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CHAPTER ONE

“Are  you  doing  all  right,  Terry?”  Mandy  asked.  She  had  strummed her harp absentmindedly for a while now. It was the only thing that prevented him from losing his temper. 

“I’m fine, Mandy, but I’m ready for a fight.” 

“Sometimes, waiting in the light is as good as bringing the light to others,” Morgan said and snickered from the back of his horse. 

“You know, I never said those holier than thou things when I   was the cleric.” The words sounded odd coming from his warrior persona. 

“What can I say? You wasted a good opportunity,” the other man replied. 

“Mandy  didn’t  brood  as  much  when  she  was  the  barbarian,” 

Jewel  pointed  out,  her  words  precise  and  austere  when  spoken  by the icily beautiful elf in her dark-blue robe. 

“Yeah, well, she had issues with anger on Earth. She was used to all  this…this  rage,”  he  snapped.  Even  this  limited  explanation  was something  of  a  challenge  for  him.  Back  on  Earth,  he’d  been  an English major and not one of those who wrote novels—more like one of those who could write a fifteen-page essay and not say anything of relevance. Being in the body of this barbarian simply made things worse.  He  not  only  itched  for  battle  but  his  patience  was  almost nonexistent. 

All things considered, he didn’t like it, but maybe that was about to change. 

“That must be the farm.” Terry frowned. He could feel something off about the location. 

“Do you feel the Danger Sense?” Mandy asked. 

“I  guess  so.”  He  hadn’t  had  the  opportunity  to  use    any  of  his powers  since  they  were  all  optimized  for  combat.  Even  his  Danger Sense didn’t seem to do much besides make him want to draw his ax to take the head off of whatever was nearby. 

“Do you know where the danger is from?” Jewel asked. 

“Not really, no.” 

“Then  we  wait  and  try  to  learn  more,”  she  said  and  sounded imperious. 

He  squeezed  the  handle  of  his  ax  tightly  and  suddenly  realized he’d  taken  it  out  without  being  conscious  of  it.  When  had  that happened?  It  wasn’t  necessarily  a  problem,  he  decided  after  a moment’s thought. If they finally had to fight, he wanted to be ready. 

Terry saw no signs of battle. The farmhouse was still standing. It had not burned down, no blood was visible anywhere, and no tracks indicated  that  the  family  had  been  dragged  into  the  forest.  If  this turned  out  to  be  some  type  of  “the  zombies  were  how  me  and  my family  were  feeling”  kind  of  mission,  he  wasn’t  sure  what  he  would do aside from his certainty that he would not be involved. 

The scene was incredibly still and silent. After a long, uneventful ride,  that  made  him  feel  uneasy.  He  dismounted  from  his  horse, which had generously been provided by one of the people who had come  to  Vik  to  celebrate  the  fact  that  the  demon  tower  no  longer caused them problems. 

Ill  at  ease  and  irritated  by  his  inability  to  pinpoint  any  particular problem, he listened carefully. No birds sang and no deer could be heard moving through the woods. 

There  was  no  sound  at  all  until  a  bloodcurdling  scream  pierced the silence. 

“Finally!” the barbarian bellowed and raced toward the sound. It had come from the barn and logic insisted this was why they hadn’t heard  anything.  The  necromancer  who  must  be  hiding  there  would try  to  keep  everyone  afraid  because  they  were  afraid  of  him—and with good reason. He hadn’t been able to kill the last one himself but if   there was one there, he’d make sure to slay it. 

Except,  of  course,  he  had    killed  it—or  at  least  Terry  had  when he’d  struck  it  with  a  Guiding  Bolt  while  in  the  body  of  the  cleric. 

These two conflicting experiences—the one held in his mind versus the experience of this new body—fought for his attention. Both these conflicting  perspectives  had  a  better  chance  to  hold  his  focus  than the rest of his party, who did little else but nag him. 

Switching  bodies  had  proved  to  be  far  more  difficult  than  he’d expected.  The  journey  away  from  Vik  into  the  countryside  had

almost destroyed him. What was most difficult to accept was that this was not because they were attacked by goblins, orcs, or dragons but because they weren’t. 

When  he’d  been  in  the  body  of  a  warrior  cleric  who  could  heal people with his hands, Terry had thought there would be no greater challenge in his life. He had felt that way even when fighting gangs of goblins, befriending serpents, or dueling with evil necromancers. 

That  feeling  had  finally  ceased  when  Theranakus  had  tried  to transport  the  souls  of  him  and  his  friends  to  Earth  and  failed miserably.  Rather  than  going  home  or  returning  to  the  body  of  the warrior cleric, he’d reappeared in this strange world inside the body of  the  Mandy  the  Mighty—an  ax-wielding  barbarian  who  saw  little value  in  wearing  a  shirt.  Like,  ever.  Worse,  he  constantly  had  the nagging awareness that Terry the Mighty didn’t quite have the same ring to it. 

Jewel  had  not  seemed  any  more  comfortable  in  the  skin  of  the elven  sorceress.  She  had  danced  with  the  barbarian,  but  the  way she had touched his muscles and the patches of hair that sprouted like thickets of weeds from his forearms, chest, and legs evidenced her discomfort. It made her seem more like she was riding a bull and trying not to fall off than dancing with someone who had finally told her he loved her—someone who she had wanted to spend the rest of her life with. 

Still, it had been easy enough to look past that with so much else to distract them. The entire town and more were there to celebrate so it wasn’t exactly the best time for heroes to slip away unnoticed. 

He had hoped that those feelings would go away by the next day, but they had persisted. 

It had not helped much when a farmer had come to town with bite marks  on  his  arms  and  a  story  about  reanimated  corpses  that  had decimated  his  estate.  The  man’s  words  had  been  far  more  rough, gruff, and unrefined, of course, but an English student remained an English student, even in the body of a barbarian. 

Terry from Earth had been shocked to hear such news but Terry the Mighty had been eager to get out there and fight. The day had been  spent  getting  ready  and  they  had  set  off  on  the  road  as

urgently  as  possible.  His  barbarian  warrior  senses  had  remained strong  and  tense  but  nothing  had  come  to  challenge  them.  He  felt like a cuckoo clock that never got to chime. 

“Terry!  Slow  down!”  Jewel  yelled.  “You  don’t  know  what’s  in there.” 

“That could have been a goat,” Mandy added sharply. 

“If you rush in and get surrounded, we’ll have to risk our necks to save you.” Morgan sounded both irritated and resentful. 

The  barbarian  heard  nothing  but  cowardice  and  indecision. 

Someone  was  in  trouble  and  he  was  there  to  help.  While  he  didn’t know the nature of the threat yet, he would as soon as he stepped inside. 

He bulldozed into the barn door with his shoulder and grinned. At least he’d followed his caution to Mandy against using the blade of her  weapon  on  wood,  as  it  would  be  dulled  when  she  needed  it most.  The  weathered  door  shattered  in  splinters  under  the  force  of his blow and he stumbled to a stop in front of a bar he had to swat aside. 

“You idiot. There’s nothing in there, is there?” Mandy shouted and laughed. Her words, in true bard style, were melodic even when she insulted him. 

“Oh…there’s  something  here,  all  right,”  he  shouted  and  planted his feet in a fighting stance. 

A  mass  of  corpses  shambled  and  milled  in  front  of  him.  Bodies long  decayed  and  unrecognizable  as  men  or  women  all  crowded around  the  center  of  the  barn.  They  reached  toward  the  hayloft above them, where a tiny brown-eyed child with hair like a mop was crying. 

For the first few moments, the undead continued to focus on the child  in  the  hayloft.  They  registered  his  presence  fairly  quickly, however, and every pair of eyes—plus a good number of empty eye sockets—shifted their attention to Terry the Mighty. 

He raised his ax and roared a battle cry. 

Monsters that were eager to indulge his need for combat suited him just fine. 


CHAPTER TWO

“Terry!  Damn  it,  Terry.  This  is  worse  than  Mandy  was.”  Morgan cursed  as  he  slid  off  his  horse.  As  his  feet  touched  the  dirt,  he strapped  his  shield  to  his  arm  and  retrieved  the  plus-one  mace  he had taken from the necromancer in the bowels of the demon tower. 

While he had yet to use it in combat, he had little doubt that the gleaming  metal—carefully  folded  and  refolded  to  look  like  the blossom of a rose—would be devastating. Given how exceptional it must  surely  be,  he  had  not  wanted  his  first  experience  with  the weapon to come like this. 

“We  told  you  not  to  rush  in,”  he  chided  caustically  and  stepped through  the  broken  doors  of  the  barn  as  a  horde  of  rotting  corpses stumbled toward Terry. Rather than waiting for the undead to reach the  relative  chokepoint  the  frame  of  the  doors  presented,  the barbarian rushed toward them. 

With  one  fearsome  stroke  of  his  ax,  he  severed  both  the  head and the arm of one of the creatures. That particular zombie stopped its  restless  march  toward  fresh  meat  but  the  others  were  neither intimidated nor deterred by such a bold display of strength. 

This meant the rose mace would probably be less than effective at  stopping  the  horde.  Something  like  twenty  shambling,  moaning corpses—Morgan didn’t have time to count—was more than enough to  make  eliminating  them  one  by  one  a  foolhardy  enterprise.  His friend didn’t seem at all deterred by the situation, though. 

The  warrior  cleric  whose  body  he  was  in  had  scripture  to  quote and meditations to lead Terry in, but the Morgan who loved nothing more  than  tactics  when  it  came  to  gaming  had  a  solution  for  the undead. 

“Let  ye  all  see  the  error  of  thine  ways  and  feel  the  Light  of  Lux until the end of thine days,” he shouted as he grasped the sunburst pendant hanging around his neck and raised it toward the monsters. 

Rays of Light shone from between his fingers and into the faces of the closest zombies. They did not fear an ax-wielding barbarian, but

they cowered and held their arms up to protect themselves from the light. 

Turn  Undead  makes  even  the  most  corrupted  corpses  fear the realm they have not passed into and the person who might send them there. 

The power worked to turn about half the corpses and they fled to the back of the barn. When they reached the far wall, they slammed into  it  and  tried  to  scratch  or  break  through  the  old  wood  so  they could  escape.  He  kept  an  eye  on  them.  If  they  caused  enough damage to the wall and fled into the forest, he’d have to pursue them and finish them off one by one. For the moment, however, Terry was still vastly outnumbered. 

Morgan  reached  for  his  rose  mace,  but  as  soon  as  his  grip loosened on his sunburst pendant, the light streaming from it started to fade. The zombies at the back of the barn stopped their attempts to escape. He cursed and pushed aside the sharp mental reminder of  how  very  unbecoming  of  a  warrior  cleric  devoted  to  the  god  Lux this reaction was. Right now, the best thing he could do was to keep half the undead out of the fight so he held his pendant up again. 

The monsters that had not been turned by the power of Lux didn’t seem  intimidated  at  all.  Half  of  them  crowded  tightly  around  the barbarian and made the huge swings of his ax rather ineffective. The other five all shambled toward the cleric, seemingly pissed that he’d had the temerity to temporarily convert half their rotting buddies into god-fearing individuals. 

“We need a little help!” he shouted. 

Mandy  stepped  beside  him  in  a  moment.  Her  longsword  flicked deftly, not to kill their attackers with massive blows like the barbarian could but to block bites, slice legs, and slow attacks to give Morgan time. 

Even with her efforts, though, it wouldn’t be enough. One of the zombies had clambered onto Terry’s back and bit his neck savagely. 

He wouldn’t be able to help them any time soon. The cleric’s hands were still far from free since he held his holy symbol up. 

While  this  was  necessary  to  keep  the  turned  corpses  under control,  it  contributed  to  the  more  immediate  problem  rather  than

helped it. He had to draw his weapon, the extra ten zombies in the back  of  the  barn  be  damned.  They  needed  every  second  they  had and every advantage they could possibly muster. 

A glowing mote of magic streaked over his shoulder and caught the closest attacker in the chest. It knocked the ribcage clear of the body and the rest of its body parts—arms, legs, and head—clattered into a pile. 

“My apologies for the delay. I forgot which pocket my wand was in.” Jewel flicked her wrist and launched another two Magic Missiles that both rocketed into another zombie and felled it in short order. 

Mandy  darted  between  two  zombies  and  swung  and  sliced  with deft  movements.  After  a  few  of  these  rather  light  blows,  both  the undead lost their “un” status and fell, finally fully dead. 

Terry managed to catch hold of the zombie on his back, flipped it over  his  head,  and  pounded  it  onto  its  back  with  such  force  that  it popped like a water balloon—albeit one grossly filled with old, rotten jelly  rather  than  fresh  water.  The  removal  of  one  of  the  creatures from the shambling group created a little space between him and the others. This was all he needed to raise his ax and go into a Frenzy. 

He howled and became a swirling tornado of death. His weapon remained a blur of motion as he cut through arms, chests, legs, and necks to leave parts of bodies around him. 

Morgan deemed that the time was right to drop his Turn Undead power, so he lowered his sunburst pendant and drew his rose mace. 

He focused on the closest corpses—those Mandy was trying to keep at  bay—while  Jewel  fired  blasts  of  magic  at  the  now  flesh-hungry zombies at the back of the barn. 

The  barbarian  saw  these  coming  and  leapt  toward  them.  It seemed impossible that he could jump so high, let alone land without hurting  himself.  Magic  was  involved,  no  doubt,  or  at  least  the barbarian equivalent of it. He landed in front of the ten undead and immediately became a swirling, hacking whirlwind of ax and death. 

Those  that  managed  to  evade  him  were  promptly  blasted  by Jewel’s  Magic  Missiles.  The  motes  of  white  light  never  missed,  so even  though  Terry  was  in  the  path  of  the  attack,  the  light  swerved around him and into rotten zombie flesh. 

“Yeah! Get ’em!” a child called from the top of the barn. Morgan had not even noticed her in the chaos of the battle but was pleased to see she was high in the hayloft and safe from the monsters below. 

Not that many were left. 

Terry crushed the face of the last one that tried to attack him and Mandy, while the cleric and Jewel destroyed the others before they were even halfway across the barn. 

With an abruptness that was startling, the battle was over. Terry was  breathing  heavily  and  held  his  neck  where  the  zombie  had  bit him. 

“Are you okay, big guy?” Morgan asked. It was purely a rhetorical question  because  the  barbarian  was  very  clearly  not    all  right.  He collapsed  and  tried  without  success  to  stop  his  blood  from  pouring out of the wound in his neck. 

“I…I leveled up somewhere in there…” He wheezed. “New skill…

Frenzy…” 

The cleric knelt and pulled his friend’s hand away from the injury. 

It  was  savage  and  messy,  the  kind  of  wound  that  would  usually  be impossible to treat in any triage situation. 

Fortunately, he was a cleric for a god of light so for him, a wound such  as  this  was  nothing.  He  laid  his  hands  on  it  and  infused  his fallen  friend  with  Light.  Energy  flowed  from  him  and  into  the  other man.  The  muscles  reknit,  the  skin  healed,  and  most  of  the barbarian’s blood cells were restored. 

You cast Cure Wounds. 

“The kid? Is the kid all right?” Terry asked. 

“You  know,  a  thank  you  would  be  nice.  After  all,  it  is  those  who are most gracious in the path of the Light that—” 

“The kid?” 

“She’s fine,” Jewel said, found a ladder, and leaned it against the hayloft.  It  was  odd  how  such  a  simple  solution  was  beyond  the comprehension of the mindless undead. “You can come down now, daughter. We have purged this barn of the evil that sought it.” 

“I’m  not  supposed  to  talk  to  strangers,”  the  girl  replied.  “And you’re  not  my  mom.  She  doesn’t  like  it  when  her  robe  is  open  and my da stares at her, uh…” 

Morgan couldn’t help but chuckle at that. It was certainly easier to find  amusement  at  such  things  when  he  wasn’t  in  the  elf’s  body. 

Although it was also easier to laugh at that kind of thing when a little girl said it. 

He used to be the kind of person who would make those kinds of jokes, but no longer. It wasn’t only because he was in the body of a self-righteous—and  perhaps  rightfully  so—cleric.  His  time  in  this world had changed his outlook on his existence on Earth. 

At  this  point,  he  wondered  how  much  more  he  would  have  to change before he could go home. He knew that he and his friends weren’t  important—the  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil  was—but  he  still couldn’t help but feel they had been brought there for a reason. 

Even  he  could  acknowledge  that  the  reason  was  not  that  they were all paragons of perfection. Maybe it had something to do with them  changing  somehow  to  become  more  like  the  people  whose bodies they were trapped inside. 

With  that  in  mind,  Morgan  climbed  the  ladder  and  extended  his hand to the little girl. She appeared to be about nine or ten years old. 

“My name is Morgan and I’m a cleric warrior, blessed by the god Lux. We came here because someone—your father, maybe—came to town and asked for help.” 

“I know Lux. My da says if he was so powerful, he wouldn’t need to send your people to come and ask for money.” 

“I’m not in the collections department, kid, and if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to get out of here before those bodies start to smell.” 

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Morgan. My name is Shelby.” 

“Follow  me  down,  all  right?”  he  said  and  descended  the  ladder. 

She hurried down after him, her eyes wide when she looked at the bodies on the floor. 

“I’m sorry you have to see that,” he told her. “Seeing your loved ones like this—” 

“Those aren’t my loved ones,” Shelby interjected and cut him off. 

“We had an old graveyard out back. My mom said it was weird and my dad didn’t want to move it so it’s still there. Or it was, I guess.” 

“Come along, child.” Jewel beckoned the girl out of the barn and into the light. 

Shelby followed the sorceress, Mandy helped her onto her horse, and they began the return journey to Vik. 

“Are  you  doing  all  right,  Terry?”  Morgan  asked  once  they  were under way. “I’ve never seen you collapse like that. Or Mandy, for that matter.” 

“It was the new skill—it took me by surprise, I guess. Did anyone else notice that we leveled up?” the barbarian asked. 

“Do you all mind keeping watch while I take a peek?” he asked. 

“Go ahead,” Terry replied. 

He  relaxed  his  vigilance  and  took  a  moment  to  check  his character sheet. 

Morgan Emerson, Level 3 Human Cleric

Strength: 8

Dexterity: 9

Constitution: 12

Intelligence: 11

Wisdom: 15

Charisma: 13

Hit Points: 22

Armor Class: 4

Combat Equipment: Chainmail, Shield, Mace of the Rose (+1) Powers: Turn Undead, Preserve Life

Spells per day: Cantrips, 5 Level One, 2 Level 2

Prepared  Spells:  Cantrips—Light,  Resistance,  Level  One; Cure  Wounds,  Bless,  Command,  Healing  Word,  Guiding  Bolt, Level Two; Find Traps, Hold Person, Silence

Experience: 40/2700 to reach next level. 

He had seen all his lower-level spells, but all of the level two ones were new. 

Find Traps:

Level  2  Cleric  Spell:  When  cast,  warns  of  the  presence  of any traps within line of sight. 

That  one  sounded  unbelievably  useful,  especially  for  a  team  of heroes tasked to investigate the Tomb of Malevolent Evil. He didn’t know  anything  about  the  place,  but  it  sounded  like  the  kind  of

dungeon that would be rife with traps. Quite frankly, seeking a place named after malevolent evil sounded like a trap. 

Hold Person:

Level  2  Cleric  Spell:  Range  60  feet,  duration  one  minute. 

Paralyzes target humanoid while caster remains focused on the spell or until duration expires. 

It was a classic utility spell, the kind of thing that could be useful in battle or out of it. He could think of a dozen practical uses for the spell and way more wildly impractical—and hilarious—uses for it as well. 

Silence:

Level  2  Cleric  Spell:  Range  120  feet,  duration  ten  minutes. 

Creates  a  sphere  of  silence  20  feet  in  diameter.  No  sound  can penetrate  or  be  created  within  the  sphere  for  ten  minutes  or until the caster’s concentration lapses. 

He  decided  it  was  something  that  would  be  super  useful  in specific situations and not practical in many others, but he liked that kind of thing. He had always liked playing casters because of all the options  available  to  them,  but  this  also  meant  holding  onto  some spells that were less than useful in traditional combat. 

It seemed like a good selection, however, and the cleric felt more powerful having access to all of them. He’d enjoyed being Morgan of the Moon as well but the sorceress—at least when he’d been in her skin—was  much  more  combat-oriented.  It  was  good  to  have  some other options but he was more than certain that he’d still do fine in battle. He hoped everyone was doing as well in their new bodies as he was. 


CHAPTER THREE

The moment when they saw the steeple of the church in Vik was a good  one.  The  bell  began  to  toll—rung  by  Jorge,  no  doubt—so  by the time Jewel and the rest of the team reached the town, everyone was out in the streets. It was amazing what a little time and removing an  evil  necromancer  from  a  nearby  historical  site  could  do  for  the positivity of the village. Before, they had seemed depressed, weak-willed folk, but that was gone. 

“Shelby!” the man who’d come for help called. 

“Da!”  Shelby  shouted  in  return  and  practically  flopped  off  the horse to run into his arms. 

“Oh, sweetie. I was so worried. I’m so sorry I left. I tried to lead them away like like we said. I tried to lead them off.” 

“Did mom go with you?” 

“I’m  here.”  Her  mother  limped  into  the  street.  “One  of  them  got me bad but I’m okay. I’m happy you’re all right, even if I will have this limp for the rest of my—” 

She straightened and grinned when the wound on her leg healed with a look from Morgan. 

“Oh, thank you!” the woman yelled, scooped her daughter close, and swung her exuberantly while they both laughed. 

“I  don’t  know  how  to  repay  you,”  the  man  said  and  patted  his empty  pockets  ruefully.  “You  saved  my  daughter  and  my  wife. 

Anything you ask is yours.” 

“Burn that barn to the ground,” Jewel said. She had meant it as a joke,  albeit  a  dark  one,  but  it  had  come  out  so  austere  that  it sounded like an order. 

“Yes, we’ll burn it. Of course we will.” 

“That’s  where  they  found  me,  Da,”  Shelby  explained  as  her parents carried her into the inn, no doubt to feed her. 

The  sorceress  debated  whether  to  follow  them  in  or  not  but paused  when  she  saw  Jorge  coming  down  the  street  toward  them, waving urgently. 

“Jorge!”  Mandy  wrapped  the  old  priest  in  a  big  hug.  They  were close  friends  on  Earth,  and  when  he  had  almost  been  lost  in  the demon’s tower, she had been a wreck. 

“What can we do for you?” Jewel asked. 

“Theranakus and I have some news for all of you.” 

“About  the  tomb?”  She  made  sure  to  speak  in  a  hushed  tone. 

Most  of  the  villagers  had  dispersed  and  returned  to  their  chores around the village but still, she didn’t want to cause any panic. She knew  they  knew  about  the  tomb—it  seemed  everyone  in  this  world had  at  least  heard  of  it—but  a  rumor  and  a  plan  to  find  it  were entirely different things. 

“The  one  and  only,”  he  confirmed  and  beckoned  for  them  to follow. “Rak has gone over everything you found in the demon tower and has a few steps in mind. He should explain it, though. Or rather, if I don’t let him, he’ll be pissed at me.” 

“And  you  can’t  take  an  old  wizard  whose  afraid  to  leave  his tower?” Mandy joked. 

“I  could  take  him  if  I  wanted  to,”  Jorge  replied.  “Exactly  like  I could  lose  this  weight  if  I  wanted  to.”  He  patted  his  big  belly affectionately. 

While  the  two  of  them  fell  into  their  banter,  Jewel  looked  at  her new stats. She had less gaming experience than the other three so wanted  to  make  sure  she  was  ready  with  the  right  spell  when  the moment arrived. 

Jewel Davis, Level 3 Half-Elven Sorceress

Strength: 6

Dexterity: 8

Constitution: 14

Intelligence: 17

Wisdom: 11

Charisma: 16

Hit Points: 20

Armor Class: 10

Combat Equipment: Dagger (x2)

Spells per day: Cantrips, 4 Level One, 2 Level Two

Prepared  Spells:  Cantrips—Fire  Bolt,  Light,  Minor  Illusion, Ray  of  Frost,  Level  1;  Burning  Hands,  Magic  Missile,  Shield, Mage Armor, Level Two; Invisibility, Levitate Experience: 40/2700 to reach next level. 

She  had  noticed  when  they’d  leveled  up  and  focused  on  the string of dice around her neck. It appeared there was something to that because it seemed like focusing on the dice had helped her get the  maximum  amount  of  health  points  from  the  level-up.  Her  new skills  looked  great  too.  Burning  Hands  didn’t  exactly  leave  much  to the imagination and the two utility spells seemed useful and not too esoteric  in  their  application.  Still,  she  made  sure  to  examine  each spell so she’d know exactly how it was supposed to work. 

Burning Hands:

Level 1 Sorcerer Spell: When cast, burns all targets within a fifteen-foot cone in front of the caster for 3d6 damage. 

It  was  even  better  than  she’d  thought  it  would  be.  Rather  than setting  her  hands  on  fire—which  was  what  she  had  assumed  it meant—it  allowed  her  to  launch  a  cone  of  fire.  The  spell  was awesome  and  the  kind  of  thing  that  would  be  very  useful  if  they faced  any  more  hordes  of  undead,  which  seemed  to  be  a  trend  in this place. 

Invisibility:

Level  2  Sorcerer  Spell:  Range  touch,  duration  one  hour. 

Target  creature  becomes  invisible  for  up  to  one  hour  or  until they attack someone or cast a spell. 

This  sounded  even  better.  Sometimes,  she  had  wanted  to  feel invisible  on  Earth,  to  disappear  for  a  moment  simply  to  catch  her breath.  But  with  an  hour-long  duration,  she  could  do  far  more  than only breathe. 

Levitate:

Level 2 Sorcerer Spell: Range 60 feet, duration ten minutes. 

Lifts  an  object  up  to  500  pounds  20  feet  into  the  air,  where  it remains for duration or until the caster’s concentration lapses. 

When spell expires, target drifts slowly to the ground. 

She would have to practice to see if the object included herself, although it didn’t sound like a flying spell. Still, it seemed useful and

she  thought  it  was  the  kind  of  thing  that  she  would  not  forget. 

Without a doubt, it was a good spell to have. 

Jewel focused on the street in front of her when they reached the tower. 

“Is everyone all right with teleporting inside?” Theranakus asked them.  He  stood  in  front  of  his  tower  and  wore  something  like sunglasses but with bright pink lenses. 

“Do we have to?” Terry grumbled. 

“Not at all, not at all,” the wizard replied and touched the wrought iron  door  with  the  tip  of  his  staff.  The  interlocking  pieces  of  iron flowed  outward  until  the  way  was  open  and  he  led  them  inside  a cluttered entrance. 

Staffs,  robes,  and  hats  hung  on  the  wall  and  boots,  slippers, sandals,  and  socks  created  a  messy  pile  directly  before  the staircase. 

“Normally, I simply teleport up,” Rak explained. “That’s why the…

uh, why the mess is so—” 

“Show us what you’ve found, wizard,” the barbarian snapped. 

That  didn’t  sound  like  him  at  all,  Jewel  thought  with  a  flare  of disdain for him, although she knew it came from the elven sorceress whose  body  she  was  in.  She  sighed.  They  had  finally  talked  about how  their  relationship  had  ended  on  Earth  but  before  they  could properly make up, they had moved into these bodies. Unfortunately, their current forms were not   attracted to each other. 

“What’s  that    supposed  to  mean?”  he  demanded  in  response  to her sigh. 

“Only  that  we  can  use  Rak’s  help,”  she  replied  and  wished  she could say more, but this was not the time. 

They  followed  Theranakus  up  the  steps  into  a  room  they  had either not seen before or was completely unrecognizable because he had devoted the space to investigating the materials they had found in the demon tower. 

“So…this is a ton of shit.” Jewel looked doubtfully at all of it. 

The barbarian snorted a laugh at that. At least the real Terry was still in there beneath all the muscles and arm hair. 

“Everything points to the necromancer and the cultists you found in the demon tower being adherents of an ancient cult devoted to an even more ancient darkness.” 

Rak gestured to the tapestry they had found. It had been cleaned and now, a shadowy shape could be discerned in the center of it. A massive  mausoleum  stood  in  a  place  of  night  and  eternal  dark. 

Numerous shapes gathered around it with wings like bats, teeth like wolves,  and  sunken  flesh.  Horrors  lurked  in  the  darkness  that  she couldn’t look away from, no matter how hard she tried. 

“I’m  sorry  about  that.”  Theranakus  hurried  forward  and  pulled  a tassel that dropped another tapestry in front of the first. This one was larger,  far  less  detailed,  and  featured  baby  kittens  and  ducklings playing with each other on lily pads. “This was a gift,” he told them. 

“From my granddaughter. I swear.” 

“The other one—” 

“Is  laced  with  dark  magic,  yes.”  He  removed  his  pink-tinged spectacles. “I made these lenses to nullify it so I could study it, but it’s hardly worth the effort. These documents are much more useful and  they  don’t  try  to  curse  whoever  looks  at  them,  which  is  an advantage.” 

“What did you find?” Morgan asked. 

Jewel  stared  at  the  tapestry  of  the  kittens  and  ducklings.  Even with it blocking the other one, she could feel an energy radiating from the one below. It was not a particularly pleasant sensation. Distinctly uncomfortable, she turned her back on it and moved away to study the papers Theranakus had laid out on his table. 

“These  ledgers  link  the  group  you  found  in  the  demon  tower  to the town of Blun,” he explained. 

“Is that supposed to mean something to us?” Terry asked. 

“The  fact  that  it  doesn’t  speaks  to  how  long  it  has  been  since we’ve  faced  a  threat  like  this,”  the  old  wizard  replied,  which  was  a little cryptic for her taste. 

