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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Terry pulled to a stop in Jorge’s driveway and put his vehicle in park. The engine rumbled angrily as he shut it off and it coughed a cloud of black smoke from the tailpipe. His car had not liked the drive. Even though the stretch of highway had been short, the beater had not reacted well to moving at speeds in excess of fifty-five miles per hour.

      He sat in silence for a few moments and prepared himself for the ordeal ahead. At least he’d arrived before everyone else. Today would be as awkward as hell, but things would have been so much worse if he’d been late. Being the first one there meant he could take a little time to shake his growing anxiety out.

      In theory, anyway.

      It unfortunately didn’t seem to work very well in practice and he decided the effort only added to the problem. He opened his door with a loud grind of too much use and not enough maintenance and stepped into Jorge’s flowerbed. With a mumbled curse, he regained his balance and moved around the plants. He wasn’t used to being early and able to park directly in front of his friend’s house.

      His sigh reflected his dogged uncertainty. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to be there. This would be the first time the gamers would hang out since Terry and Jewel broke up—since he’d ended their relationship. Before that, their little group had gathered weekly for years and he had screwed all that up.

      It wasn’t that he’d wanted to end things with Jewel. The problem was that she had begun to nag him for a commitment and he wasn’t ready for that. When he looked back at their last few months together, he realized now that the signs had been obvious.

      She had constantly pointed out houses for sale, wedding rings, and even floated baby names once. That had scared the hell out of him. He was all of twenty-five years old and nowhere near ready for marriage, children, and all that.

      That had been the death knell for the gaming group. Jewel wanted nothing to do with Terry. Her best friend Mandy was also in the we-hate-Terrance camp. Morgan and Jorge both still spoke to him but with half the group gone, it looked like they might not be able to keep playing at all.

      Given all this, it had come as a surprise when Jorge texted the group about hanging out to play a new D&D module—some “tome” he had found—and Jewel had been the first to respond. It had been a simple, sounds good, with a smiling emoji, likely an auto-filled option on her phone, but it had been enough to get Terry to game night—and early to boot.

      Honestly, he didn’t know what to expect. He was super nervous about playing and not at all sure it would work. They had played tabletop roleplaying games together before they had started dating, but once they became a couple, their characters always reflected that. No matter who they chose to be, they had always made their characters fall in love—or lust at least—much to the chagrin of the DM.

      That no longer seemed like a funny idea for a side story, though.

      Terry walked up to Jorge’s front door, drew a deep breath, and knocked resolutely on the wood.

      It opened the second his knuckles rapped on it.

      “Announcing the arrival of Sir Terrence!” Jorge grinned as he beckoned him inside. He was a little shorter than him, with skin like sand and dark hair.

      “Hey, Jorge. Long time no see.”

      “It’s only been seven weeks, but who's counting?” His friend chuckled awkwardly. It never ceased to amaze Terry that he could simultaneously be the best game master he had ever played with and one of the most awkward people alive when it came to regular conversation.

      “So tell me about this ‘tome’ you discovered,” he said to break the ice.

      “Sure, yeah. Right this way.” Jorge relaxed almost instantly. Merely talking about gaming made him chill out. It was a huge relief that he didn’t want to talk about what had happened between Terry and Jewel.

      He followed the other man out of his entrance hall and into the “gaming room.” Everyone knew full well that this was his living room with the dining room table moved into it, but the walls all featured posters of stone towers, powerful sorceresses, or muscled barbarians, so it worked well to create the right setting for their games.

      “This is it right here.” Jorge picked up a surprisingly thick and shockingly old-looking book. “I give you the Tomb of Malevolent Evil! TOME—get it?”

      Terry smirked. “I don’t want to know what Mandy will say when she finds out we came here under the pretense of a pun.”

      “You don’t think it’s funny?”

      “It’s cool, Jorge, no worries. Can I take a look at it?”

      His friend hesitated. “Sure…uh, but don’t read any of it. I don’t want you to—”

      “Confuse player knowledge with character knowledge, yeah, yeah. I only want to see when it was published. It looks like it predates D&D completely.”

      “Nah, it’s newer than that—see?” Jorge opened the book carefully to the first page and pointed out the year in which it was published. “It uses the latest system and everything. You guys will love it. I haven’t had a ton of time to dig into it, but the writers have covered everything. It’s a fully fleshed-out world!”

      Terry nodded and tried not to feel intimidated by the people who had written the book. He had written parts of some stories and helped his friend with some of his worldbuilding but he’d never finished anything. Usually, he would get started on a great idea and when he reached a part of it that didn’t seem quite as easy as it had been, he would quit.

      “It looks cool,” he managed to say and yanked himself from that train of thought.

      “Don’t let its aged appearance deceive you. I think it will be awesome. It’s extremely well made with stitched binding and everything, and the character sheets it came with are beautiful. They’re on papyrus or something, I swear. Oh, plus, wait until you see the dice! They’re super awesome too. The only reason it looks so worn is because the previous owner must have loved it so much. I’m telling you, it’s exactly what this group needs to bring us all back together.”

      He nodded and sat at the table. “I hope you’re right.”
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        * * *

      

      Mandy stepped out of her car and scowled. Terry had taken her usual spot and crushed some of Jorge’s flowers in the process.

      “I swear, that asshole has no respect for anyone.” She hissed in irritation as she clicked up to Jorge’s front door in heels. Although she knew she needed to relax, she couldn’t. Terry was almost always late but today of all days, he was there early?

      She’d wanted to be early so she could be there for Jewel. That was the main reason she’d come at all. Frankly, she felt like this whole attempt to bring them all together was more likely to be a train wreck than anything else.

      Jewel deserved far better than Terry. Mandy used to think he was nice but how could he take someone like her friend for granted? It’s not like she’d proposed to him. She had only said—ugh! It was obnoxious how he’d responded.

      Still, she had to be there so she drew a deep breath, knocked on the door, and hoped Jorge didn’t say anything to defend Terry. She liked him but he could sometimes be overly empathetic. While she didn’t want to subject him to the sharp edge of her tongue, if he came out acting like there were “two sides to every problem,” she would knock his block off. Hopefully, since their friendship had survived more than that, it could survive this too.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t Jorge who answered the door. It was Terry.

      “Hi,” she said, her voice a dead monotone.

      “Mandy!” Terry almost yelped. “It’s…uh, nice to see you!”

      “Is it?” She knew she shouldn’t have said it but she was annoyed that he was there at all.

      “Yeah. It’s been a while. I…uh, Morgan said he asked you to join us for drinks a few times. It would have been nice to see you.”

      “I’ve been busy hanging out with other friends who don’t need as much space.”

      He winced.

      Twerp. Mandy brushed past him and drew a deep breath. She wanted to be there to support her friend, she reminded herself. Preemptively snapping at Terry wouldn’t do that. Let Jewel bring it up and then she could come to her defense.

      “From the land of fire and steel, of acid and the crystals of the sea, Her Majesty Amanda has arrived!” Jorge proclaimed proudly when she entered the gaming room.

      “Don’t worry, Jorge, I brought snacks.”

      “And that’s why I love you.” He grinned unashamedly.

      She put her bag of snacks down—all cooked that morning at the restaurant where she worked—and embraced her old friend.

      “I love you too, bro.”

      Mandy and Jorge had known each other longer than anyone in their gaming group. He had practically learned how to be a game master by practicing on his “sister.” Unlike the other four, he had not attended college. There had been a time when both of them had feared that this difference in life choices might have driven them apart, but they needn’t have worried.

      After completing a degree in biology with honors, Mandy decided she wanted to be a chef, of all things. That put her firmly in the world of blue-collar jobs, exactly like her old buddy, who had found himself a niche doing detailed paintwork on high-end houses. They were closer than they had ever been and ought to stay that way—as long as she didn’t ruin the evening he had no doubt spent hours preparing for.

      “What have we got tonight, chef?” Jorge asked.

      “You think you’ve had French fries,” she said and withdrew her first parcel of food.

      “This is true. I’m very sure I have.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong because you’ve never had anything like these. Waffle cut, fried twice, then garnished with truffle oil, parmesan, chives, and more parmesan. They are paired with garlic dill aioli that I think is good, but the head chef says I still need to ‘dial in,’ if you can believe that.”

      “Delicious.” Jorge grinned around a mouthful, although he was always an easy win. Mandy had cooked snacks for him for as long as he’d hosted games. “Honestly, I think the garlic dill aioli is perfect and if he thinks you need to change it at all, he should be roasted alive in one of his ovens. Also, I have to admit that your description of the fries lost me at ‘waffle fry.’”

      “Well, I’m glad you like them. Now I need to confess—the head chef agreed to put the fries on the menu permanently.” She smirked at his widening grin.

      “Mandy, that’s huge! Why are you complaining about the dip?” This was a long-running tease between them. He had always known she was a perfectionist.

      She shrugged. “I merely like to know what my taste tester thinks.”

      “This is on you,” he protested. “You know I don’t have any taste.”

      They both laughed at the old shared joke, and Mandy felt some of her tension leave her. To think she had considered not coming tonight when she knew how much she enjoyed hanging out with him.

      “So…what would these fries pair well with?” Jorge asked, not at all discreetly.

      “Uh-uh. No way. You know the deal.” She shook her head firmly.

      “Not this time. This module is amazingly paced. You get nothing until we start.”

      “Even a little worldbuilding? Are we talking medieval? High Magic? Low Magic?”

      “Nothing. Even if it means I have to wait to taste whatever else you brought.”

      “How am I supposed to make a character if you don’t tell me anything about the world?” she responded in a wheedling tone. “You can at least tell me if we’re dealing with magical races or if it’s only humans. Please tell me it’s all humans. I love it when Morgan complains about how boring it is to swing a sword all night long.”

      “Fine. There’s magic. I guess that doesn’t spoil anything since one of the characters is a sorceress.”

      “Wait—one of the characters? They’re pre-made? You know I like to make my own!”

      Jorge shook his head. “The module calls for specific pre-made characters. They all have backstories and everything.”

      “Oh, come on.”

      “Come on what?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Can you at least tell me the character classes, then?”

      He frowned but could never say no to Mandy for long. “Fine. Sorceress. Cleric. Barbarian. Bard. Now, what’s in the bag?”

      “But you haven’t told me anything yet!”

      “Wait—you’re telling Mandy stuff? You didn't even let me look at the pictures,” Terry said as he sat at the table after pilfering a beer from the fridge.

      “All I told Mandy is that there are pre-made characters. I’ll pass them out once everyone gets here. Now, Lady Amanda, you were telling us about what you captured today in the battlefield?”

      She smiled and took another container of food out. “You think you’ve had carrot soup…”
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        * * *

      

      Jewel pulled up next to Mandy’s car and activated the automatic parallel parking feature. She still got a kick out of it every time she turned it on. That was partly because she never thought she’d have enough money to buy a new car. The other part was that the company she still felt was wildly overpaying her was tangentially related to the programming that went into making this wonderful magic happen.

      Before she could step out, a red-and-black sports car roared down the street and stopped with a squeal of tires. She was not the only one in their gaming group to get a job in tech after graduating. Still, it baffled her how a digital arts major like Morgan had managed to land a position as a lead developer on a VR MMORPG.

      Then again, it shouldn’t surprise her. He’d grown up wealthy enough that different doors opened for him. Nor was it shocking that he’d spent his money on a car like that—all flamboyance and no substance, exactly like its driver. She couldn’t help but wonder how Terry liking such a person reflected on his personality.

      He had also ended up lacking substance when it came to their relationship, although he was certainly less full of himself than Morgan. He was a poet, after all, and wrote beautifully when he had the time or motivation.

      Jewel stepped out of the car and walked up the path to the front door. This was a mistake. She could feel it in her gut and wouldn’t have come if not for Jorge. He had called her a few days before he texted the group and asked her if she’d come and try to play with the old group at least once to see how things went.

      She hadn’t been friends with him for that long and only knew him through Mandy, but that somehow made the gesture of the call special. While she had always liked playing games with the group, she’d accepted that losing game night was collateral damage in the wake of Terry not wanting to continue their relationship.

      Jorge knew all the details of the breakup, of course, if only because he was friends with Mandy. She’d been an absolute rock and had helped her immeasurably in the aftermath.

      “This will be so awkward,” she said under her breath as she knocked on the front door. She should have simply said no and suggested she hang out with Mandy and Jorge in another context.

      “What’s up, Jewel! You got that new? You know it has an automatic parking feature, right?” Morgan said by way of greeting.

      Oh yes. This will be bad.

      Before she could make an appropriate reply, Jorge—blessedly—opened the front door.

      “Queen Jewel of Automatons!” he declared. It seemed working with automated systems made her a queen in his book, which was not something she felt she needed to correct.

      “Hola, Jorge,” she replied with a smile. Both grew up in mixed-race households with a Hispanic mother, but each took after their fathers. He was pale-skinned while she was dark.

      “Sir Terry and Her Majesty Amanda are already here. And you brought wine, thank you! Mandy brought snacks.”

      “She always does.” Jewel tried to hold her smile as she went inside while he waited for Morgan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “May I present to you the Dark Knight of the Mind, Morgan!”

      Jorge turned to see that Mandy and Jewel had already sat next to each other. He grimaced inwardly since he hadn’t wanted them to sit like that. It would be better to have them mixed with the group. Maybe he could make them switch?

      He thought about it for a moment and decided he’d have to try later. As it was, Morgan took the only open seat at the table and an awkward silence settled over them.

      Morgan cracked first and began to ramble to Terry about Jewel’s new car while both women glared at him. Their host cringed inwardly—this was not a good start.

      If he didn’t want this to fall apart fast, Jorge had to get the game started immediately. Sometimes, it was nice to catch up and chat before they began but that didn’t seem wise tonight. Given how tense the room felt, he was worried that the module might not even be able to help.

      But it had to help and he was sure it would. It was awesome. He hadn’t read the end yet but the first few chapters were anything but dull. There was so much texture to this world. It felt different than anything he had read previously—but he was getting ahead of himself. They needed to start playing so they could all see how fun it was and that they should continue with game night.

      “You’re all wondering why I gathered you here today,” he said, dimmed the lights, and put on a hat that cast a shadow over his eyes. It wasn’t a costume—he had gone through a phase of that but now found it to be too much—but the little touch added a trace of mystery.

      “We all know why we’re here. You found some obscure version of some rad game and need us to play it with you!” Morgan responded.

      “You are here because evil has been felt in the land,” he said and deliberately spoke quietly to force everyone to lean forward if they wanted to hear him. “There are those who say it’s already been opened.”

      “What’s been opened?” Terry asked in a stage whisper. He was great at following Jorge’s lead and it made him a ton of fun to play with.

      “An ancient place of great peril…the Tomb of Malevolent Evil!”

      His friend shuddered like a ghost had passed through him. Mandy and Morgan both went, “Oo-Ooo!” in unison—which amused him and annoyed her. Jewel only laughed, which Jorge counted as a win.

      He looked around the table at his friends as he settled into his chair. Unlike the other four, his was elaborately carved. He’d found it in the dumpster behind a client’s house while working on a job. The man had been flattered when he’d asked for it, although he might not have given it to him for free if he had known he would restore it and stain it as nicely as he had.

      “Thank you all for coming over,” he said in his regular voice and patted the thick “tome” in front of him. “I found a module I thought might be good given the circumstances. A brand-new adventure to challenge us.”

      “It doesn’t look brand-new to me,” Mandy commented.

      “It looks older than roleplaying games as a concept,” Morgan added.

      “I checked the date and it’s current,” Terry assured them.

      Jorge looked at Jewel and waited for her to say something as well, but she only chewed her lip. He needed to get her to relax. She was the least experienced gamer among them and had only started playing when she and Terry began dating. While she was an awesome player when she came out of her shell, it sometimes took her a while—or didn’t happen at all.

      Her remaining tense and withdrawn wasn’t an option tonight. He knew his gaming group depended on everyone having a great time. It was the responsibility of the game master to enable that and he took it seriously.

      “Jewel, would you like to look at the character sheets and make first choice?” he asked as he took the sheaf of character sheets out and handed them to her. She accepted them and ran her fingers gently over the material.

      “Wow. It’s much better than printer paper.” She held them to her face. “They even have the musty smell of old books like a college library.”

      “Man, if we’re gonna use pre-rolled characters, can I at least get the mage? I don’t want to get stuck attacking with a sword. Every. Single. Turn.” Morgan scowled.

      “Jorge said Jewel gets first choice, not you,” Mandy snapped.

      “No, no. It’s okay. I would never play a mage anyway. There are too many variables,” Jewel responded hastily.

      “Says the person who programs automatons,” Jorge quipped and hoped it came across as friendly teasing.

      She smiled and leaned back slightly in her chair. He chose to take that as another good sign.

      “Here’s the…uh, sorcerer,” she said.

      “Sorcerer! Sweet! Way better flavor than a wizard. No spell books and only magic.” Morgan snatched the paper out of her hand.

      “Be careful with those!” Jorge cautioned.

      “Oh, yeah, no joke. This feels fancier than wedding invitations. Let’s see what we have here…a little Magic Missile. Uh-huh. Can do. Some Fire Bolt action—classic. We got some… let’s see…a Shield spell that interferes with arrows and stuff. It looks like I will be the skinny guy in the background wearing nothing but a robe.”

      “Are you sure you want that class in this adventure? I thought you might like—” Jorge started to say but was immediately cut off.

      “Yeah, I’m sure! I like blowing stuff up. Skinny mage dude for the win.”

      “Not the skinny dude, though,” Jewel pointed out.

      “What? It has my weight or something? Oh…what the crap? This isn’t a sorcerer. It’s a sorceress! I want a different one.”

      “After you made such a big deal of choosing before Jewel? No way,” Mandy snapped.

      Something Jorge liked about Morgan was his ability to see when someone got the best of him. He would defend his actions and words ferociously but once he saw someone else was in the right, he usually relented. His smirk showed that he knew he had already lost to Mandy.

      “No dice, Morgan,” Jorge said and passed him the set of sapphire-blue dice that went with the sorceress character sheet.

      “Ha-ha. Very funny,” the other man replied. “Can I simply play the same stat sheet but as a man instead?”

      “That’ll cause some problems since the sorceress was a half-elf whose human father abandoned her. She was raised by a sisterhood of elves, who trained her in the way of Moon, a feminine goddess,” he explained.

      “What? Are you intimidated by women? Don’t you think you can handle playing one?” Mandy demanded.

      “Ha!” Morgan snorted. “Not able to handle one? You may regularly resist my charm but I can assure you, most women succumb.”

      “We get it,” Jewel said.

      “Will you play the sorceress or what?” Terry asked.

      “I’ll play the sorceress, sure. And I’ll treat her exactly like I would a sorcerer. That’s what you ladies want, right? Equality?”

      “Equity would be better,” Jewel retorted.

      “There’s only one other female character. Do you want to play the bard, Jewel?” Jorge asked before the conversation could grow too heated.

      “I think so…” she replied tentatively. “A bard is like a singer, right?”

      “Ick. No thanks,” Mandy said. “I’m more of a dancer than a singer.”

      “A bard can often sing among other things, yes,” Jorge explained. “But I won’t expect you to sing at the table if you’re worried about that.”

      “What about in fights?”

      “In combat, bards normally play more of a support role—buffing the party, distracting enemies, that kind of thing.”

      She nodded as she studied the character sheet, then handed the other two to him. He felt a brief flash of triumph. She was at least interested in playing and Morgan had a mage. Terry and Mandy were the best gamers so they should be able to handle the last two choices and do a decent job with them.

      “So those are both men?” Mandy asked and pointed at the character sheets.

      He nodded. “One is a healer-warrior and the other is a classic barbarian type.”

      “I’ll take the barbarian!” She laughed.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “The healer looks a little trickier and is more essential to supporting the party.”

      “Oh, I’m sure Terry can handle the support role just fine,” she replied waspishly.

      Terry looked like she’d slapped him but he took the cleric without complaint.

      “This looks hilarious!” Mandy said as she studied her sheet. “All homeboy’s got is Rage. What kind of a person goes through their lives pissed off at everything? It sounds like so much work.”

      Jorge loved her dearly. She was like a sister to him but there were times when her blindness to her hot-as-hell temper still shocked him.

      “Do you want to trade?” Terry asked.

      “Nah. Battle-ax looks legit. Plus this way, Terry has to help other people.”

      “We get it, Mandy,” Jewel said, a warning edge to her tone.

      “The cleric looks cool, too,” Jorge said. Although he was biased as the game master, he knew the value of a well-played character. “He has some healing spells but is still good in combat so there are opportunities for weapons and armor.”

      “I can handle that,” Terry said, accepted the character sheet, and studied it.

      Phew! Their host allowed himself an inward sigh. That was not how he had expected the character selections to go but at least they’d all agreed.

      It was probably best to get started before anyone could complain further.

      “Our adventure begins in the woods,” he said and leaned forward so his eyes were fully obscured by his hat. “The church of Lux has called for aid and with few other prospects, the four of you have agreed to help. You ride your horses down the forest path and the light filters through the leaves of the maple trees above. You are moving toward a town called Vik when…”
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      Sometimes, it took Terry a moment to suspend his disbelief enough to get into a game but this was not one of those times. He always closed his eyes when they first started to play. It helped to cut out the visual stimulation for a moment so he could focus on the imaginary world he was playing in. Jorge was a fantastic game master and knew how to fully engage all the senses if the players gave him their undivided attention.

      He was certainly doing a bang-up job this time around.

      As impossible as it was in real terms, he could feel the saddle between his legs and the slow clop of his horse beneath him as it plodded down a slightly overgrown path through the forest. The cool air of the woods was tangible and the sun—the light, the bringer of all things good—warmed his skin deliciously. He heard the birds Jorge described better than words should have been able to make possible. The air was moist and heavy with the smells of both maple and pine trees.

      Terry opened his eyes, ready to play.

      A wild sense of disorientation filled him immediately. His first startled realization was that Jorge’s converted living room was gone. Instead, he stood on a path that meandered through a forest of pine and maple. Birds flitted above and the sun poked through a canopy still lush with the warmth of summer. The horse he rode shifted a little beneath him, and he was so shocked that he almost slid from his saddle.

      How the hell did I get here?

      The answer came easily enough. He had driven there in his rather dilapidated car and sat across from his ex-girlfriend, and Jorge had started the game.

      But that was not the only answer that came.

      Another set of memories pushed into Terry’s mind and he shook his head as he tried to make sense of them. Memories streamed to the surface of an orc raid and being rescued by priests who fought with hammer and shield against the darkness. These were followed by glimpses into a life of training in service to a warrior god and finally being ordained.

      Snatches of scenes surfaced of French fries with truffle oil and warred with those of eating hard bread and mealy apples while in the saddle.

      It was an overwhelming, jarring sensation and made him want to claw out of his skin.

      “What the hell is going on?” Terry growled in irritation and something close to panic. His voice was his own but also not. It was deeper and richer but with the same inflection he already possessed.

      In response to this reflexive question of protest, a stat sheet popped up in front of his face and startled him.

      Terry Hathaway, Level 1 Human Cleric

      Strength: 8

      Dexterity: 9

      Constitution: 12

      Intelligence: 11

      Wisdom: 15

      Charisma: 13

      Hit Points: 8

      Armor Class: 4

      Combat Equipment: Chainmail, Shield, War Hammer

      Spells (renew each rest period): 4 Level One, Unlimited Cantrips

      Prepared Spells: Cantrips - Light, Resistance; Level One - Cure Wounds, Bless, Command, Healing Word

      Experience: 0/300 to reach next level.

      He immediately recognized the stats as those in the character sheet he had held in Jorge’s living room. Ironically, he’d been concerned about staining it with truffle oil, of all things. It even looked the same. He reached out to touch it but when his hand went through the image, he leaned too far and fell off his horse.

      He landed hard with a thud and his shield jabbed into his side.

      You take 2 points of falling damage.

      The words replaced his character sheet, then faded away.

      Terry pushed up with a groan. The fall had hurt and his horse snorted at him, not impressed by the way he was behaving. Memories came to him of this horse—of him begging the priests for her, brushing her, and sneaking her the mealiest apples.

      “No! No, no, no!” Terry tried to push these alien memories from his mind. There were so many and they pushed into his brain like a river that threatened to crest over the top of a dam. Except it wasn’t a river but an ocean, a lifetime of memories all fighting to get in. He could lose himself to those memories.

      But then who would he be?

      No.

      He was Terrance Hathaway, a priest—no! He was an English major with a crappy car and a hot girlfriend. No, that was wrong too. They had split up. He’d broken up with her.

      That made him glance around and he noticed Jewel riding another horse. She looked different and held some kind of stringed instrument instead of a bottle of wine, but she was still her. He was sure of it exactly like he was sure of who he was.

      That somehow seemed to shift things so he became himself again.

      His regular mind reasserted itself as dominant and the memories of the other person faded to the point where they felt more like a story he had been told so many times that he knew it by heart.

      He was Terry, the English major.

      But at the same time, he was also Terry, the warrior priest who had lost his family in an orc raid when he’d been merely a boy. He’d hid in the barn but the orcs had smelled him. They’d almost found him but a team of men with glowing amulets who wielded magical hammers had appeared and saved him.

      They’d let him weep while they carried him away. For months, he had done nothing but cry until one of them had taught him about their god, Lux the warrior. They had taught the boy that if he walked in the light of Lux, he no longer needed to be afraid.

      Over the years, he had decided he should use his skills to help others who were not strong enough to defend themselves. The priests had been delighted and told him it was time he was ordained. Their god Lux helped people in many ways. Sometimes, he gave them the strength they needed to walk and at other times, he gave them the strength they needed to carry others.

      Lux had blessed him with that strength and now, his faith was being tested. He was on this path in this forest on the way to the town of Vik because the priest there had called for help against some kind of trouble that had arisen nearby.

      He had gathered the best team he could and set out at once.

      Terry remembered all this in as much detail as he remembered taking his finals, working as a fry cook, being a barista, playing videogames with Morgan, or meeting Jewel.

      He looked at her on her horse and she smiled warmly at him. “What are you doing on the ground?” she asked.

      Her skin had the same tone as before but everything else about her was different. The woman he knew was thin and of middling height and kept her hair in a neat bun. She dressed to fit in at the tech job she still wasn’t entirely comfortable in.

      The Jewel on the back of the horse could not be more different. She was taller, for one thing. Her hair wasn’t neatly braided but instead, it stuck out in a wild shock punctuated here and there with bright snips of ribbons or feathers. Rather than clothes that might help her to blend in, she wore a wild outfit in bright jewel tones.

      All of that plus the harp in her hand made it quite clear that this Jewel was a bard who could quite easily command the attention of an entire room.

      Riding beside her were the other two heroes his new memories told him the Terry of this world had set out with.

      Mandy the Mighty wore little beyond a bronze circlet on his brow, a loincloth, and the pelt of some animal draped over his upper torso. He? She? Terry felt the dual memories confuse the issue once again.

      Next to him—his mind knew it was Mandy but which Mandy?—was Morgan, the half-elven sorceress. As always, she wore her flowing blue robe that revealed a moonstone necklace—and a fair amount of cleavage as well.

      “Are you done staring, bro? My eyes are up here!” she snapped.

      “Don’t you always say not to dress that way if you don’t like the attention?” Mandy the Mighty snapped and roared with laughter. “Did you hear that? My voice has dropped like nine octaves! Ha-ha!”

      “Oh, like you can talk. At least I’m wearing clothes, not a ragged hunk of fur!” Morgan retorted.

      Terry had a moment of something like vertigo when memories of Morgan the college bro and Morgan the sorceress battled with each other. It was supremely disorienting.

      He might have been overwhelmed again had he not seen something in the wood.

      “Let there be light in the shadows,” he intoned, not sure exactly where the words had come from although he knew they would activate his Light Cantrip.

      Light illuminates a ten-foot circle, the center of which is located on an object of your choosing.

      Light appeared immediately to illuminate a point in the forest as well as the masked bandit who had just released an arrow from his bow.

      “Down!” Terry bellowed, although rather than following his advice, he raised the shield strapped to his left arm to protect himself.

      Bandits exploded from the forest, all as strangely dressed as his friends and wearing nothing but black. They could maybe have passed for hipsters or something with their hoods and tattered pants, but they wore boots, not sneakers. The only one with fingerless gloves was missing their fingers as well.

      Three of them aimed with bows and arrows while the other three drew swords and rushed forward. One of their hoods fell and Terry gasped when he saw a mess of angry red boils across the bandit’s face.

      “They have swords,” Terry the warrior cleric bellowed but the English major heard those words with his ears.

      They had swords. They had swords and they were pointing them at Terry and his friends.

      He froze as visions of his guts being spilled from his belly flashed before his eyes.

      “I’ve done this before,” he whispered to himself. “Those were games, though!”

      Everything felt all too real. Instinct told him this meant he could not afford to screw anything up

      With his left arm, he held his shield between himself and the archers. He used his right arm to unlimber the heavy war hammer that hung from his belt and looped the leather strip at its handle around his wrist. Without thought, he began to swing it in lazy circles. Despite the relative casualness of the action, he felt the solid control born from long practice with the weapon.

      “Kill the elvish bitch!” one of the bandits shouted. The three men with bows all released their arrows.

      “Morgan!” Terry shouted.

      She was ready and moved an elegant wand of delicate silver wood to flick two of the arrows harmlessly away. The third flew past, way off its mark.

      “Curse it,” the bandit leader shouted. “This one’s the leader and one of them disciples of Lux. Dispatch him first so he can’t heal the others!”

      The three bandits armed with swords approached him while the others nocked fresh arrows.

      In the next moment, the archers stumbled and rubbed their eyes. A soothing lullaby issued from the stringed instrument Jewel was playing.

      “Don’t use Sleep this early in the battle!” Morgan shouted at her.

      The bandits rubbed their eyes. They hadn’t fallen asleep but the spell had at least convinced them to put their bows away and draw swords instead. Two of them targeted Mandy, who was now a bright shade of red, not only in his face but all over his mostly naked muscled torso. The third stalked toward Jewel.

      The sorceress whispered something to her horse so it would move clear of the battle. The half-elf began to prepare a spell but Terry’s world constricted to only him and the three bandits who now tried to kill him.

      One of them drove his sword into the shield with enough force to rattle his arm, but he knew when to release his hammer from its swinging circle to pound into the shoulder of his first attacker.

      The brigand screamed in pain and fell back.

      “I can do this,” the cleric muttered to bolster himself but pain seared through his side when a blade found his hip directly below where his chainmail ended.

      You take 3 points of damage from the bandit’s sword.

      “Three points?” He winced and scowled. While he wanted to hold his side in reaction to the pain, he didn’t dare to put his shield down or to stop swinging his hammer. Still, the question triggered something and a health bar appeared in his vision. It was red and blinking. 3/8 HP. Shit. That’s not good!

      Terry whirled to face his second attacker and in doing so, almost left himself open to the third, who tried to hamstring him.

      He flung himself forward and met the dirt hard but not hard enough to rob himself of another hit point. The three bandits approached him. The one whose shoulder he had struck with the hammer swallowed the contents of a vial of red liquid and after a few seconds, held himself straighter.

      “I could use a healing potion right now!” Terry said, but the thought triggered the knowledge that he could heal himself. This morning, he had eaten cold cereal for breakfast and watched TV. But he had also eaten fresh foraged quail eggs and spent the early hours of the day preparing three spells—Heal, Light, and Blessing.

      If he could use Heal, he would be able to counter their attacks.

      Unfortunately, the bandits knew what he could do as well as he did. The three of them advanced relentlessly and wouldn’t let him get to his feet, let alone cast a spell.

      One of them began to bang the warrior priest’s shield with his sword. His attacks weren’t particularly effective and none of them did a good job of hitting the target. He mostly simply pounded away with everything he had.

      Still, that didn’t mean he could let any of those attacks get through. One good strike would dole out more than three points of damage, which meant he had to keep his shield between himself and that bandit. This allowed the other two to take better aim.

      Terry jerked his shield up to block another wild blow but saw another brigand draw their sword back, then extend it with the point aimed directly at his neck.
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      Morgan knew damned well he’d never ridden a horse before but at the same time, he remembered riding this elf-bred mare all the way from the forest where she had been raised. Morgan the game developer didn’t know crap about the beautiful white mare, but Morgan of the Moon knew exactly what to say to guide her mount clear of the battle.

      She knew that as a sorceress, close combat would get her killed. Since she wasn’t particularly robust and had already used her Shield spell, getting clear of the melee was the wise decision.

      As she climbed off the horse, she could feel spells budding in her consciousness, ready to be used.

      But how?

      Morgan was a gamer and a game developer who liked to drive sports cars even if he didn’t know the first thing about maintaining them. He liked going to clubs and finding women who looked like the sorceress Morgan—ivory white skin with an hourglass figure and not ashamed to flaunt it—but he didn’t want to be one.

      Now, though—no matter how he felt about it—she was Morgan the sorceress. Her memories from this world said she’d never met her father. He had met his, of course, and had just taken his dad for a ride in his car. She, however, had been raised by a sisterhood of elves in a village nestled deep in the forest.

      Her mother taught her what to do when overwhelmed by too many fighters. She knew the perfect spell for the job.

      She raised her hands and began the arcane gestures needed to call the Magic Missiles into existence. The whole situation was bizarre and she didn’t know where they were or what was going on, but she knew Terry was in trouble and it was up to her to save his ass. Three motes of pearlescent energy formed on her fingertips.

      Magic Missile sends out three unerring motes of energy that never miss their target. More missiles available if higher level spell slots are used.

      Morgan flicked her wrists and the motes of light launched from her fingers and spun in erratic loops toward their target. Their motion made them impossible to block.

      Two of them streaked into the bandit who battered his sword savagely against Terry’s shield and his life. She almost froze when the man fell dead and she had to jerk her focus back to the fight.

      The third missile had been aimed at the same brigand as well but when he fell, it looped while in flight and struck one of the others. It knocked him back as he clutched the wound.

      One of the attackers was still after Terry but the cleric was now able to deal with him without help. He pushed to his feet and raised his shield as he began to swing his war hammer overhead.

      “He’ll be fine,” Morgan whispered as she scanned the battlefield for where she could do the most good.

      Mandy had already cleaved one of the bandits attacking him in half. He didn’t look like he needed any help with another, who tried to keep a sword between his pockmarked face and the shirtless raging barbarian with a battle-ax.

      Jewel was not doing as well. She’d set her harp aside and drawn a sword to defend herself in a close duel.

      Morgan called on her power to form another couple of missiles but found she did not have the energy to summon the same attack. What she found instead was Fire Bolt.

      Fire Bolt throws fire at an enemy.

      That was enough, she decided and flicked her wrist, and a lance of flame rocketed from her hand into the bandit’s unprotected back. She noticed that with the marauder focused on Jewel, it felt almost as easy to aim this spell as it had been with the Magic Missiles.

      The brigand winced when the flame struck her in the back but she did not fall until Jewel took advantage of the distraction and ran her through with her sword. The woman crumpled and slid off the blade to leave it smeared with blood.

      Jewel yelped and fell to her knees, weeping.

      Morgan could relate to the feeling. She honestly could. While part of her might have these weird memories of killing evil monsters and men alike in the past, her thoughts were mostly horrified by the idea. Hell, she was still trying to wrap her head around being a she.

      There would be time to feel those things later, though. She had not learned magic only to lose a friend in a battle against people as vile as these diseased bandits. The sorceress turned her attention to the last two brigands trying to kill Terry but before she could summon another Fire Bolt, Mandy roared and rushed into the battle.

      He kicked one of the bandits in the chest and the man sprawled heavily.

      The other bandit yelped at the barbarian’s intervention, then retreated. He caught his comrade by the arm and yanked him to his feet.

      “No escape!” Mandy bellowed.

      The sorceress agreed with the sentiment and prepared another Fire Bolt but before either of them could attack, Terry raised his war hammer skyward. If he told them not to pursue these bandits, there was no reason to do otherwise.

      “Hold!” the warrior cleric bellowed and Morgan stopped her casting. The surviving bandits fled into the forest.

      “I think I will be sick,” she mumbled as everything that had happened in the past few minutes swamped her. She doubled over and threw up.

      When the nausea subsided, she wiped the vomit from the side of her mouth, straightened, and realized that Terry now stood in a beam of light. The blood that had soaked through his tabard and chainmail ceased to flow and his injuries knit themselves to seal cleanly.

      “Who else needs healing?” the cleric asked.

      “I’m…I’m all right,” Morgan said.

      “I suffered a small flesh wound,” Mandy said. A deep gash had been scored across the barbarian’s shirtless chest but he didn’t seem too perturbed by it.

      “Me too.” Jewel clutched a bloody hand.

      Terry gestured at the two of them and beams of light descended from the sky to close both their wounds.

      “Thanks,” the bard said.

      “That’s a neat trick.” Mandy touched the place where the wound had been only moments before.

      “You’re more than welcome,” Terry said. “But we need to be careful from here on out. I can feel I’m tapped out on spells until we rest.”

      “Let’s get the horses,” Jewel suggested. “That way, if we are attacked again, we can decide to run.”

      Morgan whistled for her horse and it came to her. The others’ mounts were not so well trained, but that made sense. They hadn’t raised them in the forest for long enough to build that kind of bond with their mounts.

      “Does anyone have any goddamn clue what is going on?” she demanded when everyone returned holding their horses’ reins.

      Mandy shrugged and Jewel grimaced.

      “I hoped you would be able to explain,” Terry replied.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” she demanded.

      “Well…uh, this is a game, right?” Terry said. “We all sat down to play with Jorge.”

      “Oh, my God—Jorge!” Mandy bellowed, peered around them and into the woods, down the path they had come on, and even into the sky. “Jorge! Jorge, where are you?”

      There was no reply.

      “If something happened to him, I swear, I’ll—”

      “There’s no need to rage out,” Morgan said.

      “He wasn’t a player,” Terry reminded her. “Maybe he’s running this…uh, module or whatever it is. Does that make sense, Morgan?”

      “Do you think that because I’m a sorceress, I have all the answers?”

      “No. I was asking you because you work in virtual reality. That’s what this has to be, right? Some kind of augmented virtual place?” the cleric asked and sounded hopeful.

      Morgan shook her head. “No way. There’s nothing like this on Earth, not even in development. The entire system for our latest platform relies on a freaking headset. We didn’t put any headsets on.”

      “What about holograms?” Mandy suggested.

      “I hope you’re roleplaying the part of a thick-skulled barbarian,” the sorceress snapped and the insult came easily from both his and her identities.

      “Say that again, half-elf.” Mandy growled a warning.

      “Enough!” Terry shouted. “We were attacked by bandits so we can’t fight amongst ourselves and linger here, waiting for them to return.”

      “Well said,” Jewel agreed.

      “What we need to do is find out what is going on,” he continued. “Morgan, are you certain this can’t be some type of a computer game?”

      “There’s nothing like this on Earth,” Morgan insisted. “Nothing even close to this immersive. Plus…well, I don’t know how to say this but I have memories of being this ‘Morgan of the Moon.’ I had barely even read the character sheet but now, I can see my mother’s eyes, how they were the color of the moon…” His voice trailed off and sounded almost haunted.

      “It’s all right,” Terry said and patted her on the shoulder. “I have memories of Terry the cleric too—of an orc raid, of all things. I don’t know how but they’re in my head.”

      That only made Morgan all the more uncomfortable. How long would he be trapped in this body? He liked playing mages in games but their fragility had never been too big a deal because if he died, he could merely roll a new character. That didn’t seem to be how things would work there.

      Plus, he was a woman—and one with a figure that Mandy the Mighty couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off.

      “Do you mind?” she snapped and pulled her robe closed so Mandy could no longer stare.

      “Mind? I thought you’d be thrilled to be in a body like that,” the barbarian retorted. “I know I am.” He balled his fists and flexed to make biceps, triceps, traps, lats, pecs, and everything else bulge.

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re stronger than you’ve ever been,” she muttered.

      “And you aren’t? I didn’t realize your stupid sports car could shoot magic blasts at people!” Mandy laughed loud and hard.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “If you’re saying you’re weaker because you’re in the body of an attractive woman, you’re more of a sexist pig than I took you for,” he declared.

      “And how is that different than you being thrilled to be in that man’s body?” the sorceress demanded. “You think you’re stronger simply because you’re a dude?”

      “No, you moron, I think I’m stronger because of this!” In one smooth motion, Mandy scooped one of the dead bandits up, put them on his shoulders, and exploded upward to hurl the body into the woods. “Or is that something all men can do?”

      Morgan felt the magic that flowed within her blood start to bubble to the surface. So this barbaric man thought his brute force could intimidate her? Well, he had another think coming.

      Before she loosed a Fire Bolt to teach the barbarian a lesson, music stopped her.

      Jewel had retrieved her harp from her horse’s saddle and now played a soothing melody that calmed the sorceress.

      “I don’t think you should touch those bandits like that,” the bard said.

      “They attacked us. They don’t deserve our respect,” Mandy countered.

      “But did you notice that they all had a rash and some of them had boils?” Jewel pointed at the closest body.

      “I…uh, no. I had not noticed that.”

      “Cure wounds should take care of that,” Terry said and somehow sounded very sure of himself. Morgan assumed that was why they had all agreed to follow him.

      “Do you seriously think that’s how we need to operate?” she asked.

      “Like what?”

      “Do we need to be concerned about disease?”

      “You said it's not a VR set-up.”

      “It’s not,” Morgan insisted.

      “I’m not so sure.” Jewel frowned and fingered a string of beads at her neck. “Did you notice that we’re all wearing the same type of jewelry? They’re dice, right?”

      “Platonic solids, yes.” Mandy touched a cord of leather at his neck that had six rough stones strung on it.

      Morgan pulled her charm from her neck. At the very center was a crescent moon but on either side of the silver chain were three sapphire gems, each cut into dice that she was quite familiar with. They were those used to play most roleplaying games—a four-sided tetrahedron, a six-sided cube, plus a d8, d10, d12, and the iconic d20.

      Terry drew a necklace from under his chainmail. Like Morgan’s, it had a holy symbol at its center as well as three dice strung on either side of it. But while the sorceress' were a rich blue similar to her robe, his were orangey-yellow, the color of a bright torch.

      Jewel’s necklace had no centerpiece and the dice on it didn’t match any more than any of the colors she wore did, but the same six shapes hung around her neck. Another glance at Mandy confirmed that the stones at his neck were carved into dice as well.

      “Well, that’s…something,” the cleric said, his expression a little bewildered.

      Morgan didn’t know what to say so she said nothing. Instead, she simply fingered the stones at her neck while she tried to make sense of what was happening to all of them.

      “Did anyone else feel them move?” Jewel asked.

      “Move?” Mandy asked and his barbarian inflection made him sound incredulous.

      “When I dueled that bandit, I think mine moved—or twitched or something.”

      “Do you think they rolled?” Terry asked.

      “Yes? Well, I don’t know. I was focused on not being stabbed, but I think they did. That could be a clue, right? These dice, our identities, and our character sheets mean this is all related to Jorge's game, right?”

      “Character sheet?” Morgan asked in bewilderment and immediately, a large papyrus scroll appeared in her vision.

      Morgan Emerson, Level 1 Half-Elven Sorceress

      Strength: 6

      Dexterity: 8

      Constitution: 14

      Intelligence: 17

      Wisdom: 11

      Charisma: 16

      Hit Points: 7

      Armor Class: 10

      Combat Equipment: Dagger (x2)

      Spells (renew each rest period) : 2 Level One, Unlimited Cantrips

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

      Level One - Magic Missile, Shield

      Experience: 25/300 to reach next level.

      There was also a prompt about the fight they had finished:

      You have defeated four level-one bandits with your party. Your share of the experience is 25. You need another 275 experience points to reach level two.

      No one else seemed to be able to see the message, which she appreciated because she did not want anyone to know that her strength was only six. It made her curious, though. It looked precisely like the one Jorge had handed him before he had reappeared here as a sorceress.

      Terry and Jewel were talking about something and it caught her attention. As soon as she looked away, the character sheet vanished. A thought of it was enough to bring it back, however, and made it appear in front of her again.

      “Morgan. Morgan!”

      She looked up and realized that everyone was staring at her. Hastily, she pulled her robe closer to cover up better.

      “Do you have a character sheet, too?” Terry asked. “The same character you would play at Jorge’s?”

      “Yes, I do. Did any of you see the prompt about experience points?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “So that means what? We’re in the game?” Jewel asked with something close to disbelief.

      No one wanted to admit this. While none of them nodded or spoke words of agreement, no one denied it either.

      “That doesn’t matter right now,” Terry said.

      “Doesn’t matter? How can you dismiss what Jewel said just like that?” Mandy demanded.

      “I mean it doesn’t matter if it’s a game or a hallucination or magic. I assume all of you have tried to leave?”

      Mandy and Jewel both nodded. The thought had not occurred to Morgan.

      She had been able to pull the character sheet up with a thought and she wondered if she could put it down. She tried to do exactly that but nothing happened. With a sharp indrawn breath, she tried to step out of this body and into the real-world one. That brought no success either.

      “No luck, Morgan?” Terry asked.

      The sorceress shook her head and felt completely overwhelmed.

      “What about taking the necklaces off?” Jewel asked.

      “I’ll try,” Morgan replied and latched onto the idea like a lifeline. She reached up to release the chain that held the dice in place but there was no clasp and it was too short to lift over her head. “Uh-oh. It looks like they aren’t meant to come off easily.”

      “Bah. I’ll get mine off.” The barbarian growled in irritation. He grasped the dice in one hand and yanked them away from his chest. The movement was made with enough force that it jerked his head forward but the chain refused to snap, no matter how hard he pulled on it.

      “Then there’s no choice but to continue,” Terry said.

      “Continue what?” Mandy the Mighty demanded.

      “Continue with our mission,” he clarified. “Am I the only one who remembers answering a call to help?”

      “I remember,” Morgan said.

      “Me too, I think,” Mandy added.

      “Let’s be certain.” Jewel dismounted from her horse. “Everyone, write the name of where we’re supposed to go in the dirt.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Terry agreed. The four of them all turned their backs to each other. Morgan couldn’t believe this was happening or how any of this could possibly make sense but the fact remained that she had memories of where they were supposed to go.

      When she turned again, it seemed everyone else did too. They had all written the same three letters in the dirt—VIK.

      “Then that’s where we’ll go,” the cleric said. “That’s our mission. It’s why we’re here—whatever here happens to mean.”

      “Okay, it makes sense,” Mandy admitted. “Jorge said the module was expansive and immersive. If that’s what this is, it makes sense to stay on the questline. If we wander off, we might never make it out of here. And we need to get out of here. We have to make sure Jorge is all right.”

      “But we’re trapped here,” Morgan reminded them. “How can you be certain this isn’t part of a trap?”

      “I think we should proceed like it’s exactly that,” Terry responded firmly. “Every game I’ve ever played has perils to be faced and challenges to be conquered. If we want to get out of this, we have to assume more perils await.”

      “And you think the answers lie in the town of Vik?” Jewel asked.

      “We all do.” The cleric pointed at the word they had all written in the dirt.
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      Jewel thought she was doing a better job of coping with being in this bizarre place than the rest of the group was. Of course, this was not to say that she did a better job of navigating it. Terry, Mandy, and Morgan were all more than ready when it came to a fight. But the strangeness of being in a wildly uncomfortable situation? That was her life.

      She always felt like an outsider—the youngest, the darkest, or the woman working in a man’s field. Some days, it felt like everything important to who she was merely made her stand out.

      Compared to that, being there in a different person’s body was…well, it wasn’t a great comparison but she didn’t feel at odds with the person she had become. Being of the same complexion and gender helped, but she thought there was more to it than that. She had always vaguely wanted to be a singer—or at least the kind of person who could stand in front of a crowd without being struck by stage fright. Now, she was.

      She still had those feelings of insecurity. After all, she had developed them over a lifetime. But she had new feelings from the Jewel of this world as well, feelings of confidence and memories of knowing that most crowds loved hearing her perform.

      As far as she could tell, she was stuck there. She didn’t have any idea how to get out of this place and frankly, she didn’t think she was the person who would find out how to get them all home. Unlike the other three, she was not a long-term gamer. She liked hanging out with people and certainly thought that tabletop RPGs could be fun and even hilarious. It merely wasn’t something she had grown up doing.

      The bard was more than willing to be along for the ride but she didn’t see how someone with as little experience as her would be the person who got them all out of this.

      That said, it didn’t seem like anyone else had any ideas either. She considered this and decided that the right thing to do was to make sure she did her best to be the Jewel of this world.

      With that in mind, she took another look at her character sheet.

      Jewel Davis, Level 1 Human Bard

      Strength: 12

      Dexterity: 14

      Constitution: 10

      Intelligence: 12

      Wisdom: 9

      Charisma: 16

      Hit Points: 8

      Armor Class: 6

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

      Powers: Bardic Inspiration

      Spells (renew each rest period):  2 Level One, Unlimited Cantrips

      Prepared Spells: Cantrips - Light, Minor Illusion

      Level One - Charm Person, Cure Wounds, Detect Magic, Sleep

      Experience: 25/300 to reach next level.

      She was fairly certain that Bardic Inspiration was her most important asset. Jewel sensed that she could use it to make the others strike with better accuracy and more force and accomplish feats that might otherwise be beyond their ability. While they rode on their horses—something she had never done at home—she strummed her harp. Her music filled her companions with a sense of confidence that would translate to more proficiency in whatever way they needed it in the trials that were certain to come.

      It was a certainty that there would be trails. She hadn’t been a gamer long but she had played enough to know that most involved the heroes facing peril. Often, Jorge’s favorites were life and death, at least for the characters on paper.

      Logically, that should have made her terrified but it didn’t. She couldn’t have chosen a better group of people to be with when this happened. It was unfortunate that she and Terry weren’t together like they had been. At the same time, though, the Jewel of this world was not in a relationship with the Terry of this world. If she focused on herself as a bard, she didn’t need to let those feelings about him linger.

      Besides, they had bigger things to worry about. They had left the forest and now headed into the town of Vik. It appeared to be a fairly small community with only a couple of dozen houses crammed into the center of town and not organized in any particular way. Most of the farms on either side of the trail were in good condition, although Jewel noticed that others were not.

      Some of the fields lay fallow, a barn was in disrepair, and one of the farmhouses looked like it had suffered a recent fire. She had a broad knowledge of this world thanks to her character, who had traveled a fair amount, so she knew that none of this was a good sign. This town’s farms were its livelihood. To let a barn or burned home go unrepaired indicated that something was amiss.

      They reached the town as the sun began to dip behind a distant mountain range.

      “No one has brought out a welcome party,” Morgan muttered from the back of her horse. She had her wand at the ready. Jewel wasn’t sure if the people of Vik would see that as a threat or not. It certainly looked better than Terry drawing his hammer or Mandy his ax, but she continued to strum a pleasant tune to assuage any fears the townsfolk who saw them might have.

      And there were few townsfolk from what she could see. Lights were on inside some of the houses but if not for that, she would have assumed Vik was already in the process of being abandoned. The few people she did see didn’t linger to chat or wave at the band of strangers that entered their town.

      “There’s the church,” Terry said and gestured toward a simple structure with a steeple that rose taller than most of the town. On the front door was a painting of a circle with lines emanating from it. This was at least passably similar to the symbol the cleric wore around his neck—a sunburst motif.

      He dismounted, walked up the steps, and knocked on the front door.

      The sound echoed down the empty street and a startled crow took flight from somewhere and complained angrily into the darkening sky.

      Jewel looked around and decided that these people needed some music badly.

      “Are you sure they heard you?” Morgan asked when the door didn’t immediately open.

      “Try knocking harder?” Mandy suggested and flexed his muscles.

      “I don’t think I need to—”

      The door swung open to reveal a portly fellow with black hair and a tabard that matched Terry’s. Jewel had never seen his face before but something was familiar about him.

      “Well, hello! My name is Father—”

      “Jorge?” Mandy asked and scrambled off his horse. “Jorge, is that you?”

      “Mandy?” the portly priest asked, his expression dumbfounded.

      “Oh, my God, Jorge. You’re okay! I was so worried about you.” Mandy rushed forward and hugged him.

      “Mandy! Mandy—you’re crushing me. You’re stronger than you were.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry about that. I…uh, don’t know my own strength.” He grinned and for a moment, Jewel could see her best friend hidden beneath the muscles and scars.

      “You’re Jorge?” Morgan asked. “How can we be sure?”

      “I warned you about playing the sorceress, didn’t I?” the priest teased. “But please, come in. Come in!”

      They hobbled their horses and followed him inside.

      Jorge—or rather Father Jorge—bustled around once he’d ushered them into his quarters tucked in the back of the church. He had a simple bed, a flagon of water, and a little preserved food that he served them before they could ask.

      “I’m so glad to see all of you,” he said with suppressed excitement. “I woke here earlier and felt like I was losing my mind. I have memories of two lives but only one of them could explain how I could be here. I was worried I’d lost it. But now that you’re here too, I’ll simply tell myself I’m sane.”

      “What do you mean you were losing your mind?” Morgan demanded, her hand still on her wand. “You sent us here. Now how do we get back?”

      “I have no idea. Honestly. Well, it’s fairly obvious that we’re in the world of the Tomb of Malevolent Evil. You guys are the characters. But as for how we got here…” He shrugged.

      “Come on, Jorge. You’re the game master so you must know how to get us out,” Terry stated bluntly.

      “I wish I knew but I don’t. I don’t like to read too far ahead, so I truly don’t know what to expect.”

      “But this isn’t a game. This is something else,” Jewel said. “We only want to get out of here.”

      “I don’t think it’ll work that way,” Jorge admitted. “I think—and this is relying heavily on some lore the other village elders laid on me this morning as well as some of the information that Father Jorge simply knows—I think we’re here for a purpose.”

      “You do?” Terry asked a little skeptically.

      The priest nodded.

      Jewel wasn’t sure if she believed him. He seemed like Jorge in the way the rest of them seemed like their former selves, even though they weren’t wearing their old bodies. But he hadn’t appeared where they had. For that matter, he didn’t have one of the dice necklaces either. She almost said this aloud but didn’t see the point.

      The fact was, they needed him. He was both the game master and the person they’d traveled there hoping to find. One of those two paths must surely lead them home. She felt sure of it.

      “But first, you guys, I need all of you to believe me that I did not mean to teleport any of us here,” the priest said.

      “Doesn’t teleportation imply we’d still be in the same body?” Morgan countered sharply.

      Jorge shrugged a little awkwardly. “Brought over then or whatever you want to call it. I had no idea this would happen. I merely hoped to have a fun night of gaming, that’s it.”

      “This is already much more than that,” Terry said.

      “I know it’s crazy but I think it’s part of how this world works.”

      “So you’ve bought into all of it then?” Mandy asked, although she didn’t seem annoyed with her old friend.

      “I have, yes,” Jorge admitted. “But only after spending hours trying to get out of here. Seriously, I tried everything but nothing worked. Finally, I went and talked to the other village elders.”

      “Who called you crazy when you told them you’re a painter from another world?” Morgan asked.

      “Hardly!” The priest laughed. “I had thought they would simply freak out when I told them what I was experiencing. After all, it’s unbelievable.”

      “But that’s not what happened?” Terry asked.

      “Not at all,” Jorge said. “The other elders—there are three by the way. The woman who owns the inn, a mage named Thenarakus, and myself. Anyway, we have an explanation. Sometimes, this world calls out when there’s danger. I think it called out for us to help.”

      “Help with what?” The cleric frowned in thought.

      “Honestly, Thenarakus can explain it better than me. We agreed that if you all arrived, I should take you to him immediately.”

      “Great. Finally, some answers,” Morgan muttered.

      “You’ll all come then?” Jorge asked.

      Jewel saw no reason not to agree. A moment later, they stepped into the empty streets of Vik.

      If she didn’t have a separate set of memories in which she had a job in tech and had sat down to play a board game at a table, she saw no reason why she would ever doubt the reality of this world. The town was as real as anything in her frame of reference. Beneath their feet, the street was compacted earth that kicked up in tiny little plumes when they crossed it. The homes were whitewashed and thick timbers protruded to form triangles on the lower floors, while their roofs were all made of thick thatch.

      She felt quite confident that she could go inside any of the homes and she’d find people having dinner or getting ready for bed. It was easier to accept this place as real than it was to question it.

      “So, let me guess, the mage named Thrakus—” Morgan began.

      “Thenarakus.” The priest corrected him quickly.

      “Whatever,” he continued. “The mage with the painfully obvious mage name lives in the stone tower that’s taller than it is wide?”

      “He chose his name when he became a mage,” Jorge explained.

      “Of course he did. You can’t name a kid something like Thakanus—”

      “Thenarakus.”

      “Again, whatever. You can’t name a kid something like that and expect them to want to live in a normal house.”

      “I’m not surprised,” the barbarian said and given his low voice, it sounded like a boast. Jewel decided it was easier to refer to Mandy and Morgan by their gender identities in this world rather than the ones they’d left behind.

      “Not surprised that we’re about to talk to an actual mage? I have to say, I’m still fairly freaked out by all this,” Terry confessed.

      “We’ve been transported to another world—or hologram or whatever—and that’s crazy, but the actual details aren’t exactly original,” Mandy pointed out.

      “What do you mean?” Jewel asked.

      “This is all basic fantasy RPG—bandits on the road through the forest and the small town with little but a church and an inn. I’d be willing to bet if we walk in there, some regulars will be playing cards. Given all that, a stone tower where a wizard lives is to be expected.”

      That did make a weird kind of sense to Jewel. “But if all this is true, some of the bad stuff will probably be as well,” she pointed out.

      “Bad stuff like what?” Terry asked.

      “Most of these RPGS end up as a dungeon crawl—at least the ones we play. We should probably assume that we’ll be headed somewhere dark and dingy that has clever traps and monsters.”

      “You don’t need to worry about all that,” Jorge said. “Thenarakus will make things more clear. I assure you.”

      They reached the base of the tower and the priest knocked on the iron door.

      As soon as he touched the elaborately wrought metal, a swirling storm of energy surrounded the party and they were no longer in the town of Vik.
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      Mandy materialized, drew his battle-ax immediately, and uttered a massive roar.

      “Who dares to cast magic on Mandy the Mighty?” he demanded, swung his weapon overhead, and cleaved a table with a nice fruit arrangement on it completely in twain. “Who thinks they have power over me?”

      “I’m sorry about that. So sorry! You’re from the north, no doubt. I should have thought of that. I apologize.” Between the robe etched with sigils and his long beard, the barian assumed the man who’d spoken was the offensive wizard.

      And the staff he had aimed at Mandy did nothing to cool his temper.

      “Drop your weapon!” he roared. He knew all too well how dangerous such beings could be. His family had been enslaved by one of them and forced to use their strength and might to build towers that would dwarf this one.

      “Mandy, it’s all right,” Jewel said, placed a hand on the barbarian’s tricep, and hummed a simple tune that helped to calm the rage that burned like an inferno in his chest.

      The thing was, he knew he was overreacting. Jorge was there and he trusted the mage. Plus, Terry, Morgan and Jewel weren’t exactly defenseless. If this man was a threat, they’d face it together, but he wasn’t a threat. He had teleported them inside, not rained flaming meteorites on top of them.

      If someone with his powers who could move four people against their will wanted them dead, he could have simply teleported them somewhere they could not survive. A few hundred feet up in the air, for example, or onto the lip of a volcano. This mage had not done that. He’d merely brought them inside his admittedly cozy living space.

      But the part of Mandy that was filled with memories of living in this world was terrified of magic. Oh, he would stand against it and would cleave the hands of a sorcerer off if given the opportunity, but it scared him all the same.

      Fortunately, Jewel somehow sensed this. Her touch and melody took the edge off his fear and allowed him to rein his fury in slowly.

      “I…I apologize.” He lowered his battle-ax.

      “No, no. The fault is all mine. Father Jorge told me you were a warrior from the north. The things that have transpired there…I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have surprised you like that. Please, all of you, take a seat. I have fruit—”

      The wizard appraised the table and the fruit, now in splinters and crushed respectively.

      “You know, I also have bread and cheese if that’s more to your liking,” he said and hurried to a pantry. He returned a moment later with a loaf of bread and a quarter of a wheel of cheese.

      Mandy was suddenly starving, so he let the mage hand him a hunk of bread and a thick slice of cheese before he sat in a plush chair.

      He’d thought having big muscles and Rage powers sounded fun. On paper, maybe, but inhabiting the body and mind of someone who had PTSD from wizards was another thing entirely. The barbarian had come to terms with his past but Earth Mandy hadn’t had any time to process the warrior’s life. Intellectually, she felt like she could handle it but it was difficult to surf the waves of the character’s emotions.

      She brought his character sheet up to remind herself who she was supposed to be.

      Mandy O’Connell, Level 1 Human Barbarian

      Strength: 17

      Dexterity: 8

      Constitution: 16

      Intelligence: 8

      Wisdom: 6

      Charisma: 10

      Hit Points: 14

      Armor Class: 5

      Combat Equipment: Battle-Ax, Throwing-Ax (x4)

      Powers: Rage (2x/day)

      Experience: 25/300 to reach next level.

      “Again, I’m so sorry about that. I merely wanted to get you inside quickly.”

      “And show off a little, eh?” Jorge quipped.

      The mage blushed. “Perhaps, perhaps. But please, make yourselves comfortable. We have much to discuss.” He flicked his staff at a fireplace in the corner and the flames grew larger.

      Mandy flinched, which he noticed.

      “Sorry! I spend much of my time here and it makes sense to use short-cuts. Then again, even after all these years, I still love using magic.”

      “These are the people I told you about, Thenarakus,” Jorge said. “My friends from another world.”

      “The people with memories from another world, right?” the wizard asked. “And please, call me Rak.”

      “I’m not so sure that’s what’s going on,” Jorge said.

      “But of course it is, Jorge,” Rak said. “I’ve known you for decades. I helped you rebuild the steeple at your church. You did not spring into this world yesterday any more than Terrence did. You’ve followed his career for years. I have memories of this—as do you, correct?”

      “Well, yes…”

      “And you do as well?” the mage asked Terry, who nodded.

      “You said you would help, Thenarakus,” Jorge said and his voice edged into pleading.

      “I know and I will! And I think this desire to return to your ‘other’ home is important. After all, you were not given memories of people who wished to be here but people who feel as if you do not belong. That is significant. That these memories have a drive is very important indeed.”

      “They don’t feel like simple memories to us,” Morgan interjected.

      “Of course not.” Rak moved to a desk and picked up a sheaf of papers. “Something has happened—something wondrous. Of that we can have no doubt. As soon as Father Jorge came to me with this…uh, problem, I knew it was important and not something to be ignored. I have spent the day searching for answers.”

      “And what have you found?” Jorge asked. Mandy appreciated that. His old friend had always been good at keeping them on task. It was good to see him using his people management skills on this mage as well.

      “Not as much as I’d like, to be honest. This is a rather rare occurrence.”

      “Were you unable to find instances of people discovering they had new memories? Because if that is what you were searching for and it’s not what is going on, then perhaps you need to look again,” Morgan said drily.

      Mandy didn’t entirely trust the elf, although she was certainly easy on the eyes. He realized what he’d thought about the chauvinist asshole who drove a sports car and rolled his eyes. They had to get home and the sooner the better!

      “Thankfully, I read more broadly than that. Do you all know the legends of the magic that suffuses this land?”

      The barbarian did indeed know something of this legend but they called it something different in the north. “The Wind” was their term for it but it must surely be the same thing.

      “You speak of the magic that keeps the world in balance?” Terry asked. “The same magic that gives Lux the power of light and others the power of darkness.”

      “Precisely so!” Rak confirmed cheerfully. “Our history is filled with examples of exactly this. When an evil king takes power, a hero arises to depose him. When a sorcerer of the dark arts draws too deeply on those powers, he succumbs to forces of good which rise to balance him.”

      “But the opposite happens too,” Morgan pointed out. “We lived in harmony in the forest for centuries but we were attacked.”

      The mage nodded grimly. “This too is truth. This world is the middle world, a world of light and dark. There are worlds with more light or dark, but that is not the one we live in. Ours tends to balance itself.”

      “Then how does that explain us being here?” Mandy asked.

      “There have been times when the land cannot find a strong enough balancing force within. Once, almost a millennia ago, a sorcerer arose who was so powerful and so cunning that he found a way to extend his rule indefinitely. Nothing seemed capable of standing against him but eventually, even he could not survive. A great storm the likes of which we had never seen—a storm that every witness who saw it claims was not of this earth—appeared, battered the sorcerer’s tower to pieces, and crushed him inside.”

      “What do we have to do with the rain?” the barbarian demanded impatiently.

      “No, no—this wasn’t regular rain. This was a storm stronger than any ever recorded. It was not the weather but magic. The power and magic that suffused this world did not create it. Instead, the power of this world summoned it from another realm and used it to balance that which was…uh, well…”

      “Out of whack?” Jorge suggested.

      Rak chuckled. “I do like these memories you possess from another place.”

      “But isn’t the opposite true as well?” Morgan asked. “Evil can come as much as good can.”

      “That is true,” the wizard conceded. “Hundreds of years ago in the south, a good king united most of the world under his rule. More people lived in peace and prosperity than ever before. There was no evil to oppose this so the land ended up sucking in an invasion of demons from the outside realms instead. It…it was messy.”

      “But which are we?” Terry asked.

      Rak laughed. “You are a warrior cleric of Lux. It’s very clear that you walk in the light and have come to bring balance to this world.”

      “He’s right, though. How can you be sure?” Jewel asked. “What if these four warriors were supposed to do something great and we were brought to stop them? How can you be certain that we are not forces of evil?”

      The man raised a bushy eyebrow. “If you truly are evil, I don’t see why you would have accused yourselves of being anything but good. But you are right. I don’t know who you are—or I don’t know who these other memories are, anyway. But I do know this realm and it is not in good condition. You saw the crops when you came in. Why is some of our grain misshapen? Why can we not rebuild that house without it burning down yet again? And why does the king not answer our call? We are already living in a dark time. If something comes from another world, it must be good.”

      “That’s nonsense. What if a dragon appeared? Would you think it was good simply because it was different?” Morgan asked.

      “Ah, but it was not a dragon that appeared but four warriors with reputations for being kind and just.”

      “But we’re not them,” Jewel reminded.

      “You have their memories and now, in addition, you also have the memories of four heroes from another world who have done more in their young lives than most of the people of this world accomplish in a lifetime.”

      “Wait—what do you think we’ve done exactly?” Mandy asked warily.

      Jorge coughed, his expression sheepish. “I might have told them about the time you four defeated the Demon Queen. And when you fought off an entire pack of weretigers. Oh, and that you fought a fire dragon and an ice dragon in the same battle.”

      “And lured them both to a waterfall. So clever!” Rak exclaimed.

      “Those were games,” Mandy said.

      “See! You are so brave that you think fighting two dragons is nothing but a game.”

      “Tell him, Jorge,” Morgan said.

      “Tell me what?” Rak asked.

      The priest looked embarrassed but he cleared his throat and addressed the wizard resolutely. “Those adventures I told you about…my friends didn’t physically do them. Instead, we all imagined them together. We all sat around my table and used pens, paper, and dice to do the action.”

      “Even better!” the mage declared.

      “Better? How is not being warriors a good thing?” Terry asked with a frown.

      “But you are warriors! You are Terrence, raised in the temple of Lux. I know the man who trained you. And Jewel, many know your songs. Mandy, you are not known in the south yet but you certainly will be. And Lady Morgan, I haven't met you before but I have met your sisters. Your reputation precedes you.”

      “But we’re not,” Terry explained. “We merely pretended to do all those things. We’ve never even been these particular characters before.”

      “Our world has seen fit to send us the minds of four people who know how to inhabit not only the bodies but the lives of other people. To me, it is very clear that you were chosen because of these very attributes.”

      “Okay, let’s say you’re right,” Morgan said reluctantly. “How do we get rid of these memories?”

      “Oh, I would think that was obvious,” Rak responded. “You need to confront the evil creeping over this land. If you can do that, the power that brought you here will have no choice but to send you home. After all, without the evil you were summoned to defeat, you would be an imbalance yourself.”

      “Confronting evil can come in many forms,” Mandy interjected belligerently. “How are we supposed to know which evil to confront?”

      “You already know the answer to that,” Jorge said. Despite having a different face, he still had the same smirk he always wore when he tried to lead the party to a conclusion.

      “The mission we traveled here to do,” Terry said. “That’s what drew us into this world. It was why we sat down at Jorge’s house in the first place. It’s the Tomb, isn’t it? Someone has opened the Tomb of Malevolent Evil.”

      “Well, let’s shut it,” Mandy retorted.

      “No one knows where the Tomb is,” Rak pointed out.

      “You’d think the magical force that brought us here would,” Morgan countered.

      “No one may know where the Tomb is, but we know where the path there begins,” Jorge said. “We called you to investigate a ruined fort nearby. It’s just over a hill but the closest house to it—”

      “Is the one that keeps getting burned down?” Terry asked.

      The priest nodded. “The fort was built in the demon war Rak mentioned. It was mostly destroyed in the fighting but people have long said it’s haunted. I blessed the place years ago and don’t think anything was there at the time, but now…” He shrugged

      “Something’s changed?” Jewel asked.

      “Something has, yes. Livestock that stray near it go missing, as do people. We’ve lost two children already, bless their souls.”

      “How can you be sure it’s that tower and not merely some beast coming in from the forest?” the cleric asked.

      “Some people have seen lights dancing in the windows at night. Lights in an abandoned and possibly haunted ruin sound like typical adventure fodder to me,” Jorge replied.

      “Fine. We’ll go,” Terry said. “But we’ll wait until first light to set out. There’s no reason to go there without being well-rested.”

      “And well-fed,” Mandy added.

      “Excellent! Then we start out tomorrow.” Jorge sounded excited.

      “We? No, no, no, Father Jorge. You cannot go any more than I can,” Rak protested.

      “What? Why not? Of course we can go. I’m one of them, for Lux’s sake.”

      “Ah, but you aren’t. Not really. These are your…what did you call them? Players.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “They have been marked as such,” Rak said. “They each carry the same stones around their necks—gems fashioned into strange shapes and holy symbols of balance. You do not.”

      Jorge reached for his neck only to discover what everyone else already knew. He did not have a necklace of dice.

      “But…I want to help.”

      “You already have. If not for you being here, these four would never have heeded your call and the evil would have spread even further.”

      “It’s all right, Jorge. You always had bad luck when it came to dice rolls anyway,” Mandy reminded him.

      He snorted but nodded. “It’s cool. Come on. Let’s get you all into the inn. It’s better than sleeping on the floor in the church.”
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      Jewel followed Jorge across the street to the inn. He led them through a common room that did indeed have farmers playing cards. When he introduced them to Verna, an old woman with a thick shock of gray hair, she was more than happy to provide them with lodging and stables for their horses once he told her where they were headed in the morning.

      “And a thousand blessings upon ye!” she said cheerfully. “I only have two rooms left—upstairs at the end of the hall. You go make yourselves at home. The stew’s almost ready down here and the goat was simmering almost all day.”

      “It sounds great,” the bard said and led the group upstairs. “Mandy, I assume you want to bunk with…oh, right.” She frowned at the muscled, shirtless warrior.

      “Maybe Mandy the Mighty should bunk with me,” Terry suggested.

      “Fine,” the barbarian agreed sulkily.

      “I guess that can work,” Jewel said. “But if you ogle me, Morgan, you’re gonna be in trouble.”

      The sorceress harrumphed and pulled her blue robe more tightly around her. “I assure you, that will not be an issue.”

      “All right, then.” She didn’t sound convinced but she preceded Morgan into one of the rooms.

      They had little to unpack and in a few minutes, she discovered she was bored. It was odd to feel that way. She usually liked nothing more than to curl up by herself after a long day at work—and especially a day like today, when she’d spent more time than usual being social. But the Jewel of this world felt differently. The crowd downstairs called to her.

      “I think I’ll go downstairs to see if I can find anything out,” she said and decided to channel her boredom into something more productive.

      “Very well,” Morgan replied. She sat cross-legged on her bed with her eyes closed. While the bard had unpacked, Morgan had taken a shirt from her pack and slipped it on. She looked more comfortable despite the warmth of the evening.

      “Do you want to come?” Jewel asked.

      “I don’t. I need to meditate to recover my magical strength. I have a feeling I’ll want all my spells available to me in the morning.”

      “And what about stew? Verna said the goat should be good.”

      “Eating meat is not something elves do.”

      “I thought you were half-human.”

      “In this regard, it seems I’m all elf,” Morgan retorted drily. “Even the thought of that stew makes my stomach churn. Besides, I have dried berries and nuts in my bag. That will suffice.”

      “Are you sure? The Morgan I knew loved meat. You used to joke about how bacon was a condiment.”

      “Yeah, but… Not right now, okay?” The sorceress seemed pained.

      Jewel nodded, knowing she had pushed far enough. On impulse, she snatched her harp up and headed downstairs.

      When she sat at the bar, Verna put a bowl of goat stew in front of her and she ate happily. She had been a light eater on earth but there, she was a bigger, taller person. It was delicious and she cleaned her bowl easily and wiped the gravy with a crust of bread.

      “Would you like anything to drink?” the innkeeper asked.

      “I’d love to but don’t have much coin.”

      Verna raised an eyebrow. “There’s no need to be coy here, bard. We honor music as much as anywhere else. You can drink for free as long as you can play.”

      “Uh…sure?” Jewel suddenly felt nervous. Playing music for her friends was one thing but this was a crowd of strangers. Still, if she could somehow duel with a sword, she could surely perform for a room full of people as well. Although maybe she needed a little liquid courage. “If I could get one to loosen up?”

      “Sure thing.” The innkeeper put down a tankard filled with dark yellow liquid that smelled of honey.

      Jewel sipped it and discovered it was mead. It was good and strong too and somehow served ice cold despite an obvious lack of refrigeration.

      She drank most of the mug, then turned to face the common room. There was no stage or platform but that didn’t seem to bother the regulars. As soon as she shifted, the men playing cards looked up and much of the conversation quieted.

      The bard tuned her instrument, well aware that all their attention was focused on her.

      After a long, slow breath, she began to sing.

      The words that came from her mouth were catchy enough but her voice almost surprised her into silence. It was rich and beautiful and seemed to have no limits to its range. She could sing high or low, hold a note, or move through so many that the people listening could hardly keep up.

      In no time, the entire common room clapped to the beat with her. Some of the card players even took it upon themselves to stand and dance on their table, to the delight of most of the players and the frustration of the one who had been winning.

      The music flowed through her and it wasn’t long before Verna brought her another drink.

      “You can play all night if you wish, dear, but give them a chance to buy more ale or mead.”

      Jewel nodded, played another song, then told the crowd she needed to take a break. This was met with boos, but when she promised to play another couple of songs later, a cheer rang out that must surely have rattled Rak in his stone tower.

      She sipped her mead and re-tuned her harp while she looked around the room, studied the people of this town, and tried to see how long this evil had been among them. Most of them looked incredibly tired—exhausted even—although hearing her songs seemed to have lifted the spirits of many.

      Everyone there looked weary, except for one. A heavily armored man with his back to a corner scrutinized the room much like she did.

      When she stole a moment to admire his strong, stubbled jaw, he caught her looking at him and winked at her.

      The bard smirked. He was handsome and he knew it, but something about his confidence was quite attractive. She was filled with a sudden and inexplicable urge to seduce this stranger.

      Seduction grants you the ability to wrap the heart of a non-hostile around your finger.

      Jewel smirked. She had never been great at dating in her world, let alone seduction. She’d found Terry and luckily, they’d hit it off and she’d assumed she was done looking at that point so removed herself mentally from the dating pool. But he no longer mattered. He was the one who said he wanted space and she had given it to him. Now, she was in this bard body with seduction skills and the urges to use them, so why not?

      “Hi. I’m Jewel,” she said and turned those three syllables into so much more.

      “You most certainly are,” the man with the perfect jawline replied. “I’m Arduel and I’m honored you chose to spend your break with me.”
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        * * *

      

      Terry finished his bowl of stew while he watched Jewel play her harp. He had found a dark table near the doorway to the stairs so she had not seen him come in. She was a beautiful singer, although the rich voice was that of the Jewel of this world, not the one he was familiar with.

      But it was the woman he knew who had decided to bring the harp downstairs in the first place. It was she who had decided to play it and sing for this room of strangers despite being more than a little shy with crowds.

      He had always admired that about her. She could be a nervous person, especially around groups, but she never hesitated to try something new. Even her willingness to join their RPG game nights impressed him. She’d had no experience with that kind of thing and yet she’d stepped right in.

      He had to concede that she was awesome. She truly was, and all she had wanted was for him to commit to her. The fact was, she hadn’t even asked for a ring. She had merely wanted to move in together, or talk about marriage or kids, or something. How had a conversation about a future with this woman been too much for him to handle? She was perfect for him and he had gone and screwed it all up.

      But maybe not forever. She was there after all. For whatever reason—and he was still surprised about that—she had come to play at Jorge’s and now, they were in another world together. He felt a sudden certainty that he had to fix things with her.

      She had stopped her set, though. This was his moment. Maybe he could walk up to her and use the opportunity to tell her how he truly felt.

      Before he could act, however, Jewel walked across the room toward a handsome man with dark hair and a dining room’s worth of plate mail.

      He couldn’t help but stare when she sat with the stranger and they began to chat. Or the man did. She mostly giggled.

      Terry’s face grew hot. He had finally made a decision and it seemed he was too late.

      He stood, almost knocked his empty bowl over, and slipped out into the evening air. A quiet walk through the town of Vik would cool his nerves.

      The streets were deserted and no one was about. The inn was the only place that even had open windows, and the stillness of the night swallowed what light and sound spilled into the street.

      When he heard a scuffling sound, it was easy to pinpoint that it came from the barn where their horses had been stabled for the evening.

      Music started inside the inn so he was the only person who heard one of the horses scream and abruptly go silent.

      He cursed, painfully aware that he had left his armor, hammer, and shield upstairs.

      Bless grants those within the aura a +1 to attack and armor class.

      It wasn’t much but it was something. He cast the spell on himself.

      The cleric crept toward the barn. No lights shone from inside and he heard no noises either, not even the sounds of horses rustling. The silence was unsettling, especially since he could smell something that disturbed him even more. The coppery scent of blood wafted from inside the barn.

      Given that there were more than four horses inside and he now heard nothing from any of them, he decided this was not something he should do alone and without armor or a weapon.

      He had begun to retreat to get help when the barn doors blasted outwards. One of them pounded into him and pinned him beneath it.
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      Terry kicked the door off him. It was big and bulky but wasn’t all that heavy, so it broke in half rather than shifted away. He extricated himself from the pieces of wood as a massive man strode out of the barn.

      A moment later, he realized that it wasn’t a man. It was shaped like one and wore a suit of armor and a helm decorated with a jagged crown, but where its face should have been was only darkness and a pair of eyes like red coals.

      While he did not have his weapon, the creature didn’t scare him. It was some kind of ghost that had been given life. He could feel that much. This was the kind of being a warrior cleric of Lux was trained to fight.

      He grasped the holy symbol at his neck and held it up to the walking suit of armor. It flinched but continued forward. Although it did not draw a sword or any other weapon, that did not mean it was not a threat. Its fingers were articulated gauntlets with points at the end and were red with blood. If the armor could kill horses, he didn’t think his undershirt would present much of a challenge.

      Turn Undead makes the non-living see the light.

      Energy launched from the holy symbol in his hand to the black hole where the face should be. To his surprise, the armor did not flinch at this, nor did it run from the force that would have been its very antithesis were it truly the dead brought to life. Instead, it stalked toward him with its armored hands raised and pointed fingers ready to explore his innards.

      “Morgan! Mandy!” Terry bellowed. They had to have heard this, right?

      “Only a fool calls a mage before Mandy the Mighty!” the barbarian bellowed from the front steps of the inn. He held his ax in one hand and his friend’s weapon in the other. He tossed the war hammer to the cleric and rushed forward. By the time Terry caught his weapon and looped it around his wrist, Mandy had already engaged the armor.

      The warrior swung his ax and pounded into the entity’s bicep. It dented the armor but did not sever the arm. Terry didn’t even know if it could be severed but there was only one way to find out. He swung his hammer overhead and moved close to arc the head of the weapon into the helmet and crunch it inward. If it were a human, its skull would have been shattered from such a blow, but there was no brain inside this helm and no vital organs. Only darkness and those red eyes.

      “Let your master see that they have no power here!” Morgan shouted from the window of her room and three Magic Missiles streaked through the night sky and illuminated their path as they rocketed toward the armor.

      They twisted and spiraled before they drove into its chest. The magic seemed more effective than their weapons had been, and the armor recoiled as if the missiles had passed through its plate mail shell and into whatever energy held it together.

      “Terry!” Jewel shouted and stepped through the door of the inn with her harp still in hand.

      The handsome fellow in plate mail wasn’t far behind.

      “Good heavens! Cursed armor!” the stranger declared before he unsheathed a sword that was fully as tall as him and rushed toward the armored construct.

      “Arduel, no!” she shouted.

      He swung too early and missed. The momentum of the strike coupled with the weight of the massive weapon carried him close to the entity. It punched him in the face with a gauntlet and in a single moment, the man was out of the fight as soon as he had joined it.

      With Arduel in the way, Terry couldn’t strike, which gave the armor an opening. It lunged forward and closed a hand around his throat.

      The cleric battered its helm with his hammer but he was too close and the strike lacked its full force.

      With unbelievable strength, the entity lifted him by his throat. He clutched its armored arm and tried to relieve some of the pressure on his neck but it didn’t help. His vision began to go dark around the edges and all he could hear was his ragged breathing and the frantic tinkling of a harp.

      He had almost succumbed when an ax came out of nowhere and struck the armor at the elbow, severed its forearm from the rest of it, and forced it to drop its victim.

      Terry landed heavily and the hand and forearm shattered, no longer held together by whatever force had animated it.

      He sucked in a breath of air as Mandy swung again, but the creature blocked this blow with its remaining arm. The strike dented the armor but this didn’t seem to bother it at all.

      A Fire Bolt streaked overhead and into the breastplate of the armor but it still didn’t overwhelm it.

      The cleric forced himself to his feet and cast Heal on himself. Immediately, his vision returned and the feeling of lethargy that had come from being denied oxygen vanished.

      “Everyone, stand clear!” Jewel called. She raced forward while she continued to play her harp. The melody was frantic now and moved up and down at such a speed that Terry didn’t quite believe her fingers were playing it at all.

      Mandy grunted but backed away and he did the same.

      The automaton recognized the music as a threat and raised its arm to crush the bard. Before it could lay a hand on her, a great boom of thunder rolled out from her in all directions.

      Thunderwave pushes everything in a ten-foot radius away from its source. It also causes serious damage.

      It did exactly that to the armor and ripped it to pieces until it was nothing but a mess of metal strewn in front of the barn.

      You have defeated a magical automaton with your party. Your share of the experience is 25. You need another 250 experience points to reach level two.
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      Jewel could hardly believe she had destroyed a magical suit of armor with her harp. To the tech developer, it was ridiculous and to the performer, it was a power she had known she possessed but had certainly never used like that. She felt pleasantly surprised to be the one to save the day, though.

      “Stand clear,” Morgan said as she stepped out of the inn and approached the pile of broken armor with her wand held high. She said something in a language Jewel did not understand, and the pieces all glowed for a moment.

      “What was that?” the bard asked.

      “Some kind of construct,” the sorceress answered as the glow she had suffused the armor with faded. “A mage or warlock made it and sent it here, likely after us. The magic is very fresh.”

      “It was probably made specifically for us then,” Terry commented.

      No one argued with him on that point.

      Mandy had vanished into the barn but stepped out now, an unpleasant expression on his hard features. “The horses are dead. Ours and those that were stabled here—all of them. It’s a real mess.”

      Jewel felt a pang at that. She’d liked that horse. It had been hers for years, and they’d developed a strong bond. She shook her head to clear those memories for the time being. They weren’t hers. She’d only just gotten there and had never seen the horse before today.

      It didn’t feel that way, though. The sadness hit her right in the gut.

      “It can’t be a coincidence that this armor appeared exactly when we did,” Morgan stated grimly.

      “Which means we’re probably on the right track.” Terry grunted, the sound one of anger.

      “This won’t stop until we destroy whatever magic is in the demon tower.” Mandy brandished his ax to make his point. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go and rid this place of the filth that’s spilling into Vik.”

      “I don’t think that would be wise,” Morgan warned.

      “Spoken like a mage who doesn’t want us to know she summoned the armor,” the barbarian all but snarled.

      Jewel hummed a tune and put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, you know Morgan. She didn’t do this. She’s a friend.”

      “We can’t wait!”

      “We can and we should, at least until morning,” Terry told him firmly. “We no longer have mounts and it will be a long walk out there. Plus, we could all use the rest to recharge our spells.”

      “And if they attack in the night?” Mandy demanded.

      “Then we take turns to keep watch while the others sleep,” the cleric countered.

      “It might be easier if we all move into one room together,” Jewel pointed out. Everyone agreed to that and they hurried to the inn. While everyone else went straight upstairs, the bard went to talk to Verna.

      “Is everything all right?” the innkeeper asked, although her eyes seemed to indicate that she knew something was seriously wrong.

      “There was an attack. A construct of some kind got into the barn and killed all the horses.”

      “Oh, dear. All of them?”

      “I’m afraid so.” She nodded.

      “I wish that I could pay you for the inconvenience or buy you new horses, but times are tight right now. I won’t be able to replace my horses, let alone yours.”

      She waved the woman’s concerns aside. The way she saw it, this was probably the fault of her and her team. The horses had very likely been slaughtered because she and the rest of her party were there, Although she wouldn’t say that out loud. The bard often took her pay in free drinks. She didn’t have enough coin for spare horses either. “I understand. These are dangerous lands and such things can happen.”

      “It didn’t used to be this way,” Verna told her bluntly. “I don’t know what’s happened but I hope Rak is right about you folks being here to help. I’ll have breakfast for you in the morning and rations too. If you still plan to head out tomorrow, you’ll need your strength. The way is long. And if there’s anything else I can do, let me know.”

      Jewel smirked. “There is one thing.”

      “If it’s in my power, it’s yours.”

      “Did you see the big burly fellow who left here with me?”

      “Arduel? He’s a catch, miss, if I may say so myself. Not the keenest blade in the armory but one who won’t stop swinging either. And he usually points in the right direction, which is more than I can say for some.”

      “Yes, Arduel. He came out to assist and…uh, well, he ran into the fist of the armor we were fighting. If you could send someone out to tend to him, I would appreciate it.”

      “Ah. Someone needs to tuck the hero in, then? Don’t worry about it. I’ll make a contest of it. Whoever can bring him in will get a pint of ale on the house.”

      “Thank you, Verna.”

      The innkeeper nodded and Jewel went upstairs to join the others.
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        * * *

      

      The night passed without incident, although the bard was not sure if she could have managed to stay awake on Earth by herself without talking to anyone. But there, with newly deft fingers, she spent her shift plucking her harp softly. The time passed quickly while her music sweetened the dreams of her sleeping companions.

      She woke at first light. Morgan was already up and dressed and had woken her.

      “I thought you might want to get dressed before the men are up,” the sorceress said. She still looked uncomfortable about her body but that was understandable.

      For Jewel, being in a different body made her feel less self-conscious, not more, but part of that might have been because she was a performer there, not a half-elf from some far corner of the world. She thanked Morgan and got dressed, then woke the men.

      They went downstairs and were served oatmeal, much to Mandy’s delight.

      “You think you’ve had oatmeal, but this?” the barbarian boasted after eating his third bowl. If it was weird to hear one of Mandy the chef’s phrases come from the mouth of the barbarian, no one let on.

      They finished their meal, accepted biscuits, cheese, and apples for the road, and said their farewells to Verna.

      Jorge waited for them outside with directions for them. “I wish I could come but Rak is adamant that I don’t. Still, I spent the night researching what I could and I think it’s a safe bet to anticipate that there’s not only one thing in the tower. All kinds of things have been found there over the centuries so there’s no reason to think it's only one tenant these days.”

      “What kinds of things?” Terry asked with a frown. “Are we talking goblins or dragons here?”

      The priest only shrugged. “A dragon lived there centuries ago, but its death is well documented. I don’t want to make any guesses because I could be wrong. There were tables in the book I could roll on to make stuff appear in there, but it could be anything from goblins to rust beasts. So be careful, all right?”

      They all agreed to that—Mandy very nearly didn’t—and they set off. It took almost five hours to get there, but they were not attacked while they traveled. They were all more than a little worn out by the time they arrived, though. Jewel’s feet hurt in her boots and she missed her horse more than ever.

      It was a smallish fort with a roughly oblong shape that followed a river’s edge. Five towers stood sentinel, three on the riverside and two on the inland, forested side, which they were closest to. It was obvious that it had not been used for many years since the forest had overgrown it completely. Trees towered both within the walls and outside them.

      Gaps existed in the wall as well, where roots had worked through and caused a great cascade of falling rock. No one doubted that this was the place Jorge had described. This was where they would find the great evil they sought.

      “Is everyone ready?” Terry asked and checked his war hammer at his side.

      “I was born that way.” The barbarian growled.

      “No Leroy Jenkins routine this time, okay, Mandy?” Morgan cautioned. “But I’m ready too with full spells. Let the light of the moon shine on the evil hidden in this place.”

      “Jewel?” the cleric asked.

      She tuned her harp. “Let’s do this.”
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      Mandy was tired of talking. The moon sorceress was a powerful ally, he could see that, but she had a way with her tongue that he did not appreciate. It was better to go into combat with the half-elf than spend any time trying to converse with her.

      These thoughts terrified him. Morgan being annoying wasn’t new. He had always been something of a pig and had always bothered the Earth Mandy, but the fury she felt when inside the body of the Mandy the Mighty felt dangerous. Worse, it felt like she might act on it.

      Hopefully, they could clear this place of whatever evil dwelt there and go back to their regular lives—and in their regular bodies.

      He drew his ax as they stepped through the broken wall and into the inner courtyard of the fort.

      To call it a gloomy place was an understatement. The walls still standing were high, as were the trees that crowded the courtyard. He didn’t know what type of trees they were—only pines grew in his homeland in the north—but they didn’t seem healthy. Their leaves were large but ragged. Long strings of some type of clinging vine hung from their branches. Despite it being summer, the creepers seemed more dead than alive. Very little sunlight was able to filter through all this, which left the courtyard in perpetual gloom, despite it being midday.

      Mandy peered between the tree trunks and tried to look for some sign of the inhabitants.

      “If anyone sees anything, say something,” Terry instructed.

      The barbarian could respect that. It didn’t hurt that the warrior cleric had used much of his power to heal his battle wounds but he had proven himself in battle many times. Plus, his magic wasn’t as strange as that of the sorceress.

      “That tower on the far side looks more or less intact,” Morgan told them as her silvery eyes pierced the gloom.

      “Then that’s where we go,” Terry said.

      They crept through the overgrown forest, careful to avoid hanging vines, and kept their senses sharp.

      “What could have done this?” Mandy asked when they reached the far side. A huge section of the wall was completely missing and the buildings that had been built near it had collapsed into the water below.

      “This place has been here for hundreds of years. I think it’s possible that all of these buildings fell simply from the river eroding the bank,” Jewel pointed out.

      “How can you know such a thing?” he demanded. Part of him knew that the bard had surely seen signs that indicated flooding but the barbarian’s less than stellar intellect was slow to determine what they were.

      “Those branches and junk stuck up there?” Jewel pointed to a tangle of debris in a tree. “That was all left by a flood.”

      He was frustrated since he should have been able to notice such a thing. Being trapped in this body was difficult.

      A moment later, his nose caught a whiff of something he could only describe as wrong.

      “Do you smell that?” he asked.

      “If you are speaking about your offensive body odor, the answer is an emphatic yes,” Morgan snarked.

      “Not my musk, sorceress. It is an animal smell.” Mandy moved past the intact building to another that was mostly in ruins. The front wall still stood but the roof and other walls had all collapsed into a massive pile of stone. Tangled trees had tried to grow through the mess in the decades or centuries since the structure had crumbled.

      Cautiously, he took a few steps toward what was left of the tower. The door still led into a kind of chamber, but this one was made of tree roots and fallen stones rather than mortared bricks. He sniffed again. While he might have had difficulty deciphering what the ravages of time and the weather had done there, he had no trouble discerning the smells in that hole.

      “It is a sharp smell—like an animal marking its territory but also the smell of old meat and decay.”

      “That makes sense.” Terry illuminated the space just inside the doorway to reveal various bodies. Some were those of animals—deer and smaller things—but some were humanoid. They were all decayed, which made them impossible to identify.

      The barbarian stepped inside and sniffed at the bodies, and thus was in the front position when a monstrous bird leapt out of the depths of the hole and raised its talons to gore him.

      He lifted his ax to block the ripping talons. Birds like this existed in the north—enormous raptors that could carry entire horses off. He knew their talons were the real threat. Their beak was used to rip the flesh from the bodies of their kills, not to strike. If he could break one of its hollow-boned toes, the bird would likely retreat.

      Before he could act, the talons wrapped around the haft of his ax, but the bird didn’t slow. It plowed over him, knocked him off his feet, and tried to yank his weapon from his hand. He held fast to his prized battle-ax and as a result, was swung up and thrown with enough force to drive him into a pile of fallen brick.

      You have been stunned! Take 4 damage from the owlbear’s attack.

      Mandy tried to shake the effects of the attack off but his brain didn’t cooperate. He felt like he was treading through tar. Every motion took twice as much work as it ought to and the bird should not have been that strong. Those in the north were fearsome predators but they were not skilled in battle.

      Except this was not a bird. It had the face of a raptor and the front claws of one, but it also had back legs—strong, thick, and covered in brown fur. While its head and front were the body of a bird, its legs and torso were the body of a bear.

      “Is that…is that an owlbear?” Jewel asked and strummed a note on her harp that cleared his head.

      “It will be a dead one!” Mandy roared, pushed to his feet, and rushed to engage the beast.

      Terry had stepped between him and the owlbear and held it back with his shield.

      “Wait for it to strike at my shield, then hit it with your ax.” The cleric grunted with the effort.

      It was a sound plan, even if the barbarian didn’t like waiting. The owlbear trilled what might have been a battle cry as it assessed its foes.

      Morgan wove some kind of magic into existence. Mandy knew the sorceress was on his side but that didn’t mean he liked it. Jewel did something on her harp that he knew was probably magic as well, but the bard’s harmonies didn’t bother him as much as the sorceress did. He knew they were on his side, though, so it was all right…more or less.

      When the bard played her final chord and a surge of energy struck him and healed the injuries he’d sustained when thrown against the bricks, he decided that not all magic was so bad. He rushed in at the moment when the owlbear struck Terry. It caught hold of his shield and tried to take it away from him.

      The barbarian used the opportunity to slash deep into the beast’s flank with his battle-ax.

      It hooted in pain when he struck and immediately released the warrior cleric’s shield so it could whirl on its second attacker. He was ready this time and dodged rather than blocked so the creature couldn’t grasp his ax.

      Three motes of light streaked from the sorceress’ fingers. Mandy ducked under one of them but there was no need. Magic Missile didn’t always follow a straight line but it never missed. The three energy projectiles spiraled before they seared into the owlbear.

      With another hoot of pain, it stumbled back. Terry and Mandy did not waste the moment. While the cleric swung his hammer and crushed one of the beast’s talons, the barbarian was more direct and arced his ax down on the neck of the abomination. It looked thick but it was mostly feathers and the blade found the meat amongst the extra fluff.

      The owlbear’s head fell from its shoulders.

      You have defeated an owlbear with your party. Your share of the experience is 40. You need another 210 experience points to reach level two.

      “Ha!” Mandy thumped his chest. “We have done it! This beast has been feeding here for some time judging by the mess around its nest. Victory is ours.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Jewel said. She stood over the owlbear’s body and pointed. Directly below the bloody stump was a band of leather—a collar, he realized.

      “This was someone’s pet—or guard bear, at least,” the bard said. “Whoever brought this monster here is probably nearby.”

      “We have owlbears in the Forest of the Moon,” Morgan told them. “They are fiercely territorial, but this tower is much too far from the town for it to venture there.”

      “So this is not what’s caused problems for the town.” Jewel sighed. “It can’t be.”

      “Which means we need to see what else is here.” Terry sounded resigned.
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      “We should keep moving,” the cleric ordered. He had known from the moment they saw the owlbear that it was not the true threat in this place. It was a monster, yes, but not one with the ability to use magic. It didn’t cause strange lights. He wanted to keep moving so they could get all this done.

      “Wait a moment,” Morgan muttered and caught their attention. “The origin of owlbears is unknown but most scholars agree that they were created by magic. Just as ravens like gems and gold, it's said that owlbears like magic items. There might be things of value in its nest.”

      “Be my guest.” Terry stepped out of the den. It smelled horrible and he saw no reason to linger any longer. Hopefully, they’d be home soon and any loot they discovered would be irrelevant. Although maybe that wasn’t fair to the people whose bodies they were inhabiting.

      It seemed the sorceress’ half-elven senses agreed. She stepped inside, recoiled from the stench, and backed out quickly.

      “Did you decide my musk isn’t so bad?” Mandy joked.

      Terry and Jewel chuckled.

      “Let’s keep moving.” The cleric led them away from the collapsed building toward one in better repair.

      “I still think there’s treasure in there.” Morgan stood at the entrance to the broken building. “Or if not in there, then nearby. There’s magic here too. I can sense that much, although I couldn’t guess how much or what kind.” She frowned but she followed the others.

      “You’re likely right,” Jewel said. “But some treasures are best left buried.”

      “I’m afraid this one will get dug up whether we want it to or not,” Morgan retorted.

      “That might be true but there’s no reason to speculate,” Terry told her firmly. “If we look at this with the tactics we normally use, there’s no point in exploring the owlbear den.”

      “Sure there is,” the sorceress protested.

      “No. Think about it. We cannot go in there easily, while there are two other towers we haven’t explored. Even if we’re trying to clear the entire area—which we might end up having to do—there’s no point in starting with a place where we can’t even breathe.”

      “That makes sense to me,” Jewel agreed. “Plus, it's unlikely that there’s anything else in there but an owlbear, right? What else would want to live in that?”

      “I suppose you all make good points,” Morgan conceded.

      They moved through the gloomy courtyard and past hanging moss and other stranger plants. The cleric thought the environment wasn’t that bad. It was dimly lit but they could still see well enough. Plus, tree trunks would provide sufficient cover if they were attacked by something.

      The parts of him that were filled with the memories of the cleric had completely different feelings. He was a warrior cleric of Lux, an embodiment of the light of the universe that blessed all things. Being blocked from that light was not something he enjoyed. There were forests which felt like they basked in the light of Lux and homes and temples that embraced the light of Lux with open windows and gardens, but this was not one of those places.

      The light was sickly, denied the warmth of the sun. This was a haunted place and had likely been so since the demon wars Rak had spoken of. He could feel all this and he hated it. With his mind divided between these different emotions, he led the party forward.

      Besides, even if he looked at it in terms of a fantasy world, he thought it unlikely that something would be out there. Five haunted spires stood for monsters to creep about inside. Why be out there where they’d be relatively exposed when they could peer out from the true darkness inside the ruined structures of the fort?

      Although that raised a larger question. Was this place even real? If this was merely some kind of immersive VR experience or a hallucination, how much did any of this matter? While he desperately wished he could believe in either one of those two possible explanations, this world was too real. He felt the moisture in the air and saw it beading on the hanging moss that resembled Spanish moss but was unmistakably “other.” If it was a hallucination, it was a convincing one and he didn’t want to know what would happen to him if he died here.

      They reached the second tower of the three near the river. This one was completely intact with all walls standing, and it even had a door. This is the place, the cleric thought. He tried to open it but grimaced when he realized it was stuck.

      “Mandy, do you want to try to open this?”

      The barbarian drove his shoulder into it but it didn’t move at all.

      “I think the water made the wood swell shut,” Terry muttered in frustration.

      “I can break it with my ax.”

      He raised a hand to stop the barbarian. “Maybe we’ll need you to do that, but I’d rather not draw the attention of what’s here. Let’s investigate the third tower first.”

      “Are you sure?” Mandy asked. “I’m very sure I can break the crap out of it. Honestly, I would love to break the crap out of it.”

      “I know and I don’t doubt your ability to break crap, but the same rule applies. Let’s clear the easy places before we go into the tougher ones.”

      “There could be treasure behind that door,” Morgan pointed out. It was the kind of thing Morgan the developer would have cared about. He was a kleptomaniac when it came to games.

      “And there could be absolutely nothing,” Jewel countered. “We don’t know, right? If Mandy forces the door and the noise gets the attention of five more owlbears out there in the woods, we’re screwed. So let’s listen to our party leader and keep moving.”

      Everyone agreed and they continued without further debate. Terry badly wanted to take her hand in that moment but he kept his distance. He’d lost the privilege to reach out for that kind of casual touch when he’d broken up with her. More than anything, he wanted that to change but this wasn’t the time to attempt reconciliation.

      “Let’s keep moving,” he ordered gruffly.” “The third time’s the charm and all that.”
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      Mandy heard the goblins before he saw them. They were easily identifiable by the way they ran and the sound of the cruel weapons they unsheathed.

      He grunted, longing for combat, but was trapped beneath a great deal of weight.

      “Mandy, are you all right?” Jewel was trapped beneath the pile of rubble with him. Those bastard goblins had trapped the one person who could help him remain calm.

      That threw him into a Rage.

      Rage courses through your veins, fueling you in combat. Lasts for one minute, gives +2 to damage you deal and -2 to damage you take.

      His heart pumped adrenaline through him and he sensed the Wind flow within. It empowered him and made his muscles bulge and his face redden. Only a moment earlier, the pile of stone was too much for him but enraged like this, he could break free. He clutched the dice-shaped stones carved into different shapes at his neck and they danced between his fingers.

      With a single superhuman heave, he threw aside the rocks that had trapped him.

      Mandy exploded out from under the pile. His gaze settled immediately on a band of goblins that charged toward Terry and Morgan. Those…stinking…bastards thought they could stop him with a few rocks? They thought they could slow Mandy the Mighty?

      With a mighty roar, he raced into battle with the monsters.

      Lost in this tidal wave of Rage, he barely had the presence of mind to look back and check on Jewel. A glance confirmed that the bard was indeed all right and that was about all he had patience for.

      He unslung his ax and swung it at the nearest goblin. With one swoop of the blade, the creature was no more. Its head, severed from its shoulders, fell like one of the stones the foul beast had used to try to pin him.

      Mandy loved the feeling of combat and the thrill of it. It yanked him out of his head and let him do what he was made to do. Being trapped in this strange body and even stranger world had become more complicated. At first, being a wall of muscles was kind of cool but the more time spent as the barbarian, the less Earth Mandy knew who she was. At this point, she mostly wanted to go home and cook some soup.

      In battle, however, those feelings didn’t matter. When Mandy the Mighty was Raging, everything else was swept away by the tide of battle. There were no feelings but Rage and no emotions but the thrill of kill or be killed. In that glorious moment of bloodlust, he had no regrets and no doubts, only action.

      A goblin tried to stab him with a spear but it missed. Before it could make another attempt, he planted a booted foot in his adversary’s chest and catapulted it away. Terry pounded the downed creature with a hammer, and it was no more.

      That left four of the little monsters, all of which now mobbed the barbarian. A sharp pain flared in his thigh when one of those behind him landed a strike. Fighting like this, they had the advantage against their surrounded foe.

      Fortunately, however, Mandy wasn’t alone.

      “Down!” Terry ordered and he obeyed. He ducked as the cleric’s war hammer swung overhead and into the shoulder of a creature that had leapt high to try to drive a javelin into the barbarian’s back.

      As the little beast scrambled to stand, Jewel confronted it with her sword in hand. It attacked her and the limits of her swordsmanship became clear. She was a duelist, not a street fighter, and goblins cared nothing for the niceties of combat. Terry thankfully came to her aid.

      That left three for Mandy, far less than they needed to overwhelm him. He roared, swung his ax at one of them and struck its torso. The creature practically exploded and the ax crushed its ribcage but snagged on the spine to drag a mess of gore behind it when he tried to withdraw it.

      With his weapon tangled in the gore, the barbarian was not surprised when a spear stabbed into his gut. He grunted in pain at the wound inflicted by the barbed weapon and his hold slackened on his battle-ax.

      His adversary released its weapon and drew a long sickly-looking knife. Before it could ram the blade into his gut, Magic Missiles streaked toward it. One of them struck his assailant and it sprawled in the dirt. Two more struck the other goblin near him and killed it before it landed.

      The barbarian glanced at Terry and Jewel. They had defeated the creature they had faced.

      “Myuglug will get his revenge.” One beast hissed the threat venomously before it choked on its blood. Its face was covered in boils that had turned its skin the same angry red as the bandits they had faced, even though a goblin’s base skin tone was a sallow green.

      “I doubt it,” Mandy said, stamped on its throat, and ended its life instantly.

      You have defeated six goblins with your party. Your share of the experience is 30. You need another 180 experience points to reach level two.

      The group of adventurers stood in silence for a moment, panting, while they let the surge of adrenaline—or in the barbarian’s case, his Rage—settle. Now that the Rage that had taken over the barbarian’s senses had faded, Mandy felt a mixture of both cool clarity and revulsion at the brutality Mandy the Mighty displayed so easily.

      These were goblins, yes, and universally reviled in every game he had ever played as Earth Mandy. Plus, they’d attacked the party unprovoked. But rolling dice and “killing” a goblin was very different than feeling the bones in its neck crunch under your boot or the spatter of its rancid-smelling blood splash on your leg.

      “We should move on,” Terry said at last. “Anything else in this place surely heard that fight. They’ll no doubt set an attack or an ambush and either way, the longer we give them, the worse it will be for us.”

      “I agree. It would be best to purify this place as quickly as possible.” Morgan wore a grim expression.

      “I’d like to make it to the inn before dark, so yeah, let’s keep moving,” Jewel added.

      “There are more of them. I can smell their filth.” Mandy grunted his disgust and began to follow Terry, but the wound from the goblin flared with pain and he stopped.

      “Mandy…you…uh, you have a spear sticking out of you.” Jewel pointed to his abdomen, her face pale.

      He looked down and frowned when he realized she was right. The point of the weapon was completely invisible, buried deeply inside his gut.

      “I can heal you,” the bard reassured him and strummed a melody on her harp.

      The barbarian nodded, grasped the haft of the spear, and yanked it out. It tore more flesh than it had going in and a gush of crimson blood spilled on the ground. He was no stranger to pain, but the severity of this wound was extreme. Something inside had been damaged and his strength began to fade as more blood flowed from the injury.

      As the bard played her music, however, the wound closed and skin reached for skin and came together to form bright pink scar tissue. Any pain he’d felt inside was gone and by the time the melody was over, he felt as strong as ever.

      Why couldn’t all mages be as helpful as good, kind Jewel? She did not hide behind pieces of wood or staves with crystals. Her music was her magic and even someone as ignorant about magic as he was could hear whether her spells would hurt or harm.

      “Thanks.” He grunted awkwardly, not quite sure how to relate to magic he might find it in him to approve of.

      “No problem. Are you doing all right?” she asked.

      “I defeated our foes, didn’t I?”

      “I’m not asking Mandy the Mighty. I’m asking Mandy who likes truffle oil on her French fries.”

      “I’m…fine,” Mandy said. “The Rage takes control. But now’s not the time for this. The goblin mentioned Myuglug. Maybe that’s who has been causing all this. If we defeat him or it, then we’ll go home, right?”

      “That’s the plan,” Terry agreed. “Come on. Those goblins came from that tower.”

      They continued toward the third tower along the river at the back of the keep.

      Even from a distance, the barbarian could tell that this was where the goblins had lived. The stench of rotten food and goblin feces was everywhere. It smelled so bad that he couldn’t help but wonder how the creature’s keen sense of smell could tolerate it.

      “No!” Morgan cried.

      “What? What is it?” The cleric readied his hammer in an instant and swung it over his head.

      “Please don’t tell me this is what I think it is.” The sorceress groaned and raised her boot to reveal some of what Mandy had smelled.

      “Goblin turd and a fresh one, I’d wager by the smell,” the barbarian confirmed.

      “How lucky we are to have your perceptive nose with us,” she grumbled and blasted the boot with a thin thread of fire from the tip of her wand.

      Seeing such a wanton display of magic made him want to break the wand in half but he knew better. She was an ally, even if they didn’t see eye to eye on the workings of this world.

      “All right, based on the…uh, turds present, this has gotta be the place.” Terry’s statement refocused them all on the matter at hand. “That door can’t be stuck as firmly as the other one, so here’s what we’ll do. Mandy, you break the door down, then stand clear. I’ll go in with my shield while Jewel plays something that—”

      The barbarian was done listening, however. He had heard as much of the plan as he needed to and it was time for action. Besides, those creatures hadn’t been that tough. It was time to do this barbarian style.

      Mandy the Mighty kicked the door and raced in with his ax held high.
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      Jewel cursed and rushed in after the barbarian. She had no time to prepare a spell so rather than going into the dark, probably monster-infested building with her musical instrument in hand, she drew her sword. It was perhaps not as smart in the long-term but the best choice in the moment.

      She paused inside a large, dark room but moved quickly out of the light pouring in from outside. Her instincts told her she would be more of a target if she stood in the light and also that by stepping out of the way, she would allow Terry and Morgan a better view of the interior.

      It was a wonder that she had these instincts at all. It wasn’t like she’d spent time honing battle moves in her real-world life. Jewel from Earth thought all this was a bad idea. After all, this was a dark, ruined building full of monsters. It made more sense to run away from it than to go inside.

      The instincts of the bard in this world, however, knew that if they wanted to survive this fight, they had to be smart about it. That meant they couldn’t let Mandy be separated from the group. It was odd to have these dueling emotions inside her but to her at least, it did not feel as if someone was controlling her.

      Instead, it felt like she had different instincts or perhaps more instincts than she had possessed before. On Earth, she had been all “flight.” Now, she had a different subset of reactions that primed her for fight as well. She hoped they served her well inside this tower.

      Movement in the shadows caught Jewel’s attention. One of her Cantrips was the spell Light and now seemed like a good time to use it. Her harp was slung but she didn’t need it for a simple Cantrip. She merely hummed the melody that would illuminate the area.

      Light shines from an object of your choosing, casting bright light in a thirty-foot radius and dim light for another hundred beyond that.

      She made a stone set into the ceiling the object for this spell and light radiated from it.

      Even though it was her spell, the brightness surprised her and she blinked reflexively in the sudden brilliance.

      “Good thinking.” Terry rushed past her with his hammer held high.

      The bard was not the only one surprised by the light. On either side of a hole cut into the brick of the back wall, a dozen goblins shrieked at the magical illumination. Although they stumbled and cringed at the brightness, they all managed to scramble into the hole and howled as they fled down a dark passage.

      Mandy roared in protest at their escape and Jewel ran to the barbarian and tried to hum the tune that would calm the bloodlust in her friend. She put an arm on his and he whirled with such force that he collided with her and knocked her off her feet.

      Jewel landed on her butt and raised her hands between Mandy and herself as he raised his ax above his head. The look of pure rage on his face was more frightening than anything she had seen in this world—the owlbear, being trapped under an avalanche of brick, and even the goblins.

      In a split second, it was gone and he looked more embarrassed than mad.

      “I’m…I…” he stuttered.

      “I could use a hand up,” she said tartly.

      He swallowed, nodded, and extended his hand to help her to her feet.

      Jewel took it and let the barbarian pull her upright.

      “I wouldn’t have—” Those three words were all he managed to say before he turned and strode away from her—and thankfully away from the hole in the wall where the goblins had fled.

      She wasn’t sure what to say. It would have been one thing if it was only the emotions of a barbarian that had driven her friend inside to be carried away, but something more was going on there. She was sure of it. Mandy had always had anger issues.

      In some ways, it was kind of nice to have a friend like that—at least if Jewel was being honest about her selfishness. Since Terry had ended their relationship, the two friends had gone out a few times and there was little to fear with Mandy on hand. If a man even looked at them wrong, she was more than willing to give him a piece of her mind. She was fearless and saw her anger more as a strength than a weakness.

      But that natural aggression mixed with the rage of the barbarian seemed like a potentially toxic conflict. She thought back to Jorge passing out the character sheets. What if the group of friends had been brought there to bring balance to this world but had chosen the wrong bodies at the last minute? Was it possible that a tiny oversight, a single microscopic mistake, had changed the course of events in this world?

      What if instead of them restoring balance to this world by bringing good, they made it worse and someone else had to be brought in? She had visions of police busting Jorge’s door down after someone filed a missing person’s report on one of them, only to be sucked into this world to fix the mistakes this group had made.

      It wasn’t impossible, she reasoned, but how to say all that to Terry? She had no idea but it soon became moot. It seemed like the cleric had a few things he intended to say.

      “What the hell was that?” he demanded and yelled at Mandy’s back. “You could have gotten yourself killed. You could have gotten all of us killed! You know damn well that it’s stupid to let anyone go inside someplace by themselves. The only thing dumber is using a bard for backup. Jewel could have had her throat slit and you wouldn’t have even noticed.

      “You had anger issues at home but you can’t do that crap here. If you mess up because you can’t control yourself, it’s all our lives instead of only a ruined evening. Grow the hell up!”

      Jewel thought he was being a little harsh. Mandy was no doubt dealing with a different set of instincts, exactly like she was. It wasn’t fair to get mad at her for her behavior. But before she could intervene, her friend responded.

      “You’re right.” The barbarian hung his head and looked terribly ashamed.

      Terry looked like he wanted to keep yelling—Jewel knew from experience that he was hard to move to anger but once he did get mad, it took him a while to cool off—but he stopped. He looked somewhat flustered but after a moment, he nodded.

      “All right, then,” he muttered. “Is everyone all right? Any injuries?”

      The group chorused a negative. The goblins had fled, seemingly without retaliation.

      “What now?” Morgan asked.

      It was a foolish question since the answer was obvious.

      “We follow the goblins,” the cleric replied grimly.
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      Morgan stood back as Jewel ignited Mandy’s ax with light. The barbarian didn’t seem to have the same aversion to the bard’s magic as he did to Morgan’s sorcery. The half-elf decided that made sense. She had not heard very much about the barbarian’s past but she knew sorcerers were involved, as was cruelty.

      What she did know, however, was that the Mandy from Earth had anger problems too. She had seen her explode more than once for any number of reasons.

      Before, if she got angry, the consequences had never been all that dire. She had flipped a game off the table once and quit in rage another time but in the grand scheme of things, these were inconsequential actions. Plus, she had always known when she had messed up and made it up to the group, usually via snacks.

      But this was no game. If he lost his temper, someone could die. There would not be time for the barbarian inside to calm and make amends because they would be dead.

      The sorceress also wondered if he was in complete control of himself. The way he’d rushed in had made it seem like he had to, not that he wanted to. It was difficult for her to determine where Mandy from Earth’s personality ended and where Mandy the Mighty’s began because both appeared to have a significant effect on him.

      Morgan was smarter than most people. Quite frankly, he’d often bragged about his intelligence. He was very sure he’d gotten his current job simply because he demonstrated his intellect and skills during the interview.

      But now, inside Morgan of the Moon’s body, he saw there were all kinds of things he had never even considered.

      Morgan of the Moon had a much better understanding of other people and an ability to empathize that Morgan the tech bro had never tried to develop. Merely the hunch of someone’s shoulders or the tone of voice they used to make an offhand comment was enough for her to assess mental state, fatigue, mood, and a dozen other components of their emotional state.

      There were also memories that this world’s Morgan had about how women were treated that made her Earth counterpart rather uncomfortable. It wasn’t because things were much worse than Earth but because he knew that at home, he had been responsible for doing some of those same things.

      Morgan still wore a shirt under her robe, for example, because of how people looked at her. She knew there was no real reason to keep wearing the additional layer of clothing, but somehow, that didn’t make it better.

      It was something women had tried to explain to him on Earth and he'd never understood.

      Those thoughts, seen through the sorceress’ better traveled and more empathic mind, made her gut churn with guilt.

      “Are you doing all right?” Terry asked from behind her.

      “Fine, yes,” she replied sharply and refocused on the moment. Right now, her team needed her magic and her intelligence to seek out who or what was in charge of these goblins. She checked her spells.

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

      Level One - Magic Missile, Shield

      She would have to be careful about using her level one spells. Since she’d used a Magic Missile outside, she had only one still available to her. She could cast the weaker Cantrips as many times as she wanted, though. With luck, the goblins would still fall from Fire Bolts or Rays of Frost.

      The cave entrance sloped down sharply. The dirt beneath them was roughly cut into crude stairs, so it was quite obvious that it had been worked on for some time. Rough timbers held the roof up.

      Mandy led the way with Jewel directly behind him. That made sense to Morgan, since she had seen the way the bard’s hand on his arm managed to calm him. The sorceress came next as she was the squishiest of the group, which left Terry as the rear guard. She thought that maybe Terry and Mandy should be in the front with Jewel in the rear to bolster them with her harp and keep watch behind them. But with Mandy’s temper, they needed the bard to stay close to him.

      Morgan was not sure if these goblins were the same variety she was most familiar with, but it seemed probable. This meant it was unlikely that any of them had remained in the first room. They were not the type of creatures to risk their lives for a bigger plan. They had no doubt all fled deep into their lair, where they almost certainly had something planned for the adventurers.

      As if to prove her point, the ceiling rumbled overhead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Terry saw one of the timbers buckle above him and he sprang into action. He rushed forward, tackled Morgan to the ground, and positioned his shield to cover them both and protect them from falling debris.

      A great cascade of dirt and brick fell from above, but the timber he had seen was not the one that had caused the cave-in. Rather, it had been a victim of the change in forces. They were not buried and instead, their exit was blocked.

      “We can dig out of this,” Jewel said once she’d helped Morgan to her feet.

      “We can but it’ll take hours.” Mandy scowled at the pile of soil and debris.

      “Hours? That doesn’t sound like a boast from the barbarian,” the sorceress snarked.

      “It’s a truth, not a boast. I have moved dirt in my day. It is simple but not easy.”

      “We can’t do that,” Terry responded decisively. “Not with the goblins ahead.”

      “Don’t you think they’ll assume we’re dead right now?” Jewel asked.

      “Did anyone touch a tripwire?”

      The barbarian shook his head. “Thanks to the light from Jewel, I was able to see where I was going.”

      “I was looking and I didn’t see anything,” the bard confirmed.

      “I think that’s because it wasn’t a tripwire but something directly triggered by one of the goblins,” the cleric told them. “It means that not only are we being watched but that they waited to trigger it until we were past.”

      “You’re saying they don't want us dead.” Morgan frowned as he considered this.

      “Not yet, anyway.” Terry grimaced. “Although I have a feeling our death is likely something they are thinking about more than we’d wish.”

      “Then we stop?” Jewel asked. “If they don’t want us to go back, they presumably want us to go forward, which is less than ideal as it sounds like a trap.”

      “So what?” Mandy snorted. “That’s like a rat laying a trap for four cats.”

      “More like fifty rats laying a trap for four cats,” Morgan muttered.

      “What was that?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Terry stepped in quickly, knowing they did not have time to argue.

      “I certainly think it matters,” Jewel protested. “That was our exit. Now, we’re trapped down here. Even if we defeat all these goblins, how will we get out?”

      The cleric smirked. “This is Jorge’s world, right? Well, I don’t know about y’all, but I seem to remember how eager he always is to get to the next quest. He never makes us play back out of a dungeon. My guess is we vanquish the threat here and are teleported either to town or maybe straight to his table.”

      “That seems optimistic.” She looked doubtful.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Morgan interjected impatiently. “We know we cannot go back right now, not through this pile of dirt. So we must proceed, vanquish these beasts, and then find a way home one way or another. I doubt the goblins would have destroyed the only entrance to their lair. There has to be another one.”

      The group’s confidence thus bolstered by her logic, they continued their march into the tunnel and deeper under the earth. Soon, the passage widened and the floor leveled out.

      “This isn’t a cave.” Mandy rubbed a foot on the floor and frowned in thought. The smooth surface and the sharp angles of the walls made it feel more like a hallway than the burrow they had moved through.

      “I see something up ahead.” The sorceress pointed. “Perhaps it would be wise to extinguish the light, Jewel?”

      The bard nodded and Mandy’s ax darkened. Ahead, however, there was light. It wasn’t the bright illumination of magical light but rather the orange flicker of flames.

      They pushed on and moved cautiously in the dark except for the tiny glow of light that reached them from ahead. Terry’s heart hammered in his chest. He was the leader of the group and he wondered constantly if he was making the right decisions. Should he be in front? More importantly, should they be down there at all?

      It came as almost a relief that the situation left no time for more questions. They reached a large open room that looked like something straight out of a game master’s guide.

      In the center was a smoky fire pit. Orange light reflected on a ceiling that looked like it was tiled in the shape of something, although the soot made it hard to tell what. Something with claws and teeth, certainly. A hole directly above the fire looked like it had been created long after the room had been built. He guessed that the goblins must have had something to do with that. It was no doubt there to serve as a chimney and direct enough of the smoke out of the room to make it breathable.

      While breathable, it certainly wasn’t fresh. The room was still smoky, which made the shadows seem deeper than they had above.

      The walls of the room were mostly bare, although it looked like there were insets that must have once held either tapestries or paintings but were now mostly empty. A few had collections of skulls whose species of origin he could only guess at.

      All those details only came to Terry because he had spent so many hours playing tabletop games that required him to assess rooms in the blink of an eye. The reason they were there was what caught his full attention, however.

      A dozen goblins stood on the far side of the fire. Each of their weapons seemed more wicked than the one next to them. Rather than straight blades, they preferred them hooked. Morning stars with jagged points were preferable to maces. One of them carried a club wrapped in wire and pieces of metal.

      He would not have thought they were much of a threat except for a very different goblin behind them. After all, the four adventurers had defeated six of the little monsters in a matter of seconds. Twelve wouldn’t have been that much worse, but the last one seemed somehow more.

      For one thing, it didn’t wield a cruel-looking weapon but a long staff with a crystal at the end of it. This leaked some kind of sludge that trickled down the staff and onto his hand. Rather than wearing pieces of leather scrap like the rest of the creatures, it wore a red robe.

      Perhaps the most distressing detail was that the others all seemed to be chanting its name.

      “Myuglug! Myuglug! Myuglug!” Their voices echoed in the large room and seemed to give strength to what he now thought of as a type of goblin shaman.

      “What’s the plan?” Jewel asked.

      “Kill that guy,” he replied.
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      The barbarian took two steps forward and positioned himself between the goblins and his friends. Inside, his Earth counterpart was conflicted. She knew Mandy the Mighty could kill these creatures, but to do so would mean surrendering herself to the Rage. Could she do that? Was it safe? It wasn’t safe at all for the goblins, of course, but she was concerned about her friends.

      Jewel stepped beside him and played a tune on her harp that made him feel bolstered and even more ready for battle.

      Morgan moved close too and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      Normally, that would have pissed both Mandys off but right now, it seemed genuine. “That Rage of yours?” The elf spoke in a low, calm tone. “Now would be a good time to use it.”

      “We got your back,” Terry assured him. “Go in there and tear shit up.”

      Mandy drew his ax and thumped the flat of his blade against his chest.

      The goblins looked up.

      Thump.

      They quivered and yelled at each other.

      Thump.

      Terry’s hammer swung into action and magical lights appeared near Morgan.

      Thump.

      The magic goblin yelled at his minions to advance.

      Thump.

      They obeyed.

      Thump.

      They came for battle.

      Thump.

      Mandy continued his rhythmic pounding as his mind answered the challenge. You will get your battle.

      He roared as the Rage filled his heart, his mind, his veins, and his muscles. His skin turned red and taut as his muscles bulged beneath it. All thoughts of who he was or what was right faded away.

      A dozen goblins hurtled toward him. He would not let them hurt his friends.

      Their leader Myuglug chanted something and a Fire Bolt streaked across the space and slammed into Mandy’s shoulder.

      Four damage, two negated by Rage.

      The barbarian had been enraged before but not necessarily angry. Being hit by a goblin’s Fire Bolt pissed him the hell off. He responded in kind, drew a throwing-ax, and hurled it across the length of the room. It thunked into Myuglug’s shoulder and the mage yelped as he fell.

      “See how it feels?” Mandy roared. “You’ll all feel it!”

      He rushed forward directly into the horde of goblins with their wicked weapons.

      The creature leading the charge had the unfortunate distinction of being the first to taste his ax—and very literally too. It screamed a battle cry as it raced forward and when its adversary swung his weapon at its face, the blade cleaved its head in twain.

      Despite its dramatic end, the others didn’t even flinch at this. Instead, they surrounded the barbarian and tried to use their superior numbers to overwhelm him.

      He was skilled in unarmored defense. The gamer inside knew that this granted extra points to his armor class, which made their chances to hit him statistically less likely. But in this world, unarmored defense had a feeling to it.

      A goblin drew its javelin back and he sensed it, stepped out of the way, and let the barbed weapon streak past only inches away from him. If he had worn armor, it would have slowed his movements too much to dodge. Another attacker swung with a knife but he was able to hack its forearm and make it drop the blade.

      Nine more remained, however. Despite Mandy being able to dodge or deflect a good number of strikes, he could only stop less than half. Daggers, pikes, and hooked swords cut, stabbed, and slashed at his exposed skin. His Rage made some of the weapons not harm him at all and reduced the damage from all the hits by two. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop all the damage, even though he felt invulnerable.

      He decided it was time to take his turn.

      The barbarian swung his ax with every ounce of strength he had. With one swing, he decapitated a goblin, broke a pike, and decapitated another creature.

      That still left too many for him to fight. Two whose weapons he had disabled shed no tears for their fallen comrades. Instead, they snatched their weapons and redoubled their attacks.

      Fortunately, he wasn’t in this fight alone. Jewel stepped up behind him, stabbed a monster in the back, and drew its attention to her. A Ray of Frost streaked past Mandy’s flank and another adversary fell.

      “Thanks!” He grunted acknowledgment at the half-elf sorceress.

      “We’re in this together,” Terry assured him as he pounded a creature in the face with his shield and stepped beside Mandy to prevent the goblins from being able to surround him. He clutched the sunburst pendant at his neck and healing energy flowed from the cleric to heal the wounds the goblins had inflicted.

      The barbarian barely registered this. He knew he had been wounded but when he was in a Battle Rage, he seldom noticed such tiny wounds. With a low roar, he swung his ax at another foe.

      This time, he missed. The goblin pulled back and held its pike between Mandy and itself. Another formed up next to it, then a third.

      “Do you think you can stand against me?” he roared and lunged toward the pikes. He caught hold of one of them and yanked it from the creature’s hands. Being much stronger than the little beast, if the green-skinned creature had refused to let go, he could have flung it across the room. It did let go, though, but it still meant there was now a gap in their line of defense.

      Of course, he was more than happy to fill it. He knocked the other two pikes aside and moved into the opening. Two of them appeared with a weighted net stretched between them and they threw it over him. He tried to slice it with his ax but instead of cutting through it, he became tangled in it. The net wasn’t made of rope but something more like barbed wire.

      Mandy tried to grasp it and earned three puncture wounds on the palm of his hand. The weights were heavy iron hooks. By chance, two of them snagged on each other and wound around his legs. He fell, landed heavily, and growled at the sting of puncture wounds on his side where the net was between him and the dirt.

      Terry stepped between the barbarian and his attackers and his shield and chainmail did a far more effective job at stopping the strikes of the little monsters than Mandy’s unarmored defense had. Even he was not impervious to their twisted weapons, however. There were simply too many of them.

      “I have an idea!” Jewel had managed to defeat the goblin in front of her and was currently not under attack. The creatures sensed that if they could defeat the cleric, the trapped barbarian would be easy pickings and the fight would soon be over.

      She used the moment to sheath her sword and retrieve her harp.

      “Careful!” Mandy bellowed from beneath the weighted net as two goblins advanced on her.

      He struggled to break free but the rage made it hard to find an edge. He wanted to rip the net to shreds but any time he tried to grasp it, he only succeeded in hurting his hands.

      The bard struck a chord, then another, and began to weave a melody between the soothing sounds. Immediately, one of the monsters fell asleep.

      Mandy realized that she was using Sleep magic! He was thankful, mostly because the chef inside told him that he was not in any danger of falling asleep.

      Jewel continued to play notes on her harp and more of their adversaries sagged and fell unconscious. When she strummed her final note, only two goblins and their leader were still awake.

      The cleric pounded one of them on the head with his hammer and Morgan shot the other with a Fire Bolt.

      “Well done!” Mandy congratulated the bard and tried to remove the net again. His efforts brought no result other than further injury to his hands.

      “Hold on.” Jewel untangled the hooks that had caught between his legs while Terry stood guard with his shield.

      She pulled the net away and Mandy stood. After a healing touch from the cleric, he felt like he could do anything. That included killing the goblin bastard that had hit him with a Fire Bolt at the beginning of the fight.

      “It’s a mage. It needs to die.” He grunted in a mixture of disgust and fury.

      “You’re right, but we need to be careful,” Terry said. “We approach slowly, you and me, with the girls in the back.”

      “I will use your blood to rebuild this world!” Myuglug shouted. “I see the marks of your slavery, northerner. Worry not. I will be a kinder master!”

      Mandy’s blood boiled at the impertinence of this foul creature. He knew he needed to listen to Terry, that the cleric was his friend and he only had his best interests at heart. But he couldn’t obey. Not when that horrible creature acted so smug.

      He raised his ax and rushed toward the fire and the goblin mage that goaded him from the other side of it.
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      Morgan had only moments in which to act. The barbarian was enraged and not thinking clearly. He wanted to stop the goblin, but to simply rush in and slice it in half with his ax was not the way. This wasn’t because she didn’t want to see Myuglug chopped in half—the elf had no sympathy for creatures as cruel as these—but because he wouldn’t make it in time. The shaman was already building up the power for a spell.

      Mandy was fast but the room was large and he couldn’t cover the entire distance in the time it would take for Myuglug to finish casting its spell. He would run directly into whatever the beast was bringing into existence with the broken crystal at the end of its staff.

      Three motes of light formed inside the broken gem and began to bounce and spin. This meant the mage was casting Magic Missile and there was no way Mandy could possibly dodge the attack. Magic Missile could not miss.

      It could be blocked, however.

      “Mandy! Stop running!” Morgan yelled as loudly as she could. Already, the barbarian was approaching the edge of her range. If he continued, there would be nothing she could do to protect him from being mowed down by the magic blasts.

      To everyone’s surprise, the barbarian complied. He stopped barely twenty feet short of the goblin mage but that would have to be enough.

      Shield creates a barrier of magic around the user that objects will bounce off while the spell retains its power.

      The bubble of shielding energy surrounded the barbarian, which made it impossible for the Magic Missile to penetrate. It could not miss, not if there was a path to its target, but it had limitations and could not strike someone who was completely blocked. For example, someone in a locked room could not be struck by someone who used the spell from outside the room.

      The only problem was that Mandy couldn’t see the shield spell. It was an almost perfectly translucent bubble around him that would appear opaque only during the moments when it was activated.

      Morgan could see the magic since it was hers, but she knew he had no such sight.

      This meant that Mandy the Mighty, the barbarian from the north with a grudge against magic, had to stand completely still while three missiles spiraled across the room toward his face.

      “Morgan?” he bellowed and fear worked its way into his voice.

      “Hold!” she replied. She tried to yell louder than him but not only were her lungs half the size, she also didn’t make a habit of raising her voice and couldn’t even be sure he’d heard her. He must have, though, because he didn’t run forward.

      “Morgan?” he roared again as the motes spiraled ever closer.

      “Hold!”

      Mandy roared in frustration—he seemed to do this fairly often—as the motes of light drew ever closer.

      A moment later, the shield spell activated and blazed into light when the missiles rocketed into it one after another. They faded away into nothing, their magical force soaked up by the bubble of energy.

      Myuglug fumbled at its waist, panic in its eyes at the failure of its spell.

      The shaman’s fingers, riddled with boils, came away with a jar that the goblin mage hurled at the barbarian. It pounded into the shield spell as well and shattered before it could strike the target but also used up the last of the spell’s protective effects.

      Smoke bubbled out of the jar—or it at least looked like smoke to Morgan, who was still on the opposite side of the room. Mandy seemed to think so as well because he tried to swipe his ax through it and cause it to dissipate.

      The weapon passed straight through and made spinning whorls as it did so. To the sorceress’ eyes, keen to the effects of magic as they were, something looked amiss.

      “Be careful with that, Mandy!” she shouted. The barbarian nodded and took a step back.

      “Come on. Stay close but let’s advance. Can anyone see Myuglug?” Terry stepped forward.

      Between the smoke coming from the fire and the cloud of darkness that still issued from the shards of the broken jar, Morgan couldn’t see any sign of the goblin shaman.

      She was beginning to think that maybe it was merely smoke when instead of billowing outward, it began to drift together.

      “That doesn’t look good,” Jewel commented nervously.

      “We need to hurry.” The cleric ran ahead of the other squishier teammates so he could defend them.

      Morgan appreciated the gesture. She was more than competent in battle but the truth was that her modest amount of HP would not allow her to take many hits.

      The very center of the cloud of dark smoke spun even faster and a clawed hand reached out from the darkness and caught Mandy by the upper arm.

      “Yeargh!” The barbarian screamed and tried to clutch the shadowy hand. His hand passed right through it, despite the claws still being buried in his arm.

      “Get it off of me!” He sounded frantic. “Get it the hell off of me!”

      Morgan tried to do exactly that. She blasted the shadow with a Fire Bolt and it worked to some degree. The shadow monster, spell, or whatever it was didn’t seem particularly affected by the Fire Bolt, but it released the barbarian’s bicep and allowed him to yank his arm back and position his ax between himself and the strange threat.

      “Take a defensive stance!” Terry ordered the barbarian. “Jewel, check his wounds and heal him if he needs it.”

      “I’m fine—”

      “Your skin is completely burned away where it touched you. Hold still and I can heal you,” the bard snapped.

      Mandy grunted but did not argue further. He let her heal him while the cleric moved between him and the thick smoke where another clawed arm had begun to form.

      “What do we do?” the sorceress asked and fired more Fire Bolts at the creature to keep it occupied. Her efforts did something but not enough. Plus, she had not seen Myuglug again. Could he be inside the shadow? Had he somehow empowered himself?

      “I have an idea!” Terry declared and Morgan hoped it was better than what they’d attempted thus far.
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      As soon as the cleric saw the clawed arm reach out of the swirling cloud of smoke, he had a sneaking suspicion he knew what it was. He’d read his fair share of RPG monster manuals, but that alone wasn’t what was steering his guess. The warrior cleric who served Lux felt something in his gut when he looked at the monster. It felt wrong—as if it should not be in this world and should be banished to another. His instinct insisted that it felt like it was undead.

      That feeling, combined with his knowledge from Earth, made him believe that this creature was a shadow—a spirit of someone who had died and been imprisoned in this haunted form rather than being able to rest. They were largely amorphous and thus hard to hit or pin down, but they did have weaknesses. Their name was a giveaway in that regard.

      Terry cast Light, grasped his sunburst medallion in his hand, and held it out toward the shadow. Exactly as he had hoped, the creature shrieked and backed away.

      “I think it’s a shadow!” he told the group. “I might be able to turn it but it will take me a minute to get the spell prepped. In the meantime, use Light to keep it occupied.”

      “With pleasure.” Jewel immediately hummed a tune and her sword ignited with light.

      He grinned. Holy smokes, she was awesome. Why had he been afraid to commit to someone with a mind like hers?

      “Mandy, raise your ax and I’ll cast Light on it!” Morgan said and followed the bard’s lead.

      “With pleasure.” For once, the barbarian made no snarky or defensive comment and instead, raised his ax to let the half-elf infuse its blade with glowing, radiant light.

      “Even if you hit it with those weapons, it won’t do much,” the cleric explained. “But it should be fearful of Light. Try to keep it occupied.”

      Jewel thrust forward with her glowing blade and the shadow jerked back. It had taken a smoky form but Terry saw now that this was merely an illusion. It was not smoke but darkness and had taken that form because the goblin had freed it in a smoky room and it had attempted to camouflage itself. This was an entity of darkness, not smoke. That meant it could retreat much more quickly.

      “So you don’t like the light, eh?” Mandy roared and walked in step with Jewel toward the monster.

      Terry finished chanting his spell and the holy symbol that hung around his neck pulsed with even more power. He had judged rightly. The being of darkness was undead and thus his spell would work quite effectively against it.

      “Watch yourself, Morgan,” he warned and followed Jewel and Mandy. He pushed between them and held his holy symbol up.

      The shadow hissed at this and retreated to a corner of the room. It appeared to panic as the warriors holding the glowing weapons and the holy symbol advanced.

      Seconds later, three Magic Missiles blasted from the other corner of the room and pounded into Mandy.

      The barbarian didn’t even have time to yelp before the first struck him. He was barely able to turn before the second hit him squarely in his chest. The third caught him in the gut and he fell to his knees.

      A horrible moment followed in which time seemed to slow.

      He dropped to his knees, trembling with the shock of his injuries. It made the muscle-clad warrior look weak like his strength had been sapped away. He dropped his ax but didn’t seem to notice. His eyes were wide as if he witnessed not only the horror upon them but all others he had suffered at the hands of magic-users.

      And it was all because of this goblin and the monster of shadow it had summoned.

      Terry knew he had to help Mandy, but turning his back on the shadow might prove to be his demise. For a horrifying moment, he froze, unsure of what to do. He couldn’t let this monster loose to kill his friends but he also needed to heal the barbarian. He couldn’t do both and somehow, he had to commit to one.

      “Mandy!” Jewel yelled, stepped forward with her illuminated sword, and struck at the shadow. With only one source of Light, the shadow wouldn’t be pinned. The cleric’s amulet was all that held it at bay.

      He couldn’t save them all. At the end of the day, he was merely one man. He couldn’t fight the whole world, save everyone, and make them all happy.

      Terry drew a breath and reminded himself he wasn’t only one man.

      He was part of a team and together, they would win the day.

      “Jewel, I can handle the shadow with the power of Lux.” He advanced on the entity as he spoke and it retreated into the corner, reluctant to spread itself too thin in the face of such a serious threat. “Heal Mandy. Morgan?”

      “What do you need?”

      “Keep that goblin pinned and don’t let him escape. I don’t care if you have to use every spell you have.”

      “Of course.” The sorceress immediately launched another Fire Bolt toward the beast.

      Terry advanced with his holy symbol and forced the shadow into an increasingly tighter space. Soon, it took up so little room that it was no longer translucent. It had taken physical form, which meant it could be killed.

      “How are we doing, Jewel?” he asked.

      She hummed in reply. He knew that meant she was still healing Mandy. She reached the crescendo of her song and stopped. The barbarian grunted as he pushed to his feet.

      The cleric grinned. “It looks like the team’s back together. Jewel, stab that shadow in its center. Mandy, attack the goblin while Morgan covers you. Jewel and I will be right there.”

      Everyone obeyed and a moment later, the bard was at his side with her sword in hand. She darted forward and stabbed the shadow in its quivering mass of darkness. It burst like an overripe fruit and was no more.

      They turned to where Mandy advanced cautiously. The goblin mage fired weaker spells, but he didn’t want to be caught by any more of them. In the back of his mind was the constant reminder that there were stronger ones to think about as well.

      “Hold your position, Mandy! We’re coming in too!”

      He acknowledged the order and waited. Myuglug launched a few more Fire Bolts but the barbarian was able to dodge them. One looked like it would hit but Terry caught it on his shield.

      Moments later, they were all in range. “Mandy, do you want to finish that bastard off?” the cleric asked.

      “With pleasure!”

      The barbarian moved closer to the goblin mage and the creature screeched at his approach.

      “Do you fools think you can stop the rise? The tomb has been opened. It has been opened and it's already spreading across the land.”

      “We’re about to stop its spread.” Terry swung his hammer overhead.

      “It’s too late for that, don’t you see?” Myuglug countered and held his hands up. “Do you see the marks the tomb has blessed me with? Do you see the plague that already spreads? This is a forerunner of what it is to come—a forerunner to the world that will be. For too long, this world has been blinded by the Light. Balance will come and it will sink into shadow. Try as you might, you will never—”

      The barbarian swung his ax and ended the goblin’s little speech.

      “It was getting interesting!” Morgan protested.

      Mandy shrugged. “I hate it when the villains monologue.”
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      Normally, this was the point in the night where Jorge would start packing up and tell them how well they had done. Jewel held her breath and waited for them to be whisked away to their world but sadly, that was not what happened.

      You have defeated twelve goblins with your party. Your share of the experience is 60. You need another 120 experience points to reach level two.

      You have defeated a shadow with your party. Your share of the experience is 60. You need another 60 experience points to reach level two.

      You have defeated a goblin mage (level 3) with your party. Your share of the experience is 80. Congratulations! You have reached level two! You need another 880 experience points to reach level three.

      It was not exactly what she had hoped for but still, leveling up always felt good. She also noticed that her necklace was moving. When she touched it, the eight-sided one was spinning wildly. She seemed to recall bards earned 1d8 hit points when they leveled up. Was her necklace trying to give her that extra health?

      If so, she wanted to give it all the help she could get. She squeezed her fingers around it, although this did not stop it from moving. It bounced and twitched inside her hand, its power unstoppable until suddenly, it stilled.

      “Did you all notice something?” she asked.

      “Level up!” Morgan said and sounded more like the tech bro than the sorceress.

      “Everyone check what they got. I’ll keep watch,” Terry said.

      Jewel Davis, Level 2 Human Bard

      Strength: 12

      Dexterity: 14

      Constitution: 10

      Intelligence: 12

      Wisdom: 9

      Charisma: 16

      Hit Points: 16

      Armor Class: 6

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

      Powers: Bardic Inspiration, Jack of all Trades, Song of Rest

      Spells (renew each rest period): Unlimited Cantrips, 3 Level One

      Prepared Spells: Cantrips - Light, Minor Illusion

      Level One - Charm Person, Cure Wounds, Detect Magic, Sleep, Animal Friendship

      Experience: 20/900 to reach next level.

      The additional hit points were a welcome sight. There were some new powers and skills that looked rather interesting, too.

      Jack of All Trades

      Power: The player adds +2 to all attempts at using a skill they have not trained.

      That sounded very useful. She knew bards were a diversity-focused class and this Jack of All Trades skill seemed to be proof of that.

      It also sounded like fun. Jewel had always liked trying new things. Being able to have some level of skill in anything she attempted was perfect for her. Although that would have to wait as they were still in a goblin dungeon.

      Song of Rest

      Power: During a short rest, the bard may play a Song of Rest, healing all party members for 1d6 hit points.

      That one was undeniably useful. She knew they already had Terry to heal them and she had some ability to bring HP back, but this would benefit everyone. Plus, since it was something that had to be performed during a short rest, it sounded even more useful. Jewel had never mastered the art of balancing a million spells in combat and knowing which one to use in which situation. Song of Rest removed some of that calculation because it could not be used in combat.

      She had a new spell as well and it also looked like a decent one.

      Animal Friendship

      Level 1 Bard Spell: Can only be cast on a normal, non-monster animal. If the animal fails its saving throw, it will be charmed by the bard for 24 hours or until damaged by the bard or other party members.

      She remembered one game where Morgan had dumped a number of points into Animal Friendship and befriended a raccoon. Jorge had been annoyed at first, but that raccoon had played a pivotal role in the finale of that particular game. There were limits to the spell, of course. She was fairly sure the owlbear did not count as a non-monster animal. Still, a regular bear was a non-monster animal, right? That could be a very useful ally to have.

      “How did everyone do?” she asked.

      “I got some new spells,” Morgan said rather enigmatically.

      “I am stronger now than I’ve ever been before!” Mandy thumped his chest.

      “My shining Jewel, can you keep watch while I look at my sheet?” Terry said.

      “Uh…sure.” He had used his pet name for her from back when they’d been a couple. When he realized he’d said it, he reddened.

      “Great, erm…thanks.” His gaze focused on the middle distance instead of the world around them.

      “Did everyone do all right on hit points?” Jewel asked. “I think I felt my necklace move when I thought about my HP.”

      “You what?” The cleric jerked his focus to the group again.

      ”When I leveled up, I held the d8 on my necklace. It rolled inside my hand. I think it has something to do with our abilities.”

      “I felt mine move when I was casting Fire Bolt,” Morgan said.

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Terry asked.

      “We were a little busy if you recall,” she drawled.

      The bard laughed and Mandy the Mighty smirked at that.

      “I think I felt the dice when I used my Turn Undead power,” the cleric admitted. “I thought it was nothing but it does make sense that they would do something given that we all have them.”

      “I haven’t felt them.” The barbarian looked a little put out like he’d missed something important.

      “Yeah, but you’ve been in the middle of combat this whole time,” Morgan pointed out. “When I felt it, it was very subtle.”

      “It might only be a coincidence,” Jewel added. “Did anyone else get max HP from their level up?”

      “I wish.” Mandy shook his head and scowled. “I got ten out of twelve.”

      “That’s not bad,” Terry pointed out.

      “I guess not, but when you’ve fought goblins for an hour, every smidgeon of HP seems more valuable than it ever did when playing with pen and paper.”

      “I got five out of six, not including my constitution bonus,” Morgan told them.

      “Five out of six? That’s pathetic!” Mandy laughed a little scornfully.

      “It’s the same ratio you got.”

      “But it’s less.”

      “I am a delicate mage rather than an oafish brute like you. Of course I got less HP.”

      “How about you, Terry?” Jewel asked.

      “Six out of eight, so we all did fairly well. I think I did feel the dice moving, now that you mention it, but I didn’t focus on them. Next time we reach another level, let’s make sure we all try it.”

      The barbarian groaned. “You don’t think we’ll be here long enough to hit another level, do you? It takes a while in this game. Epic ranked heroes are great and all, but I’d be more than all right with this being a lower level kind of jaunt.”

      “There’s no saying when we’ll go back.” Terry shrugged. “I want to go home too but right now, we’re still here. That means we need to focus on how to best use our skills. If these dice around our neck are related to our abilities, we’d be fools to not try to exploit that to our advantage.”

      “I don’t know if we need to wait until the next time we level up,” Jewel pointed out. “We all think we felt them move at some point during combat. Maybe we should try them as soon as we can—like right now if we take a short rest. I have a new ability called Song of Rest that should help us all recover more HP. What do you say, Terry the troll?”

      That had been what she’d called him. He was the troll always after her jewel. It had been kind of weird but that had been their thing.

      And the rest of the party knew it.

      “Ew, gross, no pet names!” Mandy demanded.

      “Agreed,” Morgan rolled her eyes. “We’ll take a short rest but no calling anyone honey or anything like that, all right?”

      Terry grinned and shrugged. “Okay, a rest makes sense. We’ll have to keep our eyes open but Jewel, take it away.”

      They all sat some distance from the smoky fire and Jewel readied her harp. She strummed a soothing melody that somehow suffused them all with strength.

      “I feel them moving!” Mandy exclaimed and touched the stones at his neck.

      Morgan and Terry did the same and everyone was fully healed by the end of the rest. They had also hashed their strategy out and came up with a few ideas for how to get home. It hadn’t been too bad for a rest in a smoky cave filled with dead goblins.

      “Right. The next step is to make sure this place is cleared out.” Terry was the first to stand.

      The group followed his example and prepared as best they could for whatever they would have to face.
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      During the short rest, Morgan was able to delve into the changes in her character sheet.

      Morgan Emerson, Level 2 Half-Elven Sorceress

      Strength: 6

      Dexterity: 8

      Constitution: 14

      Intelligence: 17

      Wisdom: 11

      Charisma: 16

      Hit Points: 13

      Armor Class: 10

      Combat Equipment: Dagger (x2)

      Spells (renew each rest period): Unlimited Cantrips, 3 Level One

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

      Level One - Magic Missile, Shield, Mage Armor

      Experience: 20/900 to reach next level.

      Not much had changed, to be honest. She was a little curious about how Mage Armor had been selected. There must be some kind of system involved but there was no indication of how it worked.

      It wasn’t like the spell was a bad choice. Mage Armor was a must-have for a sorceress since robes didn’t add much value to one’s armor class.

      She was a little miffed that she hadn’t worked out how the dice rolling feature worked. After all, she worked on an actual videogame. That all of them had the same piece of jewelry had been enough of a clue that there was some significance to them. But she’d been at a loss to determine what that might be. What was worse was that Jewel, of all people, had worked it out.

      It was a little embarrassing.

      Then again, it was often the least experienced gamers who noticed the unexpected. Everyone else had too many pre-existing notions and expectations. Less experienced gamers knew to look where others had not bothered to pay attention.

      At least the hit point roll was decent. Over time, they’d likely all average out together—unless the dice roll worked as well as it had with the Song of Rest—but at such a low level, the addition of five points was a huge boon.

      For the moment, Morgan wanted to make sure her spells worked the way she expected. It wouldn’t do for her to get cocky and misinterpret what looked like fairly common spells.

      Mage Armor

      Level 1 Sorcerer Spell: Can only be cast on an unarmored being. Improves Armor Class by three points for eight hours. Effect ends if the target puts on armor or the sorceress wills the effect to end.

      It was a solid advantage. That plus the hit points would certainly help to make her less squishy. She would have liked to have seen a spell list to choose from but it would do.

      This brought her around to the main problem they all faced. Beating the goblin shaman hadn’t sent them home instantly.

      “We’re still here,” Morgan said rather ungraciously.

      “Indeed we are.” Mandy looked pointedly at his meaty, muscled hands.

      “I thought fulfilling this mission would send us home,” the sorceress persisted in an offended tone.

      “I don’t think we’ve technically finished the mission yet,” Terry replied easily.

      “I’m not sure if you noticed but Myuglug is dead,” she countered. “That had to be our target. How common are goblins that use magic? Plus, he mentioned the Tomb of Malevolent Evil.”

      “He did,” the cleric conceded. “But he also blamed his rash on it. I don’t know about you all but I feel like something filled with malevolent evil might release something more than a rash.”

      “Don’t minimize that,” Jewel said. “The bandits had the same thing.” She looked at Terry and he finally cracked a smile.

      “Okay, so busted, yeah. I do think the plague has something to do with it. I merely don’t think it’s likely that Myuglug caused it.”

      “So you think we’ll be stuck here much longer than this?” Mandy demanded.

      “I can’t say for sure.” The cleric shrugged. “But the mission was to clear the demon tower and make sure the raids on the town of Vik stopped. We think we’ve cleared the tower but we need to go back to Vik and tell them that. I know Jorge would sometimes let us skip this part, but it’ll be different for the heroes whose bodies we are inhabiting.”

      Jewel nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense,”

      “Thanks.” He smiled a little awkwardly. “But for the record, I truly hope that when we get back to town there’s a celebration, we fade to black, and we’re done. First, though, we need to make sure nothing else is in this tower.”

      “Plus…well, it wouldn’t hurt to see if there’s any loot,” Morgan said. She wasn’t sure what type of objects goblins would have that could be useful to her, but it was worth a look. The thing was, the creatures attacked almost anyone or anything they could. This meant they could have almost anything in their possession.

      “Morgan, do you want to keep watch while we rifle through their pockets?” Terry asked.

      “It sounds good to me,” Morgan said. She wanted to see what kind of loot they had but if she didn’t have to reach her hand into goblin pockets, that was fine with her.

      After a few minutes, the group had gathered a good collection of copper coins and even a few made of silver. There didn’t seem to be anything else until Terry searched through Myuglug’s red robes.

      “Morgan, do you know what this is?” he asked and brandished a slender piece of wood.

      She approached curiously and he gave her the stick. It was perfectly smooth, with a slightly larger part at the bottom and a narrow tip at the end.

      “It’s a wand.” Morgan could feel the energy flowing through the wood, even if she could not quite access it. “Myuglug must have been attuned to it. I don’t think I can tell what it does.”

      “Give it a couple of flicks and see what happens,” Mandy suggested.

      “Yeah…I’d rather not,” she replied quickly. “It could be cursed, or broken, or any number of things. Plus, I have a wand. I wouldn’t want to lose my attunement with that one only to find out that this is a dud.”

      “Do you think Thenarakus will be able to help?” Jewel asked.

      “Oh, that’s an excellent idea!” she replied. “I’m sure he’s got something in that tower of his that could identify this.”

      “Great. We’ll find out what it does.” Terry straightened and looked around. “In the meantime, let’s see if anything else is hiding down here somewhere and try to find a way out.”

      “A way out? Can’t we simply… Oh yeah.” Mandy hunched his shoulders despondently. “The tunnel collapsed.”

      “Right. But there has to be another way. Come on, let’s—”

      “Split up?” Jewel said.

      “Absolutely not!” Terry laughed.

      “Did you never listen to a thing Jorge said?” Morgan demanded. “Rule number one—”

      “Never split the party!” Everyone chorused and laughed. It was a lesson they had learned the hard way. Jorge was a nice DM, very forgiving and very patient, but he had always liked his games to be challenging. If the party split up, he allowed it but he didn’t nerf the amount of enemies he prepped.

      “I would say move quickly,” Terry said. Everyone agreed to that and they began to investigate the large room. A few side tunnels broke into the tiled walls but most of them revealed nothing. Two of them were empty living spaces, although that was being generous. They were dirty, unkempt, and choked with goblin filth.

      Myuglug had blamed his pox on the opening of the Tomb but Morgan couldn’t help but wonder if such disgusting conditions could have bred something. Surely a virus would be able to exist outside a body in this filth.

      Still, she doubted that. After all, the bandits were sick too. No, the Tomb would be bigger and more dangerous than a dirty goblin hole.

      In the third tunnel, they found what they were looking for—sunlight. They followed the twisting path into brighter light until they finally emerged into the warm glow of early evening.
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      They made it well clear of the fort but weren’t able to reach the town before nightfall so they decided on a long rest.

      Terry felt more comfortable in his role as the leader of the party, and he congratulated his friends on their success. He made sure to praise Morgan for her choices of magic, Mandy for working with the team, and Jewel for being ready to do whatever they needed in the moment. After a simple meal of biscuits and a stew made of dried meat and some herbs and mushrooms Morgan foraged, they all settled for a night’s rest.

      He took first watch, although it hardly seemed necessary. The demon fort was quiet and no lights danced above it. Despite this, he still didn’t feel the sense of accomplishment he thought he should feel. They had done it. Working together, they had defeated a goblin wizard, his cronies, a shadow, and an owlbear to boot. Why wasn’t that enough to send them home? He hoped that returning to town would change that but he couldn’t help but feel like their journey in this place wasn’t over yet.

      This meant he needed to be ready for whatever came next. When he woke Mandy to take the next watch, he took a moment before he fell asleep to study his character sheet.

      Terry Hathaway, Level 2 Human Cleric

      Strength: 8

      Dexterity: 9

      Constitution: 12

      Intelligence: 11

      Wisdom: 15

      Charisma: 13

      Hit Points: 14

      Armor Class: 4

      Combat Equipment: Chainmail, Shield, War Hammer

      Powers: Turn Undead, Preserve Life

      Spells (renew each rest period): Unlimited Cantrips, 4 Level One

      Prepared Spells: Cantrips - Light, Resistance, Level One - Cure Wounds, Bless, Command, Healing Word, Guiding Bolt

      Experience: 20/900 to reach next level.

      He was becoming more of a healer than a warrior but that made sense, especially given his strength score, which wasn’t particularly good. The Terry of this world was quite reliant on the powers Lux bestowed upon him. He now made sure he understood how those spells worked.

      Preserve Life

      Power: Heals damage equal to caster’s level times five. Healing may be split between any beings that are within thirty feet of the caster. Player must take a short rest before this power can be used again.

      That was okay. He was currently level two so ten HP was not a ton, but if they were there for much longer, the spell would gain power quickly. Plus, recharging during a short rest was nice as it meant he could use it multiple times a day. It honestly wasn’t bad. More healing was always good.

      Guiding Bolt

      Level 1 Cleric Spell: Range 120 feet, does 4d6 radiant damage to target if you hit successfully.

      The gamer in Terry thought that Guiding Bolt sounded like far more fun. He wasn’t exactly sure what it would look like in this world, but after seeing Morgan’s Magic Missiles, he imagined it would be awesome. More importantly, it dealt radiant damage, which was a boon.

      Radiant damage was basically holy light damage and was especially effective against beings like the undead or the shadow they had battled. Many evil creatures were especially vulnerable to it, if he recalled correctly, so it made considerable sense as a choice. Plus, it was strong of its own accord. The 4d6 damage was nothing to scoff at. If he battled an undead or something vulnerable to it, the monster would suffer double damage. He decided that was very awesome.

      “I can see your eyes flicking on your character sheet,” Mandy grumbled. “Go to sleep.”

      “Right. Sorry.” He closed the messages.

      As he felt sleep start to drift over him, he couldn’t help but think about his performance in their delve into the dungeon. He was in charge of this group and he’d embraced that role. Best of all, the others still listened to him despite the lingering mess between him and Jewel.

      He had called the shots and given orders, and his team had followed them. While it had not been easy, they had ultimately won the day.

      It was exactly like the good old days before he ruined his relationship with Jewel. He had never been much of a leader in the real world but when it came to the gaming table, Terry was usually the one to fill the role of party leader. He and his friends had been a flawless team and more than capable of handling anything Jorge threw at them.

      Seeing them all work together now in this strange world or fantastic game—or whatever this place was—filled him with both pride and regret. It was wonderful to have friends who could work together as tightly as the four of them could. Why had he not realized that sooner? Why had it taken being thrust into another world for him to see what was plain as day in front of him?

      As Terry drifted off, he vowed to himself that if—no, when—they made it home, he would be better about appreciating what was in front of him. Of course, the last thought he had before he fell asleep completely was what now? They had defeated a goblin mage and he had learned the importance of working together. Wasn’t it time to go home?

      He dreamed of being transported to his world but in the cleric’s body. For some reason, he was working as a delivery driver for an app—the kind of job where in a few hours, he had to go to ten restaurants and twice as many homes. That wasn’t the issue. What was odd was that he was doing it in chainmail with his war hammer. He had to deliver ice cream to one couple and when a shirtless man answered the door and demanded why his ice cream was squishy, he summoned a Guiding Bolt.

      “Terry. Psst. Terry, wake up!”

      He opened his eyes and realized that Jewel was leaning over him. Although this was not the face he was used to seeing when he looked at her, she was still inarguably beautiful.

      Tall, with a full figure and all those ribbons tied into her shock of hair, she was truly something else. And still, in her eyes and the way she smiled, he could see his Jewel. He wondered if she could see him as well. He didn’t even know what this Terry looked like. His mental image was still of himself and it wasn’t like he traveled with a mirror to check his reflection.

      “I’m up,” Terry mumbled, which is what he used to say when she spent the night and woke him. She’d always been an early riser.

      “We’re all packed,” she told him. “And ready to move.”

      “You all let me sleep in?”

      Mandy the Mighty shrugged. “I trust not magic, but when it comes to the person who can heal my wounds, I like to make sure they’re well-rested.”

      “Where’s Morgan?” he asked and looked around their resting place.

      “I’m here.” The sorceress stepped out of the woods, holding a basket woven of grass filled with mushrooms.

      “Where did those come from?” the bard asked.

      “I found a fairy ring of them. They’re edible. We used to harvest them in the Forest of the Moon. I was lucky to have found so many. It’s a good sign. We’ll share them with the townsfolk.”

      “Great. We cleared the demon fort and picked some mushrooms. We’re gonna be hella heroes when we get to town.” Terry sat quickly and pulled his chainmail on.

      They set out and walked through the morning and into the early afternoon. The cleric couldn’t be certain but he felt like the air tasted sweeter. Whether they had well and truly saved the town of Vik or simply solved one of its problems didn’t seem to matter so much when the sun shone and the grass blew in the wind as beautifully as it did.

      They reached the settlement without incident while the sun was still high in the sky and headed to the church of Lux first. Terry felt more than a little pride when he walked up the steps and knocked.

      Jorge opened the door before he even had the time to finish the knock.

      “You did it! Oh, my God, you guys did it! Wait—you did do it, right?”

      “We found a goblin mage and defeated it, yes.”

      “Well, that’s great! But where are my manners? Let the light of Lux illuminate your lives. Come in, come in!”

      He swung the door open and the four of them went inside.

      “I have a little food if you’re hungry, although I’m sure that the news of your success will prompt Verna to throw a bit of a party this evening.”

      “Food now is good,” Mandy said bluntly.

      “Excellent! Then right this way. We don’t have anything as good as what you brought to the snack table, but I have some good cheese and apples at least.”

      They followed him through the church to his private rooms. He opened the door to reveal Thenarakus inside.

      “Congratulations!” The old wizard stood up and gave them a perfunctory bow.

      “On our success?” Terry asked.

      “On your survival,” Rak countered. “Not everyone survives that fort.”

      “Do you mean we didn’t succeed?” Morgan asked suspiciously.

      It was the same question the cleric had asked himself during their entire trek to town.

      “What makes you say that?” the mage asked.

      Morgan looked at Terry, who took a step toward the wizard, mostly to put himself in front of his party. They all looked at him like they wanted him to answer some questions.

      “We’re still here,” he said. “I thought that when we defeated whatever threat had called us into this world, we’d be sent home.”

      “Ah. The memories are still there, then?” Rak nodded.

      “They don’t feel like memories to us,” Morgan told him bluntly. “It feels like we’re trapped in this world and in someone else’s life. We need to go home.”

      “We want our bodies back.” Mandy glowered at the old man.

      “You said we would bring balance to the world. I think we did,” Jewel added.

      “You said you had researched this, Rak,” Jorge added. “Shouldn’t they have been sent home? I mean…well, I still feel like I’m from another world too.”

      Rak nodded, took a pipe out of a pocket, and lit it. He took a long drag before he replied. “There are two possibilities as to why you still have these memories. Or, rather, why it feels like you’re trapped,” the wizard added when he noticed the four of them bristle at his choice of words.

      “What’s the first one?” Terry folded his arms, his expression expectant.

      “It is quite possible that I’m wrong,” he said and blew a smoke ring. “I’m not at all certain that the memories you speak of belong to another world. We don’t have a framework—magical or otherwise—for that kind of thing. I think you should be able to make these thoughts go away but it’s possible that they’re here to stay—that they’re part of your identities now.”

      “And what’s the other possibility?” the cleric asked, although his tone suggested he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      “Well, that I’m correct and there is an influx of evil magic in this land.”

      “But we killed Myuglug, the goblin mage.”

      Rak took a puff of his pipe and blew another smoke ring. “You did, of that I have no doubt. A goblin mage is a rare thing indeed but not the kind of threat I’d expect from the Tomb of Malevolent Evil.”

      “But it had magic,” Terry pointed out. “That’s not normal. The Terry of this world knows that to be true.”

      “Right. Of course, but that’s the kind of creature that would be attracted to the area where the Tomb opened. All manner of evil things would find themselves drawn here from across the lands. Tell me, were there any other clues in this place you found?”

      “There was a disease that the goblins had,” Jewel said. “A rash or a pox. It made their skin turn red and grow boils.”

      “We saw it on the bandits who attacked us on the way to town as well,” Morgan added.

      Rak nodded, inhaled, and exhaled two streams of smoke out of his nostrils. “Did this Myuglug try to cast this on you? Did he inflict you with the disease or try to? I know Lux is powerful in the face of such diseases.”

      “He did not.” The cleric frowned as he thought back to the goblin’s words. “He spoke of it as a blessing—as something that had been given to him.”

      The wizard nodded at that, took a long drag, and seemed to hold it in his lungs forever before he exhaled. “Then it stands to reason that this is precisely what happened. If the Tomb is opened, its effects will be seen across the land in a variety of ways. I think that you are still here because the tomb is still open.”

      “But we’re only level 2.” Terry tried to sound stoic and unafraid in front of his party. “How are we supposed to defeat something like a tomb of pure evil? I would think we’ll need to get stronger and that could take forever.”

      Rak only puffed on his pipe and avoided both eye contact and making any further conversation.

      “Jorge, do you have any ideas?” Mandy asked. “You’ve read the module.”

      “There were tables of possible threats… I seem to remember a goblin mage being there. Did you see an owlbear? I remember one of those.”

      “We did! Did it have any loot in its cave? Do you remember that?” the sorceress asked.

      Jorge smirked. “I think it did, now that you mention it.”

      “Was that it?” Jewel asked. “On this table, I mean. A goblin mage or an owlbear?”

      “No. There were hooded bandits too. But I thought you already faced those on the way in.”

      “We did,” Terry confirmed.

      “No clues? No maps or anything?” Rak asked.

      “There was this,” Morgan said and took the wand out. “Terry found it on Myuglug. I can sense that it’s magic but am not sure what type it is or if it's cursed.”

      “That is something I can be of assistance with. Come to my tower!”

      “I think I’ll stay here,” Mandy said. “Unless that counts as splitting the party?”

      Jorge chuckled. “No, no. We’re in town. Everyone do what they need to and we’ll meet at the inn tonight for the celebration, all right?”

      “That sounds good,” Terry said. “I’d like to discuss the powers of Lux a little if you have time, Father Jorge?”

      “I do. And fortunately, that’s something the Father Jorge of this world knows a fair amount about.”

      “It sounds boring, but I’ll stay,” Mandy said.

      “Jewel?” the cleric asked.

      “I think I’ll go to the inn and get ready for the evening. It wouldn’t do for me to be underdressed.”

      “All right then. We’ll meet at the inn this evening. Good job, everyone!” Terry hoped he sounded more confident than he felt.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan followed Rak out of the church and across the street to his tower. This time, instead of teleporting her inside, the wizened old mage mumbled an incantation and the wrought iron door opened but not in any way she had ever seen.

      Rather than swinging inward, outward, or lifting up, all the crisscrossing bands of iron began to unravel from each other. The ironwork that had been twisted to look like vines untwisted. Once these were no longer present to hold the door itself, the rest of the pieces of iron receded into the frame of the tower itself.

      “Sorry it takes so long. I enchanted it when I was younger and did a better job than I planned. I don’t have the time or the energy these days to redo it and make getting in or out faster. That’s why I teleported the four of you last time.”

      “No worries.” She’d been rendered almost speechless by the beautiful spell in action.

      “There was a time when magic like this—protective magic that was also beautiful—worked better in this land. There are times when it feels like it wasn’t that long ago and other times…” Rak sighed.

      “How long has it been since then?” she asked.

      “It’s hard to say,” he admitted and led her through what resembled a wizard’s mudroom. Instead of rubber boots and a wash sink, there were sandals, robes, and a few different staffs leaned against a wall. She thought it spoke to the wizard’s power that he could leave so many things this close to the entry of his tower. Although maybe it spoke more of how good things had been and for how long.

      “When I was young, a dragon ravaged the land,” the wizard continued. “But since then, we’ve seen the town of Vik grow and prosper. I was lucky, I suppose. I came into my power at the height of what seems like a period of good magic that was not destined to last. I was able to build this tower and now, I’m thankful I did. This way and mind your step. The stairs are enchanted. Don’t skip one, and don’t step on one twice.”

      “Sure.” She followed him carefully up the polished marble steps and wondered if a misstep would turn them into a slide or do something far worse.

      They reached the next floor, which was merely one large workshop. Big, rough-cut tables filled much of the space and shelves and cabinets crowded the walls. What she could only describe as “wizardly” objects filled the shelves and some of the tables. Cauldrons, vials of liquid, musty-looking books, and odd pieces of wood or bone were everywhere she looked.

      Morgan noticed one book that looked like it had been tied down for safety. Bands of leather crisscrossed it and the end of each was hammered into the table with nails.

      “Don’t…uh, touch anything,” Rak said and cleared one of the tables with such casual disregard for the objects on it—a crystal ball, what appeared to be a mummified toad, and dozens of pinecones—that she was appreciative of the warning. After seeing the way he moved about the space and the general mess it was in, she would have assumed everything was junk, not magical objects.

      “You were telling me when you think the dark age began,” she prompted.

      He chuckled. “That’s information I wish I had. It’s not as if it’s something that happens immediately, you understand.”

      “I thought you said that a thousand years ago, there was a good king, and then an army of demons got sucked over. That sounds fairly immediate.”

      “Well, yes, there are moments like that but even then, the texts I’ve found on the subject indicate the existence of clues that things were about to get worse even before that happened.” He gestured to some of the shelves of books. “Demons being seen about. Earthquakes in towns that had never had them before. That kind of thing. The world of the person whose memories you share doesn’t have the same issues?”

      “A balance of good and evil? I don’t think so, no. In general, things have been getting better in our world. We abolished slavery. Medicine improves constantly. Fewer people live in poverty.”

      “That is curious,” Rak responded thoughtfully. “I had always assumed that all worlds operated by this principle of balance, but maybe it is a feature unique to our own.”

      “We might have that ecologically, I guess,” Morgan conceded. “But not with regard to good and evil.”

      “Ah! But then you understand what I mean about clues.”

      “I suppose so, yeah. More animals are going extinct at a faster rate. Some populations are crashing while others are booming.”

      “Precisely!” Rak exclaimed. “The same thing happens here. Maybe five years ago, we had an unusually dry summer and many crops failed. The next year, we had too much rain, and those farms that had done well were flooded.”

      “Surely the weather is not part of the evil, though?” she asked.

      “It can be.” He extended his hand toward her. “Give me the wand.”

      “Oh right, sure.” She took it out and handed it to the wizard. He opened a clamp made of what looked like the stump of an oak tree and a few strands of leather, put the wand inside, and tightened the straps.

      “It’s hard to know when large forces or trends start to shift because they are so big that it’s difficult to see their extent. Many of those who study these things have reported that in retrospect, it seems obvious but that during the events, it’s anything but. I have those feelings now. There were so many indications, not only from here but from all over. It’s a blessing you’re here.”

      Morgan sighed and thanked the man for the kind words. She didn’t see any point in arguing, even if she didn’t feel like a hero. Well, that wasn’t quite true. Morgan of the Moon did feel like a hero. She had traveled for many moons and left her sisterhood behind because she wished to explore the world and help to bring justice to those who could not get it for themselves. By her metrics, she had done that. Not enough to declare her mission a total success but certainly enough to be proud of the work she had done thus far.

      Unfortunately, Morgan from Earth still wasn’t sure he was there to bring balance to this world. After all, back on Earth, he hadn’t exactly been a great person. He didn’t think of himself as bad but he’d certainly made most of his choices based on how he thought they would affect him. While he tried not to do any harm, he wasn’t exactly committed to doing good deeds.

      To him, it felt more likely that he was there because one of the other people he played with was the hero this world needed. It probably wasn’t Mandy—he didn’t see how a hero of ages could have rage issues like she did—but certainly Jewel or Terry could fit that part. Both of them tried their best to make the world a better place. Heck, that was one of the reasons why Terry hadn’t ever found a decent job. He didn’t want a career working for an “evil” corporation.

      “Ah, yes. I see why you couldn’t identify this.” Rak’s comment drew Morgan back to the cluttered workshop.

      “It’s cursed?”

      “No, no.” He chuckled. “I don’t detect any evil magic at all. It’s made of black oak, however. As far as I know, it only grows in this valley. It’s no wonder you didn’t recognize it.”

      “It’s magical, though?”

      “It is.” He touched the wand here and there as if he could sense its pressure points. “The goblin you spoke of likely used it to augment his power and make himself more powerful.”

      “It grants a buff to strength?” She decided that would certainly make it worth having.

      “No, no. Black Oak is unusual but not that unusual. I’ve never heard of a wand that can do such a thing.”

      “Well, what does it do?”

      “It’s imbued with the power of Magic Missiles. You know this spell?”

      “I do.” Morgan looked at the wand with renewed interest. “I can even cast it.”

      “Ah! Perfect. Then I don’t need to explain how it works. You must attune to it, is all. Then you can use it to cast Magic Missile up to three times per day—one for each of these tiny knots you can see in its wood. That’s in addition to your personal spellcasting, of course.”

      Rak undid the leather straps fastening it to the oak clamp and held it reverently as he handed it to her.

      The sorceress accepted the wand and examined the knots in the wood. She did not know how she had missed them before but she noticed now that there were tiny swirls in the wood and they were indeed glowing.

      “There are four of them. I thought you said I could only use it three times a day?”

      “You have keen powers of observation, yes. There are four knots, which means you can use it four times. If you do, however, the magic will be depleted and it will be a wand no longer and revert to merely a simple stick.”

      “Right. That’s good to know.” She nodded and pocketed the wand.

      “Now come! Verna spares no expense on her preparations for festivities such as these!”
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        * * *

      

      Mandy moved to the side of the room to do pushups to help him “stay calm,” which left Terry free to talk to Jorge.

      “So, about this god Lux. What do you know?”

      The priest smiled. It was both the smile of the game master he knew and a religious leader being asked a question about his faith—it was wizened and perhaps a little smug.

      “Not much more than you, I’m sure. You have memories of the Terry of this world. You know about the church.”

      “I know about the church but not the god. I can’t help but wonder—is it even real?”

      Father Jorge nodded. “It’s normal to doubt but you must remember that this is not our world. This place is bound by different rules. Honestly, even the regular rules of physics don’t apply here. I am able to—somehow—transfer my energy and heal the bodies of others. Surely you can do this too?”

      He nodded. “Among other things.”

      “Which should be all the proof you need. This is not a world of technological wonder like the Earth we know. This is a world where the fundamental rules are not physics but a kind of cosmic karma. We, as the followers of the warrior god Lux, are lucky enough to walk in his light. We are granted the ability, or power, or magic to do great things. It’s our responsibility to use those powers wisely, even if we don’t understand them or have doubts.”

      “And you don’t have any doubts?”

      Jorge laughed. “I have doubts every second of every day. For one thing, this place feels real but is it? What if I had opened another game? Would this have happened? I almost reached for a sexy vampire module. What would have happened if I had done that?”

      “This isn’t your fault,” Terry reassured him.

      His friend shrugged weakly. “It certainly feels like it is, though. It was my idea to get the group together again. I was the one who paid too much money for this game and got you all to play it.”

      “I thought you said you found it at a used book store?”

      “Eh. More like ‘vintage,’ or ‘eclectic.’”

      “So not the kind of book store where used stuff is cheaper?” Terry snorted with amusement.

      “I wanted something special. I felt like we needed something special. And now, I guess we have it and it’s all my fault.”

      “Is it?” Mandy bellowed between pushups.

      “It is, though,” Jorge insisted. “As usual, I’m honored to have all your help but I don’t see how to get out of this without you. I thought the problem at the demon fort would solve everything and yet we’re still here.”

      “Maybe now that we’ve returned to town, we merely need the party and to go to sleep and we’ll wake up at home,” the barbarian suggested.

      “I don’t know…” Jorge paused as though something had crossed his mind. His brows furrowed for a moment and when he looked up, his concern was gone.

      “But Verna is planning something wonderful to celebrate and it would not do for any of you to miss it. Come along. We can worry about this tomorrow—if tomorrow even comes. For now, let’s enjoy the fruits of your labor.”
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      Jorge said they should celebrate so Mandy would even if he didn’t feel like it. He wished he understood what was going on. They had gone to the demon fort, found a goblin mage, and defeated him. Despite that, he was still trapped in this musclebound body with no idea how to get home.

      The barbarian sighed and his back and chest muscles flexed as they walked into the inn. They were greeted by an overcrowded room filled with cheering people.

      “Welcome to your party!” Verna shouted when the crowd finally quieted. “We know we don’t have much but we owe all of it to you. Now, the first round’s on me!”

      Great cheers followed this and pitchers of ale were passed around the room to fill cups. He was handed a huge cup made of a horn that practically overflowed with ale. It was a nice gesture and the Mandy of this world appreciated it. The Mandy from Earth wished she could simply have a glass of white wine, preferably cold from being in her fridge.

      But Mandy the Mighty had killed a horde of goblins and magic ones at that, which he hated. The Earth version found that if she let herself fade into the background of the barbarian’s consciousness—kind of like she did in battle—he was able to enjoy this party more than she could. He raised the horn of ale when others raised their cups at him and he drained it when others demanded it.

      After a while, she seemed lost in the great barrage of sound and movement from the party. It was not a novel feeling since it felt like going to the bathroom at a college party and then losing track of the people you had been talking to. One minute, you were talking about something and the next, it was merely a barrage of words and syllables as different snatches from different conversations bounced about, none of which could ever fully filter in.

      In this setting, a group of people toasted a healthy harvest and others played darts.

      He might have left but the other members of the party seemed like they were doing all right. It didn’t seem right to leave and ruin their evening.

      Well, that wasn’t true. Earth Mandy would gladly leave a party if it meant ruining Morgan’s pleasure. And she didn’t particularly want to spare Terry’s feelings either, although she felt a little differently in this world where he was their team’s leader. It was Jewel who looked like she was having the best time, though. She didn’t want to do anything to stand in the way of that.

      The bard certainly knew how to command a room. Right now, she stood on a tiny stage, which made her positively tower over all the townsfolk. She was already tall so a couple of extra inches made her seem even bigger. It wasn’t only her height that made her stand out, however, but her whole persona.

      For starters, she held herself in a very different way than she ever had on Earth. There, her shoulders rarely straightened. She was often almost tucked into herself as if she were a butterfly still trying to emerge from its chrysalis but not yet quite able to do so.

      Part of that could be simply being in a different body with different memories, reflexes, and abilities. All the same, she hoped some of that confidence would carry over and go home with her. God knew she was good enough to have earned some of that self-respect.

      Then there was the way Jewel looked around the room. Sometimes, on Earth, she could seem almost afraid to make eye contact and especially with people she didn’t know. Mandy had tried to get her to go out a few times and the girl was practically useless when it came to meeting people.

      But now, she commanded the entire room. As she played her harp, she scanned the crowd slowly and made eye contact with anyone who desired that attention from her. She graced them with smiles and winks that made them feel special. The musical skill wouldn’t come home with Jewel, unfortunately, but maybe some of the confidence could. If she was able to use this experience to grow, maybe it would be worth it. At least for her.

      Earth Mandy couldn’t help but feel a little cheated. She wasn’t learning the same kinds of things from the body she inhabited. The problem was that she and Mandy the Mighty were too similar. He was prone to aggression and even relied on it. Mandy of Earth had anger issues too but she did not think that learning to channel her anger into destructive explosions was something she needed to learn from this world.

      If anything, this was evidence that her temper was out of control and that she needed to start to do something about it. It was a lesson she had sensed coming—at least subconsciously—for a long time. She did not see how she would be able to use the temperament of Mandy the Mighty to help her, though. Jewel was able to learn new things from the instincts and reflexes of the person whose mind she inhabited.

      To Mandy, it seemed like she needed to do the opposite. She had to control not only her rage but that of this barbarian warrior as well. At the same time, she also needed to make sure that when the situation called for Rage, she was ready to use it. It was no exaggeration to say that if she had not called upon it in the tunnels beneath the goblin tower, they would all be dead.

      These conflicting emotions of release and control, of fury harnessed and reckless abandon, were at odds with each other, and she didn’t know how she would control them both. Still, she didn’t think alcohol would help.

      So when yet another peasant from the town offered to refill the drinking horn, he declined, and sat at a table to hide behind a hunk of meat and some bread. While he ate, he looked at his stats and tried to understand the updates.

      Mandy O’Connell, Level 2 Human Barbarian

      Strength: 17

      Dexterity: 8

      Constitution: 16

      Intelligence: 8

      Wisdom: 6

      Charisma: 10

      Hit Points: 26

      Armor Class: 5

      Combat Equipment: Battle-Ax, Throwing-Ax (x4)

      Powers: Rage (2x/day), Reckless Attack, Danger Sense

      Experience: 20/900 to reach next level.

      He had two new powers. Danger Sense sounded useful, while Reckless Attack sounded like exactly the kind of thing she was struggling with already.

      Reckless Attack triggers when you strike the first blow in combat. A barbarian may toss aside personal safety, gaining +3 to hit their target, but all foes get +3 to hit the barbarian until the next round of combat.

      Mandy didn’t like the idea of losing himself to Rage, but at the same time, he could appreciate the balance of this spell. This was how anger worked, after all. It was an emotion that could give people things.

      Of course, it was also an emotion that could take away. The balance of anger came with a cost as opposed to other more complex emotions.

      The barbarian wondered if that skill had been chosen as a test. He was certain that in this world of goblins and owlbears, there would be times to use it. The real question would be when.

      He also noted that he had considerably more hit points now—almost twice as many. That made Reckless Attack much more useful and was a huge boon. Did that have some kind of significance to the growth he felt he needed to go through? He couldn’t say and perhaps such conjecture was unnecessary. It could merely be part of the game mechanics that they were all beholden to and nothing more than that.

      But when he looked at Jewel and saw how she was growing, it made him think there must surely be more to this world. Or maybe he merely wanted there to be more. He didn’t want his anger to be a liability in this world or on Earth. Could he control it? He didn’t know. For the time being, it seemed best to focus on the implications of powering up in this world. Personal growth would have to take a back seat to survival.

      Was that the lesson he needed?

      Mandy pounded the table in frustration, drained a horn of ale without thinking—to the cheers of the townsfolk—and examined the other skill.

      Danger Sense:

      Barbarian gains a sense of when danger is near, making it easier to detect traps, nearby foes, ambushes, and other dangers.

      That seemed rather vague but useful. Of course, it was only so if they continued to face dangers, which was not something he wanted to do. He—she, the Mandy of Earth—wanted to go home. She didn’t want to be a musclebound barbarian, or a hero of ages, or anything like that. All she wanted was to go home and work on a recipe for mushroom tacos.

      “Another ale?” a peasant asked and sloshed a little of the warm brown drink on the table.

      Mandy could feel the rage growing. All she wanted was to be left alone, but how could she extricate himself from the situation? She didn’t know how to tell these townsfolk to buzz off and that she thought that their world was some type of illusion and she wanted to return to her world and solve her own problems, not theirs.

      And she knew that she could do that tomorrow or perhaps even sooner. But for now, she was stuck while drunk and grinning people stared at her and offered to pour her more beer every time she so much as looked at them.

      Honestly, she might as well give them what they wanted.

      “To Mandy the Mighty!” one of the townsfolk cheered after he’d filled the barbarian’s horn. No sooner had he finished that one than another villager came forward with another pitcher of ale.

      A glance told him that Jewel was still playing music. Terry was watching her and seemed comfortable enough in his borrowed skin. Even Morgan seemed relaxed. The elf sorceress still wore a shirt under her magic robe but she seemed more herself. She was currently making magic lights dance across the bar to the delight of the locals.

      Was Mandy truly the only person not having a good time? Maybe it was because she was driving, and the lesson of this world was to learn from the other minds they were all sharing or inhabiting…or whatever. The ale made it increasingly difficult to hold such thoughts clearly.

      Maybe more ale would help.

      Mandy the Mighty drained his horn and asked for another. Jewel started a new song and the locals chanted enthusiastically to the melody, pounded the bar, and laughed. They paused to sip every couple of lines which suggested that this was a drinking song.

      I’d better give the locals what they want, right?

      The barbarian downed yet another horn of ale. He didn’t even have to ask for a refill before the horn was topped off again with more of the rich brown liquid. Had a part of him ever seriously not liked this ale? It was delicious—rich and thick and hearty, the taste of success.

      “How ’bout a show of strength, Mighty Man?” a villager suggested and sloshed warm ale all over him.

      Mandy was already halfway drunk and pissed off. All that rage, fury, frustration, and anger bubbled out and he exploded from his chair. Without thought, his open hands slammed into the chest of the villager and knocked him back into a couple of tables. One broke, the other was overturned, and a dozen drinks were spilled in the process.

      In a single instant, all the cheering, joking, and partying stopped.

      Jewel played no music and Terry’s smile was gone. Morgan’s magic motes of light no longer danced. Every single one of the townsfolk stared at Mandy like he was one of the goblins that had threatened their town.

      “Give me a goddamn break,” he shouted into the silence and stormed out into the night.

      He stepped into the fresh air. It was blessedly cool compared to the hot, sticky interior of the inn crowded with people.

      Mandy couldn’t go home but did he have to hang around there? He knew as well as anyone that there were times when it was best to get away and to be alone—for both himself and for everyone else.

      He couldn’t stand around outside the inn, either. That wouldn’t solve anything.

      When no options came to mind, he simply started walking. At least he was moving. It was better than trying and failing to please the contradictory and often impossible demands of other people.

      Maybe it was best if he simply took a long walk. And maybe, if the barbarian was still angry and the anger would not subside and rest, he would keep walking until it did.
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      Terry had enjoyed the party until Mandy flipped a table and brought everything to a crashing halt. He didn’t know what the damn problem was but it wasn’t new. She was always pissed off about something but this was over the top even for her, though.

      Torn between annoyance and worry, he was about to follow the barbarian out when Jewel started to play again.

      Maybe she understood that there was more at stake than merely Mandy’s mood. These people needed hope more than anything and each of them had a role to play. Whatever the reason, she began to play again, and like everyone else, he was willingly entranced by her music.

      She was amazing—a wonderful voice, real skill with the harp, and the confidence to stand in front of a crowd and belt songs out. The thing was, he knew she’d always had that courage. It wasn’t on the surface but it had been there. He had seen her do amazing things when the two of them were alone. Rousing bouts of karaoke came to mind or impressively choreographed dances that she recorded on her phone but never posted to any social media sites. She was this person but at the same time, she had never seized her potential like she did now.

      Terry didn’t know how he’d ever let her go. And to say he let her go was an understatement. She’d wanted commitment and he’d declined. How big a moron did that make him?

      “Another round for the warrior cleric of Lux?” one of the townsfolk asked and he nodded his assent. He wasn’t drinking very much—a warrior cleric always needed to be ready and if he got too drunk, his long rest wouldn’t restore his abilities. Still, he reasoned that he could have another pint and use the liquid courage to finally tell Jewel how he truly felt. She deserved that much and so much more—she was so amazing, better than he deserved, and he hoped she still felt the same way about him.

      Although, when he turned from the villager who’d given him the pint to look at his shining Jewel, it seemed that maybe he was no longer the sole object of her affection.

      She had put her harp down and admirers were now crowded close to talk to her. Arduel, the man in plate mail with a perfectly chiseled chin, was at the front of the group.

      Part of Terry knew it made perfect sense for all those people to surround her. She was gorgeous, talented, and now, she was a hero as well. Plus, she was approachable. Why not talk to her?

      Why hadn’t he talked to her?

      He felt like a fool. The only reason he had ever asked for space was because he was scared to death of how he felt about her. He loved her and had known that for a long time. So why was it so hard to express? She had been willing to bare her soul to him and had made it clear that she wanted him to commit.

      Why had that made him rabbit off to hide?

      That question was irrelevant, of course. What he had done was in the past. There was nothing he could do to change the actions of his past self, as much as he might like to. All that mattered was what he said to Jewel in the here and now.

      The cleric stood and left the rest of his pint on the bar. He caught her gaze through the crowd and she smiled. God, she was stunning. She had a different face and a different body but she still had the same amazing smile—one that could have been all his.

      Arduel stepped between Jewel and Terry as if trying to intercept the smile that was supposed to be his. She laughed at something he said and the townsfolk asked her to play another song.

      Terry didn’t want to wait for another song or six. He wanted to tell her how he felt right now. He slipped close to her stage. “Do you mind if I borrow you for a minute?”

      “No!”

      “Boo!”

      “One more song first!”

      The villagers voiced their protests with good-natured enthusiasm.

      “Oh, come now, come now! I told you I would take a break and that I needed to have something to drink before I sang another round. I’ll be right back.” She placed her harp on her stool and started to follow Terry.

      Before she’d taken two steps, Arduel caught her by the arm. “Before you go, may I give you a kiss on the cheek?” he asked politely—as if he hadn’t grasped her by the arm and stopped her, the creep.

      She giggled. “Sure, why not?” She leaned closer but before she could turn her head, he planted a kiss squarely on her mouth. The crowd cheered, she blushed, and Terry almost ripped the man’s head off. When the kiss was over, Jewel was grinning.

      “Most people simply tip a couple of coins or buy me a drink, but I guess I could get used to that,” she proclaimed and the entire inn cheered. Arduel at least had the decency to blush.

      “You wanted to talk to me?” Jewel focused on Terry. She was a little breathless and her cheeks were flushed. Not from the kiss, he told himself.

      “I did.” He snorted.

      Her brow furrowed slightly. “Great. So I’m here. What do you want?”

      “First off, are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. What’s up?” She smiled.

      “I was checking because I saw that creep Arduel grab you.”

      “Arduel’s not a creep,” she countered. “If I told him I wanted him to go away, he’d listen. I would think you’d respect that in a person.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Look, Terry, what is this about? Did you drag me over here because I was flirting with Arduel?”

      “So you were flirting with him. I knew it!”

      “I thought you were worried that he was taking advantage of me,” she countered.

      “I…it’s only…” All the words he had been thinking slipped away. That oaf had grabbed her and then tricked her into kissing him. How was he not a creep?

      “It’s only what, Terry? Is it about Mandy? I saw him leave.”

      “No, this isn’t about Mandy. It’s about us. I thought…I thought we had something and now you’re over there…flirting with all these men.”

      “With all these men? Excuse me. What?”

      “Don’t act like you’re not.”

      Jewel certainly didn’t see it as him showing concern for her. “And what if I do want to flirt? What if I want more than that? What’s it to you? I was ready to move in with you, Terry. But no, you wanted space! Which I gave you.”

      “I know,” he said lamely. “I know that. That’s why I wanted to say something. But then I saw you with that loser and—”

      “What did you want to say?” she demanded flatly. She looked pissed like she had when he’d told her that he wasn’t ready to commit. He suddenly didn’t know what to say.

      “I mean, we…”

      “We what?”

      Terry didn’t know how to express what he felt. He wanted to say something big and romantic and sweep her off her feet, but was now the time to do so? She had just kissed Arduel. Would the townsfolk boo him if he kissed her too? No, he couldn’t kiss her. He had to talk to her first, but what should he say? “I love you,” seemed wildly trite.

      “Well?” She raised an eyebrow expectantly.

      He tried to make words come out but none would. Frustratingly, the only ones that came to mind were a prayer to the warrior god Lux, not exactly what he needed at the moment.

      Jewel sighed and shook her head. “If that’s all you’ve got, I have folks over there waiting for me.”

      “Don’t do that,” he said, which was of course the exact wrong thing to say.

      “Don’t do what?” she demanded. “Don’t talk to another man because you might get jealous? What if it’s a girl? Would that make your fragile little masculine image more comfortable?”

      “I don’t care what you do.”

      “Oh, nice. You finally got some words out and it’s ‘I don’t care.’ Impressive. Seriously. Newsflash, Terry, you ended it with me. I don’t owe you anything. Not in that world and not in this one.”

      “You don’t owe Arduel anything either,” he muttered because it seemed someone had cursed his tongue to only say the absolute dumbest things that went through his head.

      “The thing about Arduel is that he says what he wants. A novel concept, I’m sure, but one I appreciate. In fact, I like it so much that if he asks me to go to bed with him, I might do that too!”

      “Don’t do that!”

      “Why not? Because the man who was too afraid to move in with me might get his feelings hurt? You wanted space, so use it. That barmaid hasn’t been able to keep her eyes off you. Is that what you wanted? A couple of one-night stands?”

      “Jewel, I want you.”

      “Well, you’ve got a damned strange way of showing it.” She snorted, spun on a heel, and walked across the inn to the stage.

      “Is everything all right?” Arduel asked when she returned and his rich, booming voice carried quite well.

      “It’s getting better,” Jewel said, threw her arms around his broad shoulders, and kissed him on the mouth.

      The crowd lost their mind. They cheered, spilled beer, and jumped up and down with such excitement that Terry feared the ceiling might collapse.

      It did feel lower than it had been…and the walls seemed tighter—and was it hot in there?

      He drew a deep breath but the air was too thick and too sweet with sweat, mead, and beer. Jewel began to play and everyone was singing. It was so loud he could hardly think.

      Disgruntled and confused, he went outside to clear his head.

      The cooler air helped and he immediately wondered how something could be so clear in his head but come out so badly when he tried to express it.

      Still, what could he do? Go back inside, interrupt the music, and expect it to somehow go any differently than it had? No, that wouldn’t work either.

      The cleric had no idea what to do so he sat on the front steps of the inn. He knew he couldn’t wait for Jewel to come to him but what other choice was there? Thanks to his dumb approach, he had ruined any hope he had of talking to her, at least for today. Maybe he should simply go to bed, go to sleep, and hope that everyone forgot all about it in the morning.

      Any hopes of an early bedtime vanished when, in the distance, he heard the sound of a weapon breaking a door down. With his hand on his holy sunburst, he stood and went to investigate.
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      Jorge slipped out of the party after only a few minutes. He didn’t want to ruin the atmosphere or take away from his friends’ moment of triumph. They had done something amazing, there was no doubt about that. The four of them had traveled to the haunted fort and nullified a threat there.

      Unfortunately, he could not shake the thought that they had failed to nullify the real threat. It sounded like they had encountered a formidable foe in the goblin mage Myuglug, but he could not help but think that something else should have come from their success. He fully expected them to be sent home when they returned safely to the town of Vik.

      They weren’t lying about their success, he knew that. His friends were not that type but it meant they might have missed something.

      He was not completely convinced that the goblins had been the real threat to the realm. They were merely goblins, after all. Even a magic goblin wasn’t exactly the kind of thing that endangered an entire kingdom. But if they weren’t the larger threat, where was the next piece?

      If they were all seated around his table, this would be the point in the evening where his game master’s manual would direct him to introduce the party to a clue. It could be a letter that arrived by raven or a mysterious stranger entering town but some kind of clue should be there to guide them to the next stage of their quest. That was how these things worked.

      Jorge had no doubts about the veracity of this world and the magic it contained. But part of that magic had somehow found its way to the book he had bought—could it have made that book?—and used it to call in four mighty heroes.

      It meant that this world, whatever else it was, was analogous to the games they played in his world and had called him and his friends precisely for this reason. His logic insisted that exactly like the beds felt real and the food tasted real, the threat of danger that pulled them must be real too. It was a fundamental part of this world like the warrior god Lux.

      And yet no clues were forthcoming. He had checked the mail, both normal and magical, and had checked the inn for newcomers. When that provided nothing, he’d checked the sky for a comet. Hell, he’d even flipped casually through a few old tomes, half-hoping to stumble across a passage that told him something about a dire threat of prophecy or some other time when the world was unbalanced, but he had yet to discover any clues.

      There was a simple answer to this, of course. It was one that any self-respecting game master knew and—more than that—feared.

      “They missed a clue.”

      Saying it aloud only made Jorge more convinced that this was what had happened. It was the only thing that made sense. The best quests always had clues embedded inside them. The heroes would defeat a dragon and then discover that the treasure chest in his lair had a note inside. Or they’d kill the marauding orcs and track them to their homes, only to discover that they had been invading because giants had forced them out.

      He supposed it was possible that some derpy, ham-fisted clue would appear in town the next day, but he doubted it. From what he had read of this module, it was not the kind of thing to have an easy setting for players who missed things. If he were running it, he might be able to skip ahead, look at what was coming, and drop in an appropriate lead, but he didn’t have that power in this place.

      It meant he would have to find the clue the old-fashioned way—by getting it himself. He would have sent the party but they had only just returned and would need their rest.  Besides, they wouldn’t have a game master’s eyes for this kind of thing.

      Jorge fully expected the clue to be in plain sight. They had said they found a room buried under the demon tower where the goblins had been gathered around a fire. He wondered how carefully they had investigated that area. He was sure that if there were a trove of documents, they would have found it, but what if it was something more subtle?

      In his extensive game playing, he had seen all types of things used as leads for quests. A tapestry could have been hung on the wall that depicted something coming out of the Tomb of Malevolent Evil, or there could have been a design in the tiles or bricks of the floor.

      To him, it seemed like the Tomb was something deeply ingrained in the lore of this world, so he would not be surprised to find a clue to its existence in something far more resilient and ancient than a notebook protruding from the goblin mage’s pocket.

      Once he’d reasoned through it all, he felt fairly confident that he’d be able to see whatever the clue was. His friends had rendered the place free of goblins, had beaten an owlbear, and even sprung a couple of traps. Given that, it shouldn’t be too difficult for him to retrace their footsteps and try to see what they had missed.

      His decision made, he packed a bag of snacks, filled a canteen with water, and went out of the back door of the church. It took only moments to saddle and mount the pony, Bill.

      He rode through the night and marveled at the stars above. They were not those he knew. Honestly, they weren’t even close. There was nothing like the constellations of his sky but there were other even more telling differences. The moon seemed larger, for one thing, like something out of a children’s book of fantasy tales. And instead of the milky way, there were two lines of spilled stars, so dense and so distant as to trick the eye into thinking they were not stars at all.

      “What kind of world is this?” Jorge asked as he tried and failed to wrap his head around the vastness above him and the implications of what it could mean. Was this some other planet in another galaxy? Was it a world that existed inside the game book he had found in that bookstore? Was it—and this was his most grandiose idea and therefore the one he found least likely—a place wholly spawned of his imagination?

      Given how it had happened, he could not help but feel responsible for bringing all his friends to this place and making them live in another’s body and live another life. He did not understand how any of this worked, but he thought he understood why.

      They had come because he had brought them there to solve a problem. It was unfortunate that he did not know the exact nature of the problem, but he knew this tomb was involved. Surely he could find better leads in the ruins and help his party like any good game master was supposed to.

      He crested a hill and the old fort came into view. Immediately, his suspicions were confirmed, and more. Something was terribly wrong. Lights danced above the battlements. Smoke pointed to a fire but rather than curling up and away, it was as if the flames somehow burned in reverse and the smoke was pulled in.

      It did not take a religious scholar to know that it was wrong. There was more there than a tapestry the party had missed.

      “They completed a side quest and thought it was the real thing.” He chuckled and shook his head. This was good news—very good news. He had assumed that the party had missed something and that finding it would point them to their next quest, but the truth was simpler. They had missed an enemy or group of enemies that lived there. If they could defeat them, then surely their quest would be accomplished.

      “I wonder if they skipped something in the tower,” he said to the pony as he dismounted and tied the horse in a grove of trees. Bill whickered, munched a little grass, and closed his eyes to sleep for the rest of the night.

      Jorge smiled. With luck, he’d sneak down, see exactly what kind of threat it was, and be back in town by morning. Bill would need his rest so he could return and tell his friends exactly what they would need to know to be victorious.

      Not being included on the earlier quest made more sense to him now. This was the role of a game master. It was his job to make sure the party understood their next quest, that they knew where to go and what to do.

      He started down the hill, careful to move slowly and avoid trying to look through the holes in the walls of the fort. It seemed likely that whatever was down there would have posted a guard and he did not want to be seen.

      Fortunately, he descended the hill without alerting anyone or anything and breathed a sigh of relief when he reached the thick forest that had grown in and around the fort. He moved through the forest, careful to not break any branches or alert anyone to his presence.

      Who or whatever was casting in the courtyard probably thought they were in the clear. They had seen four heroes come through, beat some goblins, and leave. It seemed likely that their guard might be down. Maybe this was what was supposed to happen. The party had needed to defeat the goblins and leave so this other group could perform whatever they were trying to do.

      It made sense in a way, especially in a world like this. After all, Jorge reminded himself, the enemies had missions of their own, motives of their own, and lives of their own. Like the owlbear that had moved into a place of shelter, this other group was merely taking advantage of a situation that had presented itself.

      Little did they know he would do the same to them.

      He reached the wall and crept along it until he found a hole in the side. Cautiously, he inched forward and peeked around the crumbling stone to see the source of the smoke inside the courtyard.

      This was it. He had found why they had been sucked into this world, what they needed to do to get home, the source of the strange, backward flowing smoke—everything!

      Three spellcasters stood in the courtyard of the fort.

      That was about all he could discern about them given the robes they wore, but it was more than enough to realize that their actions were quite important to what was going on around there.

      The normal, rational part of him reacted with revulsion to the scene before him, but Jorge the Game Master was enormously excited. He knew this for what it must surely be—people trying to summon something evil.

      You didn’t draw a triangle on the dirt using pieces of broken bones when you were trying to summon a nice god. Nor did you ask one of your friends to hold a cauldron of blood and use their bare fingers to speckle that triangle with droplets of blood. You most certainly did not use a huge urn decorated with skulls and images of monsters as a cauldron. And if you did use blue fire to heat your cauldron, you did not do so with the intention to make smoke flow into the pot instead of out of it.

      He didn’t need to cast Detect Evil to know that these spellcasters were up to no good.

      Father Jorge knew that these people walked in the shadow and their lives had not been touched by the healing energies of the Lux. That was about all he needed to know. This was not his battle. He wanted to return to the church and tell Terry about this entire mass.

      But part of him didn’t want to rush. For one thing, he wasn’t sure what these people were doing there. They were focused on the urn and the triangle around it doubtlessly had something to do with that, but what exactly were they hoping to accomplish? He didn’t want to go back and tell everyone they were trying to summon a storm when they were hoping to set a demon loose.

      It was some kind of ritual, that much was evident. Their body movements seemed peculiar, though, as if the flicks of blood had to be done in a very specific way, and they chanted too. Not only that but they chanted in rounds so the sound of one of them droning on never went away.

      And why did the smoke flow into the urn? It gave Jorge the impression that they were trying to charge it somehow, but to what purpose? He glanced behind him, saw nothing, and shuffled quickly in an attempt to see if he could recognize any of the markings on the receptacle. They were all quite dire but not in any specific way that jogged his memory.

      He noticed that one of the chanting spellcasters had a red and unsightly rash on his hand. While it was possible that it might be some type of creature that simply had skin like that, he doubted it. His friends had said the goblins had a rash, as had the bandits who attacked them.

      Without a doubt, there was a connection of some sort.

      The priest looked past the summoning ring and across the courtyard. It was difficult to see through the dense tree cover but a light gleamed at the far side of the courtyard. It looked like a torch but he couldn’t see much else—bricks maybe and an open door?

      Reflexively, he looked into the sky and there, black against the stars, were three towers of the ruined fort. His friends had said an owlbear was in the first and the goblins were in the third, but that the door of the second had been stuck.

      It was open now, however, at least as far as he could tell.

      This was the clue they needed and the one they had missed. His friends had not explored all of the towers. The middle one near the river—and maybe the other two—needed further investigation. These spellcasters were holed up there while they tried to accomplish whatever dark ends they had in mind.

      His common sense told him he would get no more information than that. Hopefully, they wouldn’t finish their ritual tonight and Jorge could bring his friends back in the morning to finally put an end to them.

      He had already pushed to his feet, ready to slip away, when a stick snapped sharply and he froze and listened intently.

      “Have you seen enough, Father?”

      Pain exploded in the back of his head and he fell beneath the force of the blow. He had barely enough time to roll and look up at the hooded figure of his attacker before he was struck again and knocked unconscious.

      His last thought before he blacked out was that he might have given his friends the quest hook they needed.
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      The night had gone extremely well—way better than she’d expected. Morgan finally felt more comfortable with the attention of the locals. When she’d first seen everyone staring at her, she’d felt uncomfortable and even vulnerable but had finally realized they were fascinated to have a sorceress around. She could do things that amazed them all.

      People approached her—the very young and the very old, mostly—and asked if she could make shapes or lights dance in the inn. She had obliged them and had been able to satisfy her admittedly easily pleased audience until Mandy the Mighty lost his damn mind and knocked one of the men off his feet.

      Fortunately, the villager was all right. The sorceress had seen people run out of towns for less than that, even if they were the hero of the week or whatever.

      Still, the ambiance might have recovered had Terry not tried to make a move on Jewel in the middle of a crowd of adoring fans. Honestly, that dude didn’t know a thing about women. If he was gonna try that, he should have acted way sooner.

      But it no longer mattered. The cleric was rejected and had left the inn with a sulky expression and somehow dragged the jovial mood with him. The townsfolk still had a decent enough time but with the two more approachable heroes gone, the crowd began to thin until only the people who wanted to listen—or do other things—to Jewel and those who wanted to watch Morgan of the Moon’s illusions remained.

      It went from feeling like she was part of a party to feeling like she was on display and she didn’t like it.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I think I might get a breath of fresh air and clear my head,” she said as graciously as she could to her admirers.

      They all thanked her for her illusions and a good many of them followed her onto the street. At first, Morgan was offended by this but she soon realized that they weren’t following her. They were simply the children and grandparents—people who needed to go to bed relatively early, even on a night of festivity. She waved good night as the elderly ushered their charges into the night while their parents continued to sing inside the inn.

      The sorceress was worried about her friends. It seemed that once—and not all that long ago—they were all on the same page but those days were gone. She’d sensed a taste of it when they battled the goblins. In that moment, they had fallen into sync, watched each other’s backs, and reacted to both the enemy’s moves and their allies with equal zeal.

      She felt like more than herself in that moment. As weird as it was, she had felt like something better or greater.

      Now, however, those feelings were all gone. They would need to work together better if they wanted to survive the trials and tribulations that were to come. Unfortunately, that might be easier said than done by the looks of things.

      Morgan wondered how much of their teamwork had been because of Jorge. He truly was an awesome game master and she had no doubt that the group would have split up long before if not for his steady hand on the tiller of game night.

      Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t seen the priest at the inn for a while. He had been there at first but with the crowds, songs, and the illusions, she had lost track of him. It was kind of like how at parties, Earth Morgan never talked to his closest friends. After all, he saw them all the time. A party was an excuse to talk to someone other than the regulars, and she had used the celebration to do that—and to impress the magic fans in the audience.

      With a frown, she tried to think back over the evening but didn’t recall seeing him with Mandy either. It could only mean he must have left, which made sense. The body Father Jorge was in was older than anyone else’s. At the same time, it was also odd. They were there to celebrate the successful mission he had asked them to do. Why had he slipped away?

      Logic said it was to prepare for the next part of the mission. That was what Jorge had always done when they finished a quest at home. They’d all celebrate their level up or examine a new piece of loot, and he would be in a corner, pouring through a book for next week’s adventure.

      If that was what he was busy with, he must be in his church.

      She hurried across town, sure he had gone there but with a strange need to check. It didn’t take long to realize that he was nowhere to be found.

      Morgan couldn’t locate him in his private quarters or the main hall of the church. She frowned and wondered where she could poke around in town to hopefully find him when her gaze was drawn to the mage’s tower. Relief flooded her and she decided she would very likely find him there. Rak had supplied what few answers they did have. Surely Jorge had gone there to get more.

      The sorceress hurried to the tower, knocked on the door, and was promptly teleported inside.

      Mandy might have reacted with fear to the spell but she had no such fears. She found the display of magic impressive, especially since she had barely knocked before she was whisked away.

      “Morgan, good evening. I’m surprised you’re not at the party.”

      “I was but I noticed that Jorge wasn’t there.”

      “Oh? Do you need him?”

      “Not really. I hoped to reminisce about the old days.”

      “But you only just met—oh, you mean the memories from another world.”

      She shrugged noncommittally. They didn’t feel like memories from another world to her. It felt like Morgan the developer was trapped in this world, stuck in the body of an elvish sorceress. That other life didn’t seem like merely a memory. It felt like who she truly was. It was kind of weird that she now identified with the she and her pronouns, but she merely assumed that happened when everyone treated you in a certain way. Despite this, the other world felt like it was where she needed to return.

      “He’s not here?” she asked. She didn’t intend to be rude but also knew that elves were seen as “other” by these people and that such a place in society could be advantageous when she wished to skip the niceties.

      “He’s not,” Rak confirmed. The wizard rubbed his beard. “Are you sure he was not at his church? He sometimes likes to sleep on the pews. I don’t understand it but there it is.”

      “He was not there. I’m sure of that,” she confirmed in a tone that precluded argument.

      “Well then. We should find him, don’t you think?” The wizard pushed from his sofa.

      “Can you do that?” She wasn’t sure why that surprised her.

      He nodded. “We forged a bond long ago. I can sense his aura as long as he lives. And as long as nothing blocks it, of course.”

      Rak moved to a messy table and dug around until he found a roll of parchment. He unrolled it to reveal a map of the area, then drew a deep breath, touched the map, and exhaled across the parchment. The ink seemed to stir to life as if the map were filled with water and he had run a spoon through a drop of ink.

      The ink did not spread or ruin the image but reinforced itself. The lines of the village reformed, as did those of the nearby fields, the forest, and the ruined fort.

      It didn’t reveal any sign of Father Jorge, though.

      “Now that’s odd.” The wizard held the map up and studied it closely.

      “Does that mean he’s dead?” Morgan demanded, a little panicked by the thought.

      “What? No, no. One of the people who knows how to block the locating spell the father and I share is him, of course.”

      “But why would he block it?”

      “Let us not jump to conclusions. He has blocked it before, but that does not mean he has done so this time. Something else might be going on.”

      “We don’t know what’s going on right now. That’s why I’m here,” she told him bluntly.

      “Well, let me look for one more thing.” Rak muttered some words in a language she did not know and blew a breath of air across the map again.

      The ink didn’t so much swirl this time as ripple. Nothing needed to restore itself, and honestly, she could not tell if anything had changed.

      “Do you see the pony anywhere?” he asked.

      “The pony?” Morgan asked incredulously.

      “Father Jorge has a very good pony he calls Bill. I’ve known that beast for fifteen years, believe it or not. I’ve made a point of learning to locate him because he doesn’t ever tire of the wizard across the street pestering him to run errands.”

      The sorceress studied the map but saw nothing at first.

      A moment later, she saw it near the old fort and in the same grove of trees where they had rested before they entered the ruins.

      “What’s he doing there?” she asked. It was a dumb question, to be sure, but it had slipped out before she had time to contain it.

      “I suspect he has done something quite rash.” Rak sounded displeased. “Ever since these…uh, memories—or lives, or whatever you want to call them—came into his life, he has not been himself. He knows he should stay here and that the people of Vik need him but now, he can’t be found. It was the same when the memories first came. He wanted to set out like he was thirty years younger and armed with something more than a rather large belly.”

      “He must have gone to look for clues,” Morgan said and scrutinized the map in greater detail. There were no other creatures—human or otherwise—marked on it besides the pony, which was disappointing. It would have been cool if they could use the map to track people, but she assumed that would be a god-tier level item if he had ever heard of one.

      “That may be the case but it does not mean it was a smart thing for him to do. Father Jorge is no warrior. If we don’t share a cup of mushroom tea in the afternoon, his knees ache the next morning.”

      “And now you can’t sense him.”

      “I don’t dare think he’s dead,” Rak assured her hastily but from his tone, it was clear that he was already thinking that and the thought was somewhat overwhelming.

      “Wait a minute. Let’s think about this. If he’s not dead, then—”

      “Then his magic is blocked. That could be done by him or another mage like I said—”

      “But let’s assume it’s something more like that,” Morgan said firmly.

      “I agree. You’ll have to go and make sure he’s all right. If he’s been captured by something, surely you can rescue him. Are you sure there wasn’t anything you missed at the fort?”

      “We might have missed something but isn’t that a reason for you to come with us?” The sorceress wasn’t particularly keen to return to the ruins without aid.

      “Me? No, most certainly not. My place is here in Vik.”

      “But if we overlooked something, surely fresh eyes would help.”

      “Not as much as I’d like to think,” Rak responded firmly. “My powers are tied to this tower. Perhaps I should not have done that to myself but the simple truth is that it is what I have done. I will not be as much use away from here as I can be defending Vik.”

      “Sure, but the tower’s not that far. And sometimes,” she added with a dash of inspiration, “a good offense is the best defense.”

      The wizard furrowed his brow. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that before. Is it something the elves say where you’re from?”

      “Uh…not exactly, no. But can you see that it makes sense?”

      “There is wisdom there, but no, I cannot accompany you. I can help you recharge before you go, though, and answer any questions you have.”

      Doubts surged through her. “Are you sure it’s up to us to help? Didn’t we go there and possibly not even identify the right threat? How can you be certain that we are the heroes you want us to be?”

      “Because it’s not about wants, it’s about what we need. Whether you are the heroes we need or not is ultimately irrelevant. No one else in this town could have defeated goblins and an owlbear like you did. To be honest, there isn’t anyone who would have tried. If you are not the heroes and are merely regular people—or worse, are part of the evil that has come to this land—you are still the people who came to help. You are the only people who answered Father Jorge’s plea. He needs you now and Vik needs you. No matter who you are or who you think you might be, we need you.”

      Rak bowed to her, which gave her a moment to bring her facial expression under control. This was insane—completely and utterly insane. Her friends couldn’t even keep their shit together at a party and now, they were supposed to save this entire town? They argued about everything but had to somehow come together as a team to save a village?

      “You will return before you head out tonight?” the wizard asked

      “Tonight?” Morgan spoke reflexively but as soon she uttered the question aloud, she knew the answer had to be affirmative.

      “Yes, please. My tower has a way to refresh you—all of you—and cost you very little time. This is my role, that of the village elder. I will fulfill it to the best of my ability while you serve in your role as a hero.”

      The sorceress nodded and calmed her voice before she spoke. “We will do our very best.”
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      Jewel decided she could get used to this kind of attention. Every time she played a chord, the crowd cheered. When she sang a song, a dozen joyful voices joined her. Why had she ever been so afraid of crowds? She couldn’t understand why she had never stood up in front of a crowd like this. It was so much fun.

      While she admittedly had a better voice in this body, many of the townsfolk had great singing voices too and never used them because they suffered from the same social anxiety she used to. How liberating it was to know that courage rather than talent let people do things like sing at a bar.

      Although talent didn’t hurt, she reminded herself as her fingers danced over her harp to pluck the intro to another song. Before she could make it through the introductory melody, however, Morgan stormed into the inn, her entire demeanor both determined and upset.

      The bard sighed. She had expected Terry to return and demand more of her time, but she wasn’t entirely surprised to see the half-elf coming to bat for her old friend instead.

      With a resigned sigh, she put her harp down to the boos of the crowd and prepared herself for another verbal exchange. She only hoped nothing was said about her flirting with other people. Earth Morgan was a notorious flirt who prided himself excessively with every successful conquest. Jewel didn’t think she could stand a lecture from him—or her—on the topic of chastity.

      “Do you have a minute?” Morgan asked and didn’t bother with even a pretense at a preamble.

      “What is this about?” Jewel asked sweetly. She did not want to go outside simply to be chewed out again. She’d rather play “The Fawn who Found his Friend” for the fifth time than deal with a hypocritical lecture.

      “It’s about Jorge,” the sorceress said and looked at the crowd of people with a scowl. “It’s important,” she added.

      “I see.” To be honest, she didn’t. Still, she stood from her stool—she had sat to play the last set of songs since it had been a long day, after all—and followed Morgan to a quieter part of the inn. The crowd dispersed but a good number of them trailed her to the other corner of the bar. This made the half-elf scowl even more, but no one could blame them. Their town had been under dire threat for so long and they deserved to party until the sun came up.

      But Morgan looked like she would blast them with Magic Missiles if they didn’t leave them alone.

      “Perhaps we should talk in private in our room upstairs?” Jewel asked.

      “That would be wise, yes.”

      The bard followed her upstairs and tried to will herself to sober up, if only for a few minutes.

      She plopped onto her bed and looked at the other woman. “What’s up with Jorge?”

      “I can’t find him.”

      “That doesn’t mean—”

      “He’s not in town and I already spoke to Rak, who wasn’t able to locate him through magical means either. All we could find was his pony.”

      “Well, where’s the pony?” That seemed like the most logical first question.

      “He seems to be tied up or sleeping within spitting distance of the ruined fort.”

      In an instant, Jewel’s pleasant buzz vanished. “You don’t think he went to explore the ruins by himself, do you?”

      “That’s exactly what I think.” Morgan sighed. “He always wants us to succeed. That’s the kind of game master he is. I bet that when we came back and nothing seemed to change, he decided to set off and solve this by himself.”

      “This is not good,” the bard muttered. Okay, so maybe some of the alcohol was still in her system.

      “No, it’s not,” Morgan said. “Rak said he can help to prepare us before we go out to find him. Have you seen either of the other two?”

      “I haven’t. Not since they walked out. I don’t know what happened with Mandy, but I'm very sure Terry is mad at me for flirting with Arduel.”

      “That’s not important right now.” The sorceress fixed her with a stern look. “Let’s see if we can find them, then we’ll check in with Rak. If someone is blocking Jorge’s magic, we need to act quickly.”

      “Let’s go.” She followed the half-elf down the stairs and out into the cool night air of Vik. With every step, she tried to tell herself this was a problem they could solve— they could rescue Jorge and he wasn’t already dead.
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        * * *

      

      When Terry heard bloodthirsty shouts mixed with the sound of a weapon breaking wood, he drew his hammer and began to run toward the noise. He knew they hadn’t beaten whatever evil had come to this world. There was more to it than goblins but he’d let them all celebrate and carouse. He’d let them all drink and carry on when there was still a very real and extremely dangerous threat out there.

      He rounded a corner and stopped to stare at Mandy the Mighty’s shirtless back.

      The barbarian glistened with sweat and steamed in the cool night air. A massive pile of split firewood in front of him was the source of the sound of breaking wood.

      “You’ll dull your blade that way,” the cleric said. Rather than telling him to shut up or simply laugh, Mandy roared in fury with his ax in hand.

      Terry raised the shaft of his hammer in time and blocked the blow but if he hadn’t, he’d no doubt have not been left alive to worry about anything.

      “God damn it!” the barbarian roared at him. “Why the hell did you sneak up on me like that?”

      “You need to lower your ax,” he said, his hands still on his hammer.

      Mandy gritted his teeth but he lowered the weapon to rest the blade in the dirt. “What the hell do you want?”

      “I don’t want a damn thing.” The cleric kept his voice firm. “I heard the sound of someone destroying a door and I came to check what it was. It sounded like a band of orcs had come to town and was knocking houses down.”

      “Well, it wasn’t a band of orcs. It was only me.” The barbarian growled belligerently.

      “You realize it’s my duty to check things like this, right? I’m a cleric for the warrior god Lux. I can’t simply—”

      “You checked it out and it’s only me. Spare me the damn exposition and get lost. Go back inside and enjoy the stupid celebration like the rest of this town. You can probably drink about a gallon of beer if you decide to fart close enough for one of them to smell it.”

      Terry sighed and sat on a stump. “I can’t enjoy much of anything with Jewel in there fawning over all those other men.”

      Mandy lifted his ax and swung it into another stump with such force that the blade remained wedged there and quivered in place.

      “Maybe it’s different in this world, but the relationship between the Terry and Jewel I know ended because of you.”

      “I know.”

      The barbarian held a musclebound arm up to silence him. “You’re the one who asked for a break. With that, you as good as told her to go look for other people to screw.”

      He sighed even more heavily than he had when he’d sat on the stump. “She told you I said that.”

      “Hell yes, she told me you said that, dumbass shit.”

      The priest snorted at that. “The crazy thing is I can hear her say that. I only wanted her to know that I valued her freedom. I shouldn’t have—”

      “Broken my best friend’s heart? No. You shouldn’t have.”

      “Wait—what?” He frowned at her in confusion.

      “You’re joking, right? Don’t act like you didn’t know how she felt about you.”

      “Well…uh, she told me she loved me, but that’s simply something people say, isn’t it?”

      “No. That is not something people simply say, you dolt. Why do you think I’ve been so pissed at you? She loved you and you threw her away like she was trash. How do you think that made her feel?”

      “I…I didn’t realize that…that—”

      “Terry!”

      He turned and his gaze settled on Jewel and Morgan, who hurried toward them. An urgency to both their movements made the Terry of this world—the warrior cleric who knew that danger lurked around every corner—snap to attention.

      “What’s going on?” he demanded.

      “Jorge’s missing,” the sorceress told him bluntly.

      “No,” Mandy said, although it was not disbelief that fueled her answer but dismay.

      “We already checked with the wizard. He can’t find him, but his pony is out—”

      “At the demon fort,” Mandy finished. It was not a question.

      Terry waited for clarification but the barbarian knew Jorge the best and Morgan offered no correction.

      “We need to go,” the cleric responded decisively.

      “Of course we need to go.” Mandy nodded resolutely.

      “We have to go past Rak’s first,” the sorceress told them.

      “That’s bullshit! Jorge is in trouble. We need to go and we need to leave now!” the barbarian roared.

      “That’s Mandy the Mighty talking, but listen to Mandy the gamer for a second,” Morgan pleaded. “None of us have had a long rest and Jewel is quite obviously drunk.”

      “I am”—hic—“not!” the bard tried to protest.

      “I know Mandy the Mighty doesn’t like magic, but if Rak can do something to make sure we’re ready, we need to take advantage of anything that might help Jorge.”

      “I don’t want to waste another goddamn minute.” The large barbarian sounded both belligerent and petulant.

      “It’s not your call.” Terry stepped into his role as leader and left what he wanted to say to Jewel unsaid. “We’ll see what Rak has to offer us, then we head out. Now come on. We’ve wasted too much time already.”

      “Fine.” Mandy yanked his battle-ax roughly from the stump, a gesture that spoke impatience and frustration.
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        * * *

      

      There’s nothing to worry about. Earth Mandy tried to soothe the instincts of the barbarian warrior whose body she still inhabited. The gamer inside knew that the glowing doorway that had appeared out of nowhere was the wizard’s doing and that what lay on the other side was not a place of torment but a place of rest. Despite this, it was hard to make Mandy the Mighty loosen his grasp on the weapon in his hands.

      “It’s a dimension I created years ago—nothing much, in all honesty, but it's safe and the floor is soft and most importantly, the time there moves twenty times faster than it does out here.”

      “What’s so good about a soft floor?” Jewel asked.

      “We can sleep there, right?” Morgan asked hopefully.

      “So we can get a long rest in less than an hour.” The cleric grasped the advantage immediately. “That’s the purpose of this, right?”

      The wizard nodded. “Precisely.”

      “Thank you, Rak.” Terry spoke for the group.

      The old mage simply nodded in reply.

      “Come on,” their leader said, stepped through the glowing doorway, and vanished.

      “Less than an hour, correct?” Morgan asked warily.

      “Time flows twenty times faster there, yes. I’ll ring for you after thirty minutes. That should be more than enough time for all of you to be fully rested.”

      “Very well.” The sorceress shrugged and stepped through the doorway.

      “Can I drink some water first?” Jewel asked.

      Rak fetched her a pitcher, which she drank quickly.

      “Now, to sleep this off,” she said before she went through.

      “This is how we save Jorge?” Mandy asked, now alone in the room with the wizard. Both of them seemed quite uncomfortable with only the other for company.

      “You will doubtlessly need all your strength. This is the only way to make sure you have sufficient.”

      “For Jorge,” Mandy the Mighty muttered and stepped through the portal.

      What greeted him on the other side was not a place of terror but one of rest. It was as if the entire realm were made of nothing but soft morning light and big white fluffy pillows.

      Still, he was wary.

      “Show yourself, demons!” the barbarian yelled. The proclamation didn’t trigger chuckles from the party. Their looks told him they were as wary as he felt about this magic place.

      “You understand that this is a spell a friend cast for us, right?” Morgan said a little caustically.

      “Mandy, we need to rest, all right?” Terry sounded exhausted. “Believe me, there are all kinds of things that I’d rather be doing—or talking about—right now, but there isn’t time. Jorge needs us. We can’t mess around.”

      “I know.” Mandy felt fury grow inside his chest. He knew this place was safe and that there was nothing to fear. His line about the demons had been a joke so why didn’t anyone see that?

      He snatched one of the pillows and ripped it in half. It wasn’t a pillow, however, but only some kind of cloudlike fluff in the shape of a pillow. When he tore it, the conjured item simply disintegrated into said cloudlike fluff.

      “What?” The barbarian snorted at his allies. “Your mom never told you to punch a pillow to release stress?”

      Three flat stares told her that no one had thought treating aggression with more aggression was a good idea.

      And maybe they were right, Mandy thought as he lay on the billowing, fluffy, pillow-like floor that comprised this magical realm. Rage had a place and to a barbarian, it could be very useful, but was this the place? Was this the time for anger? It seemed obvious that it wasn’t.

      He fell asleep and wrestled with knowing when and where to use his anger. His worry was that if he couldn’t control it somehow, it would decide and no one would like the results— him least of all.
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      Despite his misgivings about the magical place, the barbarian woke feeling completely rejuvenated. With his mind better rested, he knew he’d been on edge because of simple exhaustion as much as anything else. It took a fair amount of mental and physical energy to battle goblins and especially magic goblins. Now that he was fully rested, he felt much better.

      Of course, he felt better still when he stepped out of the dimension to where the wizard waited for him.

      “Excellent,” Rak said and looked relieved. “I would have come in for you soon but you are awake.”

      “Am I the first?”

      “Nah, I’ve been ready for a while.” Morgan had sunk into a sofa but stood quickly. “I’ll get the other two.”

      Seconds later, she emerged from the portal with Terry and Jewel in tow. Mandy wondered if anyone would be hungover but they all looked good, well-rested, and sharp.

      “It’s time to go,” Terry stated briskly.

      They set out from Rak’s tower and walked as quickly as they could to the fort. Although it was nighttime, they were not attacked by any nocturnal creatures. This made a bright spot in their travels, but Mandy was disappointed that they did not come across Jorge either. Part of him had thought that the old, chubby priest might have fallen asleep in his saddle and fallen from his pony but alas, they had no such luck. They found the pony tied in the same grove of trees they’d camped in so recently.

      “Is there any sign of him?” the cleric asked.

      “How am I supposed to know?” Jewel snorted impatiently.

      “Not you,” he said. “Mandy, can’t you like…uh, sniff him out or something?”

      “I have a Danger Sense but it has nothing to do with my nose,” he retorted sharply.

      “Morgan?” Terry looked hopefully at the sorceress.

      “I don’t know how to track but it’s not a mystery where he would have gone.”

      “He went looking for answers,” the barbarian pointed out flatly. “That is the Jorge I have always known.”

      Terry nodded. “We’re all in agreement then. Let’s go.”

      “Let me move the pony first,” Jewel said, untethered it, and led it to another area with enough fresh grass. She gave it some water too before she nodded. It was time.

      They started out from the grove and hurried into the trees that grew around the walls of the fort. From there, it was a short distance through the thick forest until they reached one of the massive holes in the wall.

      “Anything?” The cleric spoke softly, his tone tense and wary.

      To Mandy’s regular senses, the place seemed empty. There were no lights, no noises, and no people visible. Despite all that, the barbarian’s Danger Sense screamed at him. “This place is not as calm as it seems. There’s danger afoot. I can feel it.”

      “You mean you have a feeling or it’s an ability that lets you sense that?” Morgan asked.

      “What does it matter to you, elf? Either way, my instincts will save your life.”

      “It certainly matters, thank you very much. Unless you think I should start using illusions to take out enemies you’re fighting instead of Magic Missiles.”

      “Are you threatening me?” The barbarian bristled in outrage.

      “We don’t have time for this.” Terry intervened quickly.

      “We need to make sure we’re all on the same page,” Jewel suggested. “I think a little communication might be good for all of us.”

      “This is not the time for it,” the cleric retorted. “We need to focus on the battle to come. If Mandy says there’s danger, there’s danger. That’s where we need to be. Morgan, we all trust you to have our back and that’s why Mandy and I will lead the way so you can stay safe and support us. We all know how to fight. These characters—people—whose bodies we’re inhabiting know a thing or two about combat, but we’ve all fought dragons together. We’ve crushed entire kingdoms of giants and hordes of orcs and goblins. We can do this. I don’t know if this world brought us here because it needed us to balance it or if it made a mistake, but I can tell you this—we will make this world a better place.”

      “Hell yeah!” Morgan responded enthusiastically.

      “You can be a pain but damn, do you give a good, ‘let’s get this dungeon over with’ speech,” Mandy said, very much in the vernacular of the straight-A biology student who had left that world to do what she wanted.

      “I love you when you’re like that.” Jewel’s comment made Terry redden.

      “This is not the time, you two,” Mandy reminded them. “What’s that in the clearing?”

      “Let’s get some light.” The cleric squinted to peer into the darkness.

      “Are you sure? Someone might see us,” Morgan protested.

      “We won’t surprise anyone,” he responded. “If we’re being watched, we’ve already been seen. Light will benefit us more than it will anyone else.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” Jewel said, ignited her harp with light, and illuminated the area.

      Immediately, Mandy’s attention was drawn to at least a part of what had triggered his Danger Sense. “Magic was done here,” he said and took a few steps past the broken wall and into the courtyard. “Black magic.”

      The barbarian didn’t understand how anyone could think it wise to use black magic to accomplish their dreams. He had seen how it could destroy others and also how it would twist to hurt its master. It was not a loyal force but rather something of chaos like a fire that would burn every hand that touched it. He drew a breath and reminded himself that he didn’t need to understand such evil. His task was simply to defeat it.

      “Do you see the bones?” he asked and stepped closer with his hand on his ax. “Goblin, I’d guess by the smell.”

      “And you said you didn’t have a nose for such things,” Morgan responded tartly.

      Mandy snorted but in all honesty, that was kind of funny.

      “Blood was used here too—fresh blood. I can see it on some of the bones.” The sorceress paced around the perimeter of the desecrated place.

      “And something in the middle.” Mandy pointed to a spot where the ground was pressed flat and looked burned as well.

      “This is all as creepy as hell.” When Jewel shuddered, the light from her harp wavered.

      Terry walked slowly around the edge of the casting circle while he rubbed his sunburst pendant and studied the area carefully.

      “Would the goblins have done this with their dead?” the bard asked.

      “I doubt that the filthy little creatures have any respect for their dead,” Morgan replied, her tone sharp with disgust.

      Mandy couldn’t help but agree. He did not know any goblins that had respect for their living kin, let alone their deceased. His gaze drifted for a moment until it settled on what looked like a path through the trees.

      “Look here.”

      The others joined him and he crouched and indicated a rough trail through the overgrown courtyard.

      “It looks like they were carrying something heavy.” Terry poked a print in the dirt. “Can anyone tell if these prints are human, goblin, or something else?”

      “Humanoid, at least,” the barbarian replied confidently.

      “How can you be so sure?” Morgan sounded interested rather than challenging.

      “They’re boot prints. Last time I checked, owlbears didn’t wear boots.”

      Everyone chuckled at that, which he appreciated despite the seriousness of the situation. It felt a little closer to how they used to be when they were all crowded around Jorge’s table. They took their missions seriously, yes, but the best moments of playing together came when they used both tactics and humor.

      Could that have been why they were brought to this world? It would seem that it took a certain kind of person to laugh in the face of danger, but in the world where he was from, gamers routinely faced life or death situations and met them with a smile.

      They followed the trail of boot prints through the woods and toward the wall of the fort that ran along the water. Mandy didn’t need to reach the end of the woods to know where they would end up.

      “Well, I’ll be…” He shook his head, his expression chagrined. “The stuck door at the second tower.”

      The boot prints went straight to the tower door and vanished. They did not turn nor veer off.

      “Could they have teleported in?” Morgan studied the area around the door for signs of another casting circle.

      “You spent too much time with that wizard in Vik,” Mandy grumbled.

      “Even if they did, we don’t have that option. We’re not at a high enough level to teleport ourselves in,” Terry said.

      “I don’t think that’s what happened,” Jewel said. “There would be some sign of them putting down whatever they were carrying, wouldn’t there? But there isn’t. Only boot prints.”

      “Then how did they get through a stuck door?” The cleric shoved the wood.

      “Maybe it’s a trick.” Mandy flexed his muscles before he drove his shoulder into the door. It didn’t quiver, let alone move inward.

      “Wait—what if we try the hinges?” Jewel stepped closer. “I have a Jack of All Trades that grants me a couple of points in any skill.” She retrieved a thin dagger and jammed it into the hinges. They didn’t budge.

      “Any luck?” Terry asked.

      “No.” She frowned in concentration as she worked at the hinges and wiggled her knife without any shift in the metal.

      “It was a good idea, though.” The cleric looked disappointed.

      “Oh, please no. Now is not the time to compliment bad ideas.” Morgan growled in annoyance.

      “The sorceress has a point,” Terry conceded and turned to Mandy. “Do you remember what I said about not using your weapons to chop wood?”

      “Yeah, you said it could dull my blade.”

      “Right.” He winked. “And that you need to keep your blade sharp for certain situations. Situations like…”

      “I got this!” The barbarian drew his ax.

      “I knew you would recognize that there are exceptions to that rule.” The cleric smiled.

      Finally, a time had come to use the Rage. Mandy grinned. “I’d recommend that everyone take a step back,” he warned them. “You won’t like me when I’m angry.”

      The others complied without hesitation.

      Mandy the Mighty raised his ax and brought it to bear on the wooden door that separated them from their friend.
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      It took more than a single swing for the barbarian to break through the door—at least ten swings and by that time, Terry simply stopped counting. He was armed with his hammer and shield, ready for battle, and made sure Morgan and Jewel were equally prepared.

      There was zero possibility that whoever was on the other side of the door would be surprised by their arrival. Mandy had broadcasted their intent to get inside with every swing of his ax.

      Finally, the heavy blade hacked through the wood and created a hole.

      “Stand clear!” the cleric warned and everyone obeyed and waited for a tense moment. Fortunately, no magic blasted through the roughly hewn aperture and no demon’s arm reached out to strangle those who dared to interrupt whatever it had been doing.

      “Mandy?” he prompted and the barbarian grunted an affirmative reply.

      The ax made much faster progress now a hole had already been created. Splinters and chunks of wood spewed from the wood with every swing until finally, Mandy severed a cross beam on the other side and the door fell away into two pieces. One lay on the ground while the other still clung to the poorly maintained hinges.

      “Mandy, I want you in there first. I’ll be right behind you and ready to strike or heal, whatever’s needed. Morgan, you come next. Jewel, make sure no one follows us. If something heard us out there and gets curious enough to investigate, we could end up in a bad position. I want to know the moment you see anything, all right?”

      “Got it,” the bard affirmed crisply.

      “I’m ready.” Morgan nodded and straightened resolutely.

      “Let’s go!” the barbarian roared and strode through the doorway.

      They stepped into the tower and found nothing they had expected. Certainly no cultists, demons, or monsters waited to dismember, curse, or eat them respectively.

      They had entered a small room. It contained a table, empty and in disrepair, a torch on the wall that was unlit and covered in cobwebs, and a staircase that had completely collapsed. At first glance, it looked like no one had been inside the space for years if not decades.

      “How are we looking out there, Jewel?” Terry asked as he ventured deeper into the room with Mandy.

      “I don’t see anything. Maybe any monsters out here know the sound of an ax when they hear one and aren’t exactly interested in coming to see what’s going on.”

      “They couldn’t have gone up there.” Morgan illuminated the pile of rubble that must have once been the staircase to the upper floor of the tower. There was a hole in the ceiling but no lights came from above.

      “Maybe they went down there.” Mandy pointed at a small crack in the floor.

      “How would they fit?” the sorceress asked but not politely.

      “Like this.” He crouched and caught hold of a huge rock next to the crack. When he heaved, the rock rolled out of the way to reveal a much larger hole, not a crevice. Terry stepped closer and confirmed that this was not a hole but a passage. Stairs in it led into the darkness.

      “Okay then. If I were part of a cult that wanted to open a tomb filled with malevolent evil, I think this would be my choice.” The cleric spoke in a flat, resigned tone.

      “Downward?” Mandy asked.

      “Downward.” He nodded.

      They descended into the gloom and the only illumination came from Jewel’s harp. She plucked a few chords while they proceeded and Terry felt his courage swell.

      “That was Bardic Inspiration,” she whispered. “And everyone remember that if we focus on our dice necklaces, we might be able to affect their rolls a little. That could be huge.”

      “That’s a good point.” The cleric touched the dice hung on the chain that held his holy sunburst. Thinking of them in that way almost made them feel like holy symbols from his world—holy symbols of gaming.

      They reached the bottom of the twisting staircase and paused in what looked like a true guard post. Another table was positioned there, although this one looked like it had been used much more recently. Dice still lay on the table beside a few stacks of copper coins.

      “They must have left in a hurry,” Terry commented with a scowl.

      “And didn’t even take their lantern with them.” Morgan gestured to where it hung on the wall.

      Despite these clear signs of habitation, no people or group of guards waited to spring out and attack them. The room was slightly larger than the one above and equally as empty but seemed used. While the floor was clean, a pile of dirt in the corner suggested that it had been swept there and ignored.

      It made him wonder at the amount of effort that must have been expended to make sure the room above looked as desolate as it had.

      This room certainly made little effort to send a “no one is here” message. Instead of a broken staircase and a tunnel, two closed doors led from it.

      “I wish we had two guards—one who always told the truth and one who always lied,” Morgan muttered.

      “Why would we want a guard who lied?” Mandy demanded.

      “It’s an old riddle. What question could you ask either of them that would tell you where to go?”

      “Why would you want to ask the lying guard anything?” Jewel frowned in bemusement.

      “Because you don’t know which is which!”

      “Morgan, if there’s any lore pertinent to this world, we want to know it,” Terry told her. “Otherwise, let’s keep the chatter to a minimum. The last thing we need right now is to know who is left if Pete and Re-Pete are in a boat.”

      “Right, got it. Save your asses with my freaking Magic Missiles but otherwise, stay quiet.” The sorceress wore a sulky expression.

      “Which one do we try?” Terry asked and looked at the others.

      “That’s your call.” Jewel shrugged.

      “My call?” Why is it my call?”

      “You’re the boss,” Morgan snapped as if it were obvious.

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I know which door to go through.”

      “None of us know that,” the bard agreed.

      “So why me?”

      “That’s the character you chose and the role you’re in.” Mandy grunted dismissively. “If I have to deal with knowing when and where to use my Rage, you have to deal with choosing doors.”

      He wanted to argue but chose not to. The barbarian was right. They all had to deal with things outside their comfort zone. One of the challenges he faced was having to be a leader when it mattered. It was easy to lead when nothing was at stake.

      Of course, it was another thing entirely when their lives might hang in the balance.

      Plus, he knew his party would have told him if they had any idea of which one to choose. If there were some clue, they’d use that, but in the absence of a hint, they had to rely on good ol’ executive action.

      “We go through the door on the right but we do it slowly,” he decided finally.

      “I guess that means Mandy doesn’t lead the way?” the barbarian asked.

      “I want you to watch the other door and the stairs, Mandy. Jewel, I want you to open this door as silently as you can. I got your back, no matter what happens.”

      “There. Was that so hard to say?” the bard quipped.

      He grinned as he hefted his hammer. Why did it take being in the basement of a building made during a war with demons for them to get along the way he wanted them to?

      “Morgan, be ready either way. You have that wand of Magic Missiles, right?”

      “I’ve got it right here.” The sorceress brandished the slender wooden rod.

      “Don’t be stingy with those. We all have more powerful spells so we’ll use those if we need to. Blast ’em with Magic Missile if it seems prudent.”

      “I’ve played a caster before. I know how to ration.” Morgan glowered at him.

      Terry had hoped for a completely clean interaction between him and his friends but he decided he would have to allow her one sarcastic snipe.

      “Jewel?”

      The bard approached the door, stuck the tip of her dagger into the lock, and slowly, with the attention to detail of a software engineer, worked at the locking mechanism.

      It clicked and the door swung inward to reveal a darkened room devoid of soldiers, orcs, or anyone else who might have waited to spring an attack. Morgan picked up the lantern left in the main room and brought it closer. It was a storage room and a large one too, far more spacious than what was needed to house a mop and a bucket. Did one mop abandoned thousand-year-old forts?

      Racks of weapons hung on the walls of the storage room. Spears, short swords, and hundreds of arrows were neatly organized.

      “That’s enough for an army,” Jewel muttered.

      “Not an army, not quite.” Terry had far more experience with caches of weapons thanks to his time growing up in the monastery, where they were practically treated as holy artifacts. “But certainly more than enough to cause significant problems for Vik and any other nearby towns.”

      “My people could rule a continent with this many weapons,” Mandy declared as he studied them with avid interest.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure.” The cleric picked one of the spears up. “I don’t detect any magic or anything like that. These are decent enough weapons but nothing that regular walls can’t stop.”

      “Or shields?” Jewel nodded at the one he had raised fairly high despite them being in a room without any enemy threats.

      “Shields are a cleric’s best friend,” he responded.

      “Do we loot now or later?” Morgan asked.

      “Later.” The cleric’s tone was firm. “I don’t want to lug any of this around yet. Maybe when we’re done here, we can take some of it to Vik and teach some of the locals a thing or two.”

      “Let’s focus on the dungeon before we start working on training montages,” Jewel suggested tartly.

      “Fair enough.”

      They exited the weapons closet and clustered around the other door.

      “So we can be fairly certain some kind of bullshit is behind the door,” Terry said.

      “I can sense danger.” Mandy stiffened a little in readiness.

      “Any bets on what it is?” Morgan asked. “I’m not done thinking it’s goblins all the way down.”

      “No way.” Jewel shook her head emphatically. “Myuglug was as strong as they had. We had a magical circle made with bones and blood, right? My guess is a necromancer.”

      “Ooh, that’s a good one,” the sorceress agreed. “I wouldn’t mind splitting some necromancer skull.”

      “How do we go through this door?” The barbarian studied it warily.

      “Morgan, prepare a ball of Light,” the cleric instructed. “As soon as the door’s open, send it in there.”

      “And how do we open the door?” Mandy grunted impatiently.

      “Kick it in,” Terry told him.

      “With pleasure.” The barbarian wasted no time and drove a boot through the door.

      Unlike the one at the entrance to this tower, it shattered with a single blow.

      No sooner did it splinter than Morgan threw a ball of Light that streaked down the long, narrow passage. The orb continued along the hallway unimpeded until it smacked into someone’s face.

      Someone seemed appropriate since what looked like a man had sunken, grayish flesh and milky white eyes.

      It groaned, a deep, mournful sound that came from deep in its chest. As if movement took effort, it shuffled forward and staggered a little with each step.

      Behind it, a whole group of people lurched to life as well. Although maybe “to life” was not the best way to describe this shambling mass since they were indisputably dead.

      “Zombies. I guess Jewel wins this one,” Morgan murmured as the creatures, perhaps sensing the fresh meat of the living, grew louder and more agitated and hurried toward the heroes.
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      Terry had said to use the wand of Magic Missiles, but Morgan didn’t think that was quite the right call. Instead of using the power inside it, she called on her abilities and launched a Fire Bolt at the lead zombie.

      Her aim was true and she blasted it in the face. It didn’t kill the walking corpse—was that even the right description?—but it did set its face on fire, which did a decent job of illuminating the other creatures.

      “Oh, that is seriously radical,” Mandy declared approvingly as he hefted his ax and walked toward the horde of undead—a full dozen of them—as if they were nothing more dangerous or important than grain to be harvested.

      About halfway down the hallway, he reached the lead zombie. He kicked it in the chest and although its lungs collapsed, this did not stop its animated shuffling.

      But his attack proved to be a mistake. The hallway was narrow but not enough that Mandy the Mighty could hold it completely by himself. Other creatures crowded around him and tried to get past his whirling ax and in some cases, succeeded.

      “Mandy!” Terry shouted in frustration. “I can’t get in there, not with him swinging the ax like that.”

      Morgan struck another one in the chest with a Fire Bolt but it wasn’t knocked down any more than the first had been.

      “You have to have something to use against the undead, right?” Jewel stepped forward with sword drawn.

      “I’ve got a new Turn Undead spell but I want to save it in case we run into anything bigger. I have a feeling this will not be the toughest challenge.”

      “Well, do something!” the sorceress shouted when Mandy grunted in pain. One of the zombies had bitten him in the back. She hoped these zombies went by fantasy zombie rules and that Terry’s healing spells would cure the bite. The alternative was much worse. Nothing was as dire as sci-fi zombies.

      “I’ll try Turn Undead!” The cleric lifted his holy symbol in one hand, held the dice in the other, and began to chant. Light somehow radiated from him and four of the zombies—including the one that had bit Mandy—fled and ran into the dark of the long hallway instead of at the adventurers.

      That gave Mandy the gap he needed to decapitate one of them. Jewel rushed into the space he created and thrust her sword to poke holes in the creature with the burning face. The sorceress caught the other one she’d already hit with another Fire Bolt and it crumbled. The fire didn’t seem to agree with its constitution because the flames traveled inward and burned not only its flesh but its bones as well.

      “Sick.” She grinned with smug satisfaction.

      Jewel defeated the zombie she was battling but it cost her a couple of bites.

      Mandy eliminated another two as well but he appeared to be in even worse shape than the bard.

      Terry was ready, though. Instead of rushing in with his hammer, he cast healing spells on his allies, cured the wounds, and left no trace of infection behind.

      “Fantasy zombies, thank goodness,” Morgan commented, her tone relieved.

      Three were left and showed no inclination to retreat. The sorceress decided that maybe something stronger was in order and sent a volley of Magic Missiles. Two of them rocketed into a zombie, hurled it off its feet, and ended its brief moment of reanimation. The third caught another creature but it was only injured.

      Mandy, however, did not fail to notice that it had been weakened. Before it could refocus on the big, hulking, shirtless meal of a barbarian in front of it, he raised his ax and arced it viciously to slice not only its head but its entire body in half. He roared as he struck with such gusto that dust fell from the ceiling.

      That left only one. Terry was ready for it and crushed its skull before it even knew he had struck.

      “Well done, team,” the cleric said. “But we’re not done yet. There are still four more.”

      They formed up without orders. Mandy and Terry stood shoulder to shoulder with Morgan and Jewel behind them.

      “Did you focus on the necklace when you turned them?” the bard asked.

      “I did and I think it worked,” he responded. “Everyone keep that in mind. If this world did call on us to be its heroes, it chose gamers. A book might have simply selected scholars, historians, or anything else but it chose us. There has to be a reason for that.”

      “If you think the fate of this planet rests on our ability to properly min-max this bitch, I am so here for this,” Morgan responded.

      The conversation ceased when the four zombies came into view. They were all clustered around a closed door but it seemed none of them had the cognitive capacity to use the latch. Instead, they scratched at the brick wall and tried to get it to open so they could flee from the Light.

      Without hesitation, the cleric struck the first one on the back of the head and destroyed it.

      Morgan blasted one with a Fire Bolt. It didn’t kill it, but when Mandy’s ax swing drove through not only his zombie but hers as well, it fell without need for further strikes.

      “Jewel?” Terry asked.

      “You know, execution—even of the undead—is not my thing. I’d rather buff the party if it’s all the same to you.” She plucked a string and the barbarian seemed to stand straighter.

      “We grant you rest.” The cleric crushed the last zombie’s skull and ended its wretched existence.

      “That was seriously badass.” Morgan smiled.

      “You think so? It kind of came to me,” Terry responded but he looked pleased.

      “Yeah, seriously badass,” Jewel said.

      “Did you all not see when I decapitated not one but two zombies?” Mandy demanded but he was grinning.

      The sorceress smiled. What was it about being deep in a dungeon that united them? “Should we loot their corpses?”

      “Zombies? What are you hoping to get? The plague?” the bard joked.

      “Now that you mention it, that’s a good thing to check for,” Terry reminded them. They all examined each other’s wounds but found that his healing magic had erased any bites and scratches they had suffered.

      Morgan had not been hurt at all so she crouched to study the corpses.

      “Guys. Do these zombies look all right to you?”

      “You do understand that there’s no way to answer a question that insane, right?” Jewel snorted.

      “No, no. Look. They’re not only undead but they’re diseased exactly like the goblins were.”

      Terry crouched beside her and looked at the pockmarked faces of the zombies and the blisters that might have been red when the bodies were still alive. “This is what we should have looked for this entire time. The bandits had this same rash, remember?”

      “So did Myuglug,” the bard pointed out.

      “Maybe because this is where it all came from,” Morgan suggested. “What if…uh, what if we’re already in the Tomb of Malevolent Evil?”

      “Then the evil powers that be are in for some trouble. They probably didn’t know that this is the crew that once beat an ancient white dragon without making a single attack.”

      “Oh, that was legendary.” Mandy chuckled. “I can’t believe Jorge let us get away with that one—luring it with the dead cow? He could have simply called BS.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Terry said. “We can do this. Now come on. Let’s go find the necromancer who brought these zombies back from the dead and see if we can do something about his rash.”
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      Mandy threw open the door the zombies had struggled so desperately with. He had not summoned his Rage for the battle with the undead but it had been a close call. Fortunately, the gamer in his head reminded him continually that the powers Rage granted only lasted a minute and it was best to save it for when it was truly necessary.

      The barbarian’s mind was more than willing to lose itself to the Rage, but Earth Mandy hoped she could control it.

      Still, the prospect of a horde of enemies hiding behind the closed door was tantalizing. This place coursed with dark magic, the same kind that had caused this world’s Mandy heartache for so many years. With that knowledge in his heart and an ax in his hand, he shoved the door open and stopped abruptly in another empty room.

      “Oh, come on!” The barbarian followed his instinctive protest with a string of curses.

      “Do not be so hasty to meet our enemies,” Morgan said. “There are likely secrets in this place that we can unravel if they are not around.”

      “I doubt they would leave the rooms with secrets unguarded,” Jewel pointed out.

      “It's more likely they’re gathering in a defensible position,” Terry interjected. “Morgan, make sure your Shield spell is ready. We can’t be certain that this is a necromancer specifically, but I think it’s a safe bet that we’re at least dealing with some kind of magic user, given the circle we saw. They’ll know what you are and what you’re capable of.”

      “The creeps have their eyes on me, got it,” the sorceress acknowledged drily.

      “Does anyone sense danger in this room?” The cleric looked around warily.

      “No…not exactly, no.” Mandy took a step into the empty room. It was wider than the long hallway they had come down and shorter as well with two doors on the far wall in opposite corners. He sensed something from one of them but that was about all his Danger Sense granted him. It was vague, a broad kind of feeling that, although useful, was not something that could help him choose one door over another.

      Although given who their foes were and his personal history with people who abused others with magic, his Danger Sense triggering would not exactly make him move away from danger.

      If he could tell which door had a gaggle of mages hiding behind it, he’d go through that one, not the other. At the same time, he also understood that not everyone in his party had the same resilience as he did.

      “Morgan, there is some danger. Be careful,” he warned.

      “I want you to stay behind us in this doorway in case there are more zombies hidden in that hallway.” Terry took control of the situation.

      “That’s a good point.” Jewel scowled apprehensively. “I don’t like the geography of this place. Underground never makes sense to me. It’s too easy to hide extra rooms.”

      Mandy stepped into the space and nothing happened. He took another step forward while the others waited for something that didn’t come.

      Terry stepped into the room, followed by Jewel.

      Nothing happened at all.

      “Yes…” Mandy frowned and moved closer to one of the doors when the sense of danger in his chest swelled. “Something waits behind here.” He grinned. They thought they could hide from him? He had endured horrors at the hands of mages such as these. He would destroy them as they had tried to destroy him.

      “All right, Mandy. Shove the door open, take a step back, and get clear. This might be our one chance to surprise them so let’s make it count. Morgan, be ready with a spell. We’ll get out of your way so the first thing they see is magic coming for them.”

      “I’m ready.” The sorceress brandished her wand.

      “In three…two…one…open it,” Terry ordered.

      Mandy opened the door and the entire floor vanished beneath their feet.

      He didn’t have time to so much as hop, let alone leap to safety. All he could do was hang onto the door, but whoever had designed this trap had planned on that. It ripped off the wall and fell into the pit with him.

      The barbarian fell back and looked up. Morgan stood above him and her blue robes whipped in the sudden change of air pressure caused by the room becoming what seemed to be a bottomless pit.

      Jewel and Terry were not so lucky. They plummeted as well, although they were closer to each other and managed to grab one another’s hands.

      Mandy twisted to face the bottom of the pit.

      In the dim light, it was difficult to see what was down there but it was not a nice smooth, padded floor. It appeared to be spikes or some kind of giant blade. He willed himself to dodge and was able to shift slightly so he missed the elevated portion in the center of the floor.

      “Mandy!” the cleric shouted but vanished from view, along with Jewel.

      What looked like a giant cleaver in the center of the room was an elevated wedge to separate people into different chutes.

      Instead of the pit, he now hurtled through a sloping tunnel. It shifted from almost vertical to something more like a forty-five-degree angle so his bones weren’t crunched when he thunked against the wall. He grunted in pain and knew the road rash he sustained on his back would be legendary, although it was better than breaking a bone from a fall like that.

      He tried to keep his bearings but it was impossible. The tunnel twisted right, then left, then left again, and he tumbled on through the dark. Mandy tried to stop himself from puking when he thought about the work that must have gone in something like this. Either a mage had done it with magic or forced someone like him to dig it.

      Whichever it was, it was disgusting that someone could use power to hurt instead of help.

      He found it repulsive that the people they sought used blood magic.

      Even worse was that Mandy was in this world and forced to solve problems that shouldn’t even exist.

      In the next moment, Mandy the Mighty was Raging.

      He wanted to kill these bastards, burn this fort down, and salt the earth with their blood. See how they liked it!

      The barbarian roared and his rage echoed off the stone walls around him.

      Seconds later, the tunnel vanished and he hurtled through clear space again. This fall was short lived and he pounded to a stop with a loud crack.

      Mandy shook his head to clear it and stared at the ceiling. He wanted to fight, to rage, and to destroy.

      Goaded by this inner clamor, he was about to push to his feet when he heard another loud crack like ice breaking on a river in spring.

      Mandy the Mighty had no patience for such sorcery. He didn’t want to listen to these sounds and subtle changes of sorcery. All he wanted was to destroy something.

      The other Mandy, however—who had rage issues of her own—heard something different than sorcery when he tried to get up and urged him to stay still.

      Don’t move, she told both herself and the barbarian whose temper she attempted to control. I don’t remember what that sound is but it’s not a good thing. Don’t move. Whatever we do, we can’t move.

      The barbarian froze and the cracking sound stopped.

      Very slowly, he pulled an oiled rag out, wrapped it around the head of one of his throwing axes, and used a flint to set it aflame. Orange light bathed the room.

      Now look over there.

      He complied, firmly in control again, and turned to look at a hole in the wall. It was maybe ten feet up with a slick-looking edge on the bottom. It might be possible for him to get up there but it seemed unlikely. Even if he could reach the tunnel, the odds of climbing up and not slipping seemed slim.

      That was not the way out, then. The floor didn’t seem to provide much of an option for anything either, he reasoned, since the sound had come from there, hadn’t it?

      Mandy tried to listen to his body. He was scratched but no bones were broken. His ax was intact and held across his chest. It hadn’t been damaged and made that sound, so what had?

      With agonizing slowness, he sat and grimaced at the sound of more cracking. He turned carefully, inch by inch, and eased cautiously to his feet and looked down. Had he landed on something and shattered it with the impact?

      Finally, he was able to focus on what should have been the floor but he could hardly process what he saw. It felt solid but wasn’t tangible. Nothing was visible beneath him but a few thin silvery lines like hairs or spiderwebs.

      Mandy from Earth knew what this was, though.

      “The floor is made of glass,” he said aloud when the realization penetrated. The thin lines were cracks that had formed when he launched out of the tunnel above and struck the glass. By some miracle, it had not broken but it seemed the probability of it staying that way became less likely with each passing second.

      “I need to move,” the barbarian muttered. “I need to get off this square of glass.”

      He looked around and saw that the room was not only one piece but many. The area was maybe three meters wide and ten long, with a door on the far end. Each meter of the floor was a square pane of glass. The one he stood on was close to breaking.

      His teeth gritted in concentration, he inched painstakingly across it.

      The cracks spread and multiplied from the shifting pressure and he knew the glass wouldn’t hold. He could only hope it lasted long enough for him to move clear.

      Mandy fought the urge to hurry and finally reached the neighboring square. A split second later, the pane of glass he’d been on gave way and shattered into a thousand pieces.

      By some miracle, the piece he had landed on didn’t break. The barbarian stayed motionless and tried to catch his breath and calm himself as he listened to the glass fall. He focused his hearing intently but he never heard it hit bottom.

      More than a little disturbed by the implications of that, he swallowed uncomfortably. Somehow, he would have to make it across the full width of the room—a gods only knew how many pounds barbarian—without breaking any of the glass. Then, and only then, would he get the opportunity to throw whoever had done this through one of these panes.

      “I can do this,” Mandy told himself gruffly. “I have to do this.”

      He grasped his ax in one hand and his torch in the other and took a step.
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      Jewel had never particularly liked it when this happened in tabletop RPGs. Something about falling into a pit unsettled her.

      Physically falling was infinitely worse.

      One moment, she had both feet planted firmly on solid ground. The next, the floor was gone, her stomach was in her throat, and the ribbons in her hair whipped in the wind. Mandy screamed, shouted, and cursed as he fell, but he was too far away for her to soothe him. The air was ripped from her lungs so she couldn’t exactly sing a calming melody either. She couldn’t do anything except squeeze her eyes shut and hope she didn’t go splat when she hit the bottom.

      She was about to panic when a hand caught hers. It was strong and despite being harder and more calloused than the one she knew, she recognized it.

      “We’ll be okay!” Terry shouted over the wind that rushed past their ears.

      “Whatever you say.” God, she loved this man when he was confident and she wished he was like this more often. If only he had been able to look at their relationship with the same resilience as he did a bottomless pit.

      “Hold tight!” he shouted, pulled her closer to him, and wrapped another arm around her. He twisted her so she was above him and he was below. The damn fool was trying to be chivalrous. If they made impact like this, he’d die without a doubt and she would be the one who killed him.

      But they didn’t hit the ground. Instead, the walls seemed to close around them and they lurched a little.

      “We’re in a tunnel,” Terry yelled. Jewel realized that they were no longer falling but were sliding instead. At least he was. She was riding him like a sled—another thing she’d have liked to do in different circumstances than the current one.

      “Can you slow us?” he asked.

      She didn’t think she could but she tried. Carefully, she shifted and straddled him so a thigh was on each side of his chest. He caught her by her butt and she leaned forward. It might have been sexy were they not sliding down a tunnel to god knew where. She further ruined the intimacy of the moment when she drew her dagger, raised it above her head with both hands, and stabbed it above Terry’s head into the smooth walls of the tunnel.

      It caught in a tiny crack and was torn from her fingers without slowing them at all.

      “Jewel, I love what’s going on here but it looks like our ride is coming to an end.”

      The bard twisted and realized that he was right. The tunnel opened into another, wider room that seemed more like the initial part of this fall than the slide part.

      If they shot out into another pit, they were doomed so she had to act fast. She couldn’t fly or use her strength to stop them, so what could she do? What would she do if she were seated at a gamer’s table? She’d hope for a lucky roll of acrobatics, of course.

      And she could do that there.

      Jewel clutched her dice necklace with one hand, interlocked fingers with Terry with the other, and tried to use her Jack of All Trades ability to augment her acrobatic skill. The dice twisted and rattled in her palm and she suddenly pushed off with her feet into a front handspring, using his hand for support.

      He launched out of the tunnel and into open space. She used her free hand to catch a lip of the exit and swung all the way around so both feet slammed into the wall.

      But some miracle, she managed to remain suspended. Her boots clung to the wall, her hand maintained its grasp, and she held on.

      A moment later, Terry’s weight pulled through her arm and she was almost yanked free.

      The bard groaned in pain but she tightened her grip and felt the dice at her neck roll again as she summoned every ounce of strength she had to hang on.

      “Don’t let go, Jewel!”

      “Letting go is not my intention!” she replied through gritted teeth.

      She dared a glance down and saw that he scrambled to try to find a handhold in the wall but couldn’t. There was nothing to hold onto besides the tiny lip.

      “Can you pull us up?” he asked when his attempts proved futile.

      “Not a chance.” It was a miracle that she supported him at all but she didn’t think she needed to say it at this moment. “You’re heavy.”

      He slid his free hand to the war hammer tied to his belt. He untied it and it fell into the pit below. She felt an immediate lightening of the load but knew it was not enough. It helped a little but she would inevitably fall.

      Still, maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. Less than a second after the hammer was released, it struck stone with a loud clank and she realized the pit was not bottomless after all. Maybe she could let Terry drop without the risk of serious injury.

      She cast light on herself and illuminated the space. They dangled above a large room. It wasn’t a pit with spikes or a portal to some hellscape but a simple room.

      Unfortunately, a snake waited at the bottom. It was by far the largest one she had ever seen, and the way it uncoiled itself and flicked its tongue as it came toward them made it look quite hungry.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morgan watched her friends fall into the pit below and, powerless to stop them, she cursed the entire time. She had no spells that could slow their descent. All her magic was combat-focused.

      She stood on the edge of the yawning maw, careful not to lose her balance over the opening.

      “Terry!” she yelled into the dark but received no answer except for her echo.

      “Mandy! Jewel!” Their names bounced back in her voice.

      The sorceress bit her lip and wondered if she should jump into the pit to follow her friends. Her elf eyes could pierce the gloom and see that it was not bottomless and that there were two holes in the floor with a row of spikes between them—chutes, it seemed, that led to some sinister place inside this dungeon. But which to choose? If she jumped and fell down the wrong one, she would be alone and surely in a worse situation than she was in currently. She could not imagine that chutes hidden beneath a trapdoor led to anywhere pleasant. But that was a reason for her to go. If her friends were in some kind of peril—which seemed likely—it was better for her to be with them so she could help. Her mind made up, she put her toes to the edge of the pit, clenched her teeth, and jumped.

      The abrupt jarring beneath her feet told her the trapdoor had closed.

      Her feet had landed on top of it and the chutes were blocked again.

      “Oh, screw me,” she complained belligerently.

      “Is that an invitation?” A man who wore a red robe over armor stepped forward into the room with his sword drawn.

      Morgan reached for her wand—she could do all kinds of injury to a man with her magic, even if he did wear a piece of metal to protect his vulnerable parts. Before she could so much as touch a finger to the wand, three more soldiers entered the room with crossbows.

      “You make another move, you die,” the first man said as two more men in armor and armed with swords stepped in.

      “I can kill you with a gesture,” the sorceress told him. She could tell he was their leader because he didn’t wear a helmet, while the other five did.

      “You might be able to,” he replied and flipped his long blond hair. The motion might have been intended to make him look attractive or dashing but it only drew her attention to the line of boils that ran from his hairline, across his nose, and to the opposite cheek. She grimaced at the angry diagonal stripe of boils, some of which were close to bursting and others that had already disgorged their contents. “But you won’t be able to kill all three of my crossbowmen before they put a few bolts into you.”

      “It seems we’re at an impasse,” she conceded.

      “Not at all.” The leader pushed one of the men with swords in front of him. “You see, these men would give their lives to serve Our Wise Leader. And now, you can’t hit me, which means I’ll make sure that if you hurt any of them, whatever pain they feel will be repaid by you fivefold.”

      Morgan knew she could hit the bastard. All she had to do was think of him as the target and her Magic Missiles would swerve around whatever was in their path and strike him. He would have to run and cower in another room to be safe from her. At the same time, he was also right. She did not think she had the destructive potential to eliminate six armed bandits—or whatever these people were—without being hurt. With no other options available to her, she raised her hands slowly above her head.

      “It seems you have bested me. You have my surrender.”

      “Jons. Dillard. Tie her hands behind her back. You boys keep the crossbows aimed at her.” The leader took a few steps toward her although he didn’t keep his sword aimed at her neck. Instead, he lowered it until the point touched her abdomen. He was also clever enough to keep his body out of the way of the two crossbowmen.

      “My name is Latus, by the way, and it’s good to see that you’re as wise as you are beautiful.”

      Jons and Dillard each grasped one of her arms and dragged them behind her back. She let them and made no effort to fight. This was not the time. Not yet. One of them tied her hands roughly and too tightly together, but she kept her mouth firmly closed.

      “We wouldn’t want you to accidentally use that wand of yours.” Latus slid his hand into the pocket of her robe to take the wand out. Morgan spat in his face but he only smiled as he withdrew the magical rod and slid it into his pocket. He had not so much as flinched.

      “Everything about elves is sweet,” he said, wiped the spittle off his face, and licked it. It would have been gross enough for him to do it at the best of times, but the fact that he had open boils made it so much worse.

      “Bring her this way, boys,” Latus commanded and one of the guards kicked her in the back.  She moved forward with her shoulders back and her head held high. She couldn’t help but recognize him as the worst kind of person—not only a creep but one with power.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The barbarian eased his foot onto the next pane of glass and—blessedly—it did not break. He breathed a sigh of relief. Two in a row had held but it seemed unlikely that his luck would continue.

      “What is the point of a room like this?” he grumbled. “Why have the glass at all? Wouldn’t it be simpler to simply have whoever falls down that chute plummet into a pit and die instantly?”

      That’s not what’s going on here, a voice in his head told him. If that was what the designers of this place wanted, they would not have built a chute at all. There would have simply been a pit. This is created to capture or something else. We’re probably supposed to be stuck here, terrified, until they use the proper path to fetch us.

      Mandy the Mighty tightened his grasp on his ax. Couldn’t he simply destroy this place? What if he put his ax through the whole goddamn floor and destroyed this entire stupid predicament?

      No. We have to be careful. Earth Mandy fought for control of his rage-filled mind.

      The Rage was the problem. It made him want to rush forward to destroy and fight but he couldn’t do either of those things right now.

      We have to take this slow and step by step. We can do this, she said to the mind who had built the body she wore and honed the skills she commanded.

      She took a hand ax from his belt and tapped on the pane of glass ahead. It did not chip or crack.

      “See, not so bad.” She spoke aloud, trying to vocalize to make sure that she and not the angry barbarian stayed in control.

      He drew a deep breath and stepped forward, but the second his toe touched the glass, he felt a pang of terror. He pulled back barely in time. The pane of glass shattered and fell into the space below.

      Confused, he tried to make sense of what had happened. He had tapped the glass much harder with the ax than he had with his toe. It was why he had tapped the glass but it hadn’t worked and he knew why. The truth of it infuriated him.

      “Magic!” He roared so loudly that a few of the panes of glass shattered and fell. He listened for them to hit the ground below. Maybe he heard a faint tinkle a few seconds later but he couldn’t be sure.

      “We…have to…stay calm,” Earth mandy said firmly.

      “Those mages must die,” he bellowed.

      “I agree. I do. But we have to stay calm. We can’t do this if we lose our temper.”

      “We can’t do this at all.” The barbarian growled belligerently but fortunately restrained another roar.

      “We can but we have to stay calm—and for the love of French fries, stop yelling.”

      “You…you don’t stay calm,” Mandy retorted and she could feel him going through her memories. She didn’t know what had happened but it no longer felt like she was simply controlling him. It felt like two minds were inside his body and while she was in control, it was only temporarily.

      Memories of her yelling at Terry, of her cursing out people at work, of her storming out of class all came to her.

      “I know I don’t, but we have to try,” she insisted. “Even if we don’t make it, we have to try. We can do this if we stay calm. We can use our Danger Sense.”

      In the next moment, Mandy was gone. He didn’t concede that she was right but he did seem to sink into her consciousness and give her control.

      “All right then. It’s time to do this.” She half-expected a response but none was forthcoming, which was good. This would be hard enough if it was even only her.

      She drew a deep breath and extended one foot to the next tile. Slowly, she lowered it and touched the pane of glass with one toe, then allowed the rest of the boot to descend. She put more of her weight on it and it held.

      “Great. Only eight more squares to go.” Of course, that was only true if the path was as straight as possible. She couldn’t help but think that if she were the kind of weirdo who designed traps in their underground creeper dungeons, she wouldn’t make the paths go straight.

      It was disturbingly possible but there was no point in thinking about all that. For now, it was better to focus on the task at hand.

      Mandy stretched a foot to the next square and touched it with a toe.

      The Danger Sense triggered and she moved back barely in time. The pane of glass broke away and fell into the darkness of the pit below.

      Her heart pounded as she tried to catch her breath. It was stressful enough to have to place her foot and expect to stand. Having the Danger Sense scream a warning was not exactly a calming addition to an existing nightmare. Worse, the tile that had broken was the one in front of her, which meant she now needed to go to one side or the other.

      Within her, the barbarian had almost reached the limit of his patience. He didn’t want to do this. His instinct was to run and make it as far as he could in a glorious sprint. If the gods of the universe saw fit to bless him, so be it. That was surely better than waiting on the edge of action, wasting his time while his rage smoldered insistently.

      “No!”Amanda screamed with such force that she surprised herself. “We can do this! We must do this. All we have to do is control our emotions and we’ll make it through.”

      She forced herself to take another agonizing step.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan was led down a hallway and into the third door on the right. She made careful note of everything she saw, of course. While she was their captive at this point, she had no intention to let the situation last any longer than was necessary.

      The room turned out to be not a prison cell but some kind of living space for the cultists.

      Given that they all had rashes on their hands and faces and talked about someone they called “Our Wise Leader,” she had decided she was comfortable labeling them as members of a cult. Six bunks were stacked in twos and attached to the walls by bolts.

      “Which one do we put her in?” Dillard asked.

      “Not a bunk, you moron. We tie her up there.” Latus pointed to an empty space on the wall. Bolts protruded from it with loops on their ends. These could no doubt be used to affix more beds to them but rather than doing that for their “guest,” they ran a length of rope through one of the bolts for the higher bunk.

      “Over there,” the leader told Morgan and she started to move. It seemed she wasn’t fast enough because he shoved her and she stumbled into the wall and lost one point of her health in the process.

      One of the other cultists untied her hands behind her back before he attached one of them to the rope that ran through the ring at the end of the bolt. He took the other end of the rope, ran it down the wall and through another ring on a bolt, around one ankle, then tried to secure the other.

      Before he could restrain both ankles, Morgan kneed him in the face and he sprawled with a muttered oath.

      She was about to use her free hand to cast some magic—lack of wand be damned, she could still do something—but Latus was too fast. The pommel of his sword drove into her forehead and stars swam in her eyes. Her vision and her startled brain hadn’t cleared enough to process what was happening to her before her free hand was tied to the other end of the rope.

      Dazed and confused, she looked around the room. All six cultists stared at her, although only Latus managed to smile, no doubt amused at her expense. She tried to pull forward but couldn’t. Her arms were spread wide and tied tightly, and if she pulled on either one, it dragged painfully on her legs, which were tied tightly together at the ankles. If she lifted her feet, she’d be left dangling by her wrists, which did not sound at all pleasant.

      “And that’s how you hogtie a sorceress,” the leader stated smugly, even though she didn’t think he’d done any of the tying.

      “Nice one, boss.”

      “I’m not the boss, you idiot. And don’t let him hear you say that kind of thing. We’ve done well, though. This is the kind of thing he will reward.”

      The men all smiled at that, which confirmed Morgan’s assessment that they were cultists. What kind of person thought someone would be pleased about a tied-up prisoner and give good rewards? What? Did they think he would pass out hundred-dollar gift cards?

      “Ash and Jen, you go with Dillard and Jons to check on the others who fell down our little trap. They should be dead but you need to make sure.”

      “And if they aren’t?” Dillard asked.

      “Then slit their damn throats.” Latus snorted. “Me and Maree will make sure this elvish bitch doesn’t go anywhere.”

      Morgan smiled and spat on the floor in response. If she was right about them being cultists, she could certainly admit that could be a bitch. Deep inside, she was terrified of Latus but made an effort to meet every stare and threat with impassive resolve.

      Four of the cultists left the room and from the sound of it, went through another door in the hallway. It was the second one to the right across the hall, if her elf ears could be believed.

      “You should go to tell Our Wise Leader about our capture,” the man told Maree.

      “Are you sure? He said to never leave a prisoner alone.”

      “It’ll be fine.” He grinned with smug confidence. “I’ll stand guard. She won’t cause any problems, right?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” the sorceress replied with far more bravado than the developer inside her currently felt.

      “See? There ya go. Now get out of here. Our Wise Leader will wish to know about the capture of a sorceress.”

      “Yes, Latus.” Maree bowed her head and left.

      He followed her to the door and closed it with a near-silent click.

      “I’ll enjoy watching what they do to you, sorceress.”

      This was her chance. She struggled with her ropes and tried to conjure a little flame to burn this creep’s face. Before the magic could come, however, he punched her in the gut.

      Morgan cried out as the breath whooshed from her lungs. He merely laughed. “Sorry, but I can’t have you trying to cast anything.”

      “Asshole.” She struggled to catch her breath.

      “I bet they turn you into a zombie like the ones you and your friends did in. That’ll be fun to watch.”

      She shuddered, reached for her magic, and hoped her friends were faring better than she was.
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        * * *

      

      Terry felt Jewel’s grip slipping. She still held him tightly but she tensed as her other hand—the one holding precariously to the edge he had not been able to catch hold of before he’d launched from the chute—began to slide. He felt this as a tensing of her muscles and a minute change in height.

      “You have to let me fall,” he told her.

      “Not a chance! I may not know much about snakes, but I don’t think it’s considered a good sign when they slither toward you.”

      “I can handle the snake.” It was a lie, especially since he had already dropped his hammer. He could maybe use his Guiding Bolt against it, but the timing would be very tight—maybe too tight.

      “I kind of doubt that,” Jewel retorted.

      “Even if I can’t, you can still use the opportunity to get away.”

      “I can’t crawl up this tunnel, Terry. If I let you go—”

      “Then the snake will attack me and you can make it past.”

      “You want me to let you drop to your death so I can watch a snake eat you? Not a chance.”

      “There’s no other choice, Jewel. You can’t pull us back up—”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “If you could, you would have already.”

      “Fair point.”

      “So we can’t go back. Which means we must make it through. Now let me go.”

      “I don’t want to let you go. Not here and not back on earth either. There’s a way out of this. You always think of a way out of things like this.”

      “That’s why you have to let me go. I was never worth you. All I’m good at is slipping out of things. It’s why I’ve never done anything important and why I wouldn’t move in with you.”

      “That’s because you’re always looking for something better. I love that about you.”

      “But nothing is as good as you and I couldn’t even see that. You’re smart and beautiful. I’m merely dead weight!”

      “Ha-ha!” She grunted through clenched teeth.

      Terry would fall any second now. He could sense it. “I’ll do what I can to hold the snake off. If I can hit it in the face, I might confuse it or stun it. You have to make a break for it and find the others. Maybe if the three of you get out of here and beat this necromancer, we can all go back to our world.”

      “Wait—I have an idea!” she told him breathlessly.

      Hope bloomed in his chest.

      “It’s risky but it might work,” she said.

      “What do we do?”

      “Try to swing a little if you can.”

      His feet were already against the wall, so he leaned to the left and when gravity pulled, he took two steps to the right.

      “Good! Keep going!” Jewel sounded extremely strained. He didn’t know what she had planned but he hoped she made it happen soon.

      Below them, the snake watched him swing and flicked its tongue as he moved.

      “I knew you’d come up with something,” he said. “I knew it, Jewel. You’re so amazing and so smart! I…I love you, Jewel! I wish it didn’t take a snake trying to eat me for me to admit it but it’s true. I love you.”

      “That’s great. Now let go.”

      “Wait—what?”

      Her hand went slack and he began to fall. He landed and rolled, fortunately too far for the snake to be able to lunge and reach him with one strike, but it immediately began to move toward him. So this had been her plan? She had finally listened to him and let him go. That was…good. It was as it needed to be. At least she’d make it out.

      With a whoop, Jewel let go. She landed in the other corner of the pit with the snake between the two of them.
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      “So how shall we pass the time?” Latus all but crooned.

      “Untie me and I’ll come up with some interesting spells to show you,” Morgan replied waspishly.

      None of the other guards had appeared yet and she doubted that any of them would return soon. She was stuck there with this asshole, her hands and legs bound. Her bravado had faded and with each moment, she felt more scared and powerless.

      “Your skin is beautiful. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      She recoiled at the words. Earth Morgan had used that same line on girls at the bar. While he had never tied them up before he said it, he had thought it was clever and had certainly used it on women who had shown no interest in him.

      He now saw that such attempts at seduction were nothing more than him aggressively trying to coerce women into giving him what he wanted. The comparison made her feel more than a little ill.

      She had to get away from this asshole and find her friends. Unfortunately, she still could not cast Magic Missile, not bound as she was. She could barely cast Fire Bolt.

      But, she reminded herself with a faint surge of hope, barely meant she could still cast it.

      When Latus turned away for a moment to monologue about something inane, Morgan snapped her fingers and a flame danced from the tips to the rope that bound her wrist. It was strong but she had been able to tell by the way the frayed fibers dug into her skin that it was also dry—so dry that the fire burned through it in seconds.

      Slowly, she lowered her free arm and reached into the man’s pocket. He felt her movement and turned with a fist raised. Before the punch could land, she yanked her wand out of his pocket.

      “Wait a—”

      Three Magic Missiles streaked from the tip of the rod and into him. The first hurled him sideways. The next catapulted him back and the third seared into his jaw and knocked teeth from his mouth.

      “Bith!” he cursed and spat blood.

      “I am no bitch.” She raised her hand and directed a Ray of Frost at the hand he had dared to touch her with.

      He screamed when a thin layer of ice crystals spread across his fingers and turned the skin red with frostbite, then black as the flesh died. His screams continued as he held the frozen hand in front of him and clutched it with the other, which caused the fingers to snap off.

      “You monster! You’re a goddamn monster!”

      “I am no monster.” The sorceress blasted him calmly with a Fire Bolt that set his shirt ablaze.

      Latus shrieked in panic and pain.

      Morgan didn’t care. She could not remember ever being so angry at a man or at anyone.

      “You fucking woman!” he yelled, his tone high-pitched with terror.

      She decided she’d had quite enough of his disrespect. “I am a woman!” she said coldly as she raised her wand and struck him in the chest with another Fire Bolt.

      All the built-up terror and frustration she’d felt while tied helplessly to the wall was unleashed in a barrage of spells. She attacked him repeatedly with Fire Bolts until every part of him was ablaze. His pants, his shirt, his hair, his chest, and his skin burned. Flames consumed him as he stumbled back, fell onto one of the bunks, and knocked the other one on top of it. It seemed someone had stashed a bottle of liquor in it because when the top bed landed, the sound of breaking glass immediately fueled the flames to create an enormous red ball of fire.

      The sorceress watched it impassively. While the straw mattresses burned quickly, the fire did not spread to the rest of the room. Within minutes, nothing was left of the man except a charred skeleton.

      She nodded, not pleased but at least satisfied. It had been a brutal punishment but she felt justice had been done.

      Now, it was time to find her friends.
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        * * *

      

      Only three panes of glass remained between Mandy and the exit but it might as well have been three hundred. Being forced to stay calm and not fly into a rage caused the barbarian severe discomfort. He was sweating and his stomach hurt. Something was unnatural about feeling fear, dread, or anything else and not being able to answer it with good old-fashioned home-brewed anger.

      “Anger won’t solve our problem,” his Earth counterpart said in an attempt to soothe the mind that had known nothing but fury for so long.

      “Anger has solved our problems,” Mandy the Mighty retorted. She was no longer fully aware if the barbarian was speaking aloud to her or if she was speaking aloud to him.

      It was certainly easier for her to imagine that they were having a normal conversation rather than that all this was going on inside their head. Well, as normal a conversation as anyone could have with the mind of a shirtless barbarian who lived in a world with goblins, owlbears, and who knew what else.

      “Anger has not solved our problems,” she stated firmly, as much to herself as to him.

      “It has!”

      “It has not. Action has solved our problems and sometimes, that action is a result of anger, but it is not the same thing.”

      “If anger spurs us to action, then it is useful.”

      “Yes, it can be, but it can also make us rash. It can make us say things we don’t mean or do things we regret.”

      “Like stepping through one of these damn panes of glass and falling below?” Mandy the Mighty grumbled.

      “Right. Exactly like that.” She was relieved that she seemed to be getting through to herself—or him. The barbarian had the rage issues, didn’t he? Except that was not fair. She had issues exactly like he did. While she might not have a massive battle-ax and the shoulders needed to split a skull in half with it, she had issues all the same.

      That said, her words were true. She knew her anger had been a problem for a long time. It had cost her friends and work opportunities and made her perfect grades harder to attain than they needed to be.

      Still, she was mastering her temper at last. In the here and now, in this body and this world, she thought before she abandoned herself to the rage, as comforting as it could be to simply lose control.

      He made a careful step and again, seconds before he put his whole weight on the glass, panic surged from his Danger Sense and he pulled his leg back as the glass shattered and tumbled into the black void.

      “Gods damn this place!” Mandy the Mighty roared but that was all right.

      “It’s okay to vent some frustration. Words can hurt people but not here. We have to try the next step, all right?”

      The barbarian grunted, then took a step forward onto another pane of glass. This one did not trigger his Danger Sense so he was able to put his full weight on it.

      Two more remained and still, the rage was building.

      She could help with that, though. A deep breath drew in cool, clean oxygen and she exhaled her frustration. She inhaled again and let the oxygen soothe her blood and loosen her muscles. When she exhaled again, she was ready to take a step forward.

      This pane did not crack, which was a relief.

      “One more,” she said.

      He extended his foot and touched a toe tentatively to the pane of glass. Danger Sense triggered and the glass shattered.

      The barbarian wanted to curse, scream, grab his ax, and smash the one next to it but he managed to restrain himself. He was sweating and breathing hard but he had stayed the destructive impetus and didn’t spring into action unnecessarily.

      When he stepped onto the middle pane of glass, it held and did not shatter, break, or trigger his Danger Sense. With one boot down, he stepped quickly into the doorway and out of the room.

      “Oh, thank God.” He drew a deep breath and proceeded down the hallway to try to find his friends.
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        * * *

      

      “Now distract it!” Jewel shouted.

      “This was your plan?” Terry recoiled from the snake, his voice sharp with suppressed panic.

      “I told you it was risky.” She unshouldered her harp and told herself firmly that she could do this. Assuming they faced a snake and not a monster, she knew she could do this, although she didn’t think it was the time to ask him about the specific lore of something like this. Either her plan would work or it wouldn’t.

      “Hey, you! Snake! You want a piece of this?” The cleric beckoned for the creature to come closer like he was a character from a fighting game at an arcade.

      It hissed and lunged, and he whipped his shield into its path. When it tried to withdraw to strike again, its teeth were hooked around the top and bottom of the shield and it was stuck.

      Jewel had a moment of doubt. She had known that some snakes could unhinge their jaws to eat things bigger than their heads and that one this size could eat a person. But knowing that and seeing it for herself firsthand were different things. If he messed up, the beast would be able to swallow him like a snack.

      All it meant was that she had to put her plan into action. She began to play her harp and hoped—but wasn’t entirely certain—that the song would save his life and not prove to be his funeral dirge.

      The notes she plucked from her harp were not some random melody or an attempt to soothe the snake. They were those she needed to cast her Animal Friendship spell. She knew it didn’t work on monsters, but this wasn’t a monster, right? It was merely a large reptile. Unfortunately, it was one that had whipped its tail around Terry’s midsection and now began to squeeze. His chainmail would not do much good against that. If only he hadn’t dropped his hammer.

      The cleric yanked his shield free of the snake’s mouth while Jewel continued to play.

      “Come on,” she crooned to the creature. “You don’t hunger for something as prickly as him. Listen to me and I can tell you how to get to a place of sunshine and light with owlbears you can eat.”

      Somehow—surely not because of her rather lackluster improvised lyrics—it turned to her. It did not strike but instead, watched her fingers dance across the strings of the harp as if entranced by them. Then, it lowered its head and slithered toward her.

      Jewel finished playing the notes to the spell, knelt, and stretched her hand to the approaching reptile.

      “Jewel…no…” Terry wheezed. The snake was so long that it was still wound around his abdomen.

      “It’s okay.” She smiled at him and touched the tip of the snake’s snout gently. It cocked its head to the side, almost like a dog.

      “You were trapped down here too, weren’t you, big guy?” she asked. It did not answer, of course, but she somehow knew it was true.

      “By the light of Lux!” the cleric said as the reptile uncoiled itself from around his middle. “Jewel, it’s listening to you!”

      “My plan is working.” She cooed to the snake and scratched it under its chin. It flicked its tongue and she wanted to think that meant it was pleased but honestly, it was hard to read such a creature. Still, she somehow knew from its body language or something deeper that it was trapped there and longed to escape.

      “I’d say it worked.” Terry approached cautiously and scooped his war hammer up.

      “Not yet,” she countered. “We’re still trapped down here.”

      “Do you have a plan for that?”

      “I think this snake can help us. Can’t you, buddy?”

      The creature stared at the doorway set high in the middle of the far wall, then looked at her.

      “If it could get out of here, it would have,” Terry pointed out.

      “If it could get out of here by itself, it would have,” she corrected. “He probably needs a little help.”

      Jewel walked to the far wall and stood beneath the doorway. She recast Light so she could see if there was something the snake could grab onto, but she saw nothing.

      “Do you think you can lift my friend up?” she asked the snake. “Can you put him up there?” She pointed to the hole in the wall and then for good measure, touched the dice at her neck and felt them dance in her hand.

      It seemed to understand, glanced at Terry, then looked at the hole in the wall.

      “Oh, dear!” The cleric winced when it wrapped its tail around his middle again but this time, rather than constricting, it lifted him. It could not lift him high enough to place him in the tunnel, but that was fine. It got him close enough for him to grasp the lip and haul himself out.

      “Good job!” Jewel told their new ally. “Now, can you get yourself out?”

      The snake tried to slither up the wall and use the wide scales on its belly to give it traction, but it could not. It reached ten or fifteen feet but slid down again.

      “You’re too heavy, huh?” Jewel asked. “Can you lift me out of here?”

      No sooner did she ask than the snake obliged her, wound its tail around her waist, and lifted her toward Terry. He leaned down, caught her by the wrist, and heaved her up.

      “Great work, Jewel. Now let’s go!” He turned toward the hallway that led away from the trap.

      “We can’t leave him there,” she protested and peered into the pit. The snake tried again to slither up the wall but it was simply too heavy. It could get close but not close enough to get its head on the shelf.

      “It can’t get out.” He sounded both irritated and impatient.

      “Not by itself, no, but it can with our help.” An idea came to her.

      “Terry, I need you to go back into the pit.”

      “What?” He gaped at her.

      “You trust me, right?”

      “I…more than anything.” He swallowed his protest and shifted to the edge.

      “You can leave your hammer here but you’ll need your shield.”

      “All right.” With a somewhat bemused glance at her, he shook his head and slipped over the edge, held on by his fingertips, and finally dropped the rest of the way.

      “Now, hold your shield above your head and let the snake use it like a step.”

      “Like this?” He lifted his shield and held it with both arms like he was the legs to the world’s largest and most intricately carved coffee table.

      “Exactly! Now, snake buddy, come on up!” Jewel said. The creature didn’t seem to know what to do with Terry, but she was confident it would work it out. It merely needed the right kind of motivation. She unslung her harp and played the melody to her spell again.

      It responded, tried to climb the wall, and slipped. This time, its thick body landed on the shield.

      The warrior cleric grunted with exertion while the reptile moved a coil of its massive body onto the shield and used it as a step to extend fully. It now had enough height to get its head into the mouth of the tunnel but it scooted jerkily to try to get traction on the floor.

      Jewel played her harp to encourage the mighty reptile.

      “Today would be great!” Terry grunted.

      A moment later, the snake found the traction it needed and pulled another stretch of itself into the hallway. It made a coil and began to lift its long body little by little.

      “Don’t forget my friend,” the bard said and the creature obeyed, wound the tip of its tail around him, and lifted him into the tunnel with them.

      “Thank you!” She patted it on the head. “I don’t know the way out but I know you need to go up. Do you understand? Up!”

      It flicked its tongue three times and proceeded down the hallway and through a door that led up a flight of stairs. Jewel thought it seemed to be able to tell where it was going just fine.

      “Come on,” she said.

      “Let’s give it a minute.” Terry was still breathing heavily from being a step for a creature of such magnitude. “With any luck, the people who have kept it trapped down here will see it and run for their lives.”

      The bard nodded. She didn’t want it to get hurt but she had already given the snake its freedom and could not do much more than that.

      Terry sat heavily and healed himself with his magic abilities. He immediately straightened and looked both healed and refreshed.

      “You saved me, Jewel. I told you to drop me and you did—but then you came down there with me.”

      “Of course I did. I wasn’t happy when you ended our relationship but I don’t want you dead.”

      “You merely want to see other people—like Arduel with the chiseled jaw.”

      “You know, the thing about Arduel is he’s a lousy kisser.” She knew she was smirking at him like an absolute fool but also knew that she was not able to make herself stop.

      “Is that right?” He inched closer.

      “It is. That jaw? It’s too big and too stubbly.”

      “I don’t know if I can help with that.” He grimaced and rubbed his stubbly face.

      “Oh, you can, I assure you.” Jewel leaned closer.

      Terry took the hint, closed his eyes, and kissed her. Joy, relief, and vindication danced in her breast.

      They pulled apart and he smiled. “Whatever happens, whether we’re stuck in these bodies or go back to our own—or shoot, end up as goblins given the way things are going—I want to stick with you, Jewel. Forever.”

      She smiled and kissed him again.

      “Nothing would make me happier. But first, let’s find the others and get the hell out of this dungeon.”
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      Morgan left the room and hurried back the way she had come. She saw no one and heard no one, which suited her fine. When she reached the room with the breakaway floor, she grasped her necklace and investigated how to make the trapdoor fall away. Thanks to a lucky roll, she found a lever that opened the access.

      She stared into the two chutes and wondered if she should jump into one and if she did, which one. It did not take long for her to come to the conclusion that jumping down either was not a wise decision. She had no idea where they led, but it was likely not a good place. Simple common sense said she could end up hurt, stuck, or dead. None of those was an option, not when her friends needed her.

      With her wand in hand and her magic robe secured around her otherwise naked body, she turned instead and headed deeper into the dungeon. She was ready to bust the head of anyone who came between her and getting her friends out safely.

      The sorceress returned to the hallway she had been brought through and continued to the door she thought she’d heard the cultists exit through to try to find her companions. She knew it was a risky plan but there was nothing big, bad enemy guys liked more than capturing hostages and holding them tightly in their clutches. It was a risk but it also seemed like the most likely chance for her to find her friends.

      Her senses alert for signs of anyone approaching, she eased the door and paused at a stairway that led even deeper into the tunnels. She decided this was a good thing since her friends had fallen down into those chutes. It seemed more than likely that she would need to go deeper to find them.

      Halfway down the stairs, she heard voices and slowed her pace. Dim light came from the bottom of the stairs and her elf eyes made good use of it. Four people were there and all of them wore red robes. Cultists, then, but they weren’t standing around. They appeared to be involved in some kind of combat.

      “I held my rage for long enough!” Mandy the Mighty’s voice echoed up the stairs.

      Morgan hurried down to the sounds of clashing steel, battle cries, and a weapon rending flesh and breaking bone.

      She reached the bottom and froze when a pool of blood came into view. Fearing the worst, she looked up but the barbarian was still fighting and swung his battle-ax like he was a tornado. He had already killed one of the guards—the source of the pool of blood still spreading on the floor—and now tried to sever the limbs of the other three.

      His foes outnumbered him, however. He was able to prevent their most lethal blows from striking his flesh, but only at the cost of sustaining smaller jabs and slashes. Already, he was bleeding from half a dozen places.

      The sorceress drew her wand and blasted a Magic Missile at one of the cultists, hurled him from his feet with the first of them, caught him in mid-air with the second one, and pounded him against the wall with the third. He struck his head on the stone with a sickening crack that drew no sympathy from her.

      Mandy couldn’t fail to notice that one of the combatants had been removed from the brawl via Magic Missile. He caught her eye and grunted. From a barbarian in the middle of combat, that was as good a thank you as she would get.

      The other two cultists also noticed that she had blasted one of their friends out of the fight. One of them made the smart decision and tried to run. The other froze, which made it quite easy for the barbarian to sever his head from his shoulders.

      Not one to leave loose ends, Morgan used her Ray of Frost to slick the floor with ice in front of the fleeing man. His feet landed on the ice and he slipped and sprawled in an unmoving pile.

      “You snapped his neck. Not bad,” Mandy said, drew a deep breath, and exhaled. He drew another and exhaled even more slowly.

      The barbarian seemed different to her. “Did you use Rage against those cultists?” she asked.

      He drew another deep breath before he replied. “I did not. Maybe I should have, but I thought there was likely to be more of them down here and I might need to…uh, conserve that power to rescue the others.”

      Morgan nodded, impressed. That could not have been easy for him or for the person inside, who had wielded Rage like it was something to be proud of.

      “You found me,” he said bluntly and nodded at her.

      She shrugged. “It was close. Some of the cultists captured me after you all fell.”

      “How did you escape?” he asked as he wiped blood from his ax.

      “I killed my captor. I don’t want to chat about it right now, though. Suffice it to say that men can be monsters.”

      Mandy’s eyes widened slightly but he said nothing and only nodded once.

      “I only hope I wasn’t like that back home,” the sorceress added in a low tone.

      “There are many things I wish I didn’t do back home,” Mandy confessed.

      “I’m…I’m sorry if I ever said something that offended you.”

      “And…uh, I’m…uh, sorry if my anger ever caused, uh…”

      “It’s cool.”

      The barbarian looked surprised. “We’re cool? Because my anger was seriously out of control.”

      “Yeah, we’re cool.” Morgan grinned and tried to steer them past the awkwardness. “Now come on. We still need to find Terry and Jewel. Do you think they’ve made up yet?”

      Mandy chuckled. “Who cares? If they don’t, there’s nothing we can do for them. I’m more worried about Jorge.”

      “The dumbass who got us stuck in this whole mess?” she joked.

      “The one and the same.”

      “Let’s go save our dumb friends.” Before the sorceress could decide which way to go, she heard voices and shrieks coming from one of the tunnels.
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      Terry and Jewel hurried through the tunnels in search of an exit. He tried to keep track of where they were going and where they had been but it was not easy.

      “Do you think the snake managed to get out?” she asked when they reached what felt like the ninth intersection.

      “I bet it’s doing better than us. It can probably smell the surface.”

      “Maybe we should have followed it, but…” She shrugged

      “We have to save our friends first.”

      “I would say the same thing.”

      They moved down the next passage and both stopped and gaped when a goblin crossed the path. It shuffled along and paid little attention to what it was doing because it was too focused on picking at the boils on one of its forearms.

      “You’s a nasty welt, you is,” the creature said to its arm. “You’s filled with the plague, aren’t you? We’ll spread you far and wide, won’t we? Yes, we will. Who’s an infectious agent of mentally debilitating disease? You are. Yes, you are.”

      That was all the motivation Terry needed to crush the little creep’s head.

      “Hey, you!” he shouted as he raised his war hammer and rushed after the goblin.

      “Yikes!” It screeched, the pustules forgotten as it raced away from him.

      “Get back here, you literal plague factory!” he yelled as he ran after it. He heard Jewel running behind him and the sound of her sword being drawn. The cool hiss of the metal echoed ominously in the hallways.

      They chased the creature down a tunnel, around a corner, and down another passage. It rounded yet another corner and vanished from sight but the cleric was confident that he could outrace a goblin. He increased his pace and turned the corner, only to come face to face with a dozen of the creatures, all armed with cruel-looking weapons.

      “Oops.”

      The little monsters rushed forward, their weapons raised and wet with green and red goop, likely harvested from their bodies. He was confident he could heal himself of whatever plague they tried to spread, but that didn’t mean he wanted those weapons to cut him.

      “Run away!” he yelled, turned, and almost collided with Jewel. “Run away!”

      She didn’t have to roll her eyes—although he could practically feel her do it anyway—and they sprinted back the way they had come.

      They raced down the tunnel and turned left down another passage, then turned right.

      He knew they’d turned right but wasn’t sure if that was the actual route they’d used. “Did we come this way?”

      “Does it matter?” the bard asked as they made another turn, ran down another tunnel, and turned again, hoping to lose their pursuers.

      The goblins knew these tunnels, though. No matter how fast they ran, it seemed like the beasts were always close behind them. Finally, they reached a dead end.

      “Get behind me,” Terry said as the first of their foes rounded the corner and was quickly joined by another ten.

      “I can cast Sleep,” she suggested.

      “There are too many.”

      “Come on, boys,” the first goblin yelled and brandished his weapon. “This one will make Our Wise Leader—“

      The snake launched out of the side passage, its jaw agape, and swallowed the goblin whole before it could finish its sentence.

      Shocked, the other monsters all screamed but before they could decide to attack or flee, the reptile whipped its tail around and knocked the feet out from under half of them. Those still standing shrieked in terror and raced down the way they had come. The others on the ground pushed to their feet and fled as well. One of them was too slow, however, and the snake slithered its coils around it and squeezed the life from it with the gross accompaniment of boils popping.

      The snake appraised them for a moment and began to engulf the second goblin slowly. It was so girthy and the creatures were so skinny that Terry could hardly see where the first one made a lump in its body.

      “Good snake. Nice snake.” Jewel plucked a few notes on her harp while the reptile enjoyed its snack.

      “Do you think it rescued us?” Terry asked dubiously.

      “Well, it did rescue us.”

      “I mean intentionally.”

      She shrugged. “I can’t honestly say but either way, I’m thankful.”

      He nodded and—against his better judgment—cast Cure Wounds on it. He was not at all sure if snakes could get evil magic plagues from goblins but on the off-chance that they could, this would keep it safe.

      They wound through the warren of tunnels. There was little they could use to orient themselves, and the cleric feared that they were indeed lost until he heard voices.

      “That way,” he whispered to Jewel. She nodded.

      More cautious now, they continued until they came to a doorway that led into what looked more like a regular room in that it was roughly rectangular instead of the twisting turning passages where the goblins had been. The dead bodies on the floor ruined the ambiance somewhat.

      “I don’t want to meet whatever killed them,” Jewel said. One of the cultist’s heads was nowhere to be seen.

      “I think we have,” Terry said and pointed at a body with a cracked neck. “This one looks like it was hit by a Magic Missile.”

      “Did you hear that?” she asked.

      “Okay, we take positions on either side of that doorway.” He and Jewel moved to either side of the doorway where they had heard the voices.

      “A necromancer could have done this, right?” she asked.

      “If that’s what this is, we’ll have to strike before he can get a word out. If it’s one person doing all this, he’ll be more powerful than any of us.”

      She nodded and raised her sword.

      He raised his hammer, tensed his shoulders, and readied himself to swing it.

      They both relaxed when familiar faces came through the doorway.

      “Mandy?” Jewel asked with a grin.

      “Jewel?” The barbarian turned to her.

      “Terry!” Morgan smiled and wrapped the warrior cleric in a hug.

      “Morgan, you’re all right.”

      “Better than all right, now,” she said and took a turn to hug Jewel as Mandy came to hug Terry.

      “Are you all right, Mandy?”

      “I’m glad to see you, Terry.”

      “Seriously?” That seemed very suspicious.

      “Yeah, seriously.”

      “Even though you look like hell?” he teased.

      “That’s why I’m happy to see you. Someone needs to heal these wounds.”

      “I’m glad to be of service. Jewel, keep watch while I doctor these two.”

      “Gladly,” she responded.

      The cleric healed them, and Jewel while kept watch while they caught up . They let the rest of their spells recharge over the next thirty minutes.

      Healed and reunited, Terry decided they were ready for whatever came next.

      “Now, let’s go kill us a necromancer.”
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      “Which way do we go?” the cleric asked.

      Mandy raised his arm and pointed to one of the doorways.

      “How do you know?” Morgan seemed to make a habit of questioning him when it came to this.

      “I simply know.” He wished he had a better answer but he didn’t. All he knew was that his Danger Sense tied his gut in knots when he looked at one of the doors and not any of the others.

      “Do you have a sense of what is down there?” Jewel looked a little nervous but resolute.

      “It feels big—bigger than anything we’ve faced so far.”

      “You didn’t meet the snake,” Terry countered.

      “The snake was nice,” Jewel protested. “He helped us.”

      “We seriously have to sit down with a beer to talk about what has happened since we parted ways,” Mandy said.

      “Or not,” the sorceress snapped. “Are you sure it’s that way?”

      He nodded.

      “That’s probably where the OWL is, then,” Morgan said.

      “The owl?” The cleric looked bewildered.

      “The OWL,” she repeated and her uppity elfishness made all three of the letters sound capital.  “Our Wise Leader. That’s what all these people call the big bad enemy leader.”

      “The OWL. I love it.” Terry grinned.

      “If it is a necromancer down there, the way my Danger Sense is going off would make sense,” the barbarian muttered. “Mandy the Mighty has no love of wielders of magic, especially dark magic.”

      “All the more reason for us to stop him,” Terry replied firmly. “Mandy, do you want to lead the way?”

      Mandy grunted an affirmative and pushed the door open. He stared down a long hallway, completely dark except for a door at the very end, which glowed with the orange light of a distant fire.

      He looked back and motioned for them to follow him. As he crept down the hallway, the sense of rage began to build inside him, ready to come out to take control and dominate the situation. But he wouldn’t let it free yet. Crossing the panes of glass had been brutal proof that the way of anger was not always the best way forward. Rage could be used—and for a barbarian with a Rage skill, must be used—but not until he was ready to unleash it.

      They crept down the hallway, which gradually grew lighter as they approached the open door. Through the doorway, Mandy could see a large chamber. Torches lined the walls and illuminated the space in flickering, ruddy light.

      A massive pool in the middle of the room was filled with a dark, thick liquid of some kind. When he took another few steps, he noticed Jorge hanging in a cage ten feet above this while half a dozen robed men and women circled the cage and the pond. Even though nothing protruded from their robes but their hands, he could see they were all scarred with the plague. On a pedestal at the far side of the room stood someone who he assumed was their leader—the OWL, as Morgan had called him.

      His robe was more elaborate and trimmed with black and silver, and the hood was deeper to hide his face completely. Behind him was another open doorway into a shadowed passage—possibly another way out.

      The barbarian’s Danger Sense surged, and he noticed someone’s shoulder poking out on one side of the door. He leaned to the left and right and saw two guards on either side. They were no doubt stationed there to watch for anyone coming up the hallway he was traversing but were distracted by whatever ritual was happening in the chamber.

      He couldn’t blame them. The cultists surrounding the pool laid bones carefully in some kind of geometric pattern, while the leader at the top sang a haunting melody.

      Mandy signaled to the team that four guards were watching the door.

      “Jewel, can you put them to sleep?” Terry whispered.

      “I can try.” She retrieved her harp and played a soothing melody. The cultists on either side of the door all passed out, overcome by the magic-laced music.

      This did not go unnoticed by the OWL, though.

      “You idiots were supposed to stand guard!” he called, his voice no less beautiful when used to speak than it was in song.

      “I’ll take the right side,” the cleric told the others.

      “I got left.” Mandy brandished his ax.

      “Morgan, take down their damage per round!” Terry ordered

      “Got it!” she confirmed.

      “Jewel, you’re zone. Move in where you’re needed.”

      “Right.”

      They stormed into the room. The barbarian stopped when he came face to face with a cultist. This one had a staff and seemed competent enough with it. She certainly knew how to wield it in a fancy way.

      He swung his ax and she blocked but he expected his blade to sever the piece of wood in half. Surprisingly, it held, so he threw a shoulder into her and hurled her back and into the goo. She fell into it and began to sink slowly while she screamed and called for help all the while. It contained neither water nor blood but something more akin to tar.

      Her demise left five.

      “This is not how it is supposed to go. I posted guards for a reason!” the necromancer shouted from above, furious at the interruption. Mandy moved to engage him.

      Before he could, the foe closest to him pointed a stick at him—a wand, he realized—as he said an incantation which made pain lance through Mandy’s muscles. The barbarian fell to one knee.

      Across the pond of tar, Terry was doing only slightly better. He battled two cultists while a third exchanged volleys of magic with Morgan, who hovered at the doorway.

      “Freeze!” the cleric shouted at one of his adversaries, and when the man stopped moving, Mandy knew magic had laced that command. Terry swung his hammer into the second one and caught him hard across the jaw. The man fell heavily and did not move.

      Four adversaries were left and one of those was frozen by Terry’s spell.

      The pain vanished and Mandy looked up in surprise. Jewel, her sword in hand, tried to get through the defenses of the man who had brought him to his knees with his dark magic.

      No longer encumbered by pain, he pushed to his feet and swung his ax through the torso of that assailant. His guts spilled out, some of which toppled into the pit of tar and began the slow process of being swallowed by the gunk.

      The sound of a war hammer hitting flesh carried across the room. Mandy grinned when Terry knocked the frozen cultist into the tar.

      One enemy remained on either side of the pool. This meant only two to deal with before they could focus on the OWL.

      “Come down here and face us!” the cleric shouted. “Be the OWL they think you are.”

      “The OWL?” The man sneered and launched a blast of nasty-looking magic at Terry, who caught it on his shield and shrugged it off.

      “Our Wise Leader, right? That would make you the OWL.”

      “That’s dumb!” the man shouted, which Mandy loved. It was something straight out of one of Jorge’s games.

      “Will those seriously be your last words?” the barbarian demanded, sliced an arm off the cultist in his path, and took the first step to the plinth that supported the leader.

      “My last words will spread the legion we unbury here today! Arise!” he bellowed, and the four sleeping guards at the door woke to join the two still standing near the pool.

      Mandy grinned and descended the steps to engage the newly-awakened before they attacked Jewel or Morgan.

      A moment later, he realized that their rash had spread and there was something different in their eyes. One of them lunged at the sorceress.

      He rushed into action as she screamed.
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      The bard didn’t know what the OWL had done to his followers but it wasn’t good. Their eyes were bloodshot and they seemed stronger than they should be. They moved unnaturally fast and in a way that made her think they might be ripping muscle from bone with every motion.

      But Mandy and Terry could handle it. The barbarian ripped one of them off Morgan and crushed his skull. He whirled to engage another, while the other two circled the cleric, who seemed to be debating whether he was better off using his hammer on them or something holier.

      Jewel kept her sword up, ready to move to where the action demanded she go next.

      When the OWL yelled, “Stop!” she was the first to see that his hand was on a lever.

      This was connected to a chain that ran around a spool, through a ring in the ceiling, and down to the top of Jorge’s cage.

      “All of you surrender your weapons or I will drop him into the blood!”

      “I thought it was tar,” Mandy said.

      “I think he might mean figurative blood,” Morgan suggested.

      “The magically altered blood of past victims, you fools. It will signal the end of this era. Drop your weapons or your friend dies!” the OWL yelled.

      “Like this?” Jewel threw her sword on the ground with a flourish so the hilt danced on the ground like a coin spinning on a table before it finally fell. It didn’t buy much more than a few seconds. She was certain they were all thinking the same things. If they surrendered, they would end up in cages alongside Jorge. It wasn’t like cultists who used blood ritual and tar pits were the type of people who let anyone go. But still, they had to save their friend.

      “And the harp!” the cult leader said. It seemed her dropping her sword had drawn his attention.

      “Sure.” she said, took it off her back, and plucked a single chord that echoed in the chamber before she put it down.

      “What was that? I told you not to do anything and you played a note? What in the hell was that supposed to—”

      The snake launched itself out of the tunnel behind the necromancer.

      He somehow evaded its first strike but the reptile caught him with the second and sank its razor-sharp hooked teeth into one of his legs.

      With a shriek, the evil mage fell but not without hitting the lever to trigger the release of the hanging cage.

      “Run for it!” Jorge shouted as the enclosure began to descend into the pit of tar.

      His friends all ignored him.

      Jewel dodged a cultist and reached for her sword but then—like the snake—the man caught her the second time and upended her dangerously close to the tar pit.

      Mandy stepped forward. He lifted her attacker and threw him down, leapt on him, and hacked at his chest with his ax.

      The bard scrambled to her feet, snatched her sword up, and joined the fight. There wasn’t much left to do, however. Terry had already dealt with two of the cultists and Morgan had eliminated another. Mandy seemed upset that there weren’t more of them.

      Jewel engaged with one but before she could inflict much injury to him, the sorceress blasted her adversary from behind and ended his life.

      “Back, reptile!” the OWL shouted and dark energy flowed from his hand into the snake. It recoiled and hissed in pain before it slid down the passage it had come from.

      With a grunt, the necromancer pushed to his feet and grimaced at the pain in his leg. He drew a wand from his pocket and ran it across the blood.

      “You will not defeat us, not even in death. Rise and enact the justice that these interlopers denied you in life!” he shouted.

      The corpses of his followers obeyed.
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      Terry had less than a second to assess the situation but thanks to the battle instincts of the warrior cleric, it was more than enough.

      “Mandy, get Jorge out of that cage! Jewel, keep those corpses at bay so Morgan can blast them to pieces.”

      “What will you do?” the barbarian demanded.

      “I’m gonna put this necromancer in the grave where he belongs.”

      He didn’t want to leave his party to face the reanimated cultists but he knew better than to try to battle them while ignoring the necromancer.

      “Back!” his quarry screamed as the cleric climbed the steps toward him. “Back or you will feel pain!”

      A bolt of enervating energy lanced from the man’s fingertips toward Terry’s face. He was ready with his shield, though, and lifted it in time to deflect the blast. Unfortunately, the energy bounced off and struck the spool of chain that held Jorge above the tar, and his cage began to lower faster.

      The cleric raced up the next few steps. His actions had caught his foe’s full attention and he told himself this was the best thing he could do for the party right now.

      “Your corpse won’t be able to serve me, not with the false god you follow and the light he uses to blind you and all your brothers. Not to worry. Your blood will feed the goblins. They at least can see the true power I possess.”

      “How is having goblins on your team a good thing?” he demanded. “That should be a huge red flag! You’re the evil guy here.”

      “How dare you!” The necromancer flicked his wrist and another bolt of energy streaked from his hands. Terry tried to block this one but was too slow. The energy struck his arm and a wound opened. Blood soaked through his chain mail.

      He wouldn’t let it stop him, though, since he still had more than half health, plus the ability to heal. When he touched the wound, it closed and left not even an indication of a scar.

      “Are you sure you want to continue to exchange magic?” he teased. “My god believes in spreading his light and helping those who fight for others. Your god seems to mostly spread rashes. Which one of us will run out of juice first?”

      “That’s a fair point,” the necromancer conceded, took a step back, and reached down. He straightened with a mace in each hand. One of them was a simple handle with a spiked ball on the end of it—devastating but not so different from weapons Terry had trained with—while the other was an ornately cast weapon with a head that looked like a rose covered in thorns. It was not something a necromancer should have. He felt that in his bones but it was most certainly a weapon this dark mage knew how to use.

      With a mace in each hand, he advanced on the cleric. He spun them both expertly as if he had spent as much time in weapons training as he had perfecting the art of reanimating corpses.

      Possibly more time, Terry thought as the first mace pounded into his shield with enough force to rattle his arm. He struck out with his war hammer and missed by a wide margin. His adversary arced the rose mace onto his forearm and he felt one of the bones snap like a twig.
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        * * *

      

      Just when this Mandy and Earth Mandy thought they had mastered the dichotomy between their two personalities, their innermost desires were put at odds.

      Mandy the Mighty saw a band of corpses reanimated by dark magic and wanted to destroy them. If that was not the wisest course, the barbarian who had suffered so much at the hands of those who used magic for their own benefit would gladly settle for taking the necromancer’s head from his shoulders.

      His counterpart, on the other hand, agreed with Terry that they needed to rescue Jorge. She had not come this far into this dungeon or struggled with her emotions so much, only to lose her best friend to a freaking tar pit.

      When a bolt of energy launched from the necromancer’s fingertips and into the mechanism controlling the descent of the cage into the tar pit, he was conflicted. Earth Mandy knew she must save Jorge. She had even less time to do so now and had to act immediately.

      But the barbarian—perhaps feeling in his bones that he was looking at the very soul of the issue—wished to kill the necromantic freak who had made the cage lower in the first place.

      “Terry’s got him. He has the right kind of magic,” she reassured herself or the mind she was inside. She didn’t know how to conceptualize it but she knew that speaking out loud helped to calm the barbarian’s emotions. “We have to get Jorge.”

      He grunted an affirmation, glanced at Jewel and Morgan—who seemed to be managing well enough against the dead cultists—and focused on Jorge.

      The bottom of the cage was already touching the tar and in response, Jorge had scrambled to the top and wedged his feet one way and his shoulders the other to keep him out of the goo.

      Mandy didn’t think that was an option for him but at the same time, knew better than to dive into the muck. He picked up one of the spears the cultists had used and stuck it into the tar. It went down only a couple of feet before it struck the rock bottom—a good turn of events. He had assumed that since the two cultists had fallen in and sunk, it was deeper. Surely the middle was but Mandy could wade out there.

      Without another thought, the barbarian plunged into the sticky substance and began to wade through the muck.

      He had taken about four steps before something below grasped his leg. It didn’t take the mind of a wizard to realize that it was one of the dead cultists, buried in goo and brought back from the dead. Teeth broke into the flesh of his shin, and rage ignited in his chest. He reached for his ax.

      “No. We have to keep going. We can’t attack anyone through this tar. We need to get Jorge free.”

      The barbarian knew that this was true and there was wisdom to this—real wisdom—but that did not make ignoring a corpse chewing on his leg easier.

      His rage continued to build and threatened to overwhelm him, but if he lost control, Jorge was dead. He took another step and tried to stay calm.
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        * * *

      

      It was nice to know that both Terry and Mandy thought Jewel was proficient enough with a sword—and at playing RPGs—to single-handedly keep eight undead cultists at bay. Still, it would have been nicer if they crushed the enemy skulls instead.

      Although, honestly, that didn’t seem to be the most effective way to dispatch the undead. She flicked her sword and severed the finger of a zombie that had already had its head battered by a hammer. It didn’t seem to mind being poked in the eye any more than it minded having a skull shaped like a broken egg.

      She tried to hold on. Morgan was doing much better than she was. The sorceress alternated between blasts of fire and ice and had already dispatched two of the zombies, which left six. It was still too many.

      The bard tried to block another one that moved extra sluggishly. Her stomach churned when she saw its guts hanging from a wound in its belly and that its intestines stretched into the tar pit.

      Her face scrunched in disgust, she took a step back from it and focused on another. She tried to keep them distracted while Morgan fired bolts of magic overhead.

      “Curse it!” the sorceress shouted and Jewel dared to glance at her. A zombie had penetrated her Mage Armor and taken a bite out of her wrist.

      “Rest, foul spirit,” Morgan said, thrust her wand to its temple, and blasted it with fire. But even this was not enough to defeat it. Instead of simply dying due to brain injury like a good old-fashioned sci-fi zombie, it continued to struggle and to try to kill her despite its skull being on fire.

      Jewel took a step back from the tangled zombie and stabbed the one attacking Morgan repeatedly until it succumbed. These zombies didn’t suffer from brain injuries like she wanted them to but they did have a pool of hit points which could be exhausted. It was something to consider, she thought as she pulled the zombie grimly off Morgan and helped her to her feet. The sorceress had a nasty-looking bite on her hand, but nothing could be done for it now.

      Five of the undead were still hungry for their flesh.

      She looked up and realized that Terry was being pummeled by the maces of the necromancer. He was on his knees and held his arm, which meant he was hurt and unable to help her.

      Mandy was knee-deep in the tar and grappled with the cage in which Jorge was trapped. Compared to everything else going on, that didn’t seem too bad.

      “We could use some help, Mandy!” she shouted as the zombies all rushed her.
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        * * *

      

      “You don’t happen to have a key to the cage in your pocket?” the barbarian asked hopefully.

      “When has a prisoner ever had the key to their own cage in their pocket?” Jorge demanded, his voice a little shrill with panic. He clung to the roof of the cage while black gunk flowed into it from all sides.

      Mandy grasped the enclosure and tried to simply pull the entire thing out, but it was stuck in the muck and worse, his foot slipped. If it hadn’t been for the zombie buried beneath the tar still biting his other leg, he might have slipped deeper into the tar. It seemed a cage-sized hole was hidden in the center of the tar pit.

      “Just go!” the priest shouted. “I should never have made you all play.”

      “We wanted to.” He grunted but made no further retort since he was at his wit’s end and unsure of what he could try. Going into a rage still did not seem like the right thing to do but what else was there? “Maybe they scrimped on good steel bars.”

      He retrieved his ax and swung it at the cage. The bars clanged and shunted the blow away and the blade slid down until it wedged in the floor of the contraption. That gave him an idea.

      “I’ll try to pry you out of there, all right?” he told the prisoner.

      “Like I’m a sardine in a can?”

      “If it helps you to think about it in terms of snacks, then yes. Like a sardine. Are you ready?”

      “I’ve been ready to get out of this cage for a while, yes.” Jorge tried to lean to the other side of the cage but instead, he slipped, and his feet landed in the tar. He yelped and his face contorted in disgust.

      “Try it with a zombie gnawing on your foot.” The barbarian grunted again and planted his feet. He tried to crush the skull of the zombie while he did that but missed. With a shrug of dismissal, he shifted his focus to think hard about the string of stones on his neck and pulled.

      Mandy felt the dice dance on his skin as he heaved ever harder on the handle of the ax. He used every muscle he had, every ounce of strength, and every trace of everything in his power to free his friend.

      It was almost anticlimactic when the bar popped out of the bottom of the cage with hardly any fanfare.

      “I think I can fit through there,” Jorge said and sucked his gut in.

      The barbarian didn’t think it would happen, but he was proven wrong when the prisoner managed to draw his potbelly in enough to squeeze through the bars.

      “Get on my back,” Mandy told him gruffly.

      “I can walk.”

      “There are freaking zombies down there in this muck. The last thing I want is for you to be pulled under.”

      The priest looked at the tar with suspicion before he climbed on his friend’s back.

      Step by step, the barbarian trudged toward the edge of the pool. Fury built steadily within him. It was fueled by all the details of their situation—his friend being captured, the audacity of this necromancer, and the freaking zombie that continued to gnaw on his boot like it was a bone.

      Quivering with rage but still holding onto control—something he had never been able to do before—Mandy heaved Jorge from his shoulders and put him on the floor.

      He pulled himself out, which included the additional challenge of hauling out the zombie still affixed to his leg.

      It was so covered in tar that it barely looked human, but it didn’t take much to gauge the danger it presented. The creature was positioned far too close to his leg, where it could bite him.

      The barbarian shifted his hold on his ax, aimed carefully, and cut the monster’s head off before he kicked both parts of it into the tar.

      “You’re injured,” Jorge said, laid his hands on his friend’s wounded leg, and mumbled something. In an instant, the wound was gone.

      Mandy stood and certainly felt much better. The rage was slowly fading. He had saved his friend, he had escaped the tar, and he had chopped the head off the freaking zombie. He could calm himself now and push the rage into a safe inner place where he had full control

      “Mandy!” Jewel screamed.

      She barely held her own against five zombies that tried to get past her to Morgan. The sorceress tried to cast spells but looked injured.

      He raised his ax.

      “Wait!” Jorge exclaimed sharply enough that he couldn’t be ignored.

      “Wait for what?” he demanded. Honestly, he was done waiting.

      “Let this blade cut shadows from Light and bless those who have strayed into the dark with the Light, even if they cannot taste the blessing in this Light.”

      The ax ignited with glowing energy—Radiant Energy, the gamer knew.

      “Those damn zombies are attacking your friends.” The priest grinned at him. “I saw you control yourself, but if there’s ever a moment to use your Rage, this is it.”

      The barbarian roared and laid into the zombies like a scythe into wheat.
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        * * *

      

      Jewel had played a decent number of tabletop RPGs but she had never seen any session turn as quickly as this one did when Mandy emerged from the muck. He attacked the zombies like something from another dimension, a tar-covered monstrosity with an ax blade that shone like a sliver of the moon. The first creature he hit didn’t die so much as as explode from the impact of his weapon and Jorge’s enchantment.

      “Who’s next?” he roared. The zombies—not to be intimidated—turned their focus on the barbarian.

      And not a second too soon. Terry was being pummeled by the necromancer.

      “Come on, Morgan.” Jewel caught the sorceress by the hand.

      She pulled her clear of the slaughter Mandy was doling out so efficiently toward the dark priest their leader was trying to fight.

      “I’m hurt,” the sorceress said and clutched her hand. The bard grimaced and hoped she didn’t see bone but wasn’t at all convinced.

      “Talk to Jorge,” she said. “I’ll go to help Terry.”
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        * * *

      

      The cleric did not want Jewel there within the range of the necromancer’s two maces but knew he wouldn’t be able to endure for much longer. His arm was broken and his hammer lay on the ground, useless to him now. It took everything he had to simply keep his shield up but even that wouldn’t last long. His adversary didn’t seem to mind battering it with every ounce of force he could muster and crushed the piece of metal with a seemingly endless series of unrelenting blows.

      “And I thought OWLs were supposed to be cute!” The bard bounded into the fight with her sword dancing.

      Unperturbed by her sudden appearance, the man dodged, took another step back, and raised his mace to drive it into her skull. Before he could transition into an attack, however, he was struck in the chest by a Magic Missile. Unfortunately, the projectiles met a bubble of energy around the mage and puffed into nothing.

      “I hate fighting casters!” Morgan lamented from afar.

      Jewel tried to use the distraction to inflict some injury, but the necromancer was too quick. He blocked her first strike, caught her in the shoulder with his mace, and struck the blade of her sword with such force that it clattered out of her hands.

      “It’s okay,” Terry said, still on his knees.

      “It’s not!” She scrambled to retrieve the sword.

      “It is! Just play your harp.”

      “Now is not the time!”

      “Play your harp for your friend.”

      “I thought we were more than that!” She darted away as a mace almost crushed her face.

      He hoped she would understand what he had hinted at. While he thought he saw something in the tunnel, he couldn’t be sure and could not risk the necromancer guessing his intentions. Which meant he needed to buy Jewel time.

      “Ah.” The dark mage turned his attention to Terry when Jewel retreated down the steps. “You two are something more than team members, I see. That is good. The blood of one can be used to do unspeakable things to the person they love.” He approached with a smug smile. “They don’t even have to still be alive.”

      The cleric raised his shield and his foe took the bait and pounded it repeatedly with one mace and then the other until the straps that connected it to his arm snapped and it clattered away.

      “Do you have any last words, cleric?” The necromancer hissed with evil intent and lifted the rose mace.

      “Let my Light find the darkness,” Terry said as he cast Guiding Bolt.

      A mote of energy came from the sunburst symbol he wore around his neck. As it blasted toward the necromancer, it grew legs like a jellyfish or the roots of a tree that reached for sustenance and fed itself with power.

      His adversary shrieked and held his hands up to block the Light coming from the Guiding Bolt, but there were too many tendrils. They snaked between his arms, wound around him, and blinded him with the bright glare that made his skin blister and blacken wherever the rash was.

      The necromancer staggered and flailed to maintain his balance but fell beneath the assault.

      Breathless, Terry tried to stand. It was difficult but he somehow found his feet. He swayed a little but touched his hand to his broken arm and used the last of his magic to heal the broken bone. His reserve of power barely managed to accomplish it and he knew it wouldn’t survive much abuse in its current condition. But that was okay. They had done what they needed to do and had defeated the necromancer.

      “You think…you can…beat me?” The man pushed slowly to his feet. He said something in a language that gave Terry chills and his wounds closed. They weren’t healed but simply closed like he was nothing more than one of the corpses he had raised.

      The cleric’s heart pounded. He had beaten this foe—he had seen it so knew it with absolute certainty—but somehow, the damned necromancer had been restored. He couldn’t win against this level of magic, not by himself. As if to confirm this, he could already hear the music of the heavens calling him home.

      “For all your time spent in the light, you will still die in darkness.” His foe hissed malevolently.

      As the man focused on his victim, the snake lunged from the tunnel behind him and sank its fangs into his gut.

      He screamed and tried to crush its head with one of his maces, but Terry acted fast and got his armored gauntlet between the weapon and the mighty serpent’s skull. His intervention spared its life, at least for a moment longer, but the cleric gasped with pain when the mace shattered bones in his hand.

      That moment was all the snake needed. It wrapped the necromancer tightly and proceeded to wind more massive coils around his body. He panicked and tried to struggle free rather than attack it with magic, and that was his downfall. The reptile was quite accustomed to prey trying to struggle free and knew exactly where to constrict to make sure this meal never had the chance to escape.

      It slid another coil around the man, then squeezed. He managed a single gasp before his lungs were crushed and his life ceased.

      For Terry, it was a struggle to remain standing. He looked around him and assessed each of his companions. Morgan was also bleeding heavily from a wound and Jewel looked as scared as he had ever seen her.

      Mandy, however, stood in the center of what looked like ash and a few bones and grinned broadly. “I had hoped to pit myself against the OWL, but I guess you beat him first. Bummer.”
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      Morgan stood guard with what magic she had left while Jewel healed Terry and Mandy. The cleric was already out of spells so despite his role in this world, he was unable to help to heal the others. Jorge had some power left, but everyone agreed that he should wait to use them in case they were hurt again.

      They briefly debated remaining where they were for a half hour to have a short rest and recharge their spells, but no one was particularly eager to try to relax next to a tar pit and a horde of zombies that had been burned to ash with holy light.

      “Should we simply loot, then?” Morgan asked and pointed down the hallway behind the necromancer.

      “It’ll be better cover than out here, anyway,” Mandy agreed.

      “We might find what we need to get out of here,” Jewel suggested.

      “Okay. That sounds good to me.” Terry took a cautious step toward the massive snake that had already swallowed most of the necromancer except for his boots.

      The sorceress didn’t want him to get any closer but when he picked up the mace shaped like a rose and examined it, she allowed herself a small smile. Without a doubt, the weapon was not made by goblins.

      “It’s magic.” He swung it experimentally and nodded in approval.

      “Elf-made, I would think,” she added.

      “It looks like a plus-one,” their game master quipped.

      “So it’s better to not leave it here then, huh?” Terry grinned.

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      Morgan led them down the tunnel and they emerged from it into the living chambers of the cultists and their priest. It provided better lodging than the last room she’d seen, with real beds for the followers, not bunks, and desks for each of them to work at. They proceeded to look inside everything they could.

      A drawer in the desk divulged a nice stash of copper coins, and a pouch hidden under a mattress revealed an even larger sack of silver coins.

      “We are rich!” Morgan joked before she tossed the coins to Terry. It would not do for her to carry coins in the pockets of her magic robe. Aside from the fact that it would be uncomfortable, it would weigh the fabric down and ruin her look.

      “I like the smell of this.” The barbarian picked a bottle up from a desk and held it up to his nose. Before the sorceress could tell him not to, he upended the bottle and drank the contents. His remaining wounds immediately healed.

      “That was a bold move.” Morgan chastised him sternly.

      He shrugged. “The sorcerers who forced my family to work knew how to brew this. I’d know the smell of a healing potion anywhere.”

      “Does anyone have dibs on this?” Jewel picked up a beautifully delicate longsword. “I think it's magic.”

      “I have no objection to you taking it,” the sorceress told her.

      “All the better for stabbing more zombies with!” Mandy sounded far more enthusiastic.

      “Does anyone have any idea what this is?” Morgan asked and showed them a necklace with a pendant that featured something like a stylized skull. She couldn’t quite make the features out but something about it was deeply unsettling.

      “The zombies had those too,” Jorge responded quickly. “Or the cultists did, I guess. Before they became zombies.”

      “We should gather them and take them back to town for Rak to see,” Terry said. “There’s power in symbols and it’ll be worth knowing if they’re all the same or if there is a series of them.”

      “That’s a good idea,” the priest agreed. “Hopefully, we can use them to discover how we were all brought to this world.”

      Jewel and the cleric began to collect those, while Morgan, Jorge, and Mandy continued to investigate the next room. The necromancer had no doubt slept there as the bed was much larger and the room more ornate. Tapestries on the walls depicted monsters of darkness.

      “I don’t like those.” The barbarian scowled at the wall hangings.

      “Me neither,” Morgan agreed and with a flick of her wrist, knocked one from the wall with a carefully aimed Frost Bolt. “They might be valuable, though.”

      “I’d say they certainly are valuable,” Jorge said, although he stood at the necromancer’s desk. “Morgan, can you give me a hand with all this?”

      The desk surface was large and covered with all kinds of materials that included maps, letters, and charts, among other things. They gathered it all, put it on the tapestry, and rolled it securely.

      She saw a scroll of Dispel Magic among the pile and pulled it out to give to Terry.

      “Oh, look! A Ring of Protection.” Jorge tossed it to Mandy.

      The barbarian grinned as he slipped it over a finger. “All the armor I’ll ever need. Although if anyone wants to go shopping…” He hauled a chest out from under the bed and broke the lock with his ax. It contained a real treasure trove of gold and silver coins. He estimated hundreds of coins with maybe a hundred of them being gold. It wasn’t bad at all.

      “How’s it going?” Terry asked when he entered with Jewel.

      “We got the intel we need.” Jorge pointed to the bundle.

      “Then shouldn’t we have been sent home?” the bard asked. “I thought that when we discovered what was wrong, we’d be done here.”

      “Maybe we merely need to go through the intelligence we found and determine the next step,” Jorge replied and feigned optimism.

      “No way will we work this out and then have our memories sent home,” Morgan said bluntly.

      “I guess that means we will hit level three,” Mandy grumbled.

      “But that’s okay.” The bard plucked a happy chord on her harp. “It’s been hard being here but we’ve accomplished so much. We’re working better as a team and it feels like we’re helping—what with killing the necromancer and all.”

      “That’s a good point,” the priest agreed. “But I still wish I could have done more to help.”

      “The old chunky priest?” Morgan laughed.

      “Seriously, though, the only way you could have been more of a damsel in distress would be if you were a princess in a pink dress and were kidnapped by a King Kong rip-off,” the sorceress told him.

      “It’s my fault we’re here.”

      “It is not.” Terry patted Jorge on the back. “It’s your job to give us missions and it’s our job to do them.”

      “I loved the hook for the second part, by the way,” Morgan said. “Honestly, I never expected we’d have to save our friend from the dungeons beneath the demon tower. No way could we have said no to that hook.”

      “You guys…” Jorge sounded bashful but he smiled.

      “Come on. Let’s get to the surface, see what time it is, and return to Vik,” Terry instructed.

      “Only one more thing,” Jewel said, when they left the chambers of the necromancer and his minions. She approached the snake and strummed her harp, and it immediately perked up and looked at her while it flicked its tongue.

      Her fingers danced across the string and played a different melody than before, but the reptile seemed to understand. It slithered down the hall toward the necromancer’s chamber and approached one of the tapestries.

      “It knows the significance of the tapestry?” Morgan was awestruck until it pushed it aside to reveal a hallway lit by the sun shining far above.

      “Nope. It merely smells the way out,” the bard responded cheerfully.

      They followed it to the surface and stepped into the natural light. The trees in the courtyard had shed some of their leaves and sunlight streamed into the middle of the demon tower for the first time since they had all been here. She stopped her melody, and the snake flicked its tongue at her again before it slithered off.

      “Thanks for all your help!” she called to it as it vanished into the forest.

      “Let’s get back to town,” Terry said.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Morgan responded with more enthusiasm than what she usually displayed.
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      The sounds of the festivities echoed through the streets of Vik. Empty no longer, the thoroughfares were crowded with people and decorated with garlands and braids of vines and flowers that stretched across the main street. With a little luck, Jorge wouldn’t get to enjoy the celebration.

      “I think Morgan is right,” Rak told him. They were in his tower with all the maps, charts, and letters spread before them. “You are still here and I find it unlikely that the reason you were brought into this universe is to deliver these maps.”

      “Can’t we at least try it?” Mandy demanded.

      The wizard chuckled and his long beard twitched with his mirth. “I never thought I’d see the day when a barbarian is the one who most wishes to subject themselves to magic. Perhaps that’s enough of a reason to go through with this.”

      “I say we try it,” Terry interjected. “Nothing about this place has been handed to us. We’ve had to make all our decisions and solve all our problems. I don’t see why we would simply be sent home. It makes more sense that we have to do it ourselves.”

      “As much as I like playing the harp, I think I’d rather go home too,” Jewel agreed.

      “I don’t think it’ll work, but I don’t want to be left behind either,” Morgan said dubiously.

      “Are you sure it’s the right spell?” Jorge looked anxious.

      “No, not at all. Not in the least,” Rak confessed. “But it is the kind of spell that allows people to cross dimensions. I think I might be able to tweak it to only send your spirits. There are risks, of course…” He shrugged

      “We’re not afraid to take a chance,” Terry declared firmly.

      The priest wished he had his confidence but he said nothing. His job as game master had always been to facilitate the adventures of the party, not dictate them.

      Rak led them up a flight of stairs to a large room that was—for his tower, anyway—surprisingly clean and free of clutter.

      “We’ll need to prepare a few components.” The wizard handed Jorge a pot of honey. “Mark a square out with that.”

      He got to work while Rak handed other things out to help create the space to cast the ritual. Terry was given a bundle of flowers and Jewel, dried flowers. He entrusted Morgan with an incense burner and gave Mandy a branch of strong-smelling wood that he told him to break into as small pieces as possible, something the barbarian did with enthusiasm.

      Once the ritual square was laid out, the wizard began the spell.

      “World of ours, world that is,

      Spare these spirits, from all of this,

      Set them free, these bodies are wrong,

      Let them walk and sing their song,

      Their time is good, their time is done,

      So we say goodbye to everyone!”

      The necklaces around their necks began to rattle and vibrate and blue energy erupted from four of the adverturers’ mouths. Mandy, Morgan, Terry, and Jewel all threw their heads back as if they could barely contain the power within. Their bodies shook and clouds of mist rose from them and began to swirl above the ritual space.

      No light came from Jorge, however, and no spirit rose from his body. He wouldn’t let that bother him, though. If his friends could get home, that would be enough. He’d never felt he fitted in very well at home anyway. That was why he liked to run games so much. He could survive there on his own if he had to.

      The clouds of mist continued to pour from the four heroes. It began to take the shapes of their Earth bodies. Above Morgan of the Moon hovered Morgan the developer who spent a little too much time working out. Terry the English major took form above Terry the cleric, scrawny even in misty form. Above Mandy the Mighty was Mandy the chef, Jorge’s best friend. He’d miss her most of all. Finally, above the full-figured performer was Jewel the developer. Even her spirit seemed shy.

      The vapor finally stopped pouring from their mouths and the spirits swirled together rapidly as a mote of light formed in the very center of the room.

      Rak repeated his chant, louder and faster as the spirits spun like a tornado, blended, and used their ethereal energy to dissolve the border between this world and the next.

      The wizard shouted the last line of his poem and the mote of light widened into a glowing blue portal. On the other side, Jorge saw his gamer’s table and even smelt the truffle fries that they had left there what felt like weeks earlier.

      The four spirits swooped and aimed toward the opening, but they plowed into it rather than through it.

      Instead of a clear gateway, something shattered and it looked like cracks formed across the portal.

      Rak screamed in pain and fell to one knee. He continued to chant but the words became muddled and blended together. The spirits tried to pass into the other world but a barrier still prevented their passage. They pounded against it but couldn’t get through.

      “It won’t work!” Jorge shouted as they began to dissolve. Already, their faces and hands had lost definition. How much longer could they survive this?”

      “Rak, you have to stop—it’s not working!” he yelled frantically.

      The wizard’s strength left him and he collapsed without a word.

      The spirits of Jorge’s friends all screamed—an unearthly sound made by their spirits, not their mouths—as the gateway closed.

      “They can’t survive. Not in their spirit forms.” Rak wheezed before he passed out.

      “Get to your bodies!” the priest shouted when he grasped the message. They had to hurry. These bodies, devoid of their spirits, grew paler by the moment. It seemed the spirits from his world were more important to life there than he had realized.

      His friends somehow understood him and swirled into the bodies of the heroes.

      Morgan spread her arms and welcomed hers, while Terry clutched the holy pendant at his neck and ordered his to return. Jewel hummed as her spirit flowed into her nose and Mandy drank his like it was ale to quaff.

      A moment later, all four heroes sagged as inert bodies around the priest.

      Jorge rushed to them and checked pulses. They were all breathing and their hearts still pumped. The ritual had not worked to get them home but at least they had survived it.

      The barbarian’s eyelids fluttered open and the priest leaned close. “Mandy, are you all right?”

      “How am I supposed to know?” Terry demanded belligerently.

      “I’m fine.” Mandy muttered from behind them. Jorge turned to the bard, who now sat and a had a mischievous look in her eyes.

      “Mandy?” he asked warily.

      She nodded.

      “Jewel?” the cleric asked, but the sorceress responded to the name.

      “Terry? Are you the barbarian now?” she asked.

      “I…uh, I guess so.” He flexed the muscles of his new body.

      “Oh, my God, it feels good to be a dude again,” Morgan said from the cleric’s body.

      “No,” Jewel protested. “No, this can’t be.”

      “We just got used to the bodies of the other classes.” Terry looked both bemused and disgruntled.

      “I don’t know. I think this is an improvement.” Morgan grinned as he sat.

      “Me too!” Mandy concurred. “I never liked to sing but this is better than rage issues, for sure. Good luck with those, Terry.”

      “I…I am sorry.” Rak managed to push to his knees. “It seems I separated your spirits from your bodies but put them back in the wrong ones.”

      “Can you fix it?” Terry asked.

      “Not for a while, no. That magic is powerful and I do not have the strength I once had.”

      “We don’t necessarily need it fixed, though,” Morgan was quick to point out.

      “True,” Mandy agreed.

      “We can approach it on a different day,” Jorge said. He was almost embarrassed about how good he felt. He wanted them to go home, but they were also his friends and he did not want to be left in this world without them either.

      “There is much to be deciphered in the trove of papers and tapestry we discovered,” he told them and tried to sound upbeat. “While Rak recovers, we can examine them and see what we can discern from them. Then we can decide to try this ritual again or see if another path presents itself. But for now—”

      “The town of Vik is throwing a party in our honor,” Morgan reminded the group. “We wouldn’t want to disappoint them.”

      “And rightly so.” Rak looked tired but happy, like someone who had run a long race and survived. “You have rid the ruins of the magic that plagued it, of that I am certain. You should all enjoy this night and tomorrow, we will see what adventures come.”

      After everything that had happened, all of them were ready to do that.
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        * * *

      

      Somehow, the celebration in Vik was even more raucous than the last one. Jorge could not explain it until Rak confided in him that he had sent messages to the closest towns.

      “And they all sent people to celebrate?” the priest had asked.

      “I told them to come ready to celebrate or fight off whatever’s been haunting the demon tower.”

      “Ah.”

      That certainly explained things. Young people were in town again, broad-shouldered men and women with tireless legs who used muscles honed for swordplay to dance.

      But for him, the dancing in the streets, the musicians, and the smell of ale and wine were merely window dressing. His friends were the heroes of the day, and although he wished they had returned home, he was still proud of them.

      He had expected the switched bodies to be a bigger problem than it was, but they seemed all right with it—although that could change if they were not in such a festive setting. Currently, however, they all seemed to be more than happy to fill the roles Rak’s spell had put them in.

      Mandy—despite Jorge never having heard her sing a song once in his life—stood in front of the inn, stroked her harp, and sang silly limericks loudly for all to hear. He wished Morgan had taken to his role with the same attention to detail. While the warrior cleric to Lux was strong, he was also charismatic and supposed to uphold the good in this world. In his opinion—and the Jorge from this world had very strong opinions about this—he should not use that strength and charisma to challenge the visiting warriors to arm-wrestling contests.

      Still, the priest wasn’t about to intervene. Anyone who thought they could beat a servant of the warrior god Lux deserved to be parted from a few coins.

      In truth, though, he hardly paid attention to either of them. His attention was focused on the muscle-clad barbarian who wore little but a loincloth and the elven sorceress dressed only in a rich blue robe. They swayed to the music as if they were at a middle school homecoming dance.

      The Jorge of this world thought it an odd sight—a magic user and a barbarian from lands haunted by those who used magic to enslave together in such a close embrace? It was unusual to say the least. But the priest was something of a fuddy-duddy and could keep his opinions to himself.

      Jorge of Earth was unbelievably proud to see the two of them together. He had always thought they made a great couple but more than that, they were both his friends. When they had split up, he had felt bad for them but he had felt bad for himself too, as greedy as that sounded. He’d missed game nights, his friends crowded around his table, and all of them all laughing or feigning terror in the worlds he created.

      He hadn’t thought the two of them would get together again and had only hoped they might be friends again. To see them sway serenely with each other on this night—the night of their victory—was something truly special.

      Now, he only had to find out how to get them all home.
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FEBRUARY 23, 2022

        

      

    

    
      D&D LitRPG? Yeah, we went there!

      Michael and I found ourselves hunting around for another cool project to write, and I pitched this one to him. He liked it, so we ran with it. I mean, most LitRPG novels focus more on game mechanics related to the various computer RPGs. But tabletop role playing games have a long history and a special place in a lot of hearts, mine included.

      I was seven when I got introduced to D&D. I saw gaming stuff in a store and asked my dad about it. He gave me this vague description that sounded fun and exciting. I was hooked without ever having played.

      Then my parents got me one of the old boxed sets for Christmas. Dad was my first DM. He’s not here anymore, but I keep him alive some with my writing. He taught me tons about creativity and storytelling. He wasn’t a writer, but he was an avid reader and he told great stories, through D&D and otherwise.

      One of the Big Bads from our main campaign was called “Thenerakus the Terrible.” He was a bad guy in that game, but I brought the name back as a good guy for these books.

      I went on to be dungeon master for my friends for years, and played in campaigns run by my dad and later mom instead. Dungeons & Dragons became one of the key ways I hung out with people, inviting friends over for games. Then I got my Catholic high school to allow us a D&D club — wasn’t that a tough one back in the 1980s! I found a quote from the Pope saying that D&D was just fine, and after that the principal had a hard time arguing against it. I mean, she was a nun. She didn’t want to disagree with the pope, right?

      When I shifted schools I started a new club. Really kept playing for ages, until I ran into online RPGs, anyway.

      I came back to D&D, though, when my kids grew old enough to play. Then I passed it right on down to them. I can still recall our first game: a litter of puppies was abducted by giant spiders, and the kids had to go rescue the puppies. (Hey, they were only like five and seven years old at the time!) It was a blast, and they still play, almost a decade later.

      Now, these books are inspired by D&D but don’t use pure D&D rules. The mechanics are pretty loosely based on the Creative Commons d20 system, but I also took some significant liberties where it was necessary to help move the story along. So if the game mechanics don’t perfectly align with any tabletop games you know, that’s to be expected.

      We’ve got two more novels in this series to go. I hope you enjoyed reading this one, and if you did I think you’re gonna love what’s coming!

      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
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      Thank you for reading both this story AND these author notes here in the back!

      For those who don’t know me, I’ll add a simple ‘About Me’ (also done by Alfonse the Idiot A.I. and my responses in italics) at the bottom.

      I am a Science Fiction Writer (among other things like Fantasy Author…)

      So, I have been looking into technology for decades and one of the items I’ve played with are AI tools to help build articles. To date, I have not been too impressed. Therefore, I finally decided to share some of my findings about:

      ‘Alfonse the Idiot AI.’ 

       Part 02 of … who knows?

       Subtitle: ‘Why AI’s Shouldn’t rule the world…yet.’

      Here is my story so far:

      I decided one day to make the trip up to the Great Oracle (otherwise known as Alfonse the Idiot A.I.) and ask him a few questions. My job is to decide if humanity should start packing our bags and just move ahead to another world or we have a few years left of good living.

      Upon making it through the great metal detector (what the hell am I going to shoot, a Video Monitor the size of a bus?) I was rewarded with an opportunity to ask a short question… for a fee.

      

      
        
        My Topic: Wizards.

        My Subtopics: Dungeons and Dragons, RPG.

        Size of the response: 50 words.

      

      

       

      Here is the Alfonse’ response and my comments italicized inside the AI-generated response.

      Alfonse: Wizards, Dungeons and Dragons, RPG

      
        
        The Wizard is a role player (huh? It’s a human playing a wizard – ok, I guess you can minimize that to role player) who has special knowledge and skills and appears to have supernatural abilities (I don’t ‘appear’ to have supernatural abilities you hunk of tin, I HAVE supernatural abilities. Let me send an arc of electricity up your geriatric Pentium ass and I’ll show you what my character can do!) 

        These people (WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE?) are often called wizards and are often required to help people in a variety of situations (It would be rather boring to NOT help people when playing the game. I suppose we could sit on our wizard porches rocking back and forth while smoking a pipe and watch the world burn around us. Idiot AI.) 

        Usually, they are assigned a trainer who acts as a mentor to a newbie wizard (what the hell does this even mean? I’ve never been given a mentor. Usually, I get to throw three six-sided dice and hope for a high intelligence and wisdom score. Most ‘mentors’ turned out to be as helpful as Raistlin Majere in the Dragonlance™ Chronicles). 

        They can ask for additional wizards if they are needed (bullshit. No Dungeon Master ever gave me this option. 

        Me: Dear DM, can I have more wizards at my beck and call?

        DM: No, but here is a critical throw to see if a randon meteor falls out of the sky to smush your ass.) 

        They can also request new wizards from their company (Huh? The Wizards Tower maybe? What is this company you speak of?) and ask them to nominate other individuals (They have some sort of wizardly pyramid scheme going, I think.) 

        The key here is to quantify the number of new wizards needed and to ask for their support. (I just can’t even begin to figure out what game or story Alfonse is talking about.  What an Idiot.)

        Alfonse has left me wondering just exactly what dimension he is pulling this fabricated information from?

        

      

      If you know, let me know. That way I can ‘request new wizards from the company’ and use them for cannon fodder. That might be a little Chaotic Neutral… but there IS a chance they will live, right?

      Alfonse, you are an idiot A.I.

      Have a great week or weekend!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

      

      ABOUT ME

      A Totally Mostly Fabricated with some accurate depictions of ME by Alfonse the Idiot A.I.

      Alfonse input (as originally seen in Justice Begins Book 05): Michael Anderle, Author

      
        
        An award-winning writer (what awards? I want some awards! Wait, are we talking about the co-author Dragon Award a few years ago?), Michael Anderle is the co-author of over 40 novels (I wrote over dozens and co-authored hundreds, you bitch! Give me more credit than this) and has won multiple awards for his work (Wait! WHAT @#%@% AWARDS? ONE…that I can remember). 

        He has also been the subject of many television (ONE!) and print interviews (This is true) and co-founded the Facebook group 20BooksTo50K© (It was all me, you asshole! There was no co-founder), where writers can meet and network (mostly true.). He met Joanna Penn several times (true, she is a wonderful human being) and credits her for helping him spread the word about his work (No, not true. I learned a lot from her podcast, though.)

        Anderle is also an acclaimed speaker (Would LOVE to know who is acclaiming me) and has given numerous talks on writing, publishing, and social media (True, True, Patently False.)

        

      

      Alfonse has left me wondering just exactly who is this doppelganger of myself? Obviously, that Michael Anderle comes from an adjacent dimension… similar but isn’t quite me.
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      (with Michael Anderle)
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      Steel Dragon 2

      Steel Dragon 3

      Steel Dragon 4

      Steel Dragon 5

      

      Dragon’s Daughter

      (with Michael Anderle)

      Never A Dragon (Book 1)

      Dead Dragon New tricks (Book 2)

      Thicker Than Blood (Book 3)

      Dragon Fire and Pixie Dust (Book 4)

      The Cult of Tiamat (Book 5)

      The Sum of All Magic (Book 6)

      

      The Dragonclaw Sword

      (with Michael Anderle)

      Clawing for Survival

      Clawing for Escape

      Clawing for Honor

      Clawing for Vengeance

      Clawing for Battle

      Clawing for Victory

      

      Adventures of the Starship Satori (Space Opera blended with military SF)

      Finding Satori - prequel short story, available only to email list fans!
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      Book 3 - Deep Waters

      Book 4 - No Plan Survives Contact

      Book 5 - Liberty

      Book 6 - Satori’s Destiny

      Book 7 - Ashes of War

      Book 8 - Embers of War

      Book 9 - Dust and Iron

      Book 10 - Clad in Steel

      Book 11 - Brave New Worlds (2019)
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      The Ragnarok Saga (Military SF)

      Accord of Fire - Free prequel short story, available only to email list fans!

      Book 1 - Accord of Honor

      Book 2 - Accord of Mars

      Book 3 - Accord of Valor

      Book 4 - Ghost Wing

      Book 5 - Ghost Squadron

      Book 6 - Ghost Fleet (2019)

      

      Valhalla Online Series (A Ragnarok Saga Story)

      Book 1 - Valhalla Online

      Book 2 - Raiding Jotunheim

      Book 3 - Vengeance Over Vanaheim

      Book 4 - Hel Hath No Fury

      

      Blackwell Magic Series (Urban Fantasy)

      Book 1 - By Darkness Revealed

      Book 2 - Ashes Ascendant

      Book 3 - Dead In Winter

      Book 4 - Claws That Catch

      Book 5 - Darkness Awakes

      Book 6 - Spellbinding Entanglements

      By A Whisker (short story)

      The Raven and the Rose - Free novelette for email list fans!

      

      Dead Brittania Series:

      Dead Brittania (short prequel story)

      Book 1 - King of the Dead

      Book 2 - Queen of Demons

      Raven’s Heart Series (Urban Fantasy)

      Book 1 - Stolen Light

      Book 2 - Webs in the Dark

      Book 3 - Shades of Moonlight

      

      Other Titles:

      Over the Moon (SF romance)

      Midnight Visitors (Steampunk Cat short story)

      Demon Ex Machina (Steampunk Cat short story)

      The Coffee Break Novelist (help for writers!)

      You Must Write (Heinlein’s rules for writers)
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