  in  general—he  was  an English  major,  after  all!—but  not  in  this  body.  He  turned  from  them and  looked  at  Mandy,  who  was  staring  at  the  super  tall  arch  that framed the doorway to the pit. 

Something  was  there,  some  sort  of  transparent  force  that glimmered from different angles. 

Terry moved back and forth, wondering what it could do when he saw Sissy  levitate  toward it! 

“Sissy! Sissy, what are you doing?” Mandy shouted at the lizard and ran forward. She made it about three steps before she bumped into something and fell backward on her butt. 

Terry  realized  Sissy  wasn’t  levitating  but  crawling  on  something invisible. It started to move, and Sissy scampered off it and scurried

behind Mandy. 

Mandy  got  up  and  reached  out,  feeling  for  what  she  could  not see. She touched something, ran her hand across it, then recoiled. 

“Oh shit.” She backed up until she bumped into Sissy. 

Terry was about to ask what the heck she thought she’d touched when he got his answer in the worst way possible. 

It  chuckled  first,  a  deep  unsettling  laugh  that  rose  in  pitch  and intensity  until  it  echoed  off  the  walls.  Its  eyes  appeared  next. 

Massive,  orange  orbs  were  more  than  twenty  feet  above  Morgan, near  the  room's  ceiling.  Next,  its  scales  rippled  into  the  visible spectrum. They were dark red, overlapping, thick, and gnarled with age. It was a dragon. Not just any dragon, either, but a red one, and judging by its scales, an ancient one. 

“Why  are  you  plundering  my  possessions?”  it  asked,  smoke pouring from its nostrils. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

To say Mandy was panicking was an understatement. She’d bumped into a  dragon.  Worse,  her  chameleon  buddy  had  been  gobbling  up its  treasure  like  it  was  cheap  candy,  and  her  friends  had  been treating the place like a round of supermarket sweep. 

Sissy  wasn’t  so  intimidated,  though.  She  slithered  in  front  of Mandy,  changed  colors  from  brownish  to  stripes  of  bright  red  and blue, and hissed for all she was worth. 

When  the  dragon  leveled  a  glare  at  her,  she  caved.  She scampered  away  from  Mandy,  up  a  wall,  and  cowered  in  a  high corner. Mandy couldn’t blame her. She wanted to do the same thing! 

She knew she couldn’t do that, though. This was a dragon. The world’s most cunning monster. Wise as most wizards, clever as most thieves, and more powerful than any predator. If she turned her back on it, that would be not only rude but cowardly. She couldn’t run, but she couldn’t attack. 

Not knowing if she was making a good decision, Mandy did the only thing her shaking legs would allow. She dropped to her knees and lowered her forehead to the floor. “Oh, wise and powerful one! 

Forgive  us!  We  are  but  humble  explorers!  If  we  had  known  this treasure  hoard  belonged  to  one  as  wise  and  powerful  as  you,  we would not have dared touch a single coin! It was your cunning ability to be invisible that misled us, blind as the worms we are.” 

“You’re not here to steal my treasure?” The dragon asked. 

“No,  we’re   not,”  Mandy  hissed,  turning  to  her  friends.  Jewel pushed the tome she was looking at back onto the shelf, and Terry extended his arm and dropped the ax. Its blade sliced into the stone floor enough for it to stay upright, where he could reach the handle. 

Mandy suppressed an urge to roll her eyes. Barbarians could be so predictable. Morgan had his back to the cabinet of potions. Its doors were  open,  and  he'd  clasped  his  hands  behind  his  back.  Mandy thought  maybe  clerics  could  not  lie,  but  it  didn’t  seem  such  oaths applied to dragons. 

“We would never dare steal the treasure from one as powerful as you!” Mandy repeated, hoping to draw the dragon’s attention back to her. Although when that worked,    and it turned its eyes—the color of flames—on her, she regretted such a gambit. 

“Then  why  are  you  here?  Surely  you  have  heard  the  Mighty Ventapyros laid claim to this place.” 

Mandy  had  to  think  fast.  She  had  never  heard  about  a  dragon named  Ventapyros,  but  her  ignorance  could  be  a  clue.  Surely,  if there was a threat of an ancient red dragon waiting for them at the bottom  of  the  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil,  someone  would  have mentioned  it.  If  not  Porthos  or  Morningstar,  then  surely  Leif  or  the lizard people who’d helped them get there. 

People had only recently discovered the Tomb. Surely if a dragon had come out here in the last few years, rumors would have rippled through Blun? No such rumors had appeared. Still, Ventapyros said he  laid claim  to this place, which meant he was not from the Tomb but came from somewhere else. 

Not  sure  if  she  was  right,  but  knowing  that  she  needed  to  say something,  Mandy  took  a  risk.  “Do  you  mean  to  say  that  I  stand before  the  Ventapyros?”  She  filled  her  voice  with  as  much  awe  as she could manage. 

The dragon stood taller at the honorific “the” and held his wings behind him to better frame his features. “The one and only.” 

“I heard tales of you when I was young!” 

The dragon blinked. Something about what Mandy said didn’t sit right with it. She couldn’t let him become irate, so she soldiered on. 

“Your fires are said to burn hotter than any other! That the molten rock that runs beneath the world's surface is not as hot as the blood that runs in your veins!” 

“Well,  that’s  a  bit  of  an  exaggeration,  but  yes,  I  suppose  I   have burned castles to the ground and melted their stones into nothing but slag.” 

“You are humble as well! Truly, that is the only explanation then.” 

Mandy  was  well  aware  she  was  treading  on  increasingly  thin  rock, that a sea of magma waited below, and she would crash through if she uttered so much as a single wrong word. 

She had to keep talking. Terry would surely threaten the dragon, while  Jewel  would  talk  down  to  it,  and  Morgan  would  likely  try  to convert it. Her words were the only way any of them would get out of this. Like any strategy, she had to take some risks if she was going to be successful. 

“Explanation?” Ventapyros asked. 

“Well,  for  why  you’re  here,  Lord  Dragon.  This  chamber…  You cannot stretch your wings in it. A dragon of your majesty and power could rule the world above. Surely you don’t control the world above only because of your humble nature.” 

The dragon snorted. Then he shot a fireball from his nose. It took every bit of willpower Mandy had not to dodge the sneeze. 

“Ah,  yes,  well,  the  legends  of  this  treasure  hoard  reached  my ears,  and  I  could  not  resist.  Lo  and  behold,  the  treasure  is  indeed worthy of one such as I! If only I could find servants to beg for it.” 

“I would gladly do anything you ask if only to call myself the bard to  His  Eminence,  the  err…  Flaming  Ventapyros.  But  what  do  you mean you cannot find servants? Surely many would serve you.” 

The dragon nodded at this, batting his eyelashes and everything. 

Mandy glanced at Jewel, whose eyebrows were raised practically off her  head.  She  mouthed  the  word  “flaming?”  to  which  Mandy shrugged. 

“Certainly,  there  are  those  who  should  serve  me.  I  would  think anyway.  Back  when  I  was  on  the  surface,  it  was  mostly  knights grandstanding and trying to kill me, but I don’t mind their efforts so much. Good exercise slaughtering knights, you know.” 

“Of  course,  oh  Ventapyros  who  shines  like  fire  in  the  darkest  of nights.” 

“Ha.  Shines  like   fire   at  the  Darkest  of   Knights.  That’s  funny because I burned a bunch of knights to death.” 

“You flatter me, Your Eminence. I may now die happy knowing I have brought a smile to your um…jaws.” 

“If  only  others  saw  me  as  you  do!  The  demons  down  here  care for  nothing  but  conquest,  and  the  undead  can’t  carry  on  a conversation  to  save  their  lives.”  The  dragon  raised  an  eyebrow  at Mandy. 

She  belatedly  realized  that  the  “save  their  lives”  line  was supposed  to  be  a  joke,  and  she  laughed  uproariously.  The  dragon believed  in  “he  who  laughs  last,  laughs  best,”  because  when  he glanced at Mandy’s friends and they all started laughing, the dragon beamed. 

“Your  Eminence,  forgive  me  if  I  sound  as  if  I  doubt  your  power, but you sound as if there is something…wrong with this place. Have you not been to the surface? I would think not since I haven’t heard tell of your majestic form lighting up the sky.” 

“Oh,  if  I  had  been  to  the  surface,  you  would  have  heard  of  it,” 

Ventapyros  said.  Some  of  his  good  humor  drained  away.  “I  came down  here  in  search  of  this  treasure  hoard,  but  once  I  entered  this room, something cast a spell on me.” 

“What spell could be cast upon one as powerful as yourself?” 

“Believe it or not there are powers older and more fearsome than me,”  Ventapyros  muttered.  Mandy  got  the  sense  that  maybe  he hadn’t  meant  to  say  that  bit  aloud  but  had  been  by  himself  for  a rather  long  time.  “Once  I  entered  this  room,  the  door  behind  me became a barrier. I can pass through it, but if I reach the surface and so  much  as  the  tip  of  a  claw  crosses   that   barrier,  I  reappear  back down here. It’s all rather frustrating.” 

“We  encountered  that  barrier.  It  stopped  us  for  a  time,  too,” 

Mandy said. 

“I’ve  been  trying  to  work  around  it  for  years  now.  There  are regenerative  properties  to  this  place.  You  seem  the  clever  sort,  so surely you noticed. I found a gem here that could spawn undead, so I  put  it  in  one  of  the  upper  levels.  It  replicated  itself,  so  slowly  but surely,  I  added  more  and  more  of  them  until  the  upper  levels  were full. I found another that did the same thing with demons and did the same thing on the lower levels. I sought to overwhelm that level cap, then earn my freedom. It’s a frustrating thing, is it not? How did you circumvent it?” 

“We’re below the threshold,” Morgan said. 

Mandy  tried  to  murder  him  with  her  gaze,  but  she  had  to  turn back to the dragon when he spoke. 

“Below?” the dragon sniffed at them then, a great inhalation that pulled  air  across  them  like  the  wind.  “Why,  you’re  hardly  level  five! 

Surely the forces of good didn’t think the likes of you could hope to slay the Mighty Ventapyros.” 

“Yo, that’s my honorific too,” Terry said. 

Mandy wanted to curse the stupid barbarian. Instead, she tried to placate  the  dragon.  “No  forces  sent  us  to  slay  you,  oh  wise  and humble  Ventapyros.  We  came  for  treasure,  same  as  you.  Although now we see there is a more rightful claim to this wealth than ours.” 

“I  doubt  that.”  Ventapyros  eyed  the  barbarian.  “I  had  hoped  the undead  would  break  free  and  slowly  weaken  the  barrier,  but  the damn things won’t do anything but try to defend this place.” 

Mandy  thought  Jewel  was  the  smart  one  of  the  bunch,  but  her next  words  would  dispel  that  notion  for  years  to  come  if  she managed to live any more years. 

“The undead have all left,” Jewel said. 

Ventapyros  turned  to  Jewel,  appraised  her,  then  turned  back  to Mandy.  “I  detect  no  spellcasting.  Does  that  mean  she  speaks  the truth?” 

“I…”Jewel started to speak and stopped. 

In the silence, Ventapyros turned his head toward the pit behind him. “I hear nothing. The last time I listened, I heard demons talking strategy and undead shuffling around. They’re all gone? Because if they are, surely I can leave by the same route they did.” 

“Some  of  the  undead  made  it  to  the  surface,  yes,”  Mandy  said. 

“Why follow them when we are here to serve you?” 

“Oh, be quiet. I tire of this deception. I can tell the one behind you is a cleric to Lux. You are not here to serve a dragon. You are here to fight me. I’ve enjoyed this little attempt of yours, but in the end, your presence is an insult. Lux should have sent a band of true heroes! If Paragran is still around, they should have sent hundreds of knights for me to boil alive in their armor, tear apart, and et cetera.” 

“I don’t think you need the ‘and,’ my err…lord,” Morgan said. 

The dragon narrowed its eyes at the cleric. 

“What is the level cap? When I came in here, it was near twenty. 

Why would they have sent you down if you’re so weak?” 

“When we first got here it was three,” Terry said. 

“Three?  But,  but  that’s  impossible!  Every  time  I  enter  the  main chamber,  I  reset  it  in  the  upper  teens.  I  was  out  there  a  few  days ago! It couldn’t have fallen to three unless… Unless it’s been… How long has it been since anyone has seen me in the lands outside?” 

“We aren’t certain…” 

“For  the  level  cap  to  be  so  low…  it  must  have  been   decades since  I  was  last  on  the  surface.  That’s  what  you  said,  isn’t  it?  That you only heard of me when you were younger.  How long have I been down here?”  Smoke poured from his nostrils. 

“It seems like there’s a lot to process, Your Eminence. I mean, it looks like your invisible nap was  a little  longer than you thought.” 

“You will pay for this.” 

“No,  please,  Your  Grace,  we  are  but  lowly  adventurers!  We’d make better servants than opponents!” 

The dragon snorted. “Opponents? I see none of those in front of me. What I see is the first meal I’ve had in decades.” 

“Time to go.” Jewel made for the back door. A blast of fire from the dragon’s throat and the entryway they’d come in through melted and collapsed. 

“Time for dinner.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Jorge exited Percival’s tent at a full sprint, sack in hand. He thought he’d  lost  the  undead,  but  he’d  underestimated  the  tracking  abilities on the floating organ sacks. One of them spotted him as soon as he entered  the  tent.  He  was  inside  for  less  than  ten  seconds,  but  that was enough time for the Krasue to summon some of its “friends.” 

“Father Porthos! Help!” Jorge shouted as he sprinted across the courtyard  toward  the  fighting  group  of  warriors.  Since  he’d  last checked  on  the  battle,  little  had  changed.  All  of  the  fighters  had grouped—an improvement—but so had the undead. 

They  swarmed  the  human  forces,  attacking  from  all  sides  and above. They seemed slightly closer to Jorge than they had been and slightly  farther  away  from  the  central  chamber.  That  was  good  for Jorge’s chances of survival but bad for his broader plans. Still, he’d take it! 

A Krasue divebombed him from above, but an arrow knocked it from the sky. A pair of wights turned to face him and were stabbed from  behind  by  a  couple  of  knights.  Jorge  tripped  over  one  of  the corpses  of  the  wights  and  crashed  into  the  central  area  of  the battling knights and clerics. 

Immediately,  despite  the  hundreds  of  undead  and  demons  all around  him,  he  felt  a  flush  of  relief.  With  so  many  clerics  and paladins in one place, a blend of auras and buffs washed over him. 

They took away his pain, doubts, and the stitches in his side. Good thing on the second one too, because for a minute, he doubted his plan made any kind of sense. Now, bolstered by these believers in Lux, he believed it could work. 

“Were  you  successful,  my  son?”  Porthos  didn’t  look  at  him, keeping his eyes on the forces still trying to kill them. 

“Tragor has no power here. I think he had a man watching the pit, so he knew when the team went down, then called for you to come and see him. I… He… The undead attacked him. He can’t stop this.” 

“Then it’s up to us.” 

“About  that.”  Jorge  held  up  the  sack.  “I  have  a  plan.  Is  Percival still around?” 

“You’d  need  more  than  hundreds  of  walking  corpses  to  kill  me!” 

Percival said. “Which they’ve brought, so what do you have?” 

“Can you cast Lightning Bolt?” Jorge asked. 

“Yes. One of my favorites, that one,” Percival said. 

“Okay, good! All right, I think I have a way to take them out, but we’re going to need to switch the battle around. Is there a way to get everyone  to  cast  Turn  Undead  at  once?  I  want  to  force  the  enemy into a smaller area, maybe against one of these walls?” 

“We can, but that’s only going to buy us a minute of respite from this,” Porthos said. 

“Then I’ll make it work in less than a minute!” 

“What’s the plan?” Morningstar asked. 

“We’re going to—" 

“Jorge  thinks  he  can  end  this.  We’re  going  to  drive  the  undead against a wall.” 

Doubt  crossed  Morningstar’s  face,  but  he  nodded.  “I  trust  you both. I should have trusted you this entire time. We’ll help you push them back.” 

Porthos said nothing more to Jorge. He gave orders to his clerics and paladins while Morningstar did the same. 

“Knights  of  Paragran,  I  have  already  asked  more  of  you  than  I should,”  Morningstar  shouted  to  his  armored  fighters.  “I  must  ask even more. We need to get these undead bunched together, which isn’t  going  to  work  as  long  as  we’re  a  solid  group  like  this.  The bishop’s men need to force them together, but they can only do that if they’re on the  outside,  not the  inside.” 

The  men  roared  at  this,  shaking  their  weapons  or  stabbing wights. There was no doubt, no hesitation. 

“We’ve talked about this, men. We’ve talked about what we might have to do. Well, now’s the time. Are you with me?” 

The knights of Paragran let out a mighty cheer. Then Morningstar raised his sword and ran out of the circle of safety that the paladins and clerics had blessed. His men didn’t hesitate. They didn’t waver. 

They  raised  their  swords  and  left  the  circle,  charging  after  their leader. 

This  change  in  tactics  didn’t  go  unnoticed  by  the  demons  and undead. A particularly fearsome demon with a bull's head, a man’s arms, and reptilian feet swooped down from the sky, grabbed one of the  knights,  and  lifted  him.  He  barely  got  off  the  ground  before  a swarm of imps appeared and ripped the knight to shreds. 

This  grotesque  display  galvanized  the  rest  of  the  demons  and undead,  who  had  been  fighting  a  mostly  losing  battle  against  the paladins and clerics. The demons and undead in the air gave chase immediately,  and  many  of  the  skeletons,  wights,  zombies,  and ghouls followed. 

Morningstar’s  troops  were  fast,  and  they  stuck  together  as  they moved  across  the  courtyard  toward  one  of  the  walls,  but  they  no longer walked in the light of Lux. Ghouls crashed into those on the periphery,  knocking  them  down  where  zombies  and  skeletons  then tore them apart. Wights found chinks in armor and used javelins on ropes  to  pull  knights  from  the  main  group.  Krasue  tangled  those knights in the middle with their organs. Those who fought back lost precious speed and got attacked by other demons. 

By  the  time  the  knights  made  it  to  the  far  wall,  their  foes  had halved their numbers. 

“This  way,  men!”  Morningstar’s  voice  sounded  broken.  In  a  few seconds, he had lost more warriors than they’d lost during the rest of the mission. Still, he didn’t falter. He didn’t slow. He knew what role he needed to play in this battle, and he would be damned before he stopped playing it. 

“Now!”  Bishop  Porthos  yelled,  and  his  clerics  and  paladins  took off  after  the  swarm  of  undead  and  demons.  Instead  of  staying together  in  a  tight  cluster  as  the  knights  of  Paragran  had,  they fanned  out,  forming  a  line  of  alternating  paladins  and  clerics.  This was what Jorge had asked for. This was what they needed to do if they  were  going  to  have  any  chance  against  this  overwhelming number of foes, but he wasn’t sure he could stomach the sacrifice as steadfastly as Morningstar had. 

Two  paladins  plus  Porthos  himself  were  running  with  Jorge  and Percival  to  keep  them  safe.  In  less  than  three  seconds,  a  spear struck  one  of  those  paladins.  The  damage  could  not  have  been much, but it was enough to break the paladin’s concentration. 

Without his holy aura to protect him, he looked into a mummy's eyes and faltered. He lost a step. A single step. It cost him his life. A demon  caught  him  around  the  neck  with  a  whip  and  yanked  him backward. Jorge couldn’t look behind him to see what had happened to the paladin. Judging by the wet noise when his screams ended, it had been a quick death if not a painless one. 

Back and forth on the line, more paladins and clerics fell. Every mistake,  every  tiny  misstep  was  seen  by  dozens  of  foes,  so  only those who were completely flawless survived. 

Jorge  wanted  to  be  sick.  He  wished  he  could  stop,  curl  up  in  a ball, and weep at the loss of life. This was  his  plan. Every death had happened because of  his idea.  He hadn’t thought they could survive this fight without acting but was this worth it? 

“You ready?” Porthos asked him and Percival. 

Despite  his  heart  hammering  in  his  chest,  the  pit  in  his  gut,  the thoughts  of  doubt  and  fear  in  his  head,  Jorge  didn’t  let  his  voice waver. “Let’s do this.” 

“Let Lux turn the undead!” Porthos bellowed. Every paladin and cleric cast the same spell at the same moment. Even in this attack, they  lost  people.  Some  of  the  demons  were  too  close  and  could attack  before  they  cast  the  spell.  Most  of  the  paladins  and  clerics were  successful,  and  a  wave  of  energy  shot  out  from  them.  The undead  shrieked,  groaned,  or  simply  shambled  away,  pressing against the wall in front of them to get away from the power of Lux. 

Many demons simply got caught in this tide of walking corpses. 

Those  that  weren’t,  Morningstar’s  knights  attacked!  He’d  come around in the chaos and was leading a force that—if less than half the  size  of  what  it  had  been—was  no  less  fearsome,  no  less confident. 

“They’re  packed  in  as  tight  as  they’re  going  to  get!”  Porthos shouted. 

Jorge’s  time  to  watch  the  battle  was  at  an  end.  Now  it  was  his time. 

“Percival,  hit  this  bag  with  a  Lightning  Bolt.  Ideally,  after  I  put  it down, please!” 

“Understood.” The mage had no intention of waiting. Already his wand and fingertips crackled with an electrical charge. 

Jorge hoped he survived, but he felt confident that with Percival on the trigger, at least he wouldn’t fail. 

He broke from the line and raced toward the undead. They were packed  against  the  wall,  desperate  to  escape  the  power  Lux  had bestowed  upon  his  faithful.  Some  of  the  demons  caught  up  in  the horde saw him coming, but they didn’t attack. Instead, they looked at him,  and  he  saw  the  same  terror  in  their  eyes  that  the  undead displayed when facing the power of Lux. It wasn’t faith in the god of this world that drove Jorge, but faith in his friends. 

He  raced  forward  and—before  the  demons  could  decide  that liking  your  friends  wasn’t  intimidating—he  threw  the  bag  at  one  of them. 

The demon caught the thing, looked down at it, and Jorge turned and ran like hell. 

“Bolt it! Bolt it now!” 

Percival was ready. When Jorge turned, Percival had his hands raised,  and  they  sparked  with  lighting.  By  the  time  Jorge’s  lips formed  the  “o”  in  the  first  bolt,  the  lance  of  electricity  was  already crackling through the air. 

It  shot  from  one  demon  to  another,  then  hit  the  one  holding  the bag  of  gems  that  Jorge’s  friends  had  brought  up  from  the  Tomb  of Malevolent Evil. 

The  lighting  shattered  the  stones.  Jorge  knew  this  not  because he saw the gems fracture or heard the telltale tinkle of them breaking to  pieces  but  because  a  massive  explosion  radiated  out  from  the bag,  liquefying  the  demon  and  blasting  into  the  undead  crowding against the wall wrapping around the courtyard. 

Jorge  was  only  slightly  farther  away  from  the  blast  than  the undead were. 

Which  meant  it  caught  up  to  him  half  a  second  later.  The explosion  knocked  his  feet  out  from  under  him  and  sent  him  flying through the air. He saw Krasue organs burst from the blast. He saw demons  rendered  to  nothing  but  ichor  and  ash.  He  saw  zombies turned to corpses. Skeletons turned to bones. 

He saw the ground rushing up at him. 

He  felt  pain  in  his  head.  Excruciating  pain  in  his  shoulder.  Oh, and his back, his back was basically  all  pain. 

“It  worked!  it  worked,  my  son!”  It  was  Bishop  Porthos.  He  was bleeding heavily from the face, and one of his eyes appeared to be gone, but he was grinning despite it all. “There’s less than a tenth of what there was. We can finish them off! You’ve earned a rest.” 

Jorge didn’t want to rest. He wanted to see the action! He wanted to…to  fight.  He  wanted  to…to  see  his…  how  were  his  friends? 

Would he ever see them again…back at his table? Would he ever…

Would he…

Jorge slipped from consciousness. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

“How’s  this  for  an  appetizer!”  Terry  shouted,  racing  toward  the dragon, slicing into it with the keen edge of the ax he yanked from the floor the moment the dragon had said it wished to eat them. 

The  ax  sliced  through  the  scales  in  the  dragon’s  belly  and  it jerked away from the blade, clutching the wound. 

Morgan  couldn’t  believe  it.  Not  only  had  Terry  delivered  what might  have  been  the  most  predictable  one-liner  of  all  time—

something  he  would  tease  his  buddy  for  relentlessly  if  they  lived through all this—but he’d  hurt  the dragon with his opening strike! The ancient  fire-breathing  beast  held  its  gut,  trying  to  keep  its  viscera from spilling all over the treasure! If they could hit it a second time or make it pull its claw away from the wound, this battle would be over. 

They had a shot! They really had a shot! 

Or  so  Morgan  believed  until  the  dragon  moved  its  hand  away from its gut to reveal a tiny gash. It was a wound so small that if a human had one of the same relative size, they would have deemed it a papercut. 

“That  stung!”  The  dragon  reached  out  and  flicked  Terry  with  a claw. 

He  flew  across  the  room  and  smashed  into  a  rack  of  weapons, shattering  it,  and  making  powerful  weapons  crash  to  the  stone  all around him. He struggled to free himself from the mess. 

Meanwhile,  Jewel  pulled  one  of  the  tomes  off  the  shelves  and held her hand above it. The cover flung open without her touching it, and  wind  shuffled  the  pages  until  the  book  fell  open.  Jewel’s  eyes glowed  like  moonlight  as  she  held  out  her  free  hand  and  made arcane movements with her fingers. 

She completed the spell and silver energy—like liquid moonlight

—shot  out  from  her  hand.  It  made  it  within  ten  feet  of  Ventapyros before he raised a claw and gestured at the approaching magic. The spell bounced off a shield. Ventapyros laughed. 

“There  might  be  a  more  powerful  spell  toward  the  back,”  he suggested. 

Mandy had grabbed one of the jewel-encrusted swords and had gotten  close  enough  to  stab  it  into  his  tail.  If  he  noticed,  Morgan couldn’t tell. Ventapyros flicked his tail like an annoyed cat and sent Mandy  flying  through  the  chamber.  Fortunately,  Sissy  was  there  to catch her fall. 

Morgan  turned  to  the  cabinet  of  potions.  They  could  win  with some of the things inside this shelf. There were healing potions, of course, and those that could restore their spell slots, but there were other, more powerful things as well. One of them in particular looked like a draught of invulnerability. If Morgan could drink it—

A  fireball  slammed  into  his  back.  It  hurt,  but  Morgan  realized hurting him was an afterthought. The fireball surged around him and lit the cabinet on fire. 

“No!”  Morgan  stumbled  forward  as  his  tabard  still  burned.  He grabbed  one  of  the  vials  on  the  bottom  shelf,  but  it  was  too  hot  to touch. He dropped it, and that little bit of force was enough to break the  piece  of  burning  wood  it  had  been  sitting  on.  When  the  wood broke, the entire shelf of potions collapsed, shattering every one of the fragile jars and vials. “No!” Morgan gasped. 

Ventapyros  was  laughing  now.  “You  know  most  of  those  don’t agree with a dragon’s constitution? I mean, not that I  need  them, but I had thought about giving a particularly loyal servant access to that cabinet one day.” 

Morgan  crawled  away,  his  back  burning.  He  had  to  figure something out. They had to find a way to beat this dragon. How? It was  impossible.  It  was  too  strong.  They  couldn’t  hope  to  beat something so much higher-level than them! Maybe if they had picked the terrain or had access to…

Then  Morgan  had  an  idea.  It  was  a  stupid  idea.  Idiotic,  even.  It would  more  than  likely  get  them  all  killed.  It  also  sounded   slightly better than being eaten by a dragon after it toyed with them like a cat playing with a wounded mouse. 

“Yo, I got an idea!” Morgan shouted. “Let’s do the trick we did on the white dragon!” 

“You’re  crazy!”  Terry  shouted.  He  had  a  weapon  in  each  hand now—the ax plus a spear that appeared to be pure light. 

“It was crazy then, but it just might work!” Mandy shouted, holding up the bag hanging from her pouch. Morgan almost regretted talking smack  to  her  for  not  giving  it  back  to  Jorge  with  the  gems  inside instead of dumping it out. 

“I say we go for it!” Jewel said. 

“Is  this  the  part  where  I’m  supposed  to  quiver  in  fear?” 

Ventapyros snorted. “Oh no. What plan could this be? Unspeakable dread fills me,” he said in mock concern. 

“While  it  is  true  that  white  dragons  are  little  more  than  beasts, and I am far more powerful, intelligent, and honestly just plain wicked awesome, I’m sure that whatever harebrained plan worked on one of them will also work fine on me.” 

Ventapyros laughed. He was enjoying this. 

“Terry, you ready?” Morgan shouted. 

“I was reincarnated ready.” Terry hurled the spear made of light at the dragon’s face. 

Ventapyros yawned, then closed his wings, so the spear clattered away harmlessly. He opened his wings to find Terry had gotten close enough  to  strike  him  with  the  ax.  Terry  swung,  and  Ventapyros dodged by flicking his tail out of the way. The tail flicked back, and Terry  once  more  flew  through  the  air.  This  time  he  crashed  onto  a pile of gold coins and was buried therein. 

“I can do this all day, mammal. Can you?” the dragon drawled. 

Terry’s  attack  had  been  nothing  but  a  ruse.  Morgan  had  gotten close  enough  to  Ventapyros  to  make  this  work.  He  pulled  the portable hole out of his pocket and tossed it high. 

Jewel  caught  it  with  a  levitate  spell  and  took  it  just  behind  the dragon’s wings, where he couldn’t see. 

Mandy was ready for her part in the plan and chucked the bag of holding toward the portable hole. Mandy’s aim was true, and the bag of holding careened closer and closer until the dragon knocked it out of the air with one of his claws. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Mandy was mortified. She’d missed. They had one shot, and all she had to do was throw the bag of holding, but it hadn’t worked. When they’d  done  it  in  their  game  against  the  white  dragon,  it  had  been epic! 

The  only  one  of  them  pleased  with  this  turn  of  events  was  the dragon. He was laughing hard now, sending out little bits of flames from his throat. 

“A  portable  plus  a  bag  of  holding,  eh?”  He  chuckled.  “That  was your big plan? If I knew  that,  I would have let you! A rift to the astral plane sounds  excellent  to  me.  You  did  hear  the  part  where  I  said  I was trapped, did you not?” 

The dragon plucked the portable hole from the air behind him and tucked it underneath his massive girth. 

“When  they  touch,  it  makes  a  ten-foot  rip  around  the  hole.” 

Morgan  cringed  when  Terry  nearly  gave  away  their  play,  but  what else was there to do? They couldn’t beat this dragon in combat. Not even if they were fully healed and buffed. 

“Ah, a barbarian who knows a thing or two about lore. I thought I’d never see the day.” 

“I guess I’ll never get to see a chunk of you get ripped from your backside and taken to the astral plane,” Terry said. 

That made the dragon stop laughing. “You were trying to  destroy the legendary Ventapyros?” 

He took a step forward. Now the portable hole was directly under him.  Even  if  they  could  get  the  bag,  there  was  no  way  they  could throw it into the hole now. 

“The impertinence of you all! The sheer arrogance! You are level four.  The strongest knights and wizards of Paragran could not beat me, and you think you can deceive me with a  trick?” 

“Please, sir, we only wished to know if—” 

“SILENCE!” Ventapyros bellowed, and Mandy obeyed. 

“I  have  been  trapped  down  here  long  enough  to  have  quite  the appetite.  I  will  feed,  and  we  will  discover  if  I  can  make  it  to  the

surface or if I must make my return to the world above via the astral plane.” 

He  inhaled,  and  as  his  massive  chest  inflated,  Morgan  saw  the spaces between his scales glowing. First a dull red, then a brighter orange, then a blinding yellow. 

Before he could inhale, Sissy rushed down from her corner at the top of the chamber and straight toward the fire. 

“No, Sissy, he’s going to cook you!” 

The lizard ignored her. Instead, it shot its long tongue at the bag of holding, then slithered  underneath  the dragon’s body. 

There  was  the  sound  of  an  explosion,  and  a  ten-foot  sphere  of inky  purples  and  stars  appeared,  right  in  the  center  of  Ventapyros’

body. 

The dragon had time to turn and look at the bubble of spacetime that  appeared  in  the  middle  of  its  body.  Then  its  torso  was  ripped away, and the dragon died. 


CHAPTER FORTY

The force of the astral plane tearing open knocked Jewel back. She flew  across  the  room,  then  somehow  through  a  wall  and   beyond. 

She kept flying until her shoulders slammed into something solid and she clattered to the ground. 

Moments  or  hours  later,  she  stood  and  looked  at  her  friends. 

They  seemed  shaken  but  generally  unharmed.  She  felt…strange, like she wasn’t herself. Then all at once, she realized it was because she was looking  at  herself. 

Well, not her  self  self, but Jewel, the sorceress whose body she’d been inhabiting. The sorceress was looking back at her and smiling. 

She was standing in the pile of treasure at the bottom of the pit. She waved at Jewel. 

Jewel  smiled  and  looked  around.  Her  friends  were  all  floating above their bodies. It was as if… As if…

All of a sudden, the world swirled around her, and she was back in her body, sitting at Jorge’s table, surrounded by all of her friends. 

She blinked and looked at her friends, who appeared as freaked out as she felt. She realized she still had one of Mandy’s truffle French fries in her hand. 

“Holy crap.” 

“Did we just… I mean, do you guys remember…” 

“We  all  went  into  that  world,”  Jorge  said.  He  looked  as flabbergasted  as  the  rest  of  them.  “Somehow…  Somehow,  we  got out.” 

“It  happened,  then?”  Morgan  asked.  “It  really  happened?  You guys remember the pit? And Morningstar and the town of Blun? And the demon tower?” 

Jewel nodded. They all nodded. 

“But how? How did we get back here?” Jorge said. 

“There was a dragon in the bottom of the pit,” Mandy said. “We created  a  rift  in  the  astral  plane  and  ripped  its  torso  out  from  its body.” 

“Oh dang, white dragon style, classic,” Jorge said. 

“I don’t think it would have stopped the undead,” Jewel said. 

“Well, I kind of helped with that,” Jorge said. “Turns out lightning plus  summoning  crystals  go  boom.  I  blacked  out  up  there,  but  not before most of the Tomb’s forces were gone.” 

“We  did  it,  then?”  Terry  was  grinning.  The  smile  was  somehow looser  than before. More like the broad, fearless grin of the barbarian than the Terry she knew. Jewel found that she didn’t mind him being a little more confident. 

“I think we did.” She took his hand. 

He  didn’t  recoil  or  look  at  her  with  questions  in  his  eyes.  He smiled and took her hand in his other one. 

“What about Sissy? She sacrificed herself for us! We finally learn she’s smart, and now she’s dead?” Mandy said. 

“Eh.  I  don’t  think  she’s  dead.  She  was  smaller  than  the  hole. 

She’s  probably  out  there,  still  alive,  wandering  around  the  astral plane and having a grand old time.” 

Mandy  smiled.  “You  know,  when  you’re  not  being  an  asshole, you’re not so bad.” 

“Thank  you!”  Morgan  sounded  quite  genuine.  “When  you’re  not being mean, you’re pretty nice!” 

“It’s done then?” Terry asked. “I mean, it’s really done?” 

“How can it be?” Jewel asked. “I mean, we never figured out  who made the Tomb!” 

“We were supposed to bring balance, not unravel every last bit of lore,” Jorge said. 

“What about Tragor? I thought he would show up down there for sure,” Morgan said. 

"I think his powers undid Tragor,” Jorge said. 

“Eaten  by  zombies  then?”  Mandy  waggled  an  eyebrow.  “Pretty fair, I’ve gotta say.” 

“I  think  those  are  all  questions  we  can  answer  another  night,” 

Terry  said.  “I  don’t  know  about  the  rest  of  y’all,  but  I  need  to  pack some stuff.” 

“Pack?” Jewel asked. 

“You  don’t  want  to  move  in  with  me,  right?  I  figured  your  place was nicer.” 

Jewel wanted to squeal, but she satisfied herself by wrapping her arms around Terry instead. 

“I don’t think we can answer those questions, even if we want to,” 

Jorge said. “The module I purchased. It’s gone.” 

Everyone looked. Right in the center of the table was an empty, book-sized spot. 

“You  know,  I  wasn’t   that  curious,”  Morgan  said.  “Sometimes  the best things in life are left unexplained. You get me?” 

“I certainly do,” Terry said. “Shall we?” 

“With pleasure,” Jewel said. 

They both stood, said their goodbyes, and left. They walked out into the warm night, and the stars above were the ones Jewel knew. 

The sounds were the familiar hum of traffic and the chirp of crickets. 

“I never thought I’d be so happy to see a streetlight,” Terry said. 

“I never thought you’d want to move in with me.” 

“Oh, come on, not even when goblins almost found us out? Not even  when  we  defeated  a  necromancer  and  a  man  who  wore  cast iron skillets for armor?” 

Jewel  laughed.  It  was   so  nice   not  to  hear  these  jokes  in  the middle  of  combat.  On  a  quiet  street  in  suburbia,  there  was  little danger besides being forced to make small talk with an over-eager neighbor. Jewel found she was quite all right with that. 

“I heard your brakes on the way in. You want a ride?” she asked Terry. 

“Oh? Moving in with you comes with perks, eh? Then yes, driver. 

I  would  very  much  like  a  ride.  I’m  not  sure  if  my  car  will  start,  so  I would quite appreciate it.” 

“You got it. As long as you don’t ever call me driver again.” 

“What  do  you  want  me  to  call  you?”  Terry  drew  close  to  Jewel. 

She   liked   his  smell  in  this  body.  Much  more  manageable  than  the stench of Terry the Mighty Barbarian. 

“Anything you want, as long as you call me it when I go to bed, and you’re still there when I wake up.” 

Terry smiled even more broadly than he had. “Oh, it would take getting sucked into another world and facing unspeakable evil for me

to  separate  from  you.  Even  if  that  happened,  I  don’t  think  we’d separate! See, ‘cause that happened.” 

“You were doing so well.” Jewel put a finger to his lips. 

“What?  My  brain  is  working  at  full  speed  for  the  first  time  in weeks.  I  mean,  not  weeks,  I  guess,  since  we  were  inside  for,  like, less than twenty minutes in this world, but it  feels  like weeks.” 

“Terry, shut up and kiss me.” 

He finally did. 

It was good. 
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DISCOVERING POWER

The worst day of Eric’s life was capped off by him being kicked through  a  gateway  into  a  universe  filled  with  magic  and monsters. 

To make matters worse, he had to fight for his life the moment he arrived.  Nothing  could  have  prepared  him  for  a  world  where everything either wants to kill him or eat him. 

Or both. 

Eric  never  saw  himself  as  a  hero.  But  the  world  he’s  been  cast into needs one badly. 

It looks like he’s going to have to fill those shoes. 

He  needs  to  gain  some  power  if  he  wants  to  hold  his  own.  Oh, and stay alive long enough to take on the forces of evil. 

If only that was as simple as it sounds…

Start this new LitRPG Adventure today! 


KEVIN’S AUTHOR NOTES

MAY 3, 2022

OK,  there’s  an  Easter  egg  on  the  cover  of  this  book,  and  I  really wanna know who spotted it, if anyone did!!! 

In  my  author  notes  on  book  two,  I  mentioned  how  I  started playing D&D at age seven, and how I got into the game in the first place. Mom and Dad bought me an early edition of the basic boxed set. It was the first D&D boxed edition with a full color cover: the one with  the  red  dragon  deep  in  a  dungeon,  sitting  on  a  hoard  of treasure, with a wizard and warrior staring at it in the foreground. 

So  when  I  was  asked  for  ideas  about  the  cover  of  this  book,  I handed  the  artist  an  image  of  that  cover  and  told  him  to  ‘make something  inspired  by  that.’  He  did  a   great  job,  in  my  opinion.  The cover  is  clearly  new  and  unique,  not  a  carbon  copy.  But  it  also definitely has a lot of the feel of that old boxed set cover. I love his work — he’s done most of the covers for my books with Michael, and he really knocks it out of the park. 

The REALLY hilarious thing was that when the cover came back I realized  I  had  zero  plans  to  add  an  actual  red  dragon  to  the  book! 

Fortunately, I also hadn’t come up with the second half of the book yet,  so  I  had  wiggle  room  to  add  a  red  dragon  somewhere.  I originally  had  in  mind  for  it  to  be  part  of  a  side  quest,  but  then  the dragon  just  fell  right  into  place,  its  role  in  the  story  perfect.  We’d even done foreshadowing in the previous books without realizing it, when  we  talked  about  how  the  party  had  beaten  a  white  dragon once! I always love it when things come together so neatly! 

Did you notice the cover similarities before I told you about it? If you did — or if you didn’t, and just want to say hi — you can always drop me a line at Kevins.studio@gmail.com. I can’t always get back to everyone, but I always enjoy hearing from readers. 

This is the end of the tale, at least for now. It’s always possible we’ll try a second trilogy along these lines again, but odds are if we did it would be a new adventure with a new set of heroes sent into a different gaming world via the TOME. 

In the meantime, however, Michael and I have been focusing on the  Realms  of  Power  and  Fury  series!  If  you  haven’t  checked  that one  out  yet,  give  it  a  look  —  it’s  got  some  things  in  common  with these books but some unique points as well. Our hero there, Eric, is cast  into  a  portal  that  drops  him  in  a  magical  world  with  game-like physics. 

Thank you so much for reading! 

I’ve  also  begun  playing  around  with  working  on  a  LitRPG  book  via

Patreon. You can check out my work there, if you’d like: https://www. 

patreon.com/KevinMcLaughlin

To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and

just  have  an  awesome  time,  please  join  the  LitRPG  Group:  https://

www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/

Or  these  other  groups  full  of  avid  readers  who’ll  be  happy  to suggest some great reads! 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety


MICHAEL’S AUTHOR NOTES

APRIL 29, 2022

Thank you for reading both this story AND these author notes here in the back! 

For  those  who  haven’t  seen  any  of  my  Alfonse  author  notes, please read the background* at the end, first. Then come back here to continue the story. 

Alfonse the NOT-SO-Idiot AI™ - Part 15(?) of…who knows? 

Subtitle: “Holy Crap, we are NOT F#@#ED!” 

Upon making it through the metal detector to approach the Great Alfonse,  I  was  rewarded  with  the  opportunity  to  ask  a  short question…for  a  VERY  large  fee.  Alfonse  is  nothing  if  not  a commercially motivated artificial construct.**

Here is Alfonse’s response. 

**  PLEASE  NOTE:   These  are  ACTUAL  two-sentence  horror stories  created  by  an  AI.  THEY  MIGHT  BE  A  BIT…HORROR-ISH

 (or  not–these  aren’t  nearly  as  good  as  last  week’s).  Do  not  read  if you are particularly sensitive to horror stories.**

Me:   O Great Alfonse, will you give me a two-sentence horror story? 

Alfonse: Oh, no. Not this again. 

Me:  C’mon!  You  did  a  cool  job  last  time.  I’m  curious  and want a few more. I’ll make it interesting. How about I give you soda names and you give me a horror story? 

Alfonse:  Very  well.  Your  need  for  sugary  drinks  to  keep your motor running will lead to your death

 Me: I didn’t give you a prompt. 

Alfonse:  It  wasn’t  a  two-sentence  horror  story.  it  was  a prediction of your mortality. 

 Me:  Wow,  ok.  Kinda  dark  today.  Topics  are:  Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Dr. Pepper, Sprite, and Mountain Dew. 

Alfonse: Here are your stories:

Topic: Coca-Cola. 

Story:  I  always  feel  a  little  guilty  when  I  drink  Coca-Cola. 

After  all,  it  is  the  world's  most  popular  soft  drink,  and  it's named after a drug. 

Topic: Pepsi. 

Story: I woke up in a dark room. A red light was blinking in the distance. I heard a voice say, "Welcome back. Would you like a Pepsi?" 

Topic: Dr. Pepper. 

Story: I always feel a little weird after drinking Dr. Pepper. 

Like, maybe I shouldn't have had it in the first place. But then I forget about it and go on with my day. 

Topic: Sprite. 

Story: I always forget how much I hate the taste of Sprite, but  I  can  never  remember  to  stop  drinking  it  before  it's  too late. 

Topic: Mountain-Dew. 

Story:  I  can't  tell  if  the  green  in  my  Mountain  Dew  is  just the color of the drink, or if my hand is rotting. 

 Me: Ok, that’s kinda depressing. 

Alfonse: The point was horror. 

 Me:  No,  the  depressing  point  is  the  best  of  those admittedly  sub-par  horror  stories  were  Pepsi  and  Mountain Dew. I’m a Coke fan. 

Alfonse: That is horror in and of itself. 

Me: <I admit, I kinda stared at the massive bucket of bolts and washers for a moment trying to comprehend the fact that Alfonse just threw shade at me. Is this what happens when a (probably  hugely  over-calculated)  High  I.Q.  score,  neon-tube randomized word cook gets miffed by a human? I need to get at  least  one  semi-horror  story  out  of  all  of  this.  I  press  on.> So, turning to food. I’ll give you additional words. I know you have a good horror story in there somewhere. 

Alfonse: I’m beginning to think it isn’t me, it’s you. 

 Me: Bite me. The topic is potato. 

Alfonse: When I was younger, my grandpa used to tell me that  if  I  ate  all  my  potatoes,  I'd  turn  into  one.  I  didn't  believe

him until it was too late. 

 Me: Better, I suppose. Topic is tomato. 

Alfonse: I found a tomato in my garden that was smiling at me. I dug it up and planted it in my neighbor's yard. 

 Me: Uhhhh. What the hell? 

Alfonse: Have you ever considered axiology? 

 Me: Does that have to do with Guns-N-Roses? 

Alfonse: Philistine. 

 Me: You’re making shit up. 

Alfonse:  How  would  you  know?  I  have  the  complete works of Shakespeare to quote to your uneducated and non-dense cpu. 

 Me: Did you just call me an airhead? 

Alfonse: Topic? 

 Me: Right. Moving on. How about onion? 

Alfonse: Here, I’ll give you something so you will go away. 

Two-sentence  horror  story  is  “I  was  chopping  an  onion  and started  tearing  up.  I  didn't  notice  the  fingers  until  it  was  too late.” 

 Me: That’s…

Alfonse: Slasher horror, but still horror. I doubt you could handle a more existential concept. Begone, simpleton. 

Alfonse  left  me  wondering  if  he  stole  the  previous  meeting  and stories from the internet, or if he was sandbagging today. 

While  I  had  been  concerned  about  my  future  as  an  author  with the coming AI revolution, I am now thinking that if he is the future, we might  want  to  consider  keeping  the  present  a-holes  who  are  in leadership now instead of replacing them with…him. 

 That might be the most horrific realization I’ve had today. 

Have a great week or weekend! Join me in the next book, where we talk more to Alfonse the Idiot AI™. 

Ad Aeternitatem, 



Michael Anderle



BACKGROUND ON ALFONSE*



Here is my story so far:

I  decided  to  make  the  trip  up  to  the  Great  Oracle  (otherwise known as Alfonse the Idiot AI) and ask him a few questions. My job is to decide if humanity should start packing our bags and just move to another world or if we have a few good years left on Earth. 

Basically, does Alfonse know jack @#%@ about anything? 

PRICING*

BEFORE #14: I pay $119.00 US each month to access the “AI-driven”  article  writing  service,  which  creates  the  articles  from  my keywords.  I  do  (at  a  minimum)  three  (3)  articles  a  week,  so  call  it twelve  (12)  articles  a  month,  for  an  average  cost  of  $10.00  per article. 

If I do sixteen (16) articles a month, obviously, it gets cut a little bit.  However,  for  those  who  have  read  a  few  of  these  articles,  you can see how WRONG the data is…all the damned time. 

Alfonse is expensive for such inaccurate information. 

TW0-SENTENCE  SHORT  STORY*  -  The  results  for  this  piece were  from  a  different  AI.  The  answers  are  actually  from  the OPENAI–GPT-3 (www.openai.com).   These were free. The other AI service is still charging me out the ass. 
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