“I’m afraid it doesn’t ring any bells for me either,” Mandy admitted. 

“I’ve  traveled  all  over  this  land  as  a  performer  but  I’ve  never  been there.” 

“That’s likely to do with what it is now than its history,” Rak said. 

“Blun isn’t much—a tiny town that’s a shadow of what it once was. It used to be a trading center near a vast area of flood plains but then the tomb was built, the river flooded, and a swamp claimed all that land.” 

“Wait, so you do   know where the tomb is?” Morgan demanded. 

“We know it’s in a swamp formed by the Tiderun river, yes.” 

“Then  we  should  have  gone  there  first!”  Terry  growled  with annoyance. 

“It’s an area of thousands of square miles,” Rak protested. “The tomb  is  in  there  somewhere,  but  that  hardly  narrows  the  search down.” 

“And you think the people in the demon tower had something to do with it?” Jewel was still confused. 

“Well, that would be conjecture but they certainly had something to  do  with  Blun.  It  appears  they  got  weapons  and  supplies  from there.” 

“That’s not much to go on,” she countered. 

“It  wouldn’t  be,  except—as  far  as  I  know—nothing  has  been made there for hundreds of years. If they needed weapons or rations

—or anything, for that matter — it would make more sense for them to get it from somewhere else instead of Blun.” 

“You  said  it  was  a  trading  post,”  Mandy  pointed  out.  “Maybe  it was simply a middle point and the supplies came from somewhere else?” 

“It’s  possible,  yes,”  Rak  conceded.  “But  given  that  you’re  all here…uh, I fear the worst. These supplies coming from Blun point to the Tomb of Malevolent Evil. Of that, I feel certain.” 

“But if you know   where this tomb is, why not simply go there and destroy it?” the barbarian asked. 

“We did .  Well, not me but the royal we.    Hundreds of years ago, the forces of good rallied and fought back. They defeated the leaders of the evil force and most of their minions. Those that survived were scattered and they razed the tomb to the ground. When you all went to  the  demon  tower,  I  assumed  you  had  faced  one  of  these  roving

bands.  They  cause  problems,  of  this  there  is  no  doubt,  but  their weakness lies in their isolation.” 

The  wizard  paused,  his  expression  thoughtful,  then  continued. 

“You  saw  goblins  and  human  mages,  correct?  Tell  me,  were  they working together?” 

“I  don’t  think  so,  no,”  Jewel  said.  “They  were  in  different  towers and we never battled them at the same time.” 

“The  goblin  battle  and  zombie  battle  were  separate,”  Terry confirmed. 

Rak  nodded  and  looked  relieved.  “Hopefully,  there  was  no  link between  the  two.  In  the  centuries  since  the  last  emergence  of  the forces that hide in the tomb, we have seen no collaboration between the different groups. We have faced the undead, goblins, and even the  occasional  demon,  but  never  all  at  once.  But  if  there  is    a resurgence of the ancient evil and they start to work together… Well, to simply call that a serious threat would be an understatement.” 

“Would  it  be  enough  of  a  threat  that  it  could  cause  the  kind  of imbalance  between  good  and  evil  that  you  told  us  about?”  Jewel asked. “The kind that might have brought me and my friends to this world?” 

“Oh,  indeed  yes.”  The  wizard  nodded  quickly.  “If  the  tomb  is being rebuilt or even if the evil buried deep inside it is awake, that is the exact   kind of thing that might have created your predicament.” 

“Which  means  that  if  we  want  to  go  home,  we  need  to  stop  it,” 

Morgan  concluded  bluntly  while  one  hand  absentmindedly  stroked the sunburst medallion he always wore around his neck. 

“It  was    the  name  of  the  module  that  brought  us  here,”  Jorge pointed out. 

“So we go there and we defeat this evil force before it grows too powerful. Easy.” Terry shrugged as if he couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. 

“Well, in theory, yes, but first, you’ll need to find it.” 

“Okay,  so  you  said  it  was  flooded  but  it  has  to  be  in  the  same location, right?” Morgan scowled impatiently. “Seriously, how do you lose  the  base  of  the  enemy  like  that?  The  demon  tower  was  huge

with  five  towers  and  everything.  How  could  this  place  be  lost  if  it's bigger?” 

“The flood was unlike anything we had ever seen. The river had been dammed in numerous places and in that flood, every one of the dams broke. The amount of water was…” Rak shook his head. “I’ve tried  to  understand  it  but  the  numbers  are  beyond  my comprehension. Needless to say, it was an extremely large   flood. So big that—like I said—the entire area is still a swamp.” 

“Sure,  but  there  must  be  maps  of  the  area,  right?”  the  cleric pressed. 

“Maps  that  rely  on  what,  I  might  ask?”  the  old  wizard  asked sharply. “Roads that were washed away? Forests that were flooded and drowned long ago? Hills that are invisible?” 

“Still, to lose track of something like that—” 

“And why should we continue to mark it on a map?” Rak asked. 

“If I had a map here, my tower and this entire town would become a target  for  any  demon,  necromancer,  or  goblin  king  who  wished  to unearth the tomb and gain more power for themselves. The location of the tomb was not lost. It was wiped from memory.    The only reason I  even  dare  to  tell  you  where  it  once  was  is  because  it  seems someone else has already found it.” 

“This  is  your  next  quest,”  Jorge  told  them.  “If  we  want  to  go home, we need to find the tomb.” 

“Which means going to Blun to dig up information,” Jewel said. 

“That’s  the  best  option,  yes,”  the  wizard  agreed.  “There  will  be dangers, of course. Blun has a rather unsavory reputation. It’s known as  a  base  for  pirates,  mercenaries,  and  all  types  of  unsavory  folk. 

From what we know of it, they don’t like meddlers. Most people go there because they don’t want any questions asked.” 

“What’s the other option?” the half-elf asked. 

Rak looked at Jorge. “Have they always been this inquisitive?” 

“Oh,  this  is  nothing.  You  should  see  them  when  I  give  them multiple  quests.  We’ve  wasted  entire  evenings  doing  nothing  but debating the various approaches.” 

“But what are   the other approaches?” Jewel pressed. 

“A vast library is located weeks to the west. I am sure they have a map there. They have everything   there.” 

“Then shouldn’t we go there?” Terry asked. 

“And  if  it  turns  out  that  the  people  in  Blun  have  not  found  the tomb and they have simply learned how to make a forge and send supplies? Weeks   will be wasted or maybe months,    and questions will arise about all of you. They will not simply let you see such things, not  without  proving  who  you  are.  Of  course,  that  might  be  difficult given  that  you  all  have  extra  memories.  And…uh,  well,  it  could  be said  that  you  have  all  lost  your  minds,  could  it  not?  In  which  case, you would be locked in a prison with no escape.” 

“Where’s Blun?” Mandy asked. 

“Only two days from here.” 

Jewel looked at her friends. She could see their choices on their faces,  as  plain  as  day.  Terry  wanted  to  fight  and  to  get  out  of  this world.  Going  to  a  town  of  pirates  and  mercenaries  was  a  better option  for  the  barbarian  than  traveling  to  a  city  and  tediously answering questions. 

Morgan  wished  to  bring  light  to  the  darkness  and  the  darkness was close. He would not want to spend weeks of travel only to go the wrong way. 

Mandy  was  harder  to  read  but  the  woman  from  their  world  had never been one for side quests. Why mess with the big city when the big bad was right there? 

The sorceress looked at each of them and waited for someone to speak  and  voice  their  opinion,  but  none  of  them  did.  She  realized then  that—for  whatever  reason,  be  it  the  body  she  wore  or  the bodies they did—they now looked to her as the leader. 

Terry had always been the party leader, but it would not do for the raging barbarian to make the decisions. Morgan had the role of the warrior  cleric,  the  obvious  choice,  but  had  never  been  a  leader  on Earth. He was too interested in looting, making jokes, and flirting with imaginary  tavern  keepers.  Mandy  certainly  had  the  resolve  to  lead but  in  the  body  of  the  bard,  it  would  hardly  make  sense.  That  left Jewel, the elven sorceress who had vowed to make the world safer for all her sisters. 

“Then the choice is an obvious one. We go to Blun and see what we can dig up.” 


CHAPTER FOUR

Mandy  reached  into  the  fire  and  pulled  two  steaming  potatoes  out. 

Before she could put them in the clay bowl, the heat passed through her  hot  mitts  so  she  completed  the  process  accompanied  by  her exclamations of discomfort. “Ooh, ooh, ah!” Even those tiny syllables sounded more melodic when she voiced them. 

She had always believed that people were ultimately in control of their  lives,  but  she  now  had  her  doubts.  On  Earth,  she  had  never sung—not  because  she  hated  music  but  because  even  her  best attempts  sounded  terrible.     She  simply  didn’t  have  an  ear  for  pitch. 

For that matter, she was hardly any better with musical instruments. 

In  this  world,  however,  and  in  the  body  of  this  tall,  confident  bard, she could not only sing but liked the idea of people hearing her do it. 

It made her wonder how her life might have been different if she had always sounded so appealing. Certainly as different as it could have been had she grown up with a frame like the barbarian’s and a temper to match. 

So  what  did  that  mean?  Was  a  person  merely  a  kind  of compilation of how their brain was run? She did not particularly like that  thought,  even  if  jumping  bodies  seemed  to  support  the  idea. 

This dilemma was the main reason why she was cooking now. 

While  she  had  always  enjoyed  food,  she  had  struggled  to  learn how to be a chef and even what truly fresh and delicious food tasted like. She thought of it not as something she was inherently good at but  a  skill  she  had  developed.  As  Mandy  the  Mighty,  she’d  had  no time  for  cooking  but  she  thought  the  way  she  appreciated  the  food was  the  same  as  it  always  had  been.  Now  that  she  was  in  yet another body, she was eager to test the theory. Hence, the potatoes. 

These  were  now  cool  enough  for  her  to  cut  and  sprinkle  them with  salt  mined  from  a  mountain  range  to  the  north  and  brought  to Vik by donkey. She loaded them with fresh butter—churned only the day before—a little roast salted pork, and a generous portion of fresh chives picked from outside the church. On top of all this, she added the tiniest amount of shaved truffle. 

She  presented  this  to  Jorge  in  his  own  beautiful,  hand-thrown bowl. 

He grinned. “For me?” 

“For  us,”  she  said  and  sat  across  from  him.  They  both  took  a mouthful and grinned. 

“Oh, wow. This is good,” he told her. 

“I’ve had a baked potato, but never a  baked potato,  you know?” 

Mandy  replied,  her  cheeks  still  full  of  rich,  flaky  potato,  butter,  and crisp chive goodness. 

“It could use cheese, though.” 

She  laughed.  “Some  of  us  have  a  figure  to  mind.”  She  looked pointedly at his big pot belly. 

He  chuckled.  “The  Father  Jorge  of  this  world  was  not  a  skinny man. Do you want me to starve him?” 

“They  keep  saying  we  were  brought  to  this  world  for  a  reason. 

Maybe it’s to keep Jorge from having a heart attack.” 

The priest snorted. “You never know. Winters might be hard here. 

The thickest of us might fare the best.” 

“I guess that means my ass would do all right,” she quipped. 

Although  he  chuckled,  he  did  not  respond  with  the  obvious compliment. They’d been friends for most of their lives and in all that time, he had never made a move on her. She was fine with that—or she always had been at least, but being in this world made her feel differently. Or maybe it was simply being in this body. 

When Jewel had been the bard, she had flirted with more than a couple  of  guys  and  French-kissed  Arduel,  the  studliest  warrior around.  Mandy  now  paid  for  that  make-out  session.  Every  time Arduel saw her, one of his eyebrows looked as if it might leap off his forehead  while  he  blew  kisses  like  a  fish  trying  to  breathe  out  of water. 

In that moment, though, the thought of Arduel kissing her wasn’t that   bad. It was certainly better than kissing old, chubby Father Jorge who  didn’t  even  have  the  sense  to  tell  a  girl  that  her  full-sized posterior was an asset. 

“It reminds me of what we ate before we left,” he said. “Do you even  remember?  This  was  all  supposed  to  be  a  game.  It  feels  so

real now—like we’ll never leave.” 

“I don’t know,” she said around another mouthful. “becoming the bard instead of the barbarian feels very different.” 

“Sure,” Jorge was quick to admit. “All of you changed in that ritual while I stayed the same. Not that it will last much longer.” 

“You’re seriously coming with us?” She could still hardly believe it. 

“Orders came right after you all left to help that family. There’s an old  chapel  in  Blun  and  the  Highfather  thinks  I  should  go  there. 

They’re  sending  someone  with  less  experience  here  since  things have been going so much better. I leave as soon as he arrives.” 

“I think that’s a good sign,” Mandy commented. 

He nodded, “Me too. I don’t fully understand this world yet but I know the god I serve is real here. If our Highfather thinks Lux wants me to go there, it must be a very good sign indeed.” 

“No, I mean it’s a good sign in terms of the game. It doesn’t feel like a side quest.” 

“Right, yeah. Sorry.” He looked a little sheepish. 

“You do   want to go home, right?” she asked. 

“Yeah,  of  course  I  do!”  Jorge  paused.  “But  at  the  same  time,  I want  to  make  sure  things  go  well  here.  I  honestly  feel  like  we’re supposed to be here. Like we came here for a purpose.” 

“Then  doesn’t  that  mean  we  don’t  have  a  choice  in  what happens? If this world or universe or whatever you want to call it can bring  us  over,  maybe  it  can  move  us  to  exactly  where  we  need  to be.” 

“I  don’t  think  it  works  like  that.”  He  shook  his  head  doubtfully.  “I think we still have to make our choices with the powers we have.” 

“But are our choices truly ours to make?” the bard countered. 

“They seem to be, at least. Which means we need to do our best with  what  we  have.  You  have  powers  as  a  bard  and  need  to  use them how you best see fit. That’s all I’m saying.” 

“Preach  it,  Father,”  Mandy  said  and  glanced  at  her  character sheet. 

Mandy O’Connell, Level 3 Human Bard

Strength: 12

Dexterity: 14

Constitution: 10

Intelligence: 12

Wisdom: 9

Charisma: 16

Hit Points: 22

Armor Class: 6

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

Powers: Bardic Inspiration, Jack of all Trades, Song of Rest Spells per day: Cantrips, 4 Level One, 2 Level 2

Prepared Spells: Cantrips—Light, Minor Illusion, Level One; Harm  Person,  Cure  Wounds,  Detect  Magic,  Sleep,  Animal Friendship, Level Two; Knock, Shatter

Experience: 40/2700 to reach next level. 

She  wondered  how  she  would  have  felt  being  the  bard  without the new spells. Knock was an interesting one. 

Knock:

Level  2  Bard  Spell:  Range  -  60  feet.  Target  object  locked, barred, or stuck is unlocked, unbarred, or unstuck. 

She  wondered  if  the  Mandy  from  this  world  knew  how  useful being  able  to  open  stuck  things  could  be.  It  certainly  seemed  a useful  skill  to  have  when  entering  a  tomb  that  had  sunk  into  a swamp. She imagined such a place would be more stuck than not. 

Or, she thought suddenly, was she the Jewel? How had their names followed  them  to  their  new  bodies?  For  that  matter,  how  did    the magic that had brought them there work? 

Shatter:

Level  2  Bard  Spell:  Range  -  60  feet.  A  painfully  loud  noise erupts in a 10-foot sphere from target point within range. Does 3d8  damage  to  creatures  and  non-magic  objects  within  the sphere. 

That  was  a  classic,  awesome  spell.  It  could  be  useful  to  get through  certain  kinds  of  places—dense,  thorny  swamp  brush seemed likely—but she wanted to use it in combat. How rad would it be to play a note that could cause things to shatter? 

Mandy  was  still  thinking  about  how  much  a  body  defined  a  person versus  how  much  a  mind  defined  a  body  when  they  stopped  for  a short break in the middle of the next day. 

The adventurers had left early that morning on horses generously given  to  them  by  the  townsfolk  of  Vik.  They  had  passed  through fields  and  forest  and  a  few  outlying  farms  before  they  stopped  for Morgan to look at the map Father Jorge had given them. 

“I think we need to go this way,” he said and turned the map first one way and then the other as he studied it. It was not a reassuring thing to see a navigator do. 

“Are you sure?” she asked. “That way looks…uh, unpleasant.” 

That was an understatement. One fork of the path led through an open  forest  of  tall,  straight  pine  trees  with  no  branches  on  their perfect  trunks  and  a  spray  of  needles  high  above.  Between  these was a sea of grass, none of it any taller than waist height. 

Down  the  other  fork,  the  trees  were  crooked  with  leathery greenish-brown leaves and gnarly roots that encroached on the path. 

The  grass  there  seemed  to  give  way  to  thicker  and  more  tangled growth before too long. 

“Father Jorge said it was in a swamp,” Jewel said. “Do you need assistance with the map, Morgan?” 

“No, no. I got it. We go this way.” He winked and started down the path into the swamp. 

Before long, the trail narrowed so the party could no longer ride beside each other. Now, they traveled in single file, their focus on the path  and  making  sure  their  horses  didn’t  catch  a  hoof  on  the  roots that extended from the forest. 

They moved downhill, albeit very slowly, and as they descended, the  air  seemed  to  grow  thicker  and  hotter,  degree  by  degree,  until everyone was sweating. In some places, they could see out across the  landscape,  but  every  area  where  more  than  a  single  tree  grew was choked with thorny vines and climbing plants. It was a dismal, depressing hike, and they hadn’t even reached Blun yet. 

The gamer inside her thought this was a seriously rad way to set the scene. Traveling through this bog made Mandy feel like the world she  was  in  was  corrupted  and  that  anyone  living  there—and especially  there  in  the  middle  of  nowhere  and  not  even  in  Blun—

would be corrupted as well. 

Mandy  the  bard,  though,  knew  these  thoughts  were  less  than helpful. It was one thing to appreciate doom and gloom when seated at  a  table  in  someone’s  house.  To  let  her  mind  wander  to  how  the entire  landscape  seemed  sick  was  not  only  depressing  but dangerous. 

Rather than letting her thoughts dwell in the tangled thickets and putrid streams that flowed through them, she retrieved her harp and struck a chord. 

 “Four friends went adventuring through a forest glen, Each was a mind within a mind, with many twists and bends, There was time when each did think their life was tame and pure, But no longer could they think such a thing, for a world like this, there is no cure.” 

Mandy  played  the  final  chord  of  that  stanza,  happy  with  the rhythm  of  the  words,  but  wondered  if  she  could  refine  it  when  she realized that her friends were all clapping for her. 

She  hesitated.  “What?  Have  you  never  heard  someone  sing before?” 

Jewel’s smile was so genuine that it broke through the porcelain façade of the Moon sorceress. “We’ve never heard you   sing before.” 

“Is that a problem?”    she asked and felt the familiar rage begin to well within her.  How dare you,  the old her would have said. This her did not say it. Whether it was this body or simply that experience had changed  her,  she  could  resist  the  anger.  She  didn’t  need  to  let  it control her. Rather, she could use it. 

“Not when you sing like that,” Morgan assured her. 

“You sounded great,” Terry added. “It’s very soothing to have you sing if you don’t mind.” 

“I  rather  like  it,”  she  admitted.  “Although  I  know  the  lyrics  need work.” 

“Well, if you’d like to try them again, we’d all be happy to hear,” 

Jewel added. 

Mandy smiled. She decided that whatever the reason, she liked not having to be angry. Satisfied with the response from her friends, she plucked another chord on her harp but before she could sing a note, someone screamed. 


CHAPTER FIVE

Terry  bounded  from  his  horse  and  raced  into  the  muddy  woods toward  the  sound  of  the  scream.  He  had  been  so  calm  when  he’d listened  to  Mandy  play  her  harp,  but  that  was  swept  aside  in  the moment when he’d heard the cry. He would fight. Finally! He loved fighting  more  than  he  loved  life  itself.  Oh,  and    someone  was  in danger. That was important too, right? 

He barreled through the woods, trudged through knee-deep mud and over roots, and hurried forward even when the scream cut out. A moment later, he smelled smoke, which told him that whoever was in trouble was being hurt by people—or something like them anyway—

not animals. 

That  was  too  bad.  He  rather  liked  the  idea  of  battling  some massive  creature.  Fear  was  less  of  a  factor  when  fighting  giant monsters. Humanoids would sometimes chicken out long before the fight was decided but monsters tended to hang on until the very end. 

Suddenly more cautious, he slowed—still eager for a fight but not sure  where  he  was  going—and  listened.  He  heard  the  sounds  of birds,  insects,  and  all  the  life  that  was  hidden  in  the  swamp,  but nothing indicated the source of the scream. He closed his eyes, drew a deep breath, and focused on all his senses but sight. While he did that, he took a quick peek at his character sheet. 

Terrance Hathaway, Level 3 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  (3x/day),  Reckless  Attack,  Danger  Sense, Frenzy

Experience: 40/2700 to reach next level. 

The  new  power,  Frenzy,  was  a  modification  of  the  Barbarian Rage. 

Frenzy:

Power:  The  barbarian  can  choose  to  enter  a  Frenzy  when using Rage. When he does so, this grants one bonus attack per round while Rage lasts. Barbarian will be exhausted once Rage ends. 

He had used it against the zombies and had been overwhelmed by  how  exhausted  he  had  become.  Then  again,  he  had  also    been bitten  in  the  neck  by  a  zombie  and  lost  considerable  blood,  so  he wasn’t sure what exhaustion would look like on its own. 

It  would  probably  be  wise  to  not  use  it  unless  the  situation  was critical. 

“Please,  no!”  The  scream  shrilled  through  the  swamp  ahead  of him,  and  any  thought  of  caution  evaporated  in  an  instant.  Terry surged forward and moved closer to where the voice had come from. 

He reached a pond with a large reptile of some kind floating in the center of it. Reflexively, he raised his ax, ready to fight if the monster tried to slow him, but it offered no challenge. Instead, it dove to the bottom of the pond to avoid the ax-wielding barbarian. 

The smell of smoke was stronger now. He followed it out of the pond and toward a clearing, stepped up a muddy bank, and paused for a moment on the higher elevation. In the center of the area ahead of him, a man was seated on the ground with his arms tied to a pole behind his back. 

Four goblins surrounded him and one of them had thrust a rather large knife into the human’s belly. It looked like he was trying to cut a square  of  meat  away  while  the  man  was  alive.  The  cooking  fire, complete with a rather large frying pan on rocks, confirmed that the creatures intended to eat the human. 

Terry growled low in his throat. Not on his watch. 

He  lunged  into  motion  and  let  his  Rage  consume  him.  The goblins  brandished  knives  as  they  squealed  defiance—as  if  that could  stop  him.  He  was  Terry  the  Mighty  and  had  defeated necromancers,  owlbears,  and  the  sorcerer  who  had  enslaved  his

family.  He  would  not  be  intimidated  by  these  goblins.  They  would fear   him. 

Without  him  exactly  meaning  to,  an  energy  was  released  inside him. He had unwittingly unleashed his Frenzy. 

Part  of  him  wondered  if  he  was  being  too  reckless.  There  were only four goblins, after all. If he had waited for his friends to join him, they  could  have  easily  defeated  them  without  having  to  use  any  of their spells. 

For  the  moment,  however,  the  others  weren’t  with  him.  He  had raced ahead while they had hung back so he was now alone and the only one able to stop a man from becoming dinner. All that mattered was  fighting  these  goblins.  That  was  perfectly  okay  with  him  at  the moment. 

His first swing cleaved one of them in half with such speed and force that it was still screaming when its torso catapulted away while its  legs  stayed  behind.  The  Frenzy  gave  him  superhuman  reflexes, and  he  focused  immediately  on  the  second  goblin.  He  drew  the  ax back and the swing caught the creature in the face with the blunt end of the blade. It cursed when its teeth were shattered by the force of the blow. 

“You have eaten your last meal, foul goblins,” Terry proclaimed as he turned to the other two. In his frenzied state, he could see every twitch  of  their  muscles  and  every  hesitation  and  flinch.  He  relished the feeling of being in complete control. 

In moments like this, he was free and didn’t have to worry about the future, the past, his mission, or his history. His only concern was the best way to kill the little beasts in front of him. It was liberating in a way he had never felt on Earth. The Frenzy was also intoxicating and made it very hard for Terry from Earth to hold onto any kind of control. 

A  goblin’s  thigh  muscle  twitched  and  he  knew  the  little  beast would  rush  toward  him  to  stab  him  in  the  gut  before  the  other  one did.  He  lunged  at  the  second  one.  It  stepped  back  but  not  far enough. He loosened the grasp on the haft of his ax so the blade of the  weapon  extended  farther  than  it  had  anticipated.  It  caught  it  in the belly and its guts spilled out. 

A  second  later,  the  other  goblin  that  had  been  about  to  race forward did exactly that, but the barbarian was no longer there. He yanked  his  ax  toward  him  and  used  the  momentum  of  the  heavy weapon to go into a spin that caught the creature in the shoulder and hacked meat and sliced bone. 

Terry  turned  to  the  only  little  beast  still  alive—the  one  with  the broken teeth. It pointed a device at him that resembled a tube with a spark on the end of it. He almost recognized it and might have been able  to  see  its  purpose  through  his  Rage  if  the  end  of  it  hadn’t exploded. 

Tiny  shards  of  metal  caught  him  in  the  chest  and  his  muscled torso  bloomed  with  pain.  The  wounds  were  many,  but  they  were superficial  and  not  at  all  deep  and  his  muscles  still  worked  fine. 

Resolute,  he  ignored  the  pain  and  strode  forward,  picked  the  little monster up by the neck, and squeezed the living daylights out of it. 

He dropped it carelessly, its neck crushed. The briefest moment of revulsion at the sheer brutality of the attack passed quickly and all he  felt  was  triumph.  He  had  defeated  the  four  goblins  before  they could  hurt  him—well,  before  they  could  hurt  him  too  badly.  He  was Terry the Mighty and they were dead. 

A  wave  of  exhaustion  surged  over  him  like  a  tidal  wave.  His shoulders sagged, the pain from the wounds in his chest intensified, and the strength left his legs. He didn’t know what else to do but sink to  his  knees  and  slip  onto  his  rear.  His  mind  reminded  him  that  he had done it. He had defeated the goblins and had the victory, but he was now so tired that he could barely move, let alone think. 

“Now’s our chance!” 

His  head  felt  too  heavy  for  his  neck  but  Terry  forced  himself  to look up to find the source of the voice. It had not sounded like any of his friends at all. 

Even his eyes seemed compromised by his exhaustion and they struggled  to  take  his  surroundings  in.  He  realized  now  that  he  had not paid any attention to the rest of the clearing. All he had seen was the  man  tied  to  a  post,  the  goblins,  and  the  cooking  fire,  and  he’d rushed in to save the day—or rather to fight   if  he  were  honest.  But there was far more there than a cooking fire and a pole. 

His  gaze  swept  sluggishly  over  a  fairly  large  number  of  huts. 

Maybe he had not noticed them because they were constructed from the  same  dense  tangles  of  vegetation  that  grew  everywhere  in  the swamp.  Then  again,  he  might  not  have  noticed  them  because  his Rage had given him tunnel vision for the task at hand. He saw them now,  however,  and  even  in  his  exhausted  state,  it  was  clear  that there  were  more  huts  there  than  would  be  needed  by  only  four goblins. 

“We’ll eat for a week off this one.” 

“I like it when they’re softer, though.” 

“We  put  him  in  a  pot  and  all  those  muscles  and  tendons  will loosen right up. You’ll see.” 

“No…you  little…bastards…”  Terry  grunted  or  tried  to.  Goblins emerged  from  the  huts  but  he  couldn’t  be  sure  how  many.  Was  it eight?  Was  it  double  that?  His  vision  blurred  and  unblurred  and made it difficult to keep track of exactly where the creatures were. 

Two of them moved forward, however. They were closer than all the others and walked in perfect synchronization. Each held a curved sword in their left hand. 

He blinked and the two goblins became one. 

A  moment  later,  it  peered  into  his  face  and  its  hand  caught  his chin  like  he  was  a  grandchild  in  need  of  a  good  scrubbing.  This close, he could see its horrible features clearly. 

Its yellowish skin was pockmarked with red welts, and the end of its nose looked as if it had either been cut away to save the rest of it or the welts had made it fall off. Whatever the cause, the bridge of its nose  and  the  holes  it  had  for  nostrils  were  surrounded  by  tight clusters of pus-filled welts. 

“If you cooperate, we won’t eat you,” the goblin hissed. “There’s a place for people like you—people who know the power of anger.” 

“Never,” Terry declared in an almost strangled tone. 

It responded with a smile that displayed far too many teeth that were  all  too  narrow  like  the  keys  of  a  piano  for  the  world’s  most nimble-fingered person. “That’s fine with me. I’m rather in the mood for stew.” 

The monster raised a knife and brought the blade to his eyeball. 

Before it could follow through, a Fire Bolt blasted it in the face and hurled it back and completely out of his vision. 

He  sagged  helplessly  as  the  world  grew  even  more  confusing. 

Blasts  of  fire  streaked  overhead,  accompanied  by  glorious, melodious music. In the next moment, Morgan leaned over him with one hand on the glowing sunburst around his neck and the other on the barbarian’s chest. 

“Lord of Light, bless this moron with your healing energy and take out  that  which  the  goblin  put  in,  even  if  he  seriously  deserves  this shrapnel to stay in there.” 

Terry  gasped  as  the  pieces  of  metal  in  the  wounds  in  his  chest pushed out of him and fell into the dust. The wounds healed and he felt like his brain had been dumped in a pot of espresso. 

He  sat  and  noticed  that  some  of  the  goblins—eight  of  them—

were  already  asleep  on  the  dirt.  Mandy  stood  in  their  midst  and played her harp. Jewel launched her magical attacks at the others, while Morgan and his hammer kept the two ranged spellcasters safe one crushed skull at a time. 

The barbarian pushed to his feet but by then, the battle was over. 

The  little  beasts  were  either  dead  or  unconscious  in  a  magical slumber. 

You have defeated twelve goblins with your party. Your share of  the  experience  is  60.  You  need  another  2600  experience points to reach level four. 

Before  he  could  decide  what  to  do  about  the  unconscious creatures, he noticed all six of his friends’ eyes glaring at him. 

“What?” 


CHAPTER SIX

Jewel stalked toward Terry, ready to berate him in front of everyone, but  she  decided  quickly  that  perhaps  it  was  not  the  best  way  to address  his  behavior  while  he  was  in  this  body.  Barbarians  can  be dangerous,  especially  when  the  smell  of  blood  hangs  in  the  air, Jewel  of  the  Moon  thought.  She  wished  she  believed  that  he  had better  control  than  that  but  it  was  not  something  she  could  bring herself to hold onto. 

“Morgan, check on the prisoner, heal that wound, and make sure he’s  all  right.  Mandy,  if  any  of  those  sleeping  goblins  so  much  as twitch, let us know immediately. Got it?” 

“Of  course,”  the  bard  sang  to  the  soothing  melody  she  still plucked on her harp. If Jewel recalled correctly, she did not need to continue  playing  the  harp  now  that  the  spell  was  cast.  Still,  it  was better to be safe than sorry. 

With  both  their  teammates  distracted,  she  grasped  Terry’s  hairy arm and dragged him behind a goblin hut so they could chat. 

“What were you thinking?”    she demanded “Were you trying to get yourself killed?” 

“No.”  He  blinked  dumbly  as  if  trying  to  lift  himself  from  the barbarian’s mind by sheer dint of his eyelids. “I…uh, only reacted.” 

“Well,  you  almost  got  yourself  killed  thanks  to  your  stupid reaction. You almost got us killed too. There was some…lizard   in the water  and  it  thought  we  looked  tastier  than  you  did.  Mandy  barely managed to dodge it.” 

“Sorry. I…I wasn’t thinking.” 

“I  know    you  weren’t  thinking.”  Jewel  snapped  the  words  and immediately regretted it. The truth was that it was hard to remember in the heat of the moment that her sweet, principled Terry was inside the  muscle-clad  frame  of  this  battle-obsessed  barbarian.  “I’m  sorry. 

But you’re not acting like yourself at all.” 

“Well,  I’m  not  myself,  am  I?”  He  let  the  question  hang  between them. When she didn’t answer, he shrugged. “None of us are.” 

She sighed when she recognized the truth of this. It was true, of course.  After  the  thrill  and  terror  of  their  fight,  she  wanted  nothing more than to be comforted by him. He had finally told her he loved her, after all, and that he wanted to be with her. She knew hugging him would make her feel better and take the tension she felt in her neck  away,  but  she  couldn’t.  Not  in  the  body  he  was  in.  The  most she could do was extend her hand and pat him on his muscled neck. 

Even that small touch seemed to help him to remember who he was.  He  sighed  and  some  of  his  old  self  peeked  through  the  hard features he currently wore. 

“None  of  us  our  ourselves  out  here,”  she  continued,  “but  that’s not  the  problem—or  at  least  not  a  problem  I  have  any  idea  how  to solve. But whether we’re ourselves or not, we have to act like a team out here, all right? You have to stick with us instead of rushing off.” 

“You’re  right.  I  know  I’m  a  tank,”  Terry  admitted.  “I  know  Mandy struggled with the rage and I thought I’d do a better job of keeping it under control, but it’s been tough. I’ll work on it, though. I promise. If there’s anything else, let me know, all right? I trust you, Jewel. I trust you more than anything. I’ll do anything you need me to do.” 

“Thanks,”  she  said  and  withdrew  her  hand  from  his  neck.  She wished  he  had  been  that  agreeable  in  the  real  world.  Not  that  she needed him to agree with everything,    but it would have been nice if he had been a little more willing to trust what she said and take it at face  value.  Who  knows?  Maybe  Terry  being  in  this  barbarian  for  a while will teach him to quit worrying so much. 

Jewel  could  already  feel  the  pressure  for  her  to  grow  as  the sorceress—not by magical means but as a group leader. Terry was dealing with huge challenges and Morgan simply didn’t seem to have the chops. Plus, whenever they met someone, gazes had a way of drifting to the elven sorceress who wore nothing but a blue robe. 

“Now, come on,” she said and gestured for him to follow. “I want to ask the prisoner some questions.” 

“Are  you  sure  you  don’t  want  me  to  do  it?  You  never  did interrogations at Jorge’s house.” 

“I want to ask him some questions, not interrogate him. And all I want you to do is stand behind me and look over my shoulder at him

like  he’s  a  twig  you’ll  snap  in  half  if  he  so  much  as  thinks  about lying.” 

“I think that’s my default these days, so no problem.” He lowered his ax across the front of his waist and carried it like an executioner might. 

The first thing Leif heard was the sound of music. It was beautifully soothing and he woke feeling refreshed for the first time in years. 

It was therefore a little jarring when he opened his eyes to see an elf  sorceress  glaring  at  him,  her  arms  folded  under  a  formidable bosom, with a magic wand dangling from one of her hands. Behind her was a barbarian, the kind of man who struck first and promptly forgot to ask questions. 

Neither of them was the source of the music he heard. He turned slightly and saw a beautiful woman, as tall as a ship’s mast and as shapely as any water-worthy vessel. She wore a cloak in a thousand different hues and the ribbons in her tightly curled hair matched. Not only was she exquisite but she sang like an angel. 

He wondered how she saw him. He judged that he wasn’t much older  than  her,  but  he  was  sure  he  looked  it.  Even  the  kindest  of lovers couldn’t say anything better than that his features were rough. 

The  callouses  on  his  hands—earned  rowing  every  kind  of  oar  on every kind of ship—would not convince her that he was a gentleman. 

He  could  feel  the  mud  on  his  clothes  and  it  seemed  that  the creatures  that  had  dragged  him  out  there  had  made  little  effort  to spare his attire. His garments were torn and ragged but oddly, there didn’t seem to be any scrapes or cuts on his arms and legs. 

He decided that the beautiful singing woman would see him as a beggar  or  a  farmer,  someone  who  was  down  on  his  luck  but someone whose luck never hit the jackpot anyway. 

It  wasn’t  exactly  the  look  he  usually  went  for  when  he  tried  to impress a lady. Then again, it might be useful for the rest of them to not realize that he was the leader of a band of river pirates. 

“Who  are  you?”  the  sorceress  demanded  when  his  gaze  flicked to her again. 

“My  name  is  Leif,”  he  replied.  His  throat  was  dry,  which  he thought  made  him  sound  rather  pathetic.  Probably,  given  the circumstances, it was a good thing. 

“What are you?” she asked. 

“Human,” he said, which earned a scowl from his inquisitor. “But that’s  probably  not  what  you  were  asking.  I’m  a  trader  of  sorts, although sometimes, it feels like I do little more than wander.” 

“You wandered out here then?” another man asked, a cleric with a bristly chin and a medallion of the warrior god Lux around his neck. 

He  was  likely  the  reason  Leif’s  clothes  were  scratched  but  not  his skin. 

“No, Father. I was dragged out here to die. I probably would have too  if  you  had  not  come  and  saved  me.  And—did  you  heal  me, Father?” He strongly suspected that, of course, but something about asking a priest of Lux about their powers always seemed to mollify them. 

“I did, my son. You are safe, for the time being anyway.” 

“Thank  you.  Thank  you  all  so  much.”  He  bowed  his  head  and touched his forehead to the dirt. 

“Who  dragged  you  out  here?  Those  goblins?”  the  sorceress asked. 

“Not them, no. It was a rival who wished me dead.” 

“What  do  you  trade  to  earn  enemies  so  opposed  to  your business?”  She  was  a  clever  one,  he  realized.  He  needed  to  be careful with her. 

“Anything I can, although it often seems that information is what others like the most when I trade it. I can offer some to you if you’d help  me  get  my  bearings  and  get  out  here.  I  had  a  sack  of  honey cakes I would have offered instead, but…” Leif gestured vaguely to the huts around him. 

It  had  been  quite  fortunate  that  these  adventurers  had  come upon  him.  From  the  looks  of  things,  the  goblins  had  been  about  to sacrifice him to one of their spirits. That would have hurt far more—

and been a far longer process—than simply being eaten. 

“We  can  tell  you  how  to  get  out  of  the  swamp  but  we  cannot assist  you  to  do  so,”  the  half-elf  said  carefully.  “We  are  headed deeper in.” 

“To Blun?” It might have been a risk to make that guess, but what else was there in the swamp? Nothing worth much unless one saw value in places to hide. 

She nodded. “You know of it?” 

“I’ve  been  there  myself  more  than  a  couple  of  times.  If  you  can lead us to a path, I can take you there and even point out some of the more historical sites once we get there if you wish.” 

“We could use a guide,” the beauty who held the harp said. 

“And  I  would  be  happy  to  be  yours.”  Leif  darted  her  his  most winning smile. There were surely those who would have found the elf more beautiful but in his book, they were fools. 

“How  do  we  know  we  can  trust  you?”  the  barbarian  all  but growled. 

“I am afraid you have me at a disadvantage there,” he confessed. 

“I  trust  you  completely,  of  course.  After  all,  you  kept  me  out  of  a goblin pot or pan, as it were. I owe you all my life, and if I can get you to Blun and help you to conduct any business there, it would be but a small price to pay for still having all my skin.” 

“Our business in Blun is our own,” the sorceress told him bluntly. 

“Of course it is, and I didn’t mean to pry. I merely wanted to offer my services. Blun has no business guild, you understand.” Leif more than  understood  their  unwillingness  to  share  their  intentions  in  the town.  No  one   went  to  Blun  for  anything  other  than  covert  reasons. 

Even those who went for things that were technically legal in these lands  chose  the  settlement  because  they  expected  a  level  of discretion. 

“These  goblins—how  long  will  they  stay  asleep?”  the  sorceress asked the bard. 

“An hour from the spell. More if they were tired.” 

“We should kill them while they sleep,” the barbarian insisted. 

“These aren’t so bad.” Leif looked at the dead bodies versus the sleeping  ones.  “I  think  you  got  all  those  with  the  pox.  The  others aren’t as aggressive.” 

“You  say  that  about  the  monsters  that  were  about  to  eat  you?” 

The sorceress looked a little disbelieving. 

“They’re no worse than most of what lives out here, at least those without the pox. Those that have it, even if they’re sleeping…well, it would be a kindness to end their lives now.” 

The barbarian grunted and went to check the sleeping creatures. 

He found one that was asleep and covered in the pox. He looked at the  sorceress  and  she  grimaced  but  nodded.  She  had  seen  this before, then. 

“We’ll lead you to the path,” she said after a moment. “If you can tell us which way to go, we’ll know you are familiar with this land. I’ll extend my trust to you if you can point out any obstacles before they try to eat us.” 

“With pleasure,” Leif agreed. 

He followed the cleric through the muck and the barbarian walked at his back with his ax raised high. This was ostensibly to keep it out of the mud, although he was certain the warrior would not hesitate to swing it and finish what the goblins had started if he crossed any of these people. Fortunately, he had no reason to do so. 


CHAPTER SEVEN

They slogged through the mud to where they had tied their mounts hastily  to  pursue  Terry  in  his  headlong  charge.  It  seemed  a  small miracle that the horses were even still there. 

“This  will  go  faster  if  he  can  ride,”  Jewel  said.  “Mandy,  perhaps you can—” 

“He can ride with me,” the bard replied and grinned at the thought of it. 

“I  intended  to  say  perhaps  you  can  ride  with  me,”  the  elf responded and fixed her with a questioning look. 

Mandy shrugged. “It’s better to have us all on four horses, right? 

If something attacks, the other three will still be able to fight.” 

“Well…sure.” 

The bard winked at Leif and he helped her onto the horse before he climbed up behind her. 

“Generous, beautiful, and a good singer. Amazing,” he said and scooted close so she could feel his thighs pressed tightly against the outside of hers. She did not dislike   the sensation, although she had to  admit  she  had  not  fully  thought  about  how  close  they  would  be, riding together like this. In all honesty, she didn’t entirely dislike that thought either. 

“Which way, Leif?” Jewel asked. 

“We go that way to Blun,” he replied promptly and pointed in the direction  in  which  they  had  traveled,  which  proved  that  he  at  least knew something of the area. “We’re still a few hours out, I’d judge. If memory serves, the path ahead will dry out. That’s when we need to be on the lookout for the flame iguanas. They like to lay their eggs on the path.” 

“Should we lead the way?” Mandy asked and flicked the reins of her horse to guide it to the front of the procession. 

“Brave too. Wow,” he said. 

The  bard  wasn’t  sure  why,  but  there  was  something  she  liked about Leif. She didn’t trust him, of course, since it seemed unwise to

trust  anyone  who  could  flirt  so  quickly  after  being  held  captive  by goblins. Still, that didn’t mean she couldn’t like him. 

“Have  you  always  been  a  bard?”  he  asked.  “Or  did  the  angels bless you with this talent only recently?” 

Mandy laughed and was delighted that it sounded as carefree as it did. “Honestly, I feel sometimes like I’ve always been this person. 

At other times, I feel like I don’t even know who I’m supposed to be. 

My name is Mandy, by the way.” 

“Charmed, truly,” Leif said. “Wait—did you do that?” 

The  giggle  that  escaped  her  was  as  flirtatious  as  anything  she could have said. She had not meant for it to sound that way, but flirty seemed to be the default for the bard. In all honesty, she had never been much of a flirt. 

Her temper had made the game of seducing her one fraught with challenges. She had been on multiple dates during which the other person said something to piss her off and earned a glass of wine in their  face.  After  her  experiences  in  this  world,  she  was  reasonably sure that she had moved past reflexive anger as her default, but she now  wondered  if  there  were  other  paths  her  personality  could explore. 

“You know, when we get to Blun, I know a lovely little spot where we could have a bit of privacy,” Leif whispered huskily into her ear. 

It  was  about  as  overt  an  offer  as  Mandy  had  ever  heard.  She considered  accepting  it  then  and  there—after  all,  she  could  decide not to later—but part of her resisted. Flirting was fun but she barely knew this guy. He might prove to be a creep—or a necromancer, for that matter. 

If she promised him time with only the two of them, it might make him  feel  entitled  as  well.  Even  though  she  rather  liked  the  way  he behaved toward her and the feel of him pressed against her as they rode together, she decided to decline—at least for now. 

“As  lovely  as  that  sounds,  we’ll  need  to  attend  to  our  business first. Perhaps once we’re finished, we can arrange something. Or is Blun so large we won’t be able to find you again?” 

Leif laughed as if she had made the world’s grandest jest. “Blun is nothing if not intimate. It’s the kind of place where everyone knows

everyone.” 

“I  must  admit  that  does  not  sound  ideal  for  our  journey.  Our matters are private.” 

“Oh,  that’s  the  rule  in  Blun,  certainly,”  he  assured  her  quickly. 

“Everyone  knows  each  other  and  everyone  thinks  they  know  what everyone is after, but no one ever says it. It has the nosiest people who mind their own business you’ll ever see.” 

“Funny, I had the same thought about you.” 

“And  what  thought  was  that?”  His  tone  was  teasing  and  she couldn’t help but respond. 

“That I know what you’re after.” 

“And I think I’m rather close on the trail.” He shuffled a little and made his presence behind her even more apparent. 

No, Mandy did not mind this Leif at all. 

Hours later, she more than trusted him as well. There were too many places where he could have laid a trap and had not. The terrain had indeed dried out where he said it would and not only had the flame iguanas  laid  eggs  in  the  path,  but  Leif  had  been  able  to  determine which nests were abandoned and could thus be foraged. 

Farther on, when they passed through a part of the path that was particularly  overgrown,  he  had  advised  Jewel  to  use  ice  abilities  if she  had  them.  She  had  done  so,  and  the  vines  had  all  retreated. 

They had not been the regular variety of thorny, poisonous plants but were carnivorous and would have easily devoured not only the five people but their horses as well. 

He flirted between each of these threats and more. Mandy very much  liked  the  way  he  talked  and  his  advice  was  sound.  Despite this, she could not help but feel like there was something he hadn’t told them. When she thought about it, she was certain that was the case. After all, they had been less than honest with him and he had essentially  told  them  that  everyone  in  Blun  had  secrets.  But  what were his? 

Alas,  the  time  for  those  answers  was  not  now.  They  were  on  a path that ran through the middle of a particularly large pond—or was it lake or mire? She had no idea how to name the various forms of water  in  a  swamp.  The  trail  ascended  gradually  out  of  the  muck  to meet  an  approaching  hill.  When  they  crested  the  top,  the  town  of Blun lay before them. 

Or what was left of it was more appropriate. If the appearance of the settlement was any reflection of those who lived in it, the people of Blun were a rough, tired folk. A few of the buildings were at least partially made of brick. More often, it looked like a brick structure had submerged into the mud and something else had been built on top of this  sinking  foundation.  The  materials  used  were  either  harvested from  the  swamp  or  were  so  dilapidated  and  weathered  that  they might as well have been. 

And those were the nicer buildings. One in particular stood out to her.  It  appeared  to  be  a  river  barge  that  had  become  too  rotten  to sail. A house of some kind had been built on top of it, but a thick and putrid  stream  ran  through  the  rotted  boat  that  served  as  a  tenuous foundation. 

An  entire  quadrant  looked  as  if  it  had  been  completely abandoned. Unfortunately, it was in the center of town and on either side of a river that trickled through the middle of the settlement and out into more swamp. It looked like the river had flooded and left the bottom  stories  of  the  structures  closest  to  it  stained  with  the  black filth of the riverbed. 

“That there is Stinkrun Creek.” Leif pointed to the river. “It’s a play on  the  Tiderun  River,  you  see,  which  is  where  all  this  water eventually ends up. It’s as shallow as anything and this is by far the straightest  stretch  of  it,  so  if  your  business  takes  you  anywhere  by boat, make sure it’s a smaller one with a flat bottom.” 

As if to confirm the veracity of this, a few larger ships looked as if they  had  not  moved  in  quite  some  time  despite  being  in  the  creek. 

Only  the  one  had  water  visibly  running  through  it,  but  the  others looked like they might be on their way to sharing a similar fate. 

Numerous  smaller  boats  were  crowded  along  the  banks  of Stinkrun Creek. 

“Now,  I  don’t  know  everyone  in  Blun  and  I  count  that  as  a testimony to the strength of my character. I do, however, know a few people, so if you tell me what you need, I can help you find who you need,” their guide told them. 

“We’ll find our way from here, thank you very much,” Jewel said. 

“Sure, sure. Spend the time, not the coin. I get it.” He winked to convey the implication that if they used his services, they would be expected  to  pay.  Some  might  have  thought  that  crass,  but  Mandy respected it. She was a musician, after all, and made her living when people paid her for entertainment. If they were willing to pay for that, it was not too much to think that they’d pay for information as well. 

“We’ll see you around.” She let the last word rise into something that was almost, but not quite, a question. 

“Oh,  I  would  very  much  like  that,  yes.”  Leif  winked  very specifically at her this time and blew her a kiss. 

To her surprise, she blew a kiss in return. He mimed snatching it from the air and tucking it carefully inside his shirt close to his heart. 

“For  that,  I’ll  give  you  one  piece  of  information  for  free.  All questions start at the Stinkrun Inn.” With a bow and another wink for the bard, he left them. 

“Well, he was rather pleasant,” Mandy said cheerfully and tried to ignore the glares of her three friends. 

“What was that?”    Jewel demanded and looked down her nose at her, despite the bard being taller than her. 

“What  was  what?”  she  asked  and  perhaps  laid  the  innocent charm on a little thickly. 

“I  think  she  means  the  way  you  threw  yourself  at  that  piece  of goblin meat.” Terry chuckled. 

“I did no such thing!” she protested. 

“I  understand  where  you’re  coming  from  but  be  careful  here. 

We’re no longer in Vik,” the sorceress warned. 

“Yeah,  yeah.  Sure.”  Mandy  was  annoyed  that  they  gave  her  a hard time about flirting, but she could at least concede to herself that her irritation stemmed mostly from the fact that they were right. Blun did not look like the kind of place to be distracted by anything. 

They  descended  along  the  rough  track  and  chose  the  Stinkrun Inn  as  their  destination.  The  lower  third  of  the  building  was constructed  from  brick  and  the  top  section  was  made  of  wood  or what passed for it in this flooded swampland. 

Interestingly,  the  interior  was  somehow  even  more  impressive than the outside. This wasn’t because it was fancy or had been well-finished and decorated but because it was in even worse shape than the outside of the building. 

To call the floor dirt would be generous as it was closer to mud. 

The  walls  appeared  to  be  covered  in  mud  as  well—likely  from  a flood, Mandy decided. No attempt had been made to clear any of it away,  though,  except  for  here  and  there  where  people  had  written crude messages or drawn even cruder pictures. These reminded her of  children  using  their  fingers  to  write  messages  on  dirty  car windows. 

Various  items  hung  on  the  walls,  although  they  could  hardly  be called  decorations.  In  her  opinion,  they  were  more  like  things  that might be encountered in the swamp and would best be avoided. 

A  two-headed  dear  looked  like  it  had  one  brain  between  them and four times as many teeth as seemed reasonable. Something like an  alligator  had  way  more  legs  than  it  should.  A  few  hooks  and weapons were present but they looked so old and rusty that the real risk of being struck by them would surely be tetanus. 

The bar might have once been made of wood but was so stained and crusted with spilled drinks and traces of food that she could not even guess what was under the unpleasant layers. 

It  came  as  no  surprise  that  the  patrons  looked  little  better  than the structure itself. Faces slack with alcohol stared at them, although a  good  many  avoided  their  gazes  completely  as  if  they  knew everything that could come through the door and wanted none of it. 

Mandy  had  been  to  hundreds  of  taverns  and  inns  and  she  had never seen one in such poor shape as this. 

She  followed  the  others  to  the  bar  and  Jewel  finally  caught  the innkeeper’s attention after a moment of watching her trying to clean a dirty glass. 

“Excuse me?” The sorceress cleared her throat loudly. 

“Oh,  didn’t  see  you  there,”  the  woman  said.  She  was  old  with greasy long hair that was thinning and a wart on her chin that had a more  impressive  tuft  than  her  eyebrows.  Mandy  assumed  it  was  a woman, but she honestly was not sure so simply went with her first impression.  The  proprietor  put  the  dirty  glass  down—the  smudge she had been working on was not gone, although it might have been moved over a couple of inches—and stepped closer to them. 

“We were hoping we could get a room,” Jewel said and put a gold coin on the counter. 

The innkeeper sucked her teeth—a dangerous proposition given how few of them there were—and spat a glob of saliva onto the filthy floor. “I don’t know you, so no.” 

“You have no vacancies?” 

“For you? Nope.” The woman chuckled. 

“How dare   you?” Terry thumped a hand onto the bar. The woman glared  at  him  and  the  drunks  at  the  tables  looked  up,  although  no one  seemed  inclined  to  attack  the  four  heavily  armed  and  armored people in the middle of their watering hole. 

“Now,  Terry.”  Jewel  placed  a  hand  on  his  forearm  and  stared warningly at him. 

Mandy  pushed  ahead  of  them.  She  could  see  this  was  going nowhere fast and that the barbarian’s idea of giving it direction would inevitably involve his ax. 

She  unslung  her  harp  and  was  about  to  put  it  on  the  bar  but stopped at the last second. It honestly worried her that if it touched the sticky surface, it might never come loose again. 

“Can  you  at  least  tell  us  if  there  is  somewhere  in  town  to  buy fresh  strings?  Mine  still  have  a  good  amount  of  life  in  them  but  a woman can never be too careful.” 

“Can you play?” the innkeeper asked incredulously. 

The bard plucked a beautiful little melody in reply. 

That seemed to finally shake some life into the bar. At the sound of  the  music,  many  of  the  people  perked  up  a  little  as  if  they  were plants that had been watered. 

“Do you sing too?” 

“What kind of bard would I be if I could not sing?” She sang the last word and held it long and true. 

“Well,  why  didn’t  you  say  so?”  The  innkeeper  grinned.  “There’s always room for a bard.” 

“And their friends?” 

The woman’s gaze slid to the gold coin Jewel had placed on the bar. “For one gold a night, we’ll find somewhere for you.” 

“That’s robbery,” Morgan sputtered. 

Unperturbed, she winked slyly. “Not if you agree to it.” 

“That’s fine,” Mandy said hastily. “When’s dinner?” 

“We’ll  have  something  in  a  while  once  the  party  gets  back  from the  hunt.  It’s  a  silver  each  for  a  meal  and  ten  coppers  per  drink—

silver for the good stuff. Bards drink for free but not the good stuff, of course. This isn’t a charity.” 

“At  those  prices,  no  one  would  accuse  this  of  being  a  charity,” 

Morgan  snarked,  his  priestly  virtue  momentarily  swept  aside  by indignation. 

“Well, those are   the prices. If you don’t like them, you can always go sleep in the swamp.” 

“A room here would be fine,” Mandy said. “I can earn enough for the rest of our stay while you all head out and have a look around.” 

In truth, they had more than enough coin to pay for their time there no  matter  how  long  they  wanted  to  stay,  but  that  did  not  seem  like information they should broadcast. 

“Fine,” Jewel agreed. “Although I don’t like the idea of you being here alone. You might end up stuck to something and never be able to leave.” 

“I can stay,” Morgan offered. 

The sorceress nodded at Terry. “We’ll be back.” 


CHAPTER EIGHT

Terry  was  pleased  to  discover  that  he  felt  more  like  himself  when Jewel led him from the inn and out into the streets of Blun. He hated to admit it but fighting the goblins had helped. It had released some of the tension his current form always felt. 

Plus, now that they were in a town, it was easier to take control. 

Barbarian  reflexes  were  honed  for  battle.  Tightly  wound  and  ready for action, they needed to be rested while in a situation like this. 

He’d had considerable experience in this kind of situation. They had  surveilled  hundreds  of  towns  around  the  gaming  table  with Jorge.  Looking  at  the  settlement  from  the  street  was  different  than looking at a map in the middle of a table, of course, but he could still get a feel for the town in his mind’s eye. 

There was something like a main street and another one crossed it. Behind that were a few smaller side streets and alleys, although he saw hardly any lights coming from those. He had the sense that Blun  used  to  be  much  larger  and  livelier,  but  those  days  were  long gone.  Perhaps  the  back  alleys  had  once  held  specialty  shops  and tiny diners but now, they most assuredly held squatters, both human and rodent. 

What  action  took  place  as  the  sun  sank  low  in  the  sky  was  all concentrated  on  the  docks—although  calling  them  docks  was generous. They were more like logs shoved into the mud as far out into  Stinkrun  Creek  as  they  could  reach.  Still,  while  the  boards looked rickety and everything needed a good coat of paint, men and women labored to load a good number of wide, flat-bottomed barges so they’d be ready for an early departure in the morning. 

“Should  we  ask  around  down  there?”  he  asked  and  gestured toward the dock workers with his chin. 

“If  we  don’t  learn  anything  elsewhere,”  Jewel  replied.  “Working men  are  often  not  as  loose  with  their  tongues  as  others.  I  think there’s  a  type  of  curiosity  shop  at  the  end  of  the  lane.  Let’s  head there.” 

Terry  nodded  and  followed  her  down  the  road.  They  passed something like a farmer’s market and he noted that whatever farms supplied it were either not nearby or weren’t willing or able to provide fresh  produce.  No  fresh  greens  or  fruit  were  displayed  and  the assortment of root vegetables available looked like they were well on their way to going soft and mushy. The idea of eating them mixed in a stew with whatever was caught in the swamp did not sound even slightly appetizing. 

Beyond the market was a brick building that stretched taller than any  of  the  others.  Like  every  other  building  in  town,  it  had  partially sunk into the earth but still, the brick was stacked higher than he was tall. 

The shape of the building was unusual too. It had a peaked roof and something near the back resembled a chimney, although it was too high. The shape of it made him think it might have once had a roof rather than an opening for smoke to pass through. 

“It’s the chapel,” Terry said as he saw it in his mind’s eye. 

“You think?” Jewel turned to the moss-covered brick. 

“I wonder if that’s where Jorge is supposed to go.” 

“Probably.  I  can’t  imagine  this  town  having  two    chapels,”  she replied with a shrug.. 

“I  don’t  envy  him  the  job  of  getting  that   repaired.”  He  shook  his head. 

Beside the chapel, an empty lot was choked by plants with thick, waxy leaves and patches of grass. They grew tall and proud in the middle  of  this  town.  He  thought  he  saw  a  few  gravestones  nestled there  but  they  could  have  simply  been  piles  of  brick  or  roofing materials dislodged from the chapel. 

Beyond the empty lot was a small barracks. Terry peeked through the doorway at a training ground in a courtyard. A few official-looking people were present but none were practicing. It looked like the kind of place that was more interested in keeping the peace—even if that meant turning a blind eye—than with administering justice. 

“If  we  need  to  send  any  messages,  we  should  go  there,”  Jewel said. 

“Here’s  hoping  we  don’t  need  to  send  any  messages  out,”  he muttered. 

She chuckled, which made Terry smile. He had always been able to  make  her  laugh.  Being  able  to  do  so  in  the  body  of  a  barbarian and in a town being swallowed by a swamp made him feel normal, even though the idea of normal in such a place was insane. Still, she had laughed. 

There wasn’t much else in the town: a tiny herb shop that Terry didn’t like the smell of, a general store that looked interesting, and a smith who was hard at work given the sound of his hammer striking the anvil. 

“At least someone is industrious in this swamp puddle,” he said as they walked past the front of the smithy. Indeed, the smith was so busy he didn’t even glance up despite the barbarian almost certainly being  an  easy  sale.  But  why  bother  with  selling  one  man  one  ax when you had larger orders? 

The  smith  most  certainly  had  that.  The  back  of  the  shop  was lined  with  breastplates  and  helms,  all  identical  down  to  the  nose guard. On one of the other walls was a line of swords that was also remarkably similar. Terry the gamer had always liked having his own sword,  something  unique  that  told  a  story.  Terry  the  barbarian  felt similarly,  so  neither  of  them  were  interested  in  the  weapons, although  it  was  curious  that  the  smith  was  making  so  many  of  the same shape and size. 

He was about to mention it to Jewel when she spoke first. 

“I’d like to check that store,” she said and pointed at the general store that looked more like a junk shop to him. “Let me do the talking when  we  go  inside,  all  right?  If  he  thinks  he  can  drive  a  wedge between us as thick as a silver, I suspect he’ll try.” 

“Sure.” He nodded as they walked inside the shop. 

His  initial  scan  seemed  to  indicate  that  everything  imaginable was for sale. Books were crammed on shelves or piled in tiny stacks between  various  knickknacks.  Baubles  of  every  kind—orbs, statuettes, and bells—jostled for space alongside toys that had seen better  days,  pots  and  pans,  silver  spoons,  and  a  hundred  other things that seemingly defied organization. 

Clothes  were  also  on  display—robes  and  leather  bracers, britches, boots, and socks, both thick and thin. The walls, where they weren’t blocked by overstuffed shelves, were covered with paintings and tapestries that had all seen better days. 

Somehow, amidst all this mess, Jewel found the only map there. 

She stared at it and soaked in the information it provided. A few moments later, the proprietor appeared behind a glass counter filled with items that looked as worthless as everything else in the store. 

“Harold  the  Honest  at  your  service,”  he  said.  He  was  wiry  and seemed  as  fishy  as  an  eel.  If  he  had  earned  the  moniker  “honest,” 

Terry  hated  to  think  what  dealing  with  the  rest  of  the  people  in  this town would be like. “You must be looking for something special. We don’t get folks like you in here very often.” 

“Folks like us?” he asked. 

Harold the Honest shrugged. “People with clean clothes.” 

“My boots are filthy with mud.” 

“Dry mud. That’s practically formal wear in this town.” He winked. 

“And I wasn’t talking to you but to your boss.” 

“She’s not my—” 

Jewel held a hand up and he stopped talking. He didn’t like being shushed  like  that  but  she  was  right.  Him  talking  would  achieve nothing at all. 

“What  can  I  do  for  you?”  the  proprietor  asked  and  his  voice dripped with something between charm and snake oil. 

The sorceress turned to him. “Is this your only map?” 

“Is  there  somewhere  in  particular  you  hoped  to  find?”  Harold retrieved a couple of rolls of parchment from under the counter. 

“Do you have anything of the local area?” 

“A  nice  lady  like  you  doesn’t  want  to  go  any  deeper  into  the swamp.  You  look  like  the  adventuring  type  so  how  about  a  map  to the  location  of  an  old  orc-infested  dwarven  citadel?  There’s  great treasure  there  and  it  even  has  most  of  the  traps  marked.  Not  all, mind you, and I won’t be held liable for even one that’s not marked.” 

“I am not interested in a dwarven citadel,” she replied bluntly. 

“Then what about a map to the Forest of the Moon?” He wiggled his eyebrows at Terry. “It’s said the most beautiful elves live there—

women  of  great  power.”  He  rolled  out  a  map  that  showed  paths through a mountainous forest. 

Jewel  studied  it  disapprovingly.  “You  are  very  lucky  this  map doesn’t  show  where  my  sisters  live.  If  it  did,  we  would  have  a problem.” 

“Oh,  the  ears!  I  should  have  noticed  the  ears!”  Harold  flushed crimson  but  seemed  to  remember  himself  and  the  banter  returned. 

“Of course, that’s not the kind of map I’d show to simply anyone.” 

“I want a map of the swamp—and one that is much better quality than any of these others.” 

The  proprietor  grimaced.  “I  know  the  allure  of  a  vast,  muddy expanse choked with poisonous plants and monsters that would as soon  bite  you  and  leave  you  to  die  than  eat  you.  It  is  a  tempting expedition but I have nothing that can get you through there.” 

“Surely  you  have  a  map  of  the  area  we’re  in,”  the  sorceress snapped. 

He deflated and rested an elbow on the counter. “The swamp is trackless.  You  won’t  find  any  good  maps  because  it  changes  too rapidly. The rainy season alters it every year, and even if you try to take the same path in the summer, it can turn into quicksand for no real  reason.  Maybe  a  river  lizard  dug  a  new  burrow  and  it  drained one pool and flooded the next. 

“A map won’t get you to whatever you want to find and will likely do more harm than good since every obstacle is liable to be wrong. If you  want  to  go  into  the  swamp,  you  need  more  than  a  map.  You need a guide.” 

“We’re listening,” Jewel said when he paused. 

“I might know someone who could help you, but I’ll have to set up a meeting. There’s a fee for that, you understand. I couldn’t do it for less than two gold.” 

She took the coins out of a purse and the man’s eyes widened. 

“Did I say two? I meant three.” 

The  half-elf  scowled  and  reached  into  her  purse  but  paused before she withdrew the other coin. “This contact. Who is he?” 

“Calm  down,  calm  down.”  Harold’s  gaze  remained  fixed  on  her fingers  and  the  purse.  “I  won’t  risk  my  reputation  and  not  tell  you

what you need to know. The best man if you want to get around in the  swamp  is  Grimalf  Stormwrack.  But  I  must  warn  you—he’s  a dangerous man. He honors his agreements but don’t cross him.” 

“The  same  could  be  said  of  us,”  Terry  interjected  in  a  growled tone. 

“You’ll  be  in  great  company  then.”  The  proprietor  beamed.  “I wouldn’t seek him out either.” 

“Then how are we supposed to meet him?” Jewel asked with an eyebrow raised. 

“I’ll  contact  him  and  ask  if  he  wants  to  meet  you  where  you’re staying. Are you at the Stinkrun Inn?” 

She nodded. 

“Then I’ll tell him to call there this evening. If he doesn’t arrive, I’ll return one of your coins in the morning, all right?” 

“Fair  enough,”  she  agreed  a  little  reluctantly.  It  honestly  didn’t seem like they had a choice. 

They made their exit and returned to the inn. 


CHAPTER NINE

To Morgan, Mandy’s music was more than merely appealing. It was transformative.  He  marveled  that  she  was  able  to  command  the room with nothing but her voice and a few plucks of her harp strings. 

The  audience  was  so  enraptured  with  her  performance  that  they barely  noticed  when  Jewel  and  Terry  returned  and  sat  next  to  him, their expressions rather grim. 

“I take you didn’t find the tomb?” he asked when they volunteered no comment. 

Both  his  friends  snapped  at  him  to  shut  up,  which  made  him chuckle, even if they were right to be cautious. 

Mandy  noticed  their  return  and  stopped  her  performance  to  the boos  of  the  crowd.  “I’ll  be  back,”  she  promised  graciously,  which earned a scattered round of applause. 

He was glad he had made the joke about the tomb before   Mandy had left the stage, not after, or it would surely have been overheard. 

“Well?” the bard asked the moment she sat. 

“We couldn’t find a map,” Jewel said and went on to explain how they had agreed to hire someone to guide them through the swamp. 

Neither she nor the barbarian seemed at all thrilled by this necessity. 

“I don’t think it’s a huge concern,” Morgan pointed out. “Any map would  only  be  as  good  as  its  maker  anyway,  so  a  guide  might  be equally as reliable.” 

“Or unreliable,” Mandy pointed out practically. 

“Right. Which means we’ll have to be cautious either way. And if we have a guide, at least we’ll be able to do something if he tries to trick us. If we were out in the swamp with a bad map, there wouldn’t be anything we could do about it.” 

“I like that.” Terry grunted. “We might be betrayed but at least this way, we can split the skull of anyone who tries it.” 

There wasn’t much more that could be said in the relative quiet of the  Stinkrun  Inn,  so  Mandy  returned  to  her  performance  while  the others  nursed  warm  ales  and  somehow  managed  to  eat  a  stew despite its most notable feature being the mystery meat in it. 

After a while, the innkeeper approached their table. “Someone’s here to see you,” she said and gestured to an extremely large man at the bar. 

“Should the cleric take this one?” Morgan asked. 

“I believe so, yes.” Jewel nodded. 

He stood and walked to the man. “Are you Grimalf?” he asked. 

“My  name’s  Kelbjorn.  I  work  for  Mr.  Stormwrack.  He’s  waiting outside.  Will  it  be  the  four  of  you?”  It  was  a  little  surprising  that  he knew  this  detail,  but  perhaps  Terry  and  Jewel  had  mentioned numbers to the store owner. 

The  cleric  nodded.  Kelbjorn  was  as  big  as  he  was,  with  two swords  on  one  side  of  his  belt  and  a  collection  of  daggers  on  the other.  He  couldn’t  imagine  that  he  was  intimidated  by  the  four  of them. 

“Is that a problem?” Morgan asked. 

“Not at all. Mr. Stormwrack values cooperation. Working with him is like working with a whole family.” 

So  this  meeting  would  not  only  be  with  Grimalf  Stormwrack  but with  an  assortment  of  his  cronies.  Well,  there  wasn’t  much  they could do about it except be extra vigilant. 

“Shall  we?”  Without  waiting  for  an  answer,  Kelbjorn  turned  and strode  out  of  the  bar.  Morgan  gestured  for  his  team  to  follow,  and they went out into the night. 

What torches the town of Blun had lit produced more smoke than light.  Indeed,  most  of  the  illumination  on  the  street  came  from  the moon and stars scattered above like crystals on velvet. The sky was beautiful,  a  reflection  of  the  good  Lux  could  create  in  the  world.  It was also a direct contrast to the group of people they were there to meet. 

The warrior cleric honestly did not think he had ever seen more weapons  on  fewer  people.  Every  single  member  of  Grimalf Stormwrack’s “family” of six was armed like they would fight not only one war but three. Swords and daggers seemed to make up the bulk of  the  steel  that  protruded  from  their  pockets  and  belts,  but  other more creative weapons were visible as well. Maces, chains, barbed

javelins,  and  good  old-fashioned  clubs  were  all  strapped  to  backs, hung from packs, or bundled in stacks. 

In a word, they were well-armed. 

At the very center of the group was a short man in a snappy suit that might have fit in well at Morgan’s office on Earth. The cut was a little  odd,  but  a  three-piece  suit  was  eternal  and  seemingly transcended dimensions as well. 

“Grimalf Stormwrack,” the diminutive, well-dressed man said with a perfunctory little bow. “I hear you’re in need of a guide.” 

When one of Grimalf’s scouts had told him that Leif had returned to town  with  a  group  of  heavily  armed  people  on  horseback,  he  had assumed  the  worst.  The  man  was  supposed  to  be  dead,     his  band scared and running to leave town or coming to his family for work. 


But instead, he was there, unscathed and even worse, with what appeared to be new friends. 

Fortunately,  he’d  soon  learned  that  they  weren’t  his  friends.  It seemed  to  be  nothing  more  than  dumb  luck  that  these  four adventurers  had  encountered  Leif  in  the  swamp.  Evidence  of  this was that when they reached town, he had not remained with them. 

It was wild that someone as foolish as the privateer had managed to be a thorn in Grimalf’s side for so long. There wasn’t room for two smuggling  groups  in  Blun  and  he  had  attempted  to  eliminate  the competition for a long time. Maybe he would finally get that chance with these four knuckleheads. 

“Do you know the swamp well?” the elf asked. 

“It depends on what you’re trying to find, I suppose, Miss…” 

“Jewel of the Moon. The man with the ax is Terry. Morgan serves the  warrior  god  Lux,  and  Mandy  is  our  bard,”  she  responded  as  if she did not much enjoy making the introductions. 

Grimalf bowed to each one. If he wanted this to work, he needed them  to  trust  him  or  at  least  think  they  understood  him.  He  tried  to project an aura of cautious optimism.  Yes, I’m scared, that’s why my

 men  are  so  heavily  armed,  but  you  can  also  see  that  they’re  not warriors  given  that  they  all  have  too  many  weapons.  This  was  the goal and he seemed to accomplish it, at least for now. 

“I am humbled to work with you. We know some of the swamp, although  it  is  vast  so  even  our  knowledge  of  the  area  is  imperfect. 

What draws you into it?” 

She  glanced  at  the  others.  The  bard  and  the  barbarian  said nothing, but the cleric raised an eyebrow slightly. He did not like him, then. It wasn’t a surprise but certainly a good thing to notice. 

“We  are  looking  for  treasure,”  the  elf  said,  which  he  found interesting.  There  was  only  one  treasure  rumored  to  be  in  the swamp, and Grimalf knew it quite well. 

The Tomb of Malevolent Evil was not as hard to find as everyone seemed to think it was. It had developed that reputation thanks to the hard work of his team, who murdered anyone who did manage to lay eyes on the place. 

Not everyone,     of  course.  Forces  were  building  in  the  tomb  and had  been  doing  so  for  years.     They  paid  better  than  anyone  else around  there  and  especially  for  weapons  and  armor,  although  that seemed to be changing. No one had told him that but he could see the  writing  on  the  wall  clearly  enough.  If  he  wanted  to  continue  to prosper,  he  needed  to  expand  his  operations  to  make  sure  his monopoly on trade with it remained exactly that. 

If  these  four  were  there  for  the  tomb,  who  better  to  lead  them than  him?  He  could  get  them  deep  in  the  swamp  without  them knowing  he  was  leading  them  in  the  wrong  direction,  then  murder them or feed them to some of the local creatures. That was one of his  favorite  ways  to  dispatch  those  he  didn’t  like.  And  on  the  off chance that there was some other treasure they were after…well, he could take that for himself if he so desired. 

“There  are  many  who  have  looked  for  treasure  and  never returned,” Grimalf said and tried to sound glum about it. 

“Is that a threat?” the barbarian demanded belligerently. 

“Not at all, no,” he replied quickly. “It’s simply a statement of facts. 

You see, I have a problem. I’m an honest merchant.” 

The cleric snorted at that and schooled his face hastily to hide his disbelief. Grimalf suppressed a scowl. He’d have to keep an eye on him. Still, the response was hardly surprising. Anyone who claimed they  had  power  from  a  higher  being  was  almost  always  full  of themselves. 

Like most things, that could be used to his advantage. 

“I  know  it  may  not  look  it,  but  my  crew  is  not  much  used  to fighting.” 

“Your  crew  that  is  heavily  armed?”  Mandy  asked  in  a  tone  that was both waspish and melodious. 

Kelbjorn  elbowed  one  of  the  other  morons  and  he  spilled  his javelins  on  the  ground.  They  clanged  and  clattered  rather impressively. 

The barbarian snorted in amusement—a good response. 

“We  were  attacked  recently,”  Grimalf  said  as  if  the  thought  of  it was too much to bear. “It was pirates out in the swamp. I don’t know what they want in there, but I can only assume it’s the worst. Since they came here, we haven’t been able to work like we normally do.” 

“Pirates?” the bard asked, her expression incredulous. 

“We  are  nothing  but  victims  to  them—targets  for  their  plots  and machinations. They have no respect for us or for this place.” 

That was true at least. Leif never fed any of the wildlife. When he did kill people, he did it with a sword while he looked them in the eye. 

How  would  that  make  the  ’gators  feel?  How  could  that  help  the carnivorous plants? 

“So  you  want  us  to  what?  Drive  these  pirates  out?”  Morgan sounded skeptical. 

Grimalf  nodded  as  if  the  idea  had  never  occurred  to  him.  “Yes! 

Yes, that would be wonderful. If you could drive them off, we could have as much time as we needed to look for this treasure you seek. 

Yes, yes, I fear that as long as they have a base of operations here, we won’t be able to devote our full resources to helping you on this quest. But if you were to take them out…well, we’d be quite grateful.” 

And  there’d  be  no  one  to  notice  when  he  led  them  into  the swamp and fed them to the creatures out there one by one. 

“Surely we can head into the swamp and stop them if they follow us?” the bard asked. 

“I don’t think so,” Grimalf responded with an impressive display of doubt and anxiety. “The swamp is dangerous enough without pirates to  contend  with.  If  you  want  our  help  and  wish  us  to  work  without distraction or paranoia as we constantly look over our shoulders, the only  choice  is  to  destroy  their  base  of  operations.  They  must  know that  they  are  not  welcome  in  our  humble  town  of  Blun.  If  you  can drive them out, we will help you find your treasure.” 

And  if  they  did    find  it,  no  one  would  notice  when  the  four adventurers ended up inside the belly of a dragon turtle. 

The elf didn’t look convinced, however, and glanced at her team. 

The gesture told him that while she was the boss, it had perhaps not been  for  very  long.  She  needed  to  make  a  choice  but  wasn’t  quite ready. He wondered how he could use that but fortunately, he didn’t need to. 

“Show  us  where  this  base  is,”  Morgan  told  him.  “We’ll  watch  it tomorrow  and  if  it’s  as  you  say  it  is,  we’ll  attack  in  the  night.  Then we’ll have your help. Deal?” 

Grimalf extended his hand and took the man’s in a firm grasp. He didn’t trust the stubbly chinned cleric with a sunshine necklace any more than the man trusted him but that was fine. All he needed was some weight added to the scales against Leif and Blun would be his. 

When the tomb was finally ready to take its place of eminence in the world again, he would be there in Blun, the would-be capital of this new world, with no one to stand in his way. 


CHAPTER TEN

It was late when Grimalf arrived—so late that Morgan had dozed off at  the  bar  and  Mandy  had  stopped  singing  long  before.  For  some time,  the  bard  had  plucked  strings  on  her  harp  absentmindedly, which gave the Stinkrun Inn a calm atmosphere. 

Jewel  doubted  that  the  patrons  had  been  this  relaxed  in  years, but she felt wired and wide awake. Exactly what had they agreed to? 

Grimalf’s  story  seemed  solid  enough—it  did  not  take  much  of  an imagination  to  think  of  pirates  attacking  merchants  in  the  swamp around Blun—but had he told them the entire story? 

She knew they needed a guide and that to go without one would be akin to giving up on their mission to find the Tomb of Malevolent Evil.  That  was  not  an  option,  which  was  why  she  was  still  awake, awaiting the arrival of a guide she knew they could not fully trust. 

Their  mission  was  black  and  white—defeat  the  source  of  evil before it rose and cast this world into a dark age. This was why they had been brought there and it was how they would get home. If they failed  and  whatever  was  in  the  tomb  got  out,  there  was  no  saying what this world of balance would do to set it right. She wondered if a hurricane scouring the land of all living things would count as neutral and thus balance this world in the eyes of whatever forces measured the scales of right and wrong. 

The way such things were decided were beyond the musings of her and her friends. Their goal had no place for shades of gray and this meant they had to do anything and everything within their power to achieve their goal. Even, she reminded herself firmly, dealing with someone who seemed less than trustworthy. 

When  Kelbjorn’s  hulking  frame  appeared  in  the  doorway,  it  was not  with  excitement  or  eagerness  that  she  greeted  him  but  wary caution. 

“Grimalf thinks the time is now,” he said by way of greeting. 

Terry  pushed  to  his  feet  immediately  and  moved  forward  subtly so he was between the man and Jewel. 

“Belgian  waffles  would  be  great,  Grandma!”  Morgan  said  when Mandy shook him awake. 

“Belj-in?”  Kelbjorn  sounded  amused.  “I’ve  never  heard  of  that place. The waffles are good there?” 

“The waffles are fucking fantastic,” Terry assured him in a rough tone. 

“Maybe  you  can  give  me  the  recipe  once  we  take  you  to  your treasure.” 

“I’d like that.” The way the barbarian said it made it sound like a threat. 

“Boys.  Can  we  not?”  Mandy  melted  the  tension  like  butter  on  a waffle. 

“Are we ready?” Jewel asked. 

Morgan nodded, stood, and wiped the sleep from his eyes. “I’m ready.” 

The  four  of  them  followed  Kelbjorn  into  the  dark  street.  No lanterns burned now and what illumination there was came from the moon and the stars above. 

“Should I make some light?” Mandy asked. 

“Not  yet,”  Jewel  replied  quietly.  Her  elf  eyes  could  pierce  the darkness  easily  enough  and  she  didn’t  want  anyone  to  see  them coming. 

They set off down the street and moved slightly downhill toward Stinkrun  Creek  and  the  tangle  of  docks  that  crowded  its  muddy banks.  The  sorceress  noted  that  although  Grimalf  had  not  come  to meet them, Kelbjorn had not come alone either. In the shadows on either side of the street, his allies kept pace with them. They moved so quietly that the idea of them not being able to handle themselves in a fight seemed laughable. 

She  grimaced  and  wondered  for  possibly  the  hundredth  time exactly what she was getting them all into. 

Their guide led them to a sheltered place on the shore behind a pile  of  barrels  and  crates  that  all  seemed  well  along  the  path  of decay that would make them part of the swamp before too long. 

“Good evening,” Grimalf said from the shadows of the crates. He was so slight that Jewel hadn’t noticed him at all. “Are you ready to

send these filthy pirates into the mud where they belong?” 

“We’re ready to drive them out as we promised. Those who won’t flee, we’ll capture and bring to the jail.” 

“That  was  not  what  we  agreed!”  He  hissed  a  protest.  “You  said you’d kill   them.” 

“We made no such promise,” she replied sternly. 

“These  men  are  murderers.     They  have  killed  many  of  my  men and they’ll kill again.” 

“So  you  say,  but  you’ve  given  us  no  evidence  of  this.”  Her demeanor had become stiff and unyielding. 

“And  you’ve  told  us  nothing  about  the  treasure  you  seek  in  the swamp.” 

“So  we  must  both  go  forward  with  plans  we  do  not  fully understand,” Terry interjected. “Do you want our help or not?” 

“You agreed to drive them from this place,” Grimalf grumbled. “Do that and we’ll help you as promised.” 

“Fine,” the sorceress agreed. “Now, tell us what you know. Which ship is theirs?” 

Grimalf  pointed  to  one  of  the  vessels,  although  ship  was  a generous  word.  It  looked  like  it  was  currently  under  repair  and  had been  since  its  construction.  That  might  not  have  been  so  bad  if  it were a truly impressive warship, but it was so much less than that. 

The flat-bottomed boat might have been called a longboat if one felt generous. It was more like a barge if one tried to be accurate. It had a mast but no belowdecks space. This was proven not only by the  way  it  sat  in  the  water  but  by  the  people  sleeping  on  the  deck under tarps. 

“How many guards, elf eyes?” Terry asked. 

“From  what  I  can  see,  there’s  only  one  posted.”  Jewel  scanned the ship carefully. “If we can deal with him quietly, we should be able to handle everyone else. What are our options?” 

“I have a sleep spell,” Mandy offered. “It would put him to sleep along with the rest of them.” 

“What about the people already sleeping?” Morgan asked. “Will it wake them or send them deeper under?” 

“If they hear it before it completes its magic, it might wake them,” 

the sorceress said. She would know since she had been the bard of the group not that long before. “You should keep it in mind but I don’t think it would be a good choice for our first move.” 

“What  about  my  silence  spell?”  Morgan  asked.  “I  cast  it  on  the guard. We can sneak up and take him out before he can get clear of the  range.  If  he  tries  to  yell,  he  might  not  even  realize  he’s  been silenced until it’s too late.” 

“I like that better.” Jewel nodded. “What else?” 

“Cut his head off?” Terry suggested. 

“We don’t kill these pirates if we don’t have to,” she stated firmly. 

“I  also  have  a  Hold  Person  spell  that  should  paralyze  him,”  the cleric said. 

“That  sounds  like  our  best  option.”  The  half-elf  nodded.  “If  you silence him and he somehow notices—you never know, he might like to  whistle  or  something  so  might  realize  it  and  wake  the  others.  If you nail him with Hold Person, we can all rush in.” 

“Then  what?  You’ll  simply  wake  them  all  and  ask  them  nicely  if they’ll  please  leave?”  Grimalf  demanded  and  made  no  attempt  to hide his disdain for the non-lethal nature of the plan. 

“We  put  weapons  to  the  throats  of  the  rest  and  when  we  wake them, we tell them to leave or come with us to the sheriff.” 

“And if they attack instead of listening?” he pressed. 

“Then we fight,” Terry said and barely suppressed a grin. 

Jewel nodded. “Then we fight.” 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

It was easy to tell when Morgan’s spell took effect. One moment, the lone guard silhouetted against the stars shuffled about on the deck of the longboat and the next, he was completely frozen in mid-step, so the ball of one of his feet barely touched the wood beneath him. 

Terry was not one to wait when there was an opportunity to win a fight,  so  he  stole  forward  on  the  dock.  It  creaked  beneath  his muscled  frame  and  he  cursed  inwardly,  but  there  was  nothing  he could do about it. Slowing would merely make the sound last longer. 

Jewel  seemed  to  walk  silently  as  she  followed  him  closely. 

Morgan  was  behind  her,  his  gaze  focused  on  the  guard  frozen  in place on the ship. Mandy came next, then Grimalf and his allies. 

The  barbarian  reached  the  side  of  the  ship  first.  He  was  in  the line  of  sight  of  the  paralyzed  guard  now,  although  he  couldn’t  see much of his features in the darkness of the night. He leapt from the dock to the boat and landed with a loud thump. 

Someone grunted at the noise and Rage rose within him. A fight was  coming  and  it  was  time  to  unsling  his  ax  and  fight  those  who tried to stand against him. 

No,  not  yet,  he  told  himself  firmly.  They  could  wait.  He  lifted  a board that leaned against the railing and positioned it so it stretched from the edge of the longboat to the dock for the rest of the party to walk across. 

With that accomplished, he looked at the frozen man. He swore he could see him start to twitch as if he were struggling to break free and managed to do so, albeit very slowly like a lake thawing in the north. Still, he would not attack him. Not in cold blood and not when it risked breaking the spell Morgan had put upon him. 

It  would  be  better  to  look  for  the  source  of  the  sound  he  had heard when he’d first jumped onto the flat-bottomed boat. 

He  stepped  over  one  sleeping  pirate,  past  another,  and  saw movement in the dark. 

“What in the f—” 

Terry punched the waking pirate in his face and knocked him out cold. 

By  now,  other  pirates  had  begun  to  stir.  His  jump  might  have roused the first one, but Morgan’s chainmail was far from silent and Grimalf’s men didn’t seem to make any real effort to stay quiet either. 

The  sleeping  men  moved  sluggishly.  One  grumbled  in  the darkness while another reached for his weapons. It was hard to tell how many there were in the darkness but it was nowhere near what they  had  expected.  The  barbarian  saw  three  emerging  from  sleep plus the still-frozen guard. 

That  seemed  wrong.  Hadn’t  Grimalf  said  this  was  an overwhelming force? Where were the rest of them? 

As  if  she  wanted  to  answer  the  same  question,  Jewel  ignited  a ball  of  light  on  the  end  of  her  wand  and  the  pirates  woke  instantly. 

They snatched their weapons up and scrambled to their feet. 

All of them were awake when Mandy began to play the notes of her sleep spell. 

The  three  pirates—so  recently  taken  from  the  clutches  of  their repose—were unable to resist the soothing notes and the magic that tied them together into an irresistible melody. As quickly as they had risen  from  the  deck,  they  sank  onto  it  again.  If  the  positions  they ended up in looked less comfortable, they did not seem to mind. One of them was snoring before he was even fully horizontal. 

“Now what?” Terry asked. He had   looked  forward  to  a  fight  and felt deprived. 

“Now we tie them up,” Jewel said as the bard continued to play the melody to ensure their hushed voices did not awaken the pirates. 

Their quiet discussion was hardly the loudest sound on the deck, however. 

The  sound  of  Kelbjorn’s  club  as  it  thunked  into  the  head  of  the pirate still frozen in Morgan’s Hold spell was a good deal louder, as was  the  man’s  scream  when  he  was  finally  knocked  free  of  the enchantment. 

“No, please, Grimalf, we didn’t—” 

The  large  man  swung  his  club  into  the  back  of  the  pirate,  who had  been  reduced  to  a  blubbering  mess  on  his  hands  and  knees

after somehow surviving the blow to the head. This one did the trick, though, and he collapsed and ceased to move. 

“What are you doing?” Jewel demanded furiously. 

Terry wanted to do more than hiss a protest. His barbarian anger rose  inside  him  like  a  volcano  with  only  the  thinnest  layer  of  crust above it. This was not   how it was supposed to go. 

“That  bastard  stole  something  very  dear  to  me!”  Grimalf  stated bluntly. “He deserved what Kelbjorn did to him, exactly like the rest of these bastards do.” 

His  allies  fanned  out  and  headed  toward  the  three  sleeping pirates. 

“We  will  not  kill  them  in  cold  blood,”  the  sorceress  insisted,  her voice like cold marble. She moved toward the center of the ship. Her slender frame offered no real resistance to the aggressive men and they knew it. 

To balance this, the barbarian joined her, stepped in front of her, and lifted his ax. “You heard her.” 

“What do you think, Kelbjorn? Can you take him?” Grimalf asked with  a  wry  smile,  his  features  ghastly  in  the  light  from  the  half-elf’s wand. 

“I  would  love  to  try,”  the  large  man  said,  rested  his  club  on  one shoulder,  and  cracked  the  knuckles  of  one  hand,  then  the  other. 

Terry noticed metal barbs protruding from the end of the weapon. It truly was remarkable that the pirate had survived a blow from it. 

“If your man attacks us, I will blast you between the eyes,” Jewel said from behind the barbarian. He couldn’t see her hands, not with his  gaze  locked  on  Kelbjorn,  but  he  knew  magic  swirled  all  around them. 

“Ah, you are forgetting that I have six more,” Grimalf retorted. The other pirates all lined up behind Kelbjorn and in front of their leader. 

“She got Magic Missile, boys, and if she tries to use it, block it with a shield. It’ll puff to nothing on its way to hit me.” 

“You’re making a mistake,” the sorceress said. 

“The  only  mistake  was  agreeing  to  work  with  you.  We  told  you these  were  dangerous  pirates.  They  need  to  be  punished  for  their

actions.  If  you  stop  us  from  doing  that—well,  you’re  no  better  than they are.” 

Terry grasped his ax tighter. He was ready to fight but he wouldn’t let  his  anger  take  control  and  leave  Jewel  undefended.  Mandy continued to play and Morgan… Where was   Morgan? 


CHAPTER TWELVE

The cleric had hung back. His chainmail had clinked and he had not wanted to wake the sleeping pirates and ruin the plan. That seemed laughable now that Grimalf had his men all aiming their weapons at Terry and Jewel. 

Revulsion  and  embarrassment  competed  within  him.  He  was supposed to be a cleric who served Lux, the god of light, and should have  recognized  the  darkness  in  Grimalf  and  told  the  party  not  to deal  with  him.  Except  he  had    seen  that  darkness  and  couldn’t pretend  otherwise.  His  failure  to  tell  anyone  embarrassed  him  the most. 

“It looks like we chose the wrong side,” he muttered. 

“It is such a relief   to hear you say that,” a man said softly behind him.  He  started  to  turn  but  something  sharp  poked  through  one  of the rings in his chainmail and into the skin at the base of his neck. 

“Tsk,  tsk,  tsk,  no  sudden  moves.  Not  with  the  drama  on  board. 

Now, turn slowly and I won’t stick this blade into your neck.” 

“My friends—” 

“If anything happens, you’ll see it in my eyes, I assure you.” 

Morgan  turned  slowly,  startled  when  he  realized  that  the  man who stood with a sword to his neck was none other than Leif, who they had rescued in the swamp. 

“Lief?”  He  had  to  admit  this  was  not  the  smartest  syllable  he could have uttered. “What are you doing here?” he managed to add, which was only slightly better. 

“Well,  seeing  as  it’s  my  ship,  I’m  attempting  to  defend  it,  I suppose. What are you   doing here?” The man’s gaze flicked to the vessel but other than that, he did not move at all. Morgan assumed that  was  a  good  thing.  If  this  was  his  boat,  those  were  his  men.  If Grimalf began to slaughter them, surely Leif would react. 

“Grimalf  told  us  there  were  pirates  on  this  ship  who  had  been giving him trouble.” 

“And you promised to kill them for him?” The question was sharp with accusation. 

“We  agreed  to  drive  them—you—out  or  capture  you.  We  didn’t want to kill anyone. I…I should have known he was lying about the whole thing.” 

“Well, not the whole   thing, I must admit.” Leif glanced at the ship again,  then  focused  on  Morgan.  “We  are  pirates  in  that  we  move products  around  and  do  our  best  to  avoid  paying  taxes  to  the Kingdom  of  Paragran  or  anyone  who  claims  to  collect  them  for  the king. But so does Grimalf.” 

“He  said  he  was  a  merchant—but  yeah,  I  can  see  how  those business models might be interchangeable here in Blun.” 

“Precisely! In all honesty, I don’t even think of myself as a pirate in the traditional sense of the word. No traveling the high seas for us and no cannons or parrots or that kind of thing.” 

“Yeah,  the  flat-bottomed  boat  is  less  glamorous  but  maybe  we can skip the semantics while you have a sword to my neck and my friends are all in danger of being murdered?” 

“Fair enough, yes. Grimalf has targeted us for years. He left me tied  for  the  goblins  to  have  their  way  with.  The  man  has  a  weird preference for his enemies to be eaten. That’s why we keep watch—

so he doesn’t come for us. He’s never had the strength to eliminate our entire crew together.” 

“Which is where we come in,” Morgan said. 

“The  only  mistake  was  agreeing  to  work  with  you,”  Grimalf declared  belligerently  from  the  deck.  “We  told  you  these  were dangerous pirates. They need to be punished for their actions. If you stop us from doing that—well, you’re no better than they are.” 

“I’ll lower my sword now so we can decide what to do, all right? 

I’d appreciate it if you don’t bash my head in with that mace.” 

“That  will  depend  on  what  the  situation  is  like  up  there,”  he replied as Leif lowered the point of his blade slowly. 

“Fair enough.” 

The  cleric  turned  to  where  Terry  stood  on  the  deck,  backlit  by Morgan’s wand. Mandy was near the side and still plucked her sleep melody. Grimalf had his back to Morgan and Leif and Kelbjorn held a spiked club raised and poised, ready to crush the barbarian’s skull. 

The  rest  of  the  men  were  lined  up  behind  him  and  their  posture made their intention quite clear—murder. 

That was enough for Morgan. 

“Mandy, stop playing that spell!” he shouted into the night. 

She did not need to be told twice. Her fingers stopped their dance across the strings and the last notes she played hung in the air until they ceased and a moment of silence fell over the scene. 

This lasted for only the briefest second. Almost immediately, the pirates asleep on the deck began to shift and stir. That appeared to be enough for Grimalf. 

“Kill them! Kill the barbarian and the sorceress bitch!” 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The  notion  that  Grimalf’s  cronies  didn’t  know  how  to  fight  was dispelled the moment the word “kill” left their leader’s lips. 

Kelbjorn lunged forward like a defensive lineman, ready to flatten anything  between  him  and  the  sorceress  he  was  supposed  to murder. He might have succeeded too if not for Terry. 

The barbarian reacted before   he heard the order from Grimalf. In the seconds before the enemy leader spoke, his face scrunched up, his eyebrows creased, and his mouth became a cruel rictus grin. It was  clear  what  he  wanted—death  for  those  who  dared  to  question his murderous intent. 

Terry’s  massive  hand—easily  the  size  of  a  frying  pan—shoved Jewel  behind  him  while  his  other  hand  swung  his  ax  to  meet Kelbjorn’s club. 

She  was  pushed  back  but  not  off  her  feet  and  she  stabilized herself  effortlessly.  With  a  hasty  gesture,  she  dispelled  the  ball  of light  at  the  end  of  her  wand  to  make  herself  less  of  a  target  and blasted one of Grimalf’s men with a Magic Missile. 

Although  it  was  tempting  to  focus  on  the  enemy  closest  to  her, she  chose  not  to  target  Kelbjorn.  She  didn’t  think  a  Magic  Missile would do too much to the bull of a man and besides, Terry liked his brawls. She wouldn’t deny him that. 

At  the  same  time,  she  also  wanted  a  fair  fight—or  close  to  fair, anyway.  When  one  of  Grimalf’s  men  tried  to  sneak  behind  the barbarian  to  stab  him  in  the  back  with  a  dagger  while  his  attention was on Kelbjorn, he got what he deserved. 

The  first  Magic  Missile  knocked  him  off  his  feet.  The  second struck  him  in  midair  and  he  careened  off  the  edge  of  the  ship  and into  Stinkrun  Creek.  It  wasn’t  a  pleasant  place  to  take  a  swim  and she  regarded  that  somewhat  smugly  as  an  additional  and  well-deserved  punishment.  The  third  missile  rocketed  around  Kelbjorn, past his comrades, and into Grimalf. The leader grimaced in pain but remained  on  his  feet.  It  was  as  she  had  suspected—he  was  much stronger than he pretended to be. 

The  sound  of  footsteps  made  her  glance  at  the  dock  alongside the ship. Her elf eyes had no trouble with the darkness and revealed Morgan running to join the battle. She narrowed her eyes when she realized  he  had  someone  with  him,  then  frowned  when  she recognized the man they had rescued from the swamp. 

“I knew you wouldn’t sleep with your crew. You think you’re better than  this  whole  town!”  Grimalf  hawked  and  spat  to  indicate  his disapproval.  He  stood  straighter  now,  and  the  half-elf  saw  that  the small man impression was merely an act and he was taller than his hunched  shoulders  suggested  and  in  better  shape  too.  The  only reason he had looked so little was because he always stood next to Kelbjorn, whose physique was closer to a silver-backed gorilla’s than it was to a regular human’s. 

The  sneaky  bastard  took  his  jacket  off  to  reveal  wiry  arms.  He drew a sword in each hand and bounded off the ship to face his rival on the dock. 

Jewel  wanted  to  blast  the  lying  little  swine  with  everything  she had  but  she  had  more  pressing  matters  to  attend  to.  The  most important was the fact that the silver-backed gorilla attempted to kill her boyfriend from another world. 

Terry grunted in pain when Kelbjorn’s club pounded into the top of his shoulder. It might not have been a bad strike but the club had spikes  on  it,  two  of  which  pierced  his  shoulder.  His  assailant  then shoved    his  club  forward  to  turn  the  two  puncture  wounds  into something far worse. 

Terry  stumbled  back  into  the  waiting  dagger  of  one  of  the members  of  Grimalf’s  gang.  He  roared  in  pain  and  spun  to  hit  the second  attacker,  but  the  man  had  already  slipped  away  into  the darkness. 

Jewel  glanced  over  her  shoulder  to  locate  Mandy  and  saw  that she  was  busy  defending  herself  against  the  crew  from  the    ship.  It seemed ironic that she now faced the people she had put to sleep to avoid killing them. 

“I’m telling you I’m not with   Grimalf. He tricked   us—I think.” She held  her  rapier  up  to  maintain  some  distance  between  her  and  the pirates. 

The  sorceress  wanted  to  intervene  but  Terry  screamed  in  pain and her attention was dragged to his fight again. 

Kelbjorn  had  hit  him  squarely  in  the  chest  and  he  struggled  to breathe. He needed to be healed, and fast, but Morgan was still on the  dock  and  Mandy  was  occupied.  Jewel  had  to  do  something  or the barbarian would die. 

“Duck!”  she  shouted  and  he  obeyed.  He  fell  prone  as  her fingertips warmed and turned to embers. Tongues of orange and red flame  wound  around  her  fingers  and  spread  to  her  palms  before  a huge cone of flame erupted from her hands, surged over Terry, and drove into Grimalf’s goons. 

Two of them—including the one who had shanked the barbarian

—were  instantly  incinerated.  They  screamed  for  barely  a  moment before the flames overcame them and they were no more. Another two  were  farther  back  and  partially  blocked  by  the  bodies  of  their allies.  Their  clothes  caught  alight,  which  was  enough  to  drive  them from  the  boat  and  into  the  water  of  Stinkrun  Creek.  The  sound  of their  splash  was  immediately  followed  by  that  of  swimming.  They had abandoned this battle and now retreated. 

Kelbjorn sprawled on the deck and writhed in pain. His face had been  caught  in  the  blast  and  she  could  see  severe  burns  between his fingers. He wasn’t important, however. 

“Terry!” 

“I’m here!” Mandy said and began to sing in a soothing voice. Her words flowed together into a magic spell that became Cure Wounds. 

Terry’s  wounds  closed  and  his  breathing  slowed.  He  was unconscious, Jewel realized, but alive. That would be good enough for now. 

“How  did  you  get  free?”  she  demanded  as  she  nodded  her thanks to Mandy. 

“When  they  saw  you  set  the  other  crew  on  fire,  they  realized we’re not with them.” 

“Nice move!” one of Leif’s pirates said and gave them a thumbs-up. 

The  sorceress  turned  as  Kelbjorn  pushed  to  a  seated  position. 

His  face  was  a  horrible  mess  of  burned  flesh  and  one  of  his  eyes

had been destroyed. Even though he’d tried to kill Terry, she felt an intense pang of guilt at his wounds. “I’m so sorry,” she blurted. 

“Don’t  be.”  He  retrieved  a  flask  and  downed  its  contents.  The burned  tissue  immediately  receded  and  was  replaced  with  normal skin. The burned eye closed, then blinked open, healed but devoid of all color. 

“Kelbjorn, I need you!” Grimalf shouted. 

Kelbjorn  grabbed  his  spiked  club  and  leapt  over  the  side  of  the boat and onto the dock. Jewel considered it a minor miracle that the wood did not break under his massive weight. 

“Kill  this  idiot!”  his  leader  shouted  and  pointed  at  Leif.  From  the wounds on his arms, it was clear that despite Grimalf having some physique,  it  was  from  exercise  rather  than  work  with  a  sword.  His adversary had already cut a couple of nicks into each of his arms. 

“With  pleasure.”  The  massive  fighter  growled  a  challenge  and turned toward Leif. 

Before  he  could  deliver  the  intended  crushing  blow,  Morgan stepped forward, armed with his shield and his rose mace. 

“It looks like its tag team, big fella.” 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Mandy’s  spell  stabilized  Terry,  which  would  have  to  be  enough  for right  now.  She  left  him  under  Jewel’s  concerned  eye  and  went  to watch the battle that unfolded on the dock. 

She ignited her sword with light and cast the two versus two duel into harsh light and shadow. 

Kelbjorn might have had a better chance if the man he faced was not used to fighting alongside a barbarian. Morgan was able to see the  rage  inside  the  man  and  knew  when  to  step  aside,  when  to dodge, and when to strike. 

He dodged, stepped, and blocked, repeated the dance, and when it looked like his larger assailant would attempt to batter him with his club, he raised his shield. The force of the blow was enough to hurl the  cleric  off  his  feet,  but  it  was  also  enough  for  the  spikes  of  the larger man’s club to lodge completely in the shield. 

His  adversary  tried  to  yank  his  club  free  and  in  that  moment, Morgan  delivered  a  powerful  blow  to  the  side  of  his  head  with  his mace.  The  big  man  tumbled  from  the  dock  and  splashed  into Stinkrun Creek. 

“Idiot!” Grimalf screamed as his fighter fell. “You failed me at the wrong time, Kelbjorn!” 

“Your  fight  is  with  me,”  Leif  demanded  boldly  and  spun  into  a flurry  of  deft  strokes  with  his  gracefully  thin  blade  to  reduce  his enemy’s vest to ribbons. 

His  opponent  grunted  in  frustration  and  tried  to  press  a counterattack.  His  lack  of  real  success  seemed  odd  since  the  two were  of  similar  height  and  his  arms  certainly  looked    stronger.  His weapons  were  better  too—a  pair  of  matching  swords  with  gilt handles compared to his opponent’s blade that looked sharp enough despite the spots of rust on it. 

But  Leif  was  clearly  winning.  He  knew  how  to  move  better  and how to dance and glide while Grimalf seemed to be focused solely on trying to intimidate his opponent. In this case, it was not working at all. 

Leif  worked  around  his  adversary  and  used  the  narrow  dock  to his advantage. He never allowed him to use the length of it to fight and always kept him pressed close to the water. 

It was a good fight to watch and Mandy realized she could learn much  from  Lief.  There  was  an  economy  to  his  attacks,  like  he wasted no energy and made no unnecessary strikes. It was almost like music in that way. 

While this was not the kind of comparison Mandy the chef from Earth  would  have  made,  it  came  naturally  to  the  bard.  Extra  notes did not make a song better and in the same way, extra strikes did not make a duelist more effective. What was most important was to do as  much  as  one  could  with  as  little  as  possible.  In  this  way,  the essence of something was not lost, be it a song or a duel. 

Oh yes, there was much   to be learned from Lief. She very much hoped  he  won  his  little  duel.  She  might  have  been  tempted  to intervene  but  it  did  not  look  like  it  would  be  necessary.  Fear  was visible in Grimalf’s eyes now. That in and of itself wasn’t a bad thing, but it inched toward panic and that could be lethal. 

His  adversary  saw  it  too.  Instead  of  his  careful  defensive posturing that slowly worked Grimalf toward the edge of the dock, he shifted and thrust forward with an impressively deceptive feint. The other man dodged it but since it was not intended as a blow, evasion was  exactly    what  he’d  wanted  him  to  do.  Leif  dropped  low  and delivered a spinning kick to knock the man’s feet out from under him. 

“Sweep  the  leg,  yes!”  Morgan  cheered  from  down  the  dock. 

Mandy  was  certain  he  had  called  out  as  much  for  the  joke  as  to remind the fallen man that he could not escape that way. 

But  Grimalf  had  other  plans.  “Forget  this!”  he  shouted  as  if  he had  intended  to  end  up  sprawled  on  the  dock,  then  rolled  into  the water.  He  began  to  swim  and  tried  to  catch  up  with  the  rest  of  his crew, who had not lingered to wait for him. Even Kelbjorn, who had fallen in mere moments earlier, was already long gone. 

“I’ll  see  you  next  time!”  Leif  shouted  as  the  other  pirate  leader moved steadily away from the boat. 

The idea of a next time   made  Mandy  feel  exhausted.  How  long had these two been engaged in this feud and retaliated against each

other  with  petty,  dishonorable  attacks?  Leif  seemed  to  have  more honor  than  Grimalf,  but  she  wondered  what  had  started  all  this.  It could have been something as simple as a robbery gone awry or a trade route that one group once held that now belonged to the other side.  Honestly,  it  had  to  end  and  the  only  way  that  would  happen was if they stopped the pirate from vanishing into the night. 

So, for the second time, Mandy began to play the soothing lullaby of  her  sleep  spell.  Fortunately,  the  fleeing  leader  wasn’t  much  of  a diver. If he had tried to make his escape underwater, her notes would have  done  nothing.  Instead,  he  did  a  kind  of  doggy  paddle  or  poor man’s  breaststroke  that  kept  his  head  above  water  the  entire  time. 

This lasted only until Mandy completed her spell and he fell asleep in mid-stroke. 

Grimalf  burbled  something  vaguely  threatening  and  offensive before he lost consciousness and slipped beneath the surface. 

She  was  ready,  however.  In  a  second,  she  put  her  harp  down, kicked  her  shoes  off,  and  dove  over  the  side  of  the  ship.  She splashed into the water and swam after Grimalf. When she reached the place where he’d gone down—illuminated by Jewel’s wand from the ship—she followed the bubbles into the murky water. She did not have to dive very deep before she grasped a handful of his tattered vest and yanked him to the surface. 

The bard leaned back, her arm under one of his arms and around his neck, and began to swim toward the ship. She had been a little worried  about  this  plan  because  he  was  bigger  than  her,  but  she realized  now  that  this  wasn’t  the  case.  Until  now,  she  had  mostly noticed how the behavior of the bard was different than hers, but she was  physically  different  too.  She  was  taller  with  a  bigger  bust  and booty  and  it  made  her  more  buoyant  and  able  to  float  easier  than skinny Mandy ever had. 

When she reached the boat, Morgan was waiting for her. Before the  cleric  could  haul  the  pirate  out  of  the  water,  however,  the  man began to float upward, guided and controlled by Jewel’s wand. 

“I knew Levitate would have its uses,” the sorceress said smugly. 

Mandy grinned and caught hold of Grimalf so she was levitated out of the water and onto the deck of the ship with him. 

She lowered a foot and stepped delicately onto the wood. Once she  had  both  feet  planted  firmly,  Jewel  let  the  spell  drop  and  their prisoner landed with a clatter. He didn’t awaken or seem to breathe hard at all, so the bard thumped her hand into his sternum a couple of times. On the third strike, he vomited a fair amount of water and sat, sputtering and gagging. 

While he struggled to catch his breath, she drew her sword and placed the point of it against his throat. 

“You…you saved me!” Grimalf said in disbelief. 

“A novel concept, I’m sure.” Jewel growled with open scorn. 

“But why?” he sputtered. 

“Because fortunately for you, we’re not   like you,” Mandy said as she took a rope from the deck and used it to bind him. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

You  have  defeated  six  pirates  and  their  leader  with  your  party. 

Your  share  of  the  experience  is  150.  You  need  another  2450

experience points to reach level four. 

Jewel was pleased to see that they gained experience points for defeating the pirates and not simply killing them. She supposed that made sense in a world of balance. If the only way to get ahead was to  kill  people,  surely  balance  wouldn’t  be  the  driving  force  of  the world. 

“Leif. We need to talk,” she said and studied his…uh—she didn’t even know how to think of them, but pirates, henchmen, and allies all seemed  to  fit  to  some  degree.  Whatever  they  were,  they  watched her cautiously and although they didn’t raise their weapons or point them at her, they didn’t put them away either. 

“Coming  right  up,”  Leif  said  from  the  dock  and  crossed  the gangplank. 

She watched him approach and wondered for the life of her how it had come to this and why she had become the leader. Terry had always  been  happy  to  play  that  role  at  the  gaming  table  and  had done  a  good  job  as  the  cleric.  Unfortunately,  as  the  barbarian,  he was no longer leadership material. 

Morgan seemed like the logical choice to her—cleric of light and all that—but he made no effort to step into leadership any more than Mandy did. They both still seemed more relieved than anything to be in  bodies  that  matched  their  genders  on  Earth.  Jewel  thought Morgan could take the responsibility, but Mandy didn’t seem like the right call, especially now when she stood on the deck dripping wet. 

The  sorceress  wondered  who  the  leader  of  this  little  group  of heroes had been before they had all arrived inside their minds. She had  assumed  that  it  must  have  been  the  cleric,  but  she  now wondered more and more if it had been the body she was currently in, that of the elven sorceress. 

It  didn’t  require  her  to  reach  deep  into  her  subconscious  to  find opinions on almost everything. Jewel of the Moon had an outlook on

the world. She made judgments about others and followed her own set of morals. In her experience, people like that were more likely to be leaders—actual leaders, that is. She firmly believed that political success,  at  least  back  home,  seemed  to  be  the  domain  of  people who did their best at never expressing any actual opinions. 

Had  Morgan  dealt  with  the  thoughts  of  the  sorceress  when  he was  in  her  body?  Or  had  his  experience  been  mostly  focused  on being  a  woman?  He  had  certainly  done  things  she  had  never  so much as considered when she was in this body, like wearing a shirt. 

Her robe was a magical artifact imbued with power that suffused her everywhere  it  touched  her  skin.  Wearing  something  with  sleeves beneath it simply would not do. 

“Did you tie him tightly?” she asked when Mandy stepped away from the pirate leader. 

Grimalf struggled at his bonds. “Too tightly. My wrists hurt!” 

“You’ll live,” she responded tartly. 

“Which is more than can be said for these two.” Leif gestured to the  two  burned  bodies  with  his  foot.  “Normally,  we  dump  them overboard. A burial at sea, kind of.” 

“And your man?” Jewel asked. 

“Aye, Trev was always a fan of the swamp. I reckon he’d like to go back to it,” he said. “Boys?” 

The  other  three  surviving  pirates  sheathed  their  weapons  and began  to  dump  the  bodies  of  their  dead  enemies  unceremoniously overboard.  They  were  slightly  more  reverent  with  Trev  and  at  least tied a bandana over his eyes, while one of them slid something into his pocket. Or maybe he rifled it to look for coin. Jewel wasn’t sure and decided she didn’t want to know. He joined his enemies in the swamp. 

While  his  pirates  went  about  their  work,  Leif  sidled  closer  to Mandy.  “My  poor  dear,”  he  said  and  dripped  more  charm  than  she dripped water. “You look terribly uncomfortable in those wet clothes. I would love to get you out of them.” 

She smirked at that, but before she could reply, Jewel intervened. 

“We need to know what the hell is going on,” the half-elf snapped. 

“Leif, we’ll start with you.” 

“But that’s not fair!” Grimalf protested. 

“Fine,”  she  said.  “Grimalf.  What  the  hell  is  going  on?  You  killed that man—” 

“Trev.” 

“You killed Trev in cold blood. Explain yourself.” 

“He  was  a  shit,  he  was.”  The  man  spat  in  disgust.  “He  sold  me bronze that wasn’t truly bronze!” 

“So you killed him?” Morgan asked. 

Grimalf spat again. “He deserved worse for how he’s treated us.” 

“You’ve  sold  us  a  hundred  bad  deals  over  the  years.  Only  last week you sold us a bag of grain that was rotten with maggots!” Leif declared indignantly. 

“We didn’t sell you that bag. We told you we would sell it to you and you stole it!” 

“So you don’t deny that it was infested with maggots.” 

“Not if you don’t deny that you stole it.” 

“Enough!”  the  sorceress  yelled  and  thunder  cracked  overhead. 

She thought it was a coincidence but everyone else seemed to think it  was  a  manifestation  of  her  magic.  Given  the  reaction  it  brought, she was more than willing to go with it. 

“What. In the hell. Is going on?” she asked again. 

“Look, you saved my life and the life of my crew now,” Leif said quickly. “Well, most of them. I will come clean with you because you seem like good, noble folks. Now, for the record, I never said I was a good,  noble  folk,  but  you  all  seem  to  be  so  I  hope  you  behave  as such.  I  respect  it.  I  truly  do.  In  fact  my  mother  was  noble.  Not  in actions, of course, but in her mind, I’d say she was noble as—” 

“Stop talking,” Jewel told him bluntly. 

“I don’t know. I kind of like the way he talks,” Mandy commented. 

“I  like  the  way  you  do  everything,”  he  said  and  winked  at  her. 

“Grimalf is not a merchant but is, in fact, a pirate,” he declared. 

“Funny you should say that.” Terry grunted. “That’s exactly what he said about this   boat and all of them.” He hooked a thumb at the crew. 

“I never thought I’d see the day when Grimalf told the truth, but I see now that it has happened. He said we were pirates because we

are pirates. Although I’d say we’re more interested in smuggling than piracy. It’s easier work, smuggling is. Grimalf would likely agree with that.” 

His  counterpart  nodded.  “Sometimes,  the  taxes  are  too  high. 

What’s a man to do?” 

“That is the question, isn’t it?” By now, the sorceress was tired of Leif jabbering on. He had the gift of the gab, and while it seemed to work quite well on Mandy, it was less than effective on her. “It seems that if you’re both   smugglers who avoid paying their taxes, we ought to turn both of you in to the local constabulary.” 

“A fair punishment,” Grimalf said. “Harsh. But fair.” 

“Eh, it ain’t all that harsh,” Leif said. “You might have noticed that we  don’t  have  much  of  a  constabulary  here.  It’s  only  two  old deckhands  who  lock  up  anyone  the  innkeeper  at  the  Stinkrun  says got too drunk. There are only a couple of cells and there is always someone  who  gets  too  drunk.  If  you  take  us  to  them,  we’ll  be  out tomorrow  or  two  days  from  now  at  the  longest.  Maybe  less  for Grimalf, depending on whether any of his boys come to bribe them. 

It don’t cost much.” 

“Then  what  would  you  have  us  do?”  Jewel  asked  and  felt  quite certain that he would have an answer to that   question. 

“Well, you wanted something from good old Grim, correct?” 

Her jaw twitched and she clenched her teeth. She didn’t want to give away anything. 

“It’s  not  like  people  come  to  Blun  for  the  atmosphere,  is  all  I’m saying.  You’re  here  for  a  reason—whether  it’s  to  find  something  or someone, or maybe to get away, I don’t know. But you didn’t come here for no reason. I propose you tell me what it is and I serve my penance by helping you on whatever this mission is. After that, you let me go on my merry way.” 

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Terry muttered. “We need a guide.” 

Jewel  silenced  him  with  a  look.  “And  what  about  Grimalf?”  she asked. “Do you have a solution for him as well?” 

Leif shrugged. “The man left me for dead only two days ago and almost got all my men killed. He killed Trev, and in cold blood too. If you’re asking me what to do with him…” He shrugged

“You’d kill him,” Terry finished for him. 

“I wouldn’t go that far!” he protested. “Well, maybe I would if I had the  chance.  He  could  have  drowned  and  could  be  ’gator  food  right now    but  the  infinite  grace  of  Mandy  pulled  him  from  the  drink.  It makes a man question his resolve, it does. I guess what I’m saying is  I  defer  to  your  judgment  in  this  regard.  If  you  wish  him  dead,  I won’t stop you.” 

Terry,  Morgan,  and  Mandy  all  shifted  their  focus  to  her  and  she sighed. Asking the two pirates—she was at least convinced that they were pirates—had done little to help her. She’d had a feeling that it would come down to her decision but that hadn’t prepared her for it. 

“I  don’t  know  what  the  best  course  of  action  is,”  she  admitted. 

“We  are  strangers  here,  after  all.  It  seems  this  rivalry  has  gone  on between the two of you for some time. Our presence here has upset it and resulted in the death of some of your men. I don’t know what’s best but I do know I don’t want anyone else to die.” 

Both men looked quite relieved at that statement. 

“I suppose I do have a few ideas, though—something to remind both of you   that we mean business and are not to be trifled with. I’ll need  you  both  to  answer  some  questions.  For  starters,  Leif,  is  this your boat?” 

“Of course it is.” 

“Can you prove it?” 

“I  know  every  inch  of  the   Sally  Forth  better  than  anyone.  The ninth  board  from  the  front  is  rotten,  for  example,  and  one  of  the barrels of pitch is filled with sand because I like to look like we’re well provisioned.” 

Morgan checked the board and put a boot right through it. 

“It wasn’t that rotten,” Leif complained but fell silent at a look from the sorceress. 

“And which ship is yours?” she asked the other man. 

“That  one  over  there—the   Pearl.”  Grimalf  pointed  to  a  boat moored to another dock a few vessels away. 

“And you have a way to prove it's yours?” 

“Of course I do. You’ll find my clothes in my cabin, all tailored to my height.” 

“Clothes? That the best you can do?” 

“There’s  also  a  switch  on  the  tiller.  If  you  don’t  press  it  in  a particular way, the ship won’t go the right way. I can show it to you,” 

he grumbled. 

“Lead the way,” she said, and Terry yanked the man to his feet. 

Grimalf  mumbled  protests  as  he  led  them  to  the  ship.  A  few splashes  told  Jewel  that  his  crew  had  fled  there  and  had  probably hoped  to  escape  detection.  That  was  fine  with  her.  She  had  never liked the idea of having enemies, but it seemed an inescapable truth of  this  world.  It  was  better  to  have  enemies  who  feared  her  than those who saw her as a target. 

They climbed a plank onto the ship and discovered that it was in even worse shape than Leif’s was. Telling them which plank on the deck  was  rotten  would  have  been  a  simple  game  of  chance—the kind that had close to fifty-fifty odds. 

“This is your room, then?” the sorceress asked. 

“It is,    not that it’s any of your business.” 

“Your business became our business when you lied to us, tried to use us to murder someone, and then tried to kill us.” 

Grimalf had no response to that. 

“Open the door,” she instructed. 

“And if I don’t?” 

“Terry?” 

She didn’t have to ask twice. One swing of his ax was enough to shatter the already half-rotten door into nothing but splinters. 

That the room in question was Grimalf’s was immediately clear. A bureau  with  clothes  practically  spilling  out  of  it  pointed  to  the  only man in town she had seen wearing a three-piece suit. The clothes, however, were not what forced a gasp out of her throat or made her wish she had never left the Forest and her sisters. 

On the back wall of the room was a massive tapestry. It covered the entire area and the bottom of it was on the floor, folded over itself so she couldn’t see the entire thing. And thank the goddess for that. 

What she saw was horrible enough. In the center of the tapestry rose a black mausoleum. Demons stood upon its steps and in their hands were  chains  that  led  to  the  necks  of  elves  and  humans.  While  the

captives  looked  miserable  and  terrified,  the  demons  looked overjoyed. 

“What…what is this?” the half-elf sputtered and took a step back. 

“An artifact. It’s something I’m sure I can get good money for if I can only find a—” 

Flames erupted from her hands. The tapestry ignited, the clothes ignited, and the rotten wood of the room ignited. 

“You  crazy  bitch!”  Grimalf  screamed  and  fell  to  his  knees  when Terry punched him in the face. 

“No one  speaks to her that way!” the barbarian roared and spittle spewed  from  his  mouth.  Jewel  knew  he  felt  the  same  as  her.  His people had worn chains and had been slaves. He reached for one of the hand axes on his belt but Morgan slid his arms around him. 

“Not like this, big guy. Not in cold blood.” 

Mandy hummed a tune and Terry’s anger seemed to leave him. 

Jewel wished she could have the same relief but she felt her fury consume her like the blaze consumed Grimalf’s room. 

Orange flame lapped up the walls and jumped from cloth to rotten wood walls, to the decaying ceiling. 

“Why did you have that?” she demanded as the inferno grew in intensity.  Already,  it  sucked  air  in  through  the  open  doorway  and belched smoke into the night. 

“No reason!” Grimalf shouted and struggled against his bonds. “I found it in an abandoned ship and thought I could sell it. Honest—I swear!” The smell of urine from his pants lent some credence to his words. 

She turned on him. “If I find out you’re lying to me, I will find you and that will be your end. Do you understand me?” 

“I-I d-d-do!” he stammered. 

“If I ever see you again, you will regret it, not me. If I ever see you again, you will lose much more than your stinking boat. Now, Mandy, cut his bonds.” 

The  bard  cut  him  loose.  Jewel  had  wondered  if  Grimalf  might make  some  last-minute  effort  to  save  some  artifact  on  his  boat  but he did not. Instead, he turned tail and ran off the edge of the boat to splash into the muddy water below. 

“That  was  badass  and  all,  but  maybe  we  should  get  off  the burning ship,” Mandy suggested. 

Jewel  nodded  and  felt  like  she’d  lost  track  of  time  for  a  minute while  she  stared  into  the  flames  and  watched  the  demons  and  the chains  they  held  twist  and  warp  in  the  light.  When  she  had  cast Burning  Hands,  she  had  not  been  thinking  at  all.  It  had  been  an emotional  visceral  reaction.  As  it  combusted,  she  had  thought  the flames  would  raze  them  to  nothing  but  somehow,  the  demons seemed  untouched.  The  mausoleum  they  stood  in  front  of  had burned  away  and  the  elves  and  humans  they  had  held  in  bondage were gone, but the demons were still there as if they enjoyed the fire. 

As if they basked in it. 

In the next moment, the roof of Grimalf’s room collapsed. 

“Jewel. Jewel, come on, let’s go!” Mandy said. She waited for the other woman on the gangplank. 

“Right.”  The  sorceress  felt  numb  as  she  followed  her  friends  off the boat. They walked along the dock and reached land at the same moment that the flames worked through enough of the hull to allow water in. The ship sank—not far, only a couple of feet—but enough that she knew the rotten vessel would never sail again. 

“Wow,” Leif said. He looked a little horrified but mostly impressed. 

“Your leader means business, doesn’t she?” 

“Oh yes, she does,” Mandy replied. “And I believe she asked you for directions?” 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

They  slept  late  the  next  morning  and  awoke  to  the  smell  of  freshly baked  bread.  For  the  briefest  of  moments—before  Morgan  opened his eyes—he wondered if he was back home. His mom would bake bread early in the morning on Sundays to drive the family out of bed and toward the kitchen, where she would then demand they all get dressed and go to church. 

She never managed to nag his dad into it. He’d get dressed, all right, but to go fishing, not to pray. Morgan had taken to going with him half the time, but whenever they returned, the bread was always gone except for a few crumbs. 

His dad would tease his mom about not getting to eat any of the fish if she didn’t bake more bread. She would say she didn’t like fish anyway, and his dad would try to make her kiss one, and she’d laugh in  his  arms  while  Morgan  and  his  sister  egged  her  on  and  begged her  to  kiss  the  fish.  Eventually,  she  always  did—after  getting  her husband to promise to grill it outside. 

But that had been a long time ago—before college, before his job as  a  designer  for  video  games,  and  before  he’d  agreed  to  play  a mystical game that had sucked him from that world into this one. 

He  opened  his  eyes  to  see  a  ceiling  not  made  of  sheetrock  but open rafters and grass. Water had seeped through the thatch above him and left a dark spot of mold and mildew. The bed he slept in was hardly  in  any  better  shape  and  the  straw  stuffed  into  the  mattress stank—or it had when he’d fallen asleep. But the smell of bread was real. 

His  friends  had  already  awoken,  dressed,  and  gone  downstairs for breakfast. He climbed out of bed and dressed quickly but made sure to wear his chainmail and tie his weapons to his belt. Leif had promised to meet them at the inn that morning so they could set out early. 

Dressed and packed, he hurried downstairs to where his friends sat around a table. In the center was a large plate, empty except for a few crumbs. 

“Seriously?”  Morgan  explained  as  he  sat.  “There  was  fresh bread? I didn’t think anything in this town was fresh.” 

“Well,  good  morning  to  you  too,”  Mandy  grumbled.  It  was  odd. 

Despite  her  being  in  a  different  body,  she  still  missed  coffee  in  the mornings. He wouldn’t have thought a caffeine habit would transfer bodies, but it seemed it could. 

“I  don’t  think  our  actions  last  night  went  unnoticed,”  Jewel  said and gestured subtly to the common room of the inn. 

The  few  other  patrons  there  this  early  seemed  to  sit  a  little straighter  than  they  had  before  and  the  innkeeper  seemed  more chipper  as  well.  She  even  ventured  a  smile  that  made  up  with enthusiasm what it lacked in teeth. 

“More buns are in the oven but I brought some stew for you as well,” she said as she placed four bowls on the table. 

The  cleric’s  stomach  grumbled.  It  smelled  halfway  decent, surprisingly, and he took a big spoonful and filled his mouth with the rich, thick stew. Some kind of meat in it—salami or something like it

—was tough but very flavorful. 

The door to the Stinkrun Inn swung open and Morgan blinked at the bright light. 

“Well, good morning!” Leif sauntered to their table. 

“Would  you  care  to  join  us?”  Mandy  said  and  batted  her eyelashes. The cleric had no idea how anyone could flirt this early in the morning. That said, however, she looked like one glance at the man had given her more than a cup of coffee had ever been able to. 

“We  should  get  on  the  road,”  the  pirate  told  them.  “And  I’d  skip the stew.” He nodded toward Morgan, who had already eaten more than half his serving. “The innkeeper’s known to use rat bacon.” 

“Excuse  me?”  the  woman  demanded  and  stopped  a  few  feet away from the table, holding a plate stacked high with hot, steaming buns. 

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” Lief responded with a grin. 

She scowled and took the buns to another table in a huff. 

“Unless  the  rats  aren’t  fresh.  Which,  of  course,  hers  aren’t,”  he added with a grimace and a wink. 

Morgan  stopped  chewing.  The  meat  in  his  mouth  was exceptionally   tough.  It  was  an  effort  to  swallow  it  and  he  was  now completely unsure if doing so was the right call. 

“I got plenty of breakfast at my place,” the pirate continued. “It’s cold  but  it  won’t  leave  you  squatting  in  the  swamp,  trying  to  keep your bowels inside.” 

His stomach clenched. “Let me get the horses.” 

Leif  waved  dismissively.  “No  pack  animals  in  the  swamp.  The swamp eats horses.” 

“Well, we can’t simply leave them here,” he protested. 

“Sure we can.” Leif waved at the innkeeper. “Are you interested in those horses?” 

“Are they for sale?” Her eyes gleamed, a sure indication that she was  very  interested.  “Not  that  they  look  quite  right  for  the  region.  I suppose I could part with…let’s say three gold coin apiece?” 

“Three gold apiece?”    The cleric sputtered in indignation. “They’re worth ten times that at least!” 

“Five. Final offer.” 

“You  can  give  them  ten.  They’re  fully  saddled  after  all,”  Leif pointed out. 

“Deal!”  The  innkeeper  said,  spat  through  her  missing  teeth  into her hand, and extended it for someone to shake. 

Morgan recoiled, as did Jewel, but Terry was quick to spit in his hand  and  shake.  The  cleric  wasn’t  sure  if  he  agreed  to  the  deal because  he  understood  the  economics  of  it  or  simply  because spitting in his hand to make a deal seemed like a novel thing to do. 

The proprietor was quick to fetch their forty gold and send them on their way. 

He sighed as they walked to the ship. The day was getting worse and they hadn’t even entered the swamp yet. 

Leif led them onto the deck, where he opened a barrel and pulled breakfast out. It was quite disappointing—mealy apples, biscuits that were made with something that was certainly not   butter, and a kind of  meat  Morgan  supposed  was  technically  an  improvement  on  rat but  didn’t  taste  much  better.  The  fare  included  a  jug  of  something that tasted like cider and was decent, although he didn’t dare to ask

what  it  was  made  of.  For  this  meal,  anyway,  he  decided  ignorance was bliss. 

No one else seemed to mind but that was probably because they had all eaten freshly baked buns and thus had something delicious to pad their stomachs with. 

Leif had the good manners to wait for them to start eating before he spoke. “So the first thing I want to get out there is that I can take you within shooting distance of the tomb but I won’t go inside under any circumstances. Are we clear on that?” 

Mandy,  Terry,  and  Jewel  each  choked  on  their  cider  at  the mention of the tomb. Morgan, fortunately, had not been eating at the time so he simply sat, frozen, until he realized that someone   needed to  speak.  He  was  also  the  only  person  not  wiping  cider  from  their chin. 

“We’re not looking for that,” he said in what might have been the world’s least believable delivery of a lie ever. 

“The Tomb of Malevolent Evil?” Leif asked as if it were a popular coffee shop they simply must   try. “You mean you’re not interested in what  was  on  that  tapestry  in  Grimalf’s  room?  The  one  that  made your leader burn his boat to nothing?” 

“We  are  looking  for  treasure,”  Jewel  said.  The  cleric  thought  it sounded more believable than his lie, but only barely. 

“Right.  That’s  what  you  said,  but  that  means  you’re  after  the tomb, right? No one around here simply says   they’re looking for the tomb,  but  that’s  the  only  reason  people  ever  come  here.  If  there’s other  treasure  in  the  swamp—and  there  very  well  might  be—I certainly don’t know where it is.” 

A  long  beat  of  silence  followed,  in  which  the  four  friends  all glanced  at  each  other  and  asked  the  same  thing  with  their  eyes.  It seemed hard to believe that the pirate had admitted to knowing the location of the tomb. Again, Morgan spoke first. 

“Let’s  say  we  were    looking  for  the  tomb—hypothetically,  of course. Would you know where it was?” 

“I  don’t  know  about  hypotheticals  and  possibly  maybe  knowing where things were or have been, but I know where it is if that’s what you’re asking. Grimalf does too, for that matter, although I don’t think

he’ll want to work with you after all that.” Leif hooked a thumb at the wreckage of the other pirate boat. The front and back of the vessel were both above the waterline and still smoldered from the fire. 

“How do you know where it is?” Jewel asked. 

“All the smuggling types around here do,” the man replied matter of factly. “It’s the only steady work for many of them.” 

“Them but not you?” Mandy asked. 

He nodded. “The folk who have been staying there give me the creeps. Plus, it’s not like they pay all that well. Call me old-fashioned, but if I have to deliver sacks of flour to a goblin covered with pox in a creepy  old  temple  in  the  middle  of  the  swamp—which  means keeping  them  dry  for  the  entire  trip,  mind  you—I  expect  to  be  paid better than average.” 

“It’s  wonderful  to  know  we  found  ourselves  a  smuggler  with scruples,” Morgan quipped, only half in jest. 

“I wouldn’t go that far. I don’t think I can afford scruples,” Leif said bluntly. “But I don’t think it’s worth the risk to go there. Grimalf dealt with them for years and ran food, arms, armor, and even fresh water out there. If it was such a great gig, he would have had the money to hire a crew to kill me long ago.” 

It  was  an  odd  boast,  to  be  sure,  but  the  cleric  respected  it  in some weird way. 

“Wait a minute—you said a pox?” Jewel asked. “The people out there have a rash?” 

The pirate nodded. “Not only the people but everyone. That was the only silver lining of waking up tied to a pole in the swamp when you all saved me. The goblins that planned to eat me were the old-fashioned kind—most had no rash and no obsession with that tomb.” 

“You truly   are an optimist, aren’t you?” Mandy giggled. 

Leif winked at her. “It’s easy to keep my spirits up when someone like you is around.” 

Morgan  wanted  to  throw  up  but  that  might  have  been  the  rat-bacon stew talking. 

“So even though you don’t go there, you know how   to get there?” 

Terry  asked.  He  made  no  effort  to  hide  his  suspicion  of  this  self-proclaimed pirate. 

“A good smuggler can’t rightly smuggle if he doesn’t know what to avoid,” the man said with another wink. Morgan began to wonder if  he  had  a  tic.  “If  I  don’t  want  to  pay  taxes,  it’s  important  to  know where the tax collectors work, isn’t it?” 

“How long will it take to get there?” Jewel was now all business. 

“It  depends  on  the  weather  and  the  route,  but  we  should  bring enough food for a week. We’ll want to augment that with hunting and foraging,  of  course,  but  luckily  for  all  of  you,  I  can  forage  with  the best of them.” 

“We won’t be able to forage in the tomb, though,” Morgan pointed out. 

“No,  I  would  think  not,  but  like  I  said,  that’s  your  business.  I’m offering to get you there and give you a few pointers on how to get back. I owe you my life and the lives of my crew, but if they find me leading people there, they’ll kill me, and it will make what the goblins planned to do seem pleasant. I want to set things right between us, but taking you there counts as setting us straight. Is that a deal?” 

“I don’t think that’s a fair trade,” the cleric countered. 

“Of course it is!” 

“If  you  trick  us,  we’ll  kill  you.”  Terry  fixed  him  with  a  hard  look. 

“You understand that,    right?” 

“You’ve made that very clear, yes. Still, these are my terms.” 

“If you can get us close enough to see it, we’ll hold your debt to us fulfilled,” Jewel agreed. 

The pirate looked at the others but when no one else spoke, he extended  his  hand  for  her  to  shake.  She  took  it  and  they  shook briskly. 

“Excellent,” he said. “Now, when we’re out there, I need you all to understand  that  I’m  in  charge.  Don’t  get  me  wrong.  There  will  be many  chances  for  all  of  you  to  make  your  own  choices  about whether you want to kill a ’gator or run from it, but what I say goes. 

Got it? There’s too much in the swamp for me to explain.” 

“It  makes  sense,”  Terry  conceded  and  rubbed  his  chin.  “My people feel the same way when outsiders come to our mountains.” 

“We’ll do as you say as long as it does not endanger any of us,” 

the sorceress agreed. 

“If you don’t want to be in danger, don’t seek the tomb devoted to evil in the middle of a swamp that will try to kill all of us a hundred times  over.  But  I  get  your  point  and  I  won’t  ask  any  of  you  to  be eaten by a snapper so I can walk across its shell.” 

“Very  well,”  Jewel  said.  Morgan  wondered  if  she  was  keeping pace with him. He had a hard time of it. 

“Great.  Next,  I’d  like  to  see  all  your  gear,”  the  pirate  told  them. 

“You’d  be  shocked  at  some  of  the  stuff  people  think  they  need  in there.” 

“Fair  enough.”  Jewel  upended  her  pack.  Leif  poked  through  the collection  of  rope,  torches,  and  a  few  other  odds  and  ends  they  all thought of as the essential adventurer’s gear after years of tabletop fantasy role-playing games. 

“What are these? Pitons?” he asked with a snort as he picked up one  of  the  metal  spikes  from  Terry’s  bag.  “There  aren’t  any mountains where we’re going.” 

“Our mission might take us farther than the edge of the tomb,” the barbarian reminded him. 

He nodded. “Fair enough, I suppose. But if you have the strength to  carry  those,  you  can  carry  this  too.”  He  produced  a  bronze  bar from his pack. 

“What is this for?” He hefted it with a scowl. 

“We’ll call it insurance. It’s better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it,” Leif replied smoothly. “It’s not all that   heavy.” 

“Fine.”  Terry  grunted,  perhaps  having  been  goaded  into acquiescence  by  the  indirect  suggestion  that  his  strength  was  in question. 

“These  blankets  might  have  to  stay  in  the  swamp.  It  might  get cold,  but  it  will    get  wet.  Anything  that’s  not  waxed  could  end  up ruined.” 

“And these?” Morgan asked and pointed to some twisted-looking hooks.  They  appeared  to  be  something  goblins  might  use  to persuade someone to see things their way. 

“Did  you  never  go  fishing  before?”  Leif  chuckled.  He  took  out  a long, collapsible pole made of cleverly interlocking pieces. “That will change,  I  can  promise  you  that.”  He  paused  and  scrutinized  their

gear again. “But I’m surprised. This all looks good. Most folks will try to bring in something sentimental—or worse, treasure.” 

“Treasure? Why would anyone bring treasure if they were looking for it?” Morgan honestly thought this might be an exaggeration. 

“Most people looking for the tomb aren’t after the loot inside but hoping  to  join  up.  Sometimes,  that  goes  easier  when  you  have something of value to offer. Given that you don’t have much in here besides the coin for the horses you didn’t want to part with, I’d call that a fairly good sign.” 

The  cleric  swallowed  hard  at  that.  The  idea  that  people  would traverse  a  swamp  simply  for  the  opportunity    to  join  whatever  was happening  at  the  tomb  was  a  terrifying  thought.  It  seemed  to  imply that it was far more populated than he had dared to imagine. 

“Well, if there’s nothing else, we should get underway. Traveling first thing in the morning isn’t wise, as that’s when most creatures do their  hunting,  but  since  the  sun’s  already  well  above  the  horizon, there’s no reason to delay.” 

The pirate tucked everything into his pack, hoisted it, and waved farewell to his crew. 

“Aren’t they coming with us?” Mandy asked. 

“I’ll run this escort solo. We’ll already be a fairly big group, plus I need to leave them here to watch the ship. Now that Grimalf doesn’t have one, he might want to steal mine. Or set it on fire to teach me a lesson.” 

Jewel smirked. “Solo it is.” 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

To  call  the  swamp  dismal  would  be  to  give  it  a  compliment.  Mandy didn’t  know  which  of  her  senses  was  most  offended  by  it.  They  all seemed to have an equal claim. Nothing was particularly appealing about it, that was for sure. 

The  plants  were  all  spiny  or  thorny.  What  fruits  there  were seemed  specifically  created  to  attract  things  that  ate  dead  meat rather than creatures that preferred fresh fruit. While many shades of green  were  in  evidence,  the  murky  shades  of  brown  and  sickly yellow were far more prevalent. 

Although  the  word  “sickly”  made  her  nose  rebel  against  the assessment  because  the  bog  stank  worse  than  anything  she  had ever smelled. She had worked in restaurants with grease traps that were not cleaned regularly, which made her something of an expert. 

In a word, it smelled like death but with a depth to the stench that she had not known existed. It stank of dying plants that succumbed to  putrefaction  even  as  they  tried  to  send  new  vines  out  from  the mess of filth they had become. 

The  reek  of  dead  animals  laced  through  it.  Some  of  these  had been gored by the spiky plants, while others seemed to have simply died where they lay, perhaps in rebellion to the stench around them. 

One in particular—a raccoon or something like it—its hair long rotted away, released a particularly horrible smell when Terry kicked it and ruptured its swollen skin. 

Taste  was  connected  to  smell,  of  course,  and  the  idea  of snacking  while  they  traveled  was  nonexistent.  As  if  this  wasn’t  bad enough,  other  aspects  contributed  to  the  unpleasant  taste experience as well. 

Tiny  insects  harried  them  almost  every  step  of  the  way.  The group  constantly  swatted  at  them  and  missed  more  often  than  not. 

To  Mandy,  this  proved  that  the  bugs  knew  how  to  dodge,  which made  their  willingness  to  fly  into  her  throat  and  release  their  bitter juices  when  she  inadvertently  crushed  them  between  her  teeth  all the worse. 

These  irritating  creatures  also  contributed  to  the  feel  of  the swamp. The team had learned very quickly to be careful around the thorny  vegetation.  All  of  them  had  scratches  except  Jewel,  whose robe somehow kept her safe from the ever-present thorns. Still, even she was not able to escape the mosquitoes, biting flies, and the tiny invisible insects Morgan had offered a description for from their world that Leif had loved—no see’ums. 

The  sounds  were  awful  too.  Their  boots  squelched  in  the  mud more  often  than  not,  and  a  constant  chorus  of  bugs  seemed  to indicate  that  they  weren’t  at  all  perturbed  that  five  people  trudged through  their  land.  Other  things  moved  in  the  thick  tangles  as  well, but  the  pirate  assured  them  that  they  didn’t  need  to  worry  about anything in the thick brambles—yet. 

“The  plant  growth  is  too  thick  here.  Nothing  big  enough  to  eat people  can  make  it  through.  We’ll  get  to  a  place  with  proper predators soon enough.” 

“Lovely,”  Mandy  had  said  sarcastically.  But  at  least  with  the sound,  she  could  help  somewhat.  While  they  marched,  she  pulled her harp out and played a tune to try to keep their spirits up. It might have been a lost cause if they were on Earth—although surely there wasn’t  a  place  this  horrible  anywhere  back  home—but  there,  with magic to suffuse the melody, it had some effect at least. 

They  rested  during  the  night  of  the  first  day  and  maintained  a careful watch while glowing insects moved through the darkness, no quieter than their diurnal counterparts. 

When  the  new  day  dawned,  they  woke  to  a  swamp  that  had  not changed much in the night. It was still thorny, stinky, and hostile and stayed that way all morning. 

At lunchtime, Mandy ate with her nose pinched shut. She decided she’d rather taste little than mistake the stench as a part of her food. 

Shortly after that, the terrain shifted. 

They  reached  a  ridge—not  a  tall  one  since  it  was  barely  more than a few feet—and below it, the landscape was quite different. No woody  plants  covered  in  spines  grew  there  and  no  more  crawling vines—or if there were any, they were hidden beneath the tall grass that grew thickly between the pools of water. 

“It looks like the Everglades,” Mandy muttered. 

“I can’t say I’ve even been there. Is it far?” Leif asked. 

“Oh, yeah,” she replied cheerfully. “Worlds away.” 

“Well,  I  can’t  imagine  it’s  as  tricky  as  this  part  of  the  swamp.  I should  warn  you  that  the  pools  of  water  are  the  most  dangerous places.  It’s  best  to  assume  that  something  lies  in  wait  at  the  very center of each and every one. Not all of them, of course—or at least not all of them have something big,    but they all have something. The

’gators are the worst but there are blood-sucking slugs, snakes, and even fish that can cross onto the land to contend with.” 

“So the grass is safe?” Jewel asked. 

“Safer,”  Leif  clarified.  “The  ground  beneath  it  can  be  as  soft  as anything  and  sometimes,  it  spreads  over  pools  so  where  you  think it’s  solid  is  more  water.  The  best  thing  to  do  is  follow  me  and  step exactly   where I step, all right?” 

They all agreed to that—what else was there to do? —and waited as he took his fishing pole out. 

“We had lunch not long ago,” the sorceress protested. 

“Oh, I’m not fishing this time.” The pirate snapped the pieces of wood  together  until  the  pole  was  about  ten  feet  in  length.  He extended the end of it and prodded the surface in front of them. “All right, then. Right this way.” 

Their pace slowed considerably in this new terrain, both because their guide took his time to make sure what they walked on was land and not water and because even with his stick, his methods were far from flawless. 

Within the hour, everyone had mud in their boots and was soaked to the waist. It was even more unpleasant than the stinky first leg of their  voyage  and  the  thought  of  doing  all  this  merely  so  they  could reach  an  evil  tomb—and  what?  Defeat  the  evil  inside?—was  an almost unbearable thought. 

This  was  odd  because  the  Mandy  of  Earth  loved  missions  like this. She had often complained to Jorge about how his quests could be too easy. He’d let them all travel swiftly to the castle or whatever and  they’d  start  fully  rested  and  with  sharp  minds.  It  had  hardly seemed realistic. But having to take every actual step was horrible. It was  worse  than  grinding  in  a  video  game,  mostly  because  of  the stench. 

Although  she  did  have  some  of  her  wits  still  about  her.  She noticed,  for  example,  that  for  all  Leif’s  poking  and  prodding  at  the route in front of them, he did not break a virgin trail. 

“Pardon  me  for  prying  into  your  methods,  Leif,  but  is  that  pole necessary?” she asked in a hushed voice during one of their many breaks.  Walking  around  with  wet  boots  and  legs  covered  in  mud made  every  step  feel  like  two,  so  more  breaks  were  needed  than usual. 

“We don’t want to slip into the mud,” he explained. 

“Right, but if that boot print supported the last person who came through here, won’t it support us too?” 

“The…boot print?” He at least had the decency to blush. 

“It’s  not  the  only  one,  either.  We’ve  passed  a  couple,  plus  the grass is pushed down in what must be more than merely an animal path. I thought this place was supposed to be trackless. You said no map would get us through here but we’ve been following a trail.” 

He smiled at her. God, he had a nice smile. That it could look so good even when traces of mud speckled his face was something he should be proud of. 

“You’re  so  observant,”  the  pirate  said  around  his  perfect  grin.  “I don’t mean to be rude, but I never thought a bard would be able to notice such details in a swamp.” 

“Do you think bards are dumb?” 

“I think bards know cities and the places therein very well.” 

“I know people. And I know people have come through here.” 

“You’re  right,  of  course.  People  have  come  this  way  and  I’ve mostly followed their path.” 

“So we could have done this without you.” 

“I would never have let you risk such a thing!” Leif gasped. “There is  a  way  to  go,  yes,  but  it  changes  constantly.  For  example,  up ahead there…which way would you go?” 

Mandy looked to where he pointed at a pond directly in the path they had traveled on so they would need to go either one way or the other. “The grass is pushed down to the left.” 

“Correct.” 

“So then we go left.” 

“I wouldn’t.” He shook his head. “Do you see how the tips of the grass on either side of the path bend inward?” 

She admitted that she did. 

“That  means  something  has  hollowed  a  space  out  on  the  path. 

Judging by where we are and the extra loud insect noise, I’d expect a nest of snakes.” 

“You can tell that simply from some grass and the noise?” 

“Well…more snakes means less rats, which means more bugs. I could be wrong but I’d rather lead us to the right.” 

“So we’ll have to leave the path?” 

“For a time, yes, but we’ll join with another one. The way through the swamp shifts constantly.” 

“Are we ready?” Jewel asked. 

“Leif was saying we should go to the right,” Mandy told her. 

The pirate winked at her before he led the way. 

“Thanks for taking us, Leif. You could have simply given us a fake map  or  something.  You  leading  us  through  here  shows  that  you care.” 

“Well, I have expertise and I like to share it—or feel indebted to in this case. But yes, I’m sure you would have been blindsided without me to lead you through. I’ve been here so many times that it’s rare that anything can—oh gods, what’s that?” 

Something as big as a man exploded from the grass and blocked their  path.  Before  Leif  had  finished  yelling,  another  five  heads appeared. They were scaly, with razorlike teeth, slitted eyes, horns, and holes for ears. 

All of them had spears pointed directly at the party. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“Don’t fight! Whatever you do, don’t fight!” Leif shouted as a ring of spears encircled Terry and his friends. This was easy for the pirate to say since he had led them to slaughter. 

The  barbarian  had  other  plans,  however.  He  drew  his  ax  and swung  it  at  the  spearhead  that  hovered  in  front  of  his  chest.  The wood snapped and the bronze arrowhead fell into the muck beneath him. 

While  the  lizard  hissed  menacingly,  no  attack  was  forthcoming. 

He had shown him he was no easy pickings. 

Still, he didn’t like how he hissed either so he roared in defiance. 

The creature waited for him to finish, then hissed again. A frill fanned up from his neck at the same time and his skin shifted from a dusky green that blended with the grass to a pattern of red-and-blue. 

A  couple  of  bright  colors  didn’t  scare  Terry,  of  course.  He pounded his chest and roared again. 

When  the  lizardman  lowered  his  frill  and  stepped  back,  he grinned, sure that he had won. 

His  sense  of  triumph  diminished  somewhat  when  another lizardman stepped forward, this one a full head taller than the other. 

“Don’t  challenge  them,”  Leif  sputtered  and  blabbered  on  like  he always did. “They consider this their sovereign territory and demand payment from trespassers. Which, right now, is us.” 

Terry  ignored  him.  This  was  simply  more  tricks  and  more deception.  Sometimes,  the  quickest  way  to  the  heart  of  a  problem was a keen blade. 

The barbarian brandished his ax at the huge creature in front of him  and  the  lizardman  did  the  same.  His  weapon  was  not  steel, however, but made of some kind of bone. 

“You  idiot.  They  see  that  as  a  challenge,”  the  pirate  warned.  “If you  swing  at  him,  he  will    fight  you  to  the  death.  If  anyone  else interferes, we’ll all be killed. That’s their way and it has been for as long as the swamp has existed.” 

He could barely hear Leif’s words. Rage pulsed through his veins and  urged  him  to  battle.  His  heightened  senses  were  completely focused on the lizardman in front of him. He was humanoid, but his musculature  and  bone  structure  were  noticeably  different.  Terry wasn’t sure he’d be able to fully anticipate anything the creature did. 

That could be a problem. 

Right  now,  for  example,  instead  of  lifting  his  ax  to  fight,  his adversary  seemed  to  twitch  it  to  the  side.  Was  it  some  kind  of underhand strike that he wasn’t familiar with? He truly didn’t think so. 

The  lizardman  had  the  same  big  shoulders  as  him  and  the  same muscled  chest.  While  he  might  be  built  a  little  differently,  he’d  still have far more strength on a downswing rather than trying to swing up. The twitch meant something. 

It took a moment before he realized what. 

He twitched his weapon and dropped it into the mud. 

“No!”  Morgan  shouted,  although  he  didn’t  reach  for  his  mace. 

That  was  fine.  The  lizardman  wouldn’t  decapitate  Terry.  He  had different plans…didn’t he? 

The  creature’s  tongue  flicked  from  his  mouth  and  tasted  the putrid  air.  As  if  he’d  smelled  something  he  liked,  he  smiled.  The expression was rather threatening with all the teeth in his mouth, but his eyes certainly looked pleased. 

In  the  next  moment,  he  dropped  his  ax  as  well.  It  didn’t  land  in the mud but was instead caught by another of his comrades. For the briefest  moment,  the  barbarian  felt  disappointed  that  he  wouldn’t face such a powerful-looking opponent. Still smiling, the lizard raised his arms and spread his fingers. 

Terry knew exactly   what that meant. 

This was a test of strength. 

“No  weapons  means  it’s  until  someone  quits,”  Leif  warned  him grimly. 

“How do I know when he quits?” he asked. 

“You can tap his body with your hand.” 

“I didn’t ask how I   could tap out,” he snapped but the answer was good  enough.  He  raised  his  hands,  interlocked  his  fingers  with  his opponent, and the match began. 

For a moment, the combatants locked gazes and simply pushed against  one  another.  The  muscles  in  the  barbarian’s  shoulders bulged with the strain and his pectorals and triceps flexed. He loved the feeling of having his muscles engorged with blood. It was even better when it came from a halfway decent opponent. 

The  lizard  stuck  his  forked  tongue  out,  flicked  it  twice,     and pushed  even  harder.  Terry  grunted,  surprised  by  how  strong  the creature was. 

Still, there was more to winning a battle than strength. Boulders were strong, after all, but they never won fights. When his adversary pushed  even  harder,  he  yanked   him  toward  him  and  the  lizardman stumbled  forward.  Before  the  creature  could  recover,  he  slipped behind  him  and  held  one  of  his  hands  so  he  could  put  him  in  an armlock. 

His  foe  slipped  free,  unfortunately.  His  skeletal  structure  was slightly  different,  enough  that  the  barbarian  wasn’t  able  to  put pressure  on  his  shoulder  fast  enough.  They  broke  hands  and stepped free of each other. 

Terry  lowered  his  shoulders  and  spread  his  legs  into  a  type  of sumo  crouch  and  his  opponent  did  the  same.  They  circled  each other, their arms wide, and both grinned with the thrill of the fight. 

Without warning, the lizardman flicked his tongue twice again   and rushed forward. 

The barbarian had thought he was ready, but his foe was fast and slid his arms under his to squeeze him around the middle. He tried to return  the  pressure  but  reached  too  high  and  poked  himself  on  a spine protruding from the creature’s neck. Before he could react, the air was squeezed out of his lungs and he was lifted off his feet and thrown back over the lizardman. He landed heavily in the mud. 

“Did that dude  suplex  him?” Morgan asked, his mouth agape. 

Terry pushed to his feet before the lizard could strike again. While he  might  have  been  the  one  who  was  pounded,  his  foe  had  to  go down as well to make it happen. He found his feet a moment before the lizardman did. 

In a split second, he raced forward and with a mighty leap, drove into his opponent’s gut. 

“Spear!” Morgan shouted. “Now go for the pin!” 

He  pushed  onto  his  hands  and  knees  and  tried  to  crush  the creature into the mud with the sheer force of his chest, but the lizard punched him in the head and he had to roll away. 

The  lizardman  scrambled  his  feet  a  fraction  of  a  second  before he  did  and  stumbled  toward  him.  He  gained  speed,  however,  and tried  to  do  the  same  thing  that  Terry  had  done  to  him,  but  the barbarian  was  ready.  He  crouched  low,  caught  his  adversary’s stomach on his shoulders, and lifted him high. 

A  squeal  of  fright—or  delight,  he  couldn’t  honestly  tell—issued from  the  creature  as  he  spun  him  on  his  shoulders,  then  lifted  him and got clear so the lizard’s fall into the mud was unobstructed. 

Still  not  ready  to  quit,  the  creature  struggled  to  stand.  His movements were slow and he seemed to be running out of energy. 

Terry could win this. 

He strode toward the creature—still on his knees—and raised a leg to kick him in the shoulder and drive him down again. 

The tongue flicked irritatingly again and   the lizard caught his foot. 

His eyes widened as he hopped in place and tried to free his foot from his opponent’s grasp. The lizard stood, flicked his tongue, and when Terry tried to break free, he shoved his foot up. 

The muscle in the barbarian’s leg tightened, then strained. If he let his foe lift his leg too high, it would   tear, so he did everything in his power to make sure that didn’t happen. He lifted his other   leg and tried to use the jump to kick the creature. 

Unfortunately, the lizard was ready for this as well and continued to push his leg up.    Since he had leapt high and had both feet off the ground, the push hurled him into a backflip in midair. 

He  landed  on  his  feet  and  felt  the  briefest  moment  of  elation  at completing a freaking backflip   before his adversary kicked him in the chest. With a grunt, he catapulted into the mud. 

While the barbarian could barely breathe, he was determined not to give up yet. The burning in his chest increased as he rolled over and positioned his hands under his chest. 

His  foe  settled  on  his  back  with  one  arm  wrapped  around  his neck and squeezed. 

Terry  grunted  and  tried  to  shake  him  free  but  his  hold  was  too tight.  He  had  barely  been  able  to  breathe  before  but  now,  he  was being  choked.  Numbly,  he  faced  the  real  possibility  that  he  would lose. 

When  his  assailant’s    tongue  flicked  again,  he  tried  to  focus.  It meant something—there was no other explanation. He struggled at the moment when the lizardman tried to lock the grip and he slipped free and rolled onto his back. 

The  creature  stood  and  strode  toward  him.  He  didn’t  dare  to stand.  It  took  all  his  effort  to  simply  drag  air  into  his  lungs  but  he finally managed a decent breath. 

He caught another double flick of the tongue before   the creature dove at him, ready to thrust him even deeper into the mud. 

But he had seen the tongue and now understood what it meant. It was a tell. The lizard did it almost every time he made a new move. 

A  little  more  hopeful,  he  got  his  legs  up  and  caught  the  beast’s chest on his feet. He let the weight compress his legs until his knees almost touched his torso before he shoved hard. 

The lizard hurtled away and landed with a surprised grunt. 

Terry  stood,  sure  he  could  win  now.  He  only  had  to  wait  for  the right moment and the tell he was sure would come. 

It  did,  and  the  lizard  rushed  forward  a  second  later,  but  he  was ready. He stepped to the side right at the last minute and spun one hundred  and  eighty  degrees,  slid  an  arm  behind  the  frill  lined  with horns around the creature’s head, and grasped his neck in the crook of his arm. 

He  squeezed  and  his  bicep  pushed  into  his  opponent’s  throat while  he  locked  fingers  with  his  other  hand.  The  lizard  struggled  to escape but he had him in a headlock. He squeezed harder and the tongue flicked in warning,    but the hold was too tight and he couldn’t get free. 

The  barbarian  squeezed  even  harder  and  put  his  weight  on  his adversary’s back. A hiss issued from the beast at the extra weight—

no  doubt  exhausting  his  oxygen-deprived  muscles  even  faster  than before—and the creature fell to one knee. 

Terry did not loosen his grip even by a millimeter. 

Something  pounded  into  his  legs,  his  back,  and  the  back  of  his head and he realized it was the thick tail. The tip of the damn thing hurt—it  was  hard  and  pointy—but  he  did  his  best  to  ignore  it  and increased the pressure. 

The lizardman fell to his other knee and lowered one arm to the ground,  followed  by  the  other.  He  was  on  all  fours  now,  and  Terry leaned on him and squeezed his neck with everything he had. 

His  opponent  collapsed  into  the  mud.  He  flicked    his  tongue  but he had no space to move. 

A moment later, something slapped Terry’s forearm repeatedly. 

He released his hold and rolled off to fall in the mud. Although his foe had been in the headlock and not him, he was breathing equally as hard. Every muscle in his body felt like it had been pushed to the very limit. 

The  barbarian  lay  there  for  a  moment  and  breathed  deeply,  his face barely out of the mud, while the cramps in his muscles started to recede. Finally, he pushed painfully and slowly to his feet. He was so  tired  that  the  effort  required  to  stand  was  almost  more  difficult than the battle had been. 

Finally,  he  scrambled  up,  rested  his  hands  on  his  knees  for  a moment, then straightened. 

In  all  that  time,  the  lizardman  had  barely  moved.  He  had  rolled onto  his  back,  however,  and  his  long,  forked  tongue  lolled  from  his mouth but no longer flicked at all. 

Terry took a step toward him. He towered over the creature and despite  being  exhausted,  could  easily  plant  a  muddy  boot  on  his chest  or  neck  and  make  sure  he  would  never  fight  as  well  ever again, but where was the honor in that? 

He  extended  his  hand  to  his  opponent,  open-palmed.  The lizardman looked at it like it might be a weapon and bared his teeth, but when he did nothing but hold it there, the beast took it. He pulled him to his feet. 

They held hands for a moment in the swamp, a handshake that turned  into  something  more.  He  realized  after  a  moment  that  the creature wasn’t baring his teeth. He was smiling. 

“Brother!”  the  lizardman  hissed  in  the  common  tongue,  pulled Terry’s hand to his chest, and wrapped his other arm around him in a homie hug. 

The  barbarian  was  flummoxed  by  the  gesture—and  mostly  by being called brother — but not enough he did not return the hug. 

His  erstwhile  adversary  thumped  him  on  the  back  a  few  times before  he  pushed  him  back  to  an  arm’s  length  away  and  thumped his chest. “Hekkar,” he hissed, or something close to it. 

“Hekkar?”  He  thumped  his  chest,  not  sure  if  it  was  part  of  the greeting. 

With a flash of his teeth again, the creature shook his head. He got the sense that him shaking his head was not a lizard gesture but a  human  one.  The  lizardman  tapped  its  chest  again.  “Hekkar,”  he said. 

“Hekkar?” He pointed at him. “That’s your name.” 

“Hekkar,” the creature said, thumped his chest again, and pointed at him. 

“Terry.”  He  thumped  his  chest,  relieved  to  know  what  was expected. “Terry the Mighty!” 

“Terry.”  Hekkar  grinned  and  displayed  all  his  teeth.  “Terry  the Mighty!” He turned to the ring of lizardmen surrounding them. “Terry the Mighty!” he proclaimed and hissed something in his tongue. 

The  creatures  all  began  to  talk  in  their  language.  Terry  got  the sense  that  they  were  talking  about  the  fight  and  that  they  had  all enjoyed the show. 

“Terry the Mighty,” another said, the first one that had confronted them  and  had  shifted  to  red-and-blue  and  displayed  the  frill.  “I  am Klenta, leader of this hunting party. You fought very well. Hekkar is one of our strongest warriors. You did very well.” 

Hekkar nodded at him. “Good fight.” 

It seemed his opponent’s ability with the common tongue was not nearly as good as Klenta’s. 

“Those  who  can  last  a  minute  against  Hekkar  are  considered strong warriors. We have never seen anyone defeat him!” 

“Does that mean we don’t need to pay tribute?” Leif asked. 

Klenta  hissed  and  rattled  in  response  and  his  frill  rustled.  “I  did not say that.” 

“Oh,  give  him  the  bronze,”  the  barbarian  said.  “I  don’t  want  to carry it anymore anyway.” 

The  pirate  scowled  but  he  handed  the  bar  to  Klenta.  “Can  we pass  now?”  he  asked,  then  added  in  a  quieter  tone  as  an  aside  to the  party,  “Klenta’s  a  female,  by  the  way.  You  can  tell  by  the  color. 

The males can’t change as much as the females. They’re normally bigger too, but that’s not as good a tell.” 

“Do not worry about such things,” Klenta said with a wave of her clawed  hand.  “We  lizard  folk  cannot  tell  you  mammals  apart  either. 

You do not wear a false skin on your chest so are you male?” 

Terry chuckled at the reasoning. “I am male, yes.” 

“As  is  he?”  Klenta  pointed  at  Jewel,  whose  robe  revealed  a  fair amount of her chest. 

“No, she’s a female,” Leif said. 

“As  are  those  two?”  The  lizard  leader  pointed  to  Mandy  and Morgan. 

“No. They are—” 

“Klenta’s right. This doesn’t matter,” Terry interjected. 

She nodded at that. “Just so, Terry the Mighty. Just so.” 

Hekkar  hissed  something  at  her  in  their  tongue  and  Klenta nodded. 

“What did Hekkar say?” the barbarian asked. After such a tough match  against  the  lizardman,  he  wanted  to  know  exactly  what  he was thinking. Hekkar had called him brother, after all. He wanted to honor that. 

Klenta hissed and rattled a chuckle before she replied, “Hekkar is a mighty warrior but often speaks out of turn, even if he says what many of us are thinking.” 

“And what’s that?” Jewel asked. 

“Hekkar says this does not look like a regular smuggling run.” 

“We  paid  our  bronze  and    Terry  the  Mighty  won  the  wrestling match. Your traditions say we can pass,” Leif insisted. 

She  nodded.  “This  is  our  way,  yes.”  She  hissed  something  to Hekkar and he responded in kind. 

“What did he say?” Terry asked. 

“It  is  not  his  place  to  say  such  things,  but  since  you  are  his brother  and  you  asked,  Hekkar  said  it  would  be  a  shame  if  such  a warrior were to give himself to the tomb.” 

“Give myself to the tomb?”    He growled with displeasure. 

Hekkar hissed something else. 

Klenta  looked  frustrated  with  him,  although  it  was  hard  to  read lizard expressions. 

“And that?” Terry said. 

“Hekkar is not one with words.” 

“Tell me.” 

“He  said  you  are  a  fine  warrior  but  if  you  joined  the  filth  at  the tomb, he would split you in half with his ax like a freshwater clam.” 

“Our  business  is  our  own,”  Leif  stated  quickly  but  for  once,  his glib tongue had little effect. 

The barbarian ignored him and threw his head back in laughter. 

“Tell Hekkar that if we had weapons, it is he   who would be split like a clam,  but  that  he  need  not  worry.”  He  darted  a  glance  at  Jewel before  he  continued  but  her  expression  was  unreadable.  Still,  he trusted  Hekkar.  They  were  brothers,  and  if  the  lizardman  thought  it would be a shame if he joined the tomb, that was good enough for him. “We come to destroy the tomb.” 

“Oh, gods damn it.” Leif slapped his hand to his face as a chorus of hisses and rattles erupted from the lizard folk. 

After  a  moment,  Klenta  managed  to  quiet  them  and  turned  to Terry. “And you know how to do this? You know how to destroy the tomb?” 

“Your  tradition  says  you  must  let  us  pass,”  the  pirate  protested. 

“He won the battle and   we paid in bronze. Either price should let us through. That is your way.    It has been your way for hundreds of—” 

“We  don’t  know  how  to  destroy  it,  no.”  The  barbarian  seemed unconcerned  that  he’d  cut  the  pirate  off.  “But  we  are  here  to  do everything  we  can  to  stop  those  who  wish  to  do  its  bidding.  That’s what brought us into the swamp.” 

The  lizard  folk  hissed  and  rattled  at  this,  and  she  hissed  in response. Terry got the sense she was translating. After a moment, 

she turned to them. 

“You need to come with us. The lizard folk chief will wish to hear this firsthand.” 

“Your leader will help us in this quest?” Jewel asked. 

“I  am  a  leader  of  scouts,  not  our  chief.  I  cannot  speak  for  her since I am not chief, but she will wish to hear this. Will you come? Or will you force us to return home without honor?” 

Terry  knew  how  he  wanted  to  answer,  but  he  had  the  sense  to glance at the sorceress, who nodded her assent. 

He looked from Klenta to Hekkar. “Lead the way.” 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

The  journey  was  much  faster  now  that  the  lizard  folk  led  the  way instead  of  Leif.  Mandy  supposed  that  some  would  feel  less impressed with their guide since someone else proved to know the terrain better, but she was more   impressed. 

The  lizard  folk  lived  there.     Of  course  they  knew  how  to  get around  the  swamp.  If  they  hadn’t,  they  wouldn’t  have  been  able  to survive.  The  pirate,  on  the  other  hand,  had  come  to  help  them  by choice. That was downright heroic. 

She would have very much liked to tell him he was like a hero in her book, but the moment had yet to present itself. When he finally did  fall  back  to  keep  pace  with  her,  he  seemed  more  nervous  than anything else. Of course, it made her nervous as well. 

“I wish I knew where we were going,” he said when Mandy asked about how he was feeling. 

“I thought you said you’ve dealt with them before.” 

“I have, numerous times, but it’s always the same. They find us moving  through  their  land,  we  offer  them  bronze,  and  they  let  us pass.” 

“Why bronze?” 

“Because  it  doesn’t  rust,  I  think.  But  normally,  they  take  it  and that’s it. I’ve never been taken to their chief before. As far as I know, Grimalf hasn’t either.” 

“Wait—they  deal  with  Grimalf?  I  thought  Klenta  said  that  they don’t like the tomb.” 

“They don’t. But not liking something is not the same as tolerating something.  The  people—well,  people  might  be  too  kind  a  word—at the  tomb  have  increased  in  numbers  for  years.  As  far  as  I  know, there aren’t all that many lizard people. They can get smugglers to pay  them  in  bronze.  We’re  used  to  paying  bribes  and  that  kind  of thing,  after  all,  but  if  they  didn’t  let  anyone  supply  the  tomb,  they would have been wiped out long ago.” 

“Do you think they’ll help us?” Mandy asked, not sure if she was hopeful or merely curious. 

“How  am  I  supposed  to  know?  This  is  completely  outside  my comfort  zone.  I  told  your  muscle-bound  friend  not    to  fight,”  Leif whined.  Okay,  so  he  wasn’t  a  perfect    hero  and  certainly  didn’t respond well to stress. That said, no one was perfect. 

“If anything goes wrong, we’ll protect you.” She winked at him. 

He snorted a laugh at that, which she took to mean he knew he was being a little paranoid. 

Before  she  could  ask  any  more  questions,  they  arrived  at  the village—or, at least, that’s what Klenta told them. 

“Welcome,” she said and gestured to more of the swamp. 

Mandy  saw  no  houses,  no  castle,  no  inns,  and  no  nothing. 

Although,  when  she  narrowed  her  eyes  and  focused,  she  did  see some kind of pattern to the landscape. Mounds of dirt around them were too even in size and position to be purely random. 

They were covered by plants that were different than the grasses of  the  swampy  area  they’d  traversed  or  the  thornier  plants  they’d seen  earlier.  Closer  inspection  revealed  patterns  amongst  the vegetation as well. Her first thought was that the lizard people used these mounds to farm. 

A reptilian snout poked from one of them, then another. 

Klenta hissed something in the lizard language and turned to the group of adventurers. “I told them we return with allies and a story of a great battle. Please don’t disappoint them on either point.” 

Mandy and her friends all nodded. It seemed to her that staying quiet  might  be  the  wisest  option,  but  the  bard  whose  body  she inhabited thought music might serve even better than silence. 

Hekkar  grunted  and  hissed  the  story  of  his  battle  against  Terry and his body language made it quite obvious that he was acting out the battle for all to see. She strummed her harp in a melody with a minor key that grew slowly in tempo and intensity and matched the feeling of the battle reenactment. 

By the time Hekkar reached the part of the fight where Terry was choking  him,  he  had  drawn  quite  a  crowd.  Lizard  folk  of  different heights, colors, and ages all pushed close to hear of his exploits. 

The children were easy enough to identify as they were smaller and  brightly  patterned.  Mandy  thought  this  might  have  been  a

disadvantage, but when they passed one of their mound-like homes covered in vegetation, they all but disappeared. By the same token, the  elders  were  easy  to  identify  as  well.  Their  scales  were  dun, scratched, and faded, and they shuffled about more slowly than the others. 

She  recalled  that  Leif  had  explained  something  about  the brightness  of  the  scales  and  how  it  helped  to  differentiate  the genders. With  such  a  wide  variety  of  colors,  however,  she  decided not to waste any time trying to determine gender. Klenta had thought Jewel was male so hopefully, they would not be too offended if she couldn’t parse out that particular detail of their species. 

Despite  Mandy  not  being  able  to  tell  the  genders  apart,  it  was obvious that this was a community like any other. The children were curious  and  more  brazen  than  the  adults  would  have  liked.  They snuck close to her and everyone else and earned hisses and clicks from  the  elders,  who  kept  their  arms  folded  while  their  tongues flicked continuously. 

The  bard  couldn’t  be  sure  about  their  body  language,  but  it seemed they were the least trusting in the society. The adults were somewhere in the middle, although their caution went beyond folded arms  to  weapons  in  hand.  Not  that  she  blamed  them.  The  way Hekkar  told  the  story  made  it  seem  like  it  had  been  a  battle  that could have leveled mountains. 

“This  way,”  Klenta  said  and  gestured  for  them  to  follow  her between  some  of  the  mounds.  They  obeyed  and  realized  that  the village was set up in concentric rings of mounds with larger ones in each successive circle and the very largest at the center. 

From  the  entrance  of  this  one,  a  wizened  old  lizard  person emerged with colors still bright despite the scales lacking the luster of the younger inhabitants. 

“This  is  Getra,  our  chief.  She  is  honored  to  make  your acquaintance.” 

Getra  bowed  and  revealed  a  frill  that  came  almost  to  her  waist and long horns that somehow resembled feathers. 

“It  is  with  honor  we  welcome  you,”  she  said.  Her  pronunciation was  not  as  clean  as  Klenta’s,  but  she  was  easy  enough  to

understand. “Is this your leader?” she asked and bowed to Terry. 

He looked startled and glanced at Jewel. She raised an eyebrow at him, and he nodded quickly for her to step in. 

“We are a party of equals but I serve as leader more often than not,” the sorceress said with a bow. 

“Ah! A woman! That is unusual with your kind, is it not?” 

“Not with my people, no, but with humans, it does seem to be the exception rather than the rule,” she replied. 

Getra  hissed  at  that—a  chuckle,  Mandy  thought—before  she spoke. “Your words are like flowers growing. It is not always easy to see the fruit but beautiful all the same.” 

Jewel  smiled.  “Pardon  me.  I  will  endeavor  to—sorry.  I’ll  speak more plainly.” 

“That would be kind, yes. Hekkar says you are mighty warriors of great honor, not traders like our friend Leif.” 

“I’m a friend?” the pirate asked in surprise. 

“There is not a word in the common tongue for how we think of you so I choose the kindest option.” 

He didn’t seem to know what to say to that so he remained silent. 

It was probably wise in this situation. 

“I would sit and hear what brings you into the swamp, but it would be rude to guests to not offer you food and water first.” 

“Oh,  we  couldn’t  possibly—”  Jewel  stopped  talking  when  Getra gestured and two lizard folk came out with a huge clay pot filled with chunks of meat and vegetables in bubbling brown gravy. It was the first  wholesome  thing  Mandy  had  smelled  since  they’d  entered  the swamp, but the aroma was even better than merely good. 

She stepped forward, and the chef part of her life on Earth took the forefront. “What is   this?” she asked and inhaled the rich vapors. 

“I  smell  garlic  and  onions—and  is  that  some  kind  of  curry?  Oh,  my God. It smells amazing.” 

“You  have  a  good  nose  for  a  human.”  Getra  chuckled.  “We  will share  the  recipe  with  you  but  please,  sit  and  eat.  We  have  been cooking  all  day.  It  is  a  pleasant  surprise  to  share  our  stew  with guests.” 

The meal tasted even better than it smelled and included all kinds of  vegetables.  Some  were  somewhat  recognizable,  much  like potatoes  and  carrots  but  different  colors.  Others  were  unlike anything the bard had ever tasted, while a few were familiar but with different textures. 

Everything  had  been  cooked  to  tender  perfection,  whatever  that meant for each food. This meant crunchy bits like water chestnuts or apples,  tender  stewed  root  vegetables,  and  every  texture  between. 

The  stew  contained  meat  as  well—fish,  shrimp,  and  clams,  and  a dozen  other  variations  of  seafood  no  doubt  harvested  from  the swamp. 

Mandy  finished  her  serving,  wiped  the  bowl  clean  with  some  of the  hard  bread  they  had  for  rations,  and  released  a  mighty  belch. 

That  was  when  she  remembered  she  was  the  bard,  not  the barbarian, and that her hosts might expect more of her manners than they would have had she been in a different body. 

Fortunately,  her  bad  manners  did  not  seem  to  be  a  cause  for concern. Most of the lizard people didn’t speak the common tongue or even had much of a grasp of it. When she belched, they looked at her like she had proclaimed the meal particularly delicious. Since it was true, after all, she was quite all right with that. 

Satiated,  she  put  her  bowl  down  and  waited  for  the  others  to finish.  She  didn’t  have  to  wait  long  before  Getra  licked  her  bowl clean  with  her  long,  forked  tongue  and  turned  her  attention  to  the only one of the party that had finished her meal. 

“So… Klenta tells me you have business with the tomb,” she said and dispensed with any formalities now that her guests were fed. 

“That’s  true,  yes.”  She  glanced  at  the  sorceress,  who  was  still eating her bowl of stew daintily. 

The bard raised an eyebrow and her shoulders in an attempt to ask  what  she  should  do.  Jewel  shrugged  and  it  seemed  she  didn’t know  either.  Terry’s  bowl  was  close  to  his  face,  but  his  ax  was  still close  at  hand.  Morgan’s  posture  was  straight  and  he  looked unconcerned, but tension was evident in him as well. 

Leif  looked  the  most  nervous  of  all.  He  had  barely  touched  his stew and watched the others as if he expected one of them to keel

over from poisoning. None of them offered her answers, though, and if  she  didn’t  answer  one  way  or  another,  it  would  be  suspicious. 

Finally, she decided to lead with what Terry had already told Klenta. 

“We  seek  to  stop  them,”  Mandy  said  and  hoped  it  still  sounded decisive after her fairly long hesitation. 

“You understand that we profit from the tomb and those who pass through our swamp to service it?” Getra asked. 

“I…uh…” 

“We have no other choice,” the lizard hissed. It was too soon for Mandy to be able to properly read any nuances, but she sensed that it was an admission of defeat. 

“We are often left with poor choices in life,” she replied. “I know I’ve made my fair share.” 

The leader hissed what might have been a sigh. “The survival of my  clan  is  the  most  important  thing  but  sometimes,  it  feels  like  we have  sacrificed  too  much  for  that.  Still,  there  is  nothing  to  be  done but  use  the  smugglers.  They  come  through  our  swamp  so  we demand payment. Our reputation has spread and now, most know to bring bronze or at least something of use.” 

“That’s  hardly  profiting  off  them.  It’s  more  like  you’re  a  thorn  in their side.” 

“A thorn in their side? Yes. I like these words.” Getra nodded. “I wish it felt like that, though.” 

“But  you  force  them  to  waste  some  of  their  resources  on  you. 

That counts for something,” the bard said quickly and tried to sound positive. 

“Not  much,  I  fear.”  The  leader  ruffled  the  long  fringe  of  skin around her neck and it rippled with color beneath the faded surface of the scales. “In all honesty, we only do that because not asking for payment would be akin to admitting that we fear them. We demand payment  because  they  know  we  are  here.  There  was  a  time  when we  simply  hid,  but  that  time  is  no  longer.  Now,  we  beg  and  cajole what resources we can from them.” 

Klenta hissed something at Getra. It sounded aggressive. 

“They  are  here  to  stop  the  tomb,”  she  hissed  in  return.  “We  do ourselves a disservice by withholding anything from them.” 

“You  make  us  look  weak,”  the  warrior  protested  in  the  common tongue. 

“Allowing the tomb to rise again makes me feel weak, but there is nothing to be done about it. Or at least that was how I felt.” 

“Again? You mean this has happened before?” Mandy asked. 

“Oh  yes.  Our  people  have  a  long  memory.”  Getra  sighed.  “My people  have  lived  in  these  swamps  for  time  eternal—or  we  had. 

Hundreds of years ago, however, the tomb rose on an island in the middle  of  the  river.  The  elders  in  that  time  debated  whether  it  had truly  risen  and  if  some  part  of  our  ancestral  land  had  been  lost  to memory, or if it had been created.” 

“Why  does  that  matter?”  The  bard  frowned  as  she  considered this. 

The  lizard  leader  snorted.  “It  didn’t.  It  didn’t  matter  then  and  it doesn’t  matter  now.  At  the  time,  the  elders  debated  it  because  if  it had  been  created    during  their  time,  it  meant  their  scouts  weren’t doing their jobs. If it had been buried, the clan historians had failed them, but the effect was the same. The clan bickered while the tomb rose  and  drew  the  powers  of  evil  to  it.  By  the  time  they  decided  to stand against them, it was much too late.” 

“What kind of things were drawn to it?” She honestly wasn’t sure if she wanted to know the answer but understood that they needed to know. It seemed the lizard children had a similar feeling about the question. When she asked, they all skittered about as if even hearing the story would give them nightmares. 

“We still don’t know what was drawn to it and what came from it, but  devastation  reigned  in  this  area.  Sorcerers  and  necromancers traveled  the  swamps  with  hosts  of  corpses.  They  captured  our people  alive  and  forced  them  to  labor  until  they  died,  then  raised their  corpses  to  make  them  labor  even  in  death.  A  disease  was either released or brought in, and many of your youth and elders fell sick with an itching rash.” 

Mandy shared a look with the other members of her party. They’d seen an itching rash on the very first bandits who had attacked them when  they  arrived  in  this  world.  It  had  pointed  them  this  way  the entire time. 

“Goblins  and  orcs  came  too  and  they’ve  come  again,  but  the worst was the demons.” 

“Demons?” Mandy realized that her throat had gone dry despite having enjoyed a delicious stew only moments before. 

“They were the very worst.” Getra nodded, a faraway look in her eyes as if she’d seen a dragon crest the horizon. “Compared to the demons, being captured by a sorcerer seemed a kindness.” 

“Being  forced  to  labor  until  death    was  a  kindness?”     She  could hardly believe such a claim. 

The  lizard  leader  clacked  her  claws  together  in  a  gesture  that seemed  the  equivalent  of  a  shrug,  and  Mandy  thought  she understood it well enough. 

“We  often  rescued  those  captured  by  the  sorcerers.  With  their teams  of  undead,  they  hardly  cared  if  one  of  our  people  vanished. 

They  seem  to  have  a  sense  for  the  dead,  but  they  have  no  such power over the living. We could slip away from them. That was not something we could manage with the demons.” 

“Because they would kill who they caught?” she asked. 

“Sometimes,  yes,  but  more  often  than  not,  they  would  torture them first. They were horribly creative, the demons. Our clan would find  one  of  its  members  splayed  with  daggers  in  its  hands,  the swamp creatures turned against them. But the real problem with the demons  was  that  they  could  get  into  your  minds.  We  have  few survivors  to  tell  of  it,  but  those  who  came  through  said  they  could make it feel as if you were not yourself. Like there were memories in your  heart  that  were  not  your  own  and  that  these  memories  could take control of your body in battle and whenever else they felt like it.” 

The bard suppressed a shiver as her skin chilled with icy dread. 

Minds inside the bodies of the people of this world was exactly   what had  happened  to  them.  Did  that  mean  demons    had  brought  them there? Surely it couldn’t mean that. 

They were there to help, right? They were there to bring balance to  this  world.  To  do  that,  they  had  to   go  to  the  Tomb  of  Malevolent Evil.  They  would  go  there  to  destroy  it,  not  because  they  were compelled  to  go  there  by  minds  that  weren’t  their  own.  The alternative was unthinkable. 

“I  apologize,”  Getra  said  and  seemed  to  look  through  her  eyes and straight into her soul. “I can see I have unsettled you.” 

“What did you do about the demons?” she asked and her mouth felt as dry as burned bread. 

“Nothing. There was nothing we   could   do. Their powers over the mind  were  formidable,  but  that  is  not  to  say  they  were  not devastating in battle. Hekkar is one of our mightiest, yet I would not expect  him  to  last,  let  alone  defeat  a  demon  in  single  combat.  The only thing to do was flee. So we fled.” 

“You left this swamp?” 

The lizard nodded. “We only came back here in my parents’ day. I was born here in the swamp, but I was the first of my people to have that honor in a long time. For generations, we survived in forests and even  deserts.  It  was  a  dark  time  in  our  people’s  history,  a  time  we thought we’d never repeat and now, we fear we have no choice but to do exactly that.” 

“We’ve  been  preparing  to  leave,”  Klenta  added  as  if  it  were something to be ashamed of. 

“It’s true,” Getra agreed. “We cannot face those dark days again, not when we know we can survive outside the swamp. It was nice to be in our homeland and spend my youth and my adulthood here, but I do not think another generation will have that privilege. Or, at least, I had   not thought another generation would.” 

“What  do  you  mean  by  that?”  Jewel  put  her  bowl  down  and dabbed daintily at the corners of her mouth with a napkin retrieved from a pocket in her robe. 

“If you are here to stop the tomb, I see no reason to do anything but support your efforts as best as we can. Leif is a good guide, I am sure,  but  Klenta  and  Hekkar  will  add  strength  to  your  party  and certainty to your footsteps.” 

“I’ve asked for one of your clan to help me through the swamp for years,”    the pirate said almost accusingly. 

Getra gave him a small smile. “Indeed, and not once did you say you would try to stand against our enemy. Why waste our time on a pirate?” 

“Fair. That’s fair,” he conceded. 

“We have other gifts as well.” The lizard leader flicked her claws and two of the adults scurried away. They returned a moment later with  two  small  packets,  each  wrapped  in  waxy  swamp  leaves  and tied with a string. 

“This  is  our  most  precious  medicine,”  she  explained.  “If  you  are near death, put this beneath your tongue and your full life force will return.  They  are  not  easy  to  make,  and  we  ask  only  that  you  use them on your mission to defeat those who gather there.” 

Jewel  accepted  the  potion  packets  and  tucked  them  away carefully. 

“I would offer more if we could, but we have little that would be of use. Your weapons look formidable. I would not insult you by offering weapons not as strong.” 

“What  about  help?  Can  you  spare  more  than  two  warriors?” 

Morgan asked. 

“I cannot and will not, and will not even spare two.” 

“I  thought  you  said  Klenta  and  Hekkar  could  come  with  us?” 

Mandy added. 

“They will lead you as guides, not warriors. If those at the tomb learn that the lizard people have stood against them, they will wipe us from the swamp before we can flee. They will get you there but go no further. I hope you understand.” 


Jewel glanced at her friends. Morgan looked annoyed and Terry seemed a little disapproving, but neither of them said anything. The bard nodded. She thought some help was better than no help, even if she would have liked to see Hekkar wield his ax in battle. 

“But we have talked for too long and the day grows late. Please, you  will  honor  us  by  sleeping  here  this  night  and  in  the  morning, once the biting insects have gone to hide from the heat of the day, you can set out again.” 

“Thank  you  for  your  gifts  and  your  wisdom,”  the  sorceress  said and bowed low. 

Mandy  would  have  liked  to  say  a  few  other  things  to  the  effect that  refusing  to  face  problems  didn’t  make  them  go  away  but  get worse, but she held her tongue. They had gained two allies, at least temporarily, which was far better than she had hoped for when they

set out into the swamp. With luck, that would give them an edge they needed against their as yet unknown foes at the tomb. 


CHAPTER TWENTY

Morgan had decided that the swamp was no place for a cleric. A part of his mind protested and said it was not a good place for anyone. 

When his boot pulled free from another puddle after mud flooded into the top of it, however, he squelched that tiny voice of empathy. It was simply that his clothes were the least suited for it. 

“Does anyone miss deodorant? I feel like I never fully appreciated the wonders of it before,” he muttered. 

No one replied, probably because their clothes were better suited to the task of traversing the bog. 

Leif’s were the best, he decided. His tall boots were oilier than a used car salesman’s hair. The cleric had thought they looked a little silly before but now, when their feet plunged regularly a foot or more into the mud, the wisdom of the thigh-high footwear was inarguable. 

Terry’s boots had long surrendered to the mud, but the barbarian wore little beyond scraps of leather. He could wipe off any mud that stuck  to  him,  as  could  Jewel.  She  wore  only  the  robe  and  sandals and  while  the  sandals  would  surely  be  less  than  comfortable,  she had cinched her robe up and managed to keep her clothes out of the muck. 

Mandy  was  doing  all  right  too.  She  had  removed  some  of  the layers of fabric skirts and left them behind. Some might have balked at  two  women  revealing  so  much  leg,  but  those  concerned  with matters  of  decency  in  this  world  were  nowhere  to  be  seen  in  the swamp.  Certainly,  Hekkar  and  Klenta  didn’t  care.  They  barely understood what was normal or not normal when it came to human attire. The mosquitoes didn’t seem to mind either. 

Of course, he didn’t particularly care about people showing some skin. At least, the Morgan of Earth didn’t care. Back then, there had been nothing he liked more than going out on the town and meeting a  woman  who  was  proud  of  her  body  and  willing  to  show  it.  The Morgan of this world was a little more conservative, although at this moment, he couldn’t care less what the others did or didn’t wear. He had  only  noticed  because  in  comparison  to  him,  everyone  else

looked  at  least  somewhat  comfortable.  They  had  all  been  able  to shuck off a layer of clothing or two. 

Not him, unfortunately. It would disrespect the warrior god Lux—

the  god  who  gave  him  his  powers  of  healing  and  light—to  remove the  blue  tabard  emblazoned  with  a  sunburst  that  he  wore  over  his chainmail.  And  that  was  another  thing.  No  one  else  wore  actual armor.  Mandy  had  some  leather  stitched  into  a  corset  she  wore under  her  blouse,  but  that  was  the  limit.  This  meant  no  one  else knew how badly it chafed. And, Lux, did it chafe. 

Any  mud  that  touched  his  chainmail  soon  worked  through  the links and added a patina of grit to the armor that rubbed even worse and generally sucked, even though he wore a shirt beneath it. 

His boots were the wrong choice as well. He supposed Terry had the  same  thing  on  his  feet—more  or  less—but  the  barbarian  had never  endeavored  to  keep  his  boots  polished  enough  to  reflect  the light of Lux like Morgan had. He swore it meant he felt the dirt more than his friend did. 

The only advantage he had was the mosquitoes didn’t have the proboscis needed to punch through all his layers. He made sure to mention this to the others as often as possible. “There’s one on you,” 

he told Terry but was ignored. 

What  was  the  fun  of  having  an  advantage  over  others  if  you couldn’t  even  brag  about  it?  But  hopes  of  teasing  faded  when  he noticed  something  solid    in  the  swamp.  Whatever  the  reason,  he seemed to be the only one of the group who was elated when they found an old stone foundation in the mire. 

“Well, would you look at this,” Leif said. “It would be a nice thing to know about.” He darted a glance at Klenta and Hekkar. As they’d journeyed,  Morgan  had  realized  that  Hekkar  could  understand  far more of the common tongue than he could speak. “Especially for a smuggler who’s been friends with the lizard folk for years now.” 

“Friends?”  Hekkar  asked.  It  could  have  been  interpreted  as confusion as to what the word meant, but he thought that the lizard was ribbing Leif—something he approved of wholeheartedly. 

“If we had told you, would you have used it?” Klenta asked. 

“Of  course!  Especially  since  Grimalf’s  never  talked  about anything  like  this.”  The  pirate  gestured  at  the  stone  foundation—

devoid  of  plants,  water,  and  fungus—with  the  level  of  respect  the cleric thought the dry patch was due. 

“That’s  why  Getra  didn’t  tell  you  or  anyone,”  Klenta  replied  and gestured back the way they had come. “There is no path that leads here. None of the poisonous plants were cleared. If someone used this place for supplies, they would clear the path and perhaps even build it up here and there.” 

“I  know  better  than  that,”  Leif  said  quickly.  His  hasty  assurance seemed to indicate that he had thought about using the platform for exactly that purpose. 

“You  are  not  from  the  swamp.  You  cannot  even  walk  in  the swamp without protection,” Klenta said and pointed at his thigh-high boots, which he currently wiped with a rag. 

Morgan noticed that the lizard folk wore no shoes at all but their scales pushed the water and mud back better than anyone’s boots did.  “Even  had  you  not  meant  to,  you  would  have  found  the  high ground,  the  dry  places,  and  used  them  to  get  here.  Others  would have  found  your  trail,  and  when  the  secret  of  this  place  was  truly needed, it would be secret no longer.” 

“I,  for  one,  am  happy  that  we  have  a  place  to  dry  off  for  a second.” The cleric shucked his boots and used a rag to try to get as much  of  the  muck  out  of  them  as  possible.  It  felt  like  a  losing endeavor. Still, a warrior cleric who served the god of light knew he would never shine as bright as the sun, but that did not mean there was no point in bringing a candle to those lost at night. 

“How much farther is the tomb?” Jewel asked practically. 

“We  are  very  close.  Once,  this  was  used  as  a  trading  post  by those who would cross the river.” 

“You mean we’re that close to the water?” Morgan asked. It was hard to hear anything over the constant background noise of insects, amphibians,  and  whatever  else  was  hiding  in  the  plant  growth,  but there might have been a dull roar now that suggested the sound of water over rocks. 

“Oh, yes,” Klenta said. “It is over there.” She gestured through the treetops  and  mist  to  a  dark  shape.  He  had  not  noticed  it  before—it was drizzling and the sky was a mass of dark, bruised clouds—but now that he saw it, he could not look away. 

It  was  nothing  but  a  silhouette  but  there  was  still  something fearsomely ominous about it. Maybe it was the way the very top of it jutted  slightly  from  the  solid  black  walls  beneath  it.  It  was  like  it proclaimed itself to be a temple but to darkness, not light. 

“We…we’re already there?” Leif’s mouth hung open as he stared at  the  mass  of  the  tomb  through  the  rain.  “I…I’ve  never  been  this close.” 

“Me neither,” Morgan quipped. 

“And  to  get  there?”  Jewel  asked,  her  tone  reluctant  rather  than eager.  It  sounded  more  like  the  words  were  dragged  from  her against her will. 

“It is through there.” Klenta pointed in the opposite direction from which they had come. “We have not been this way in a long time, so things  have  surely  grown,  but  we  will  work  through  to  the  water’s edge.” 

“The water’s edge?” the barbarian asked. 

“The tomb is on an island,” Leif explained. “But don’t worry. There are always canoes on the shore close to it.” 

“It seems like a foolish way to hide,” Terry retorted derisively. 

Leif  shrugged.  “No  one  claimed  that  those  inside  the  tomb  are hiding. This is simply where it is.    They are not here out of strategy or because they like the weather. They are here because of it.”    By the time his shoulders lowered from his shrug, the gesture had become a shudder. 

“There  are  defenses  enough  on  the  land,”  Klenta  pointed  out after Hekkar hissed something at her. “The plants that grow closest to  the  tomb  are  the  most  poisonous  and  spiny.  Mushrooms  grow near  here  too  that  are  especially  deadly  to  outsiders.  They  do nothing more than act as a euphoric for us lizards, but even a whiff of their spores is enough to kill a human.” 

“Which is why it is time I bid you farewell,” the pirate said with a bow. 

“Wait—you’re  leaving?”  Mandy  asked,  her  shock  plain  on  her face. Morgan could almost hear a minor chord in her dismay. 

“I’m afraid so, sweet Mandy. I swore to take you to the tomb and there it is.” 

“You did as you said you would,” Jewel agreed. “I hold your oath fulfilled.” 

“Great!  Yeah,  I  normally  kind  of  keep  track  of  my  oaths  but  it’s nice of you…uh, to do that for me.” His sarcasm was palpable. 

“But if you leave…we won’t get to spend any more time together,” 

the bard protested, her voice barely on the other side of pleading. 

“Alas, if I go in there, I will be drawn and quartered if I’m lucky. 

Grimalf told me as much last time he tried to recruit me, which was immediately  before  he  left  me  out  in  the  swamp.  Which  means  I won’t be able to spend any more time with you either. So, much as it pains me, I have to go. Unless…” 

“Unless what?” 

“Unless  you  wish  to  come  back  with  me?”  he  suggested.  The scoundrel even managed to bat his eyelashes. 

“Oh,  here  we  go.”  Morgan  let  his  snark  infuse  his  voice  and turned his back on them. 

“I can’t leave my friends here. Even if I would like to.” 

“So then, we must part, as bitter as that is.” The pirate gestured helplessly. “I see no choice. Still, if we cross paths again…” 

A silence stretched when no more words were spoken. The cleric tried  to  focus  on  the  swamp  between  him  and  the  tomb  but  he couldn’t help but hear a little of the sounds of their embrace behind him. It did not sound particularly platonic. 

“Okay, that’s quite enough!” Jewel snapped after a minute. “Save some for the reunion.” 

“Oh, we will,” Mandy said. “Bye, Leif. I hope to see you again.” 

Morgan  endeavored  to  focus  on  the  swamp.  He  found  it  was easier  to  do  now  that  he  wasn’t  in  it.     The  mire  around  there  was much nastier. It looked like it had once had even more life than the areas they had passed through, but that was long before. The huge outlines  of  trees—monsters  in  this  mist—had  all  crashed  into  the

waters  around  them.  The  branches  that  protruded  were  covered  in the thorny remnants of choking vines that had also long since died. 

Pools  of  water  were  somehow  even  dirtier  than  those  they  had passed earlier. They were choked with decaying vegetation and the smell of their putrescence was overpowering, even after having been in the swamp for days on end. 

The  insects  no  longer  attempted  to  camouflage  with  their surroundings. Angry red wasps and black crickets with yellow biting jaws  moved  about,  completely  indifferent  to  the  humans  and  lizard folk  in  their  midst.  Their  bright  colors  made  him  want  to  keep  his distance. 

It felt like the evil of the tomb had leaked into the swamp and he did not want to risk a sting from an insect that lived so close to it. He might need the light of Lux simply to stop it from swelling. 

His  senses  recoiled  from  the  overwhelming  feeling  that  the swamp was pushing in all around them and it was a miracle that this tiny stone foundation was even there. Morgan looked behind them to find  that  Leif  was  completely  gone,  vanished  into  the  thick  growth with no sign of his passage. 

Was that what would happen to them if some creature attacked? 

They’d  die  there  and  no  one  would  find  them.  The  mire  would swallow every trace of them—even his dirty chainmail since it wasn’t made of bronze—and they would be forgotten. 

“What  do  we  do  next?”  he  asked.  He  had  been  alone  with  his thoughts for long enough and wanted to keep moving. 

“We need intelligence,” Jewel replied briskly. “From the sound of things, there are many over there—right, Klenta?” 

“Enough that our people could not hope to win, especially not if we attacked them.” 

“Do  you  have  a  solid  number,  though?”  Terry  grunted  his impatience. 

Hekkar and Klenta hissed in their language for a moment before they turned to the sorceress. 

“Hekkar says there must be at least a hundred but likely more. I do not think they could support much more than that but I could be

wrong.  If  they  have  found  a  way  to  hunt  in  the  swamp,  they  would not need so many supplies.” 

“So a hundred but possibly hundreds,” Morgan said. “I don’t see how  we  could  deal  with  a  hundred  of  them,  but  we  might  come  up with  something.     If  there  are  hundreds,  though…  Do  they  have dynamite in this world?” 

Jewel shrugged. “Like I said, we need intelligence.” 

“You  mean  we  need  the  recipe  for  dynamite?”  he  asked. 

Everyone ignored him. 

“It has been some time since we have sent anyone this close to the tomb,” Klenta said. “Perhaps we should move closer. If they have cleared the land around it or have fashioned more canoes, it might give us a clue.” 

“Lead the way,” the sorceress agreed, her expression resolute. 

They  set  out  through  the  swamp  again.  They  were  even  slower now  than  they  had  been  before.  Every  step  was  dangerous  and Klenta  poked  and  prodded  the  ground  ahead  of  them  ten  times  for every foot they progressed. Even with this caution, there were times when  they  reached  a  tangle  of  poisonous  plants  or  a  felled  tree covered in mushroom caps that was too dangerous to go past and they were forced to circumvent it. 

Eventually, however, they negotiated through the tangles of dead plants and deadly mushrooms to the shore near the temple. Klenta even managed to pick through the remains of a tree that looked like it had been scrubbed free of mushrooms during the last flood. 

Morgan  could  see  more  of  the  tomb  now.  It  was  huge  and hulking. A piece at its center was forty feet tall but its base seemed much  wider,  although  it  was  obscured  by  trees.  The  part  in  the middle was shaped like Stonehenge with bigger stones at the sides but  with  clean  edges  that  bespoke  hours  of  labor.  Carvings  were visible in the walls as well but the rain made it difficult to make out their  shapes.  Dragons  and  demons  seemed  like  good  guesses, given the spines and impressions of bat wings he saw in a flash of lightning. 

The  land  around  one  part  of  the  tomb  had  been  cleared  and stone steps had either been laid down or uncovered. The result was

that it was impossible to see boot prints, crushed plants, or anything similar in the little portion of land outside the temple. 

“There’s one of the canoes.” Morgan pointed across the water. 

The wind shifted and the rain lessened, and he was able to see more than one. A good dozen canoes were moored to the far side of the shore at the steps of the tomb. Surprisingly, the wind shifted and somehow  pushed  one  of  the  boats  free.  Someone  came  out  and hollered  at  the  craft—which  said  a  guard  was  watching—but  made no attempt to retrieve it. 

“We  won’t  make  it  across  without  being  seen,”  Terry  said. 

“They’re not so dumb as to not have a watch.” 

“It depends on what they’re looking for,” the sorceress countered. 

“Jewel,” he replied, his tone full of reproach. 

“There are more canoes on this side—look.” She pointed up the shore. “I bet that sometimes, one of those comes loose in the wind too.” 

“Jewel.” The barbarian’s tone now overflowed with reproach. 

“We need to know what’s in there and I’m the person for the job,” 

she insisted. 

“Person?” Klenta asked. “You mean to go by yourself.” 

“No, she does not,” the barbarian replied and folded his arms. 

“With the invisibility spell?” Morgan asked when he realized what she was thinking. 

She nodded. “We can’t hope to all go over there and not be seen. 

But if I hide in a boat and wait for the wind to ‘knock it loose,’ maybe I can reach the other shore and use my invisibility to get inside.” 

“Jewel, this is not   a good plan.” Terry sounded almost desperate. 

“It could work,” Morgan said. He felt bad for his friend but saw the wisdom  of  it.  “You’d  have  to  get  out  the  same  way,  which  means going downstream.” 

“You’d  have  to  wait  for  us  to  fetch  you,”  Klenta  said.  “If  you moved through the swamp without us, it would not go well.” 

“I  could  do  that.”  The  sorceress  nodded.  “I  don’t  see  any  other option.” 

“How long does your invisibility last?” Terry asked

“An hour.” 

“Then cast it on me. I can go.” 

Mandy snorted a derisive laugh at that. “What’s your Dex score, Terry? Like eight?” 

“It’s not that low.” 

“Oh, nine then.” 

“Mandy’s right,” Morgan said. “It doesn’t make any sense for you to go, especially since if she   goes and gets in a tight spot, she can cast the spell again.” 

The barbarian gritted his teeth and looked at the ring of faces all around  him.  Everyone  was  of  the  same  opinion  that  his  precious Jewel  should  be  the  one  to  go  into  the  tomb.  Even  the  two  lizard people nodded in agreement. 

“Fine…”  He  grunted,  his  reluctant  agreement  laced  with displeasure. “Promise me you’ll be careful.” 

“More careful than I’ve ever been.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Jewel knew this was the right choice—the only choice—yet she still felt  nothing  but  dread  as  she  crawled  into  a  canoe.  Klenta  had  led her  through  the  swamp  until  they  had  found  one  far  enough upstream  that  they  judged  the  current  would  carry  it  across  to  the tomb and not miss it completely. 

In  all  that  time,  she  had  half-hoped  that  the  lizard  would  make some  other  suggestion  or  volunteer  an  idea  that  could  only  come from  someone  who  lived  in  the  swamp.  Unfortunately,  she  offered nothing other than where to step and what not to touch. 

“All right,” the sorceress said, even though she felt anything but. 

“Give me a push out there. I’ll meet you downriver in an hour or two.” 

“We will look for you,” Klenta replied and thrust the canoe away from the bank. Jewel watched over the edge as the lizard vanished into the dense growth of the forest and her scales changed color and pattern subtly to make her completely invisible. 

In this weather, that was not exactly difficult. The mist was about as  heavy  as  it  could  be  without  becoming  drizzle,  so  visibility  was almost  nonexistent.  Although  she  could  barely  see  the  tomb,  she could feel it. 

Now that she had seen it once, it came as no surprise that Leif claimed he could lead them to it. She could sense it as surely as she could feel where the sun was, even without being able to see it. For a  moment,  she  wondered  if  this  was  how  it  attracted  the  monsters and dark sorcerers it seemed to draw in. Did it weigh heavily on their minds?  Did  it  call  all  those  who  would  do  evil  to  it?  Was  it  calling her? 

Determined not to give in to that kind of weakness, she pushed the thought aside. 

She was there to stop the forces the tomb was gathering. There could  be  no  other  explanation.  It  was  why  she  had  been  drawn  to this  world  and  why  she  lay  in  this  canoe  and  let  a  light  mist  of almost-rain wet her robe and her hair while the current pushed her closer to this place of evil. 

Her slow progress across the water gave her time to strengthen her resolve. She would do all she could do to end this place and be the force of good this world had summoned to counter the evil in the tomb.  After  all,  she  had  been  summoned  there,  and  with  good reason. She had snuck into castles before, into palaces controlled by evil sultans and towers constructed by dark wizards. 

Not in this body, of course, but the games had been real in her mind.  Sneaking  into  this  stronghold  of  evil  filled  her  with  the  same kind of thrill that sitting around the gaming table had. While she could admit  that  she  was  scared,  she  was  also  excited.  She  had  been selected  for  this  role  not  only  by  a  game  master  but  by  this  entire universe. It was daunting but it was also a thrill to be a chosen one. 

Even though, for the moment, that meant doing nothing but lying prone and listening. Her keen ears detected no voices, however, and no  one  yelled  about  the  canoe  drifting  toward  the  tomb  in  the  rain. 

Her ears were keen—much keener than a human’s—so she hoped that if anyone did raise the alarm, she would hear it. 

A  flicker  of  doubt  passed  over  her.  She  might  be  the  right character   for the job, but was she the right person?    Everyone else in the  party  had  more  gaming  experience  than  she  did.  It  was  quite possible  she  would  see  some  type  of  monster  and  not  be  able  to properly identify it. 

Goblins  were  those  with  big  ears  and  noses,  she  reminded herself.  Orcs  were  bigger  and  more  muscular.  She  began  to  work through a litany of the evil monsters as she floated across the river. 

In  all  honesty,  she  didn’t  know  what  would  be  worse—facing monsters  or  people.  Except  deep  down,  she  knew.  Facing  people who  had  become  monsters  was  the  worst  and  not  a  phenomenon unique to this world. 

She  felt  the  speed  of  the  canoe  increase  and  assumed  she’d reached the middle of the river. Not long after that, she felt a slight bump as it jostled against the shore. She drew a deep breath, cast invisibility on herself, and clambered out of the front of the boat. 

Fortunately, she had beached in a dense tangle of brush with no one looking at her and she pulled the canoe ashore quickly so she could  use  it  to  escape  later.  That  done,  she  hurried  through  the

brush to one of the cleared areas, hoping she did not inadvertently bump  into  some  noxious  plant  and  end  up  unconscious  while  her invisibility ticked away. 

She reached the cleared area without incident and walked up the steps—a generous definition since they were little more than stone—

and  to  the  tomb.  The  first  thing  she  noticed  was  that  a  stout  wall surrounded  it.  Maybe  fifteen  feet  high,  it  was  not  necessarily insurmountable but it was an obstacle. She had not seen it from the far  side  of  the  shore  because  a  dense  tangle  of  trees,  vines,  and plants grew in front of it. 

Whoever had cleared the “steps” had made sure to leave these plants in place so the wall could not be seen. Guards were present there too, although in the mist, she could not tell if they were human or simply humanoid. 

It was crumbling in places, mostly due to plants growing through it, but Jewel was not able to see inside. She crept up the steps and located  a  low  archway  in  the  wall,  an  aperture  that  was  part  of  the original architecture. 

Cautiously, she peered through it, but another wall stood beyond the door. More of a screen than a wall, it looked like it was made of nothing more than hastily chopped wood and plastered with mud to prevent a view to the interior space inside the walls. She crept closer and stepped under the archway and into the inner sanctum the wall created. 

The sorceress peered left, then right, and estimated the interior of the walled space to be bigger than a football field—maybe twice as big, both ways—and roughly rectangular. It was clear of plants and a few  piles  of  supplies  were  stacked  along  the  wall—barrels,  crates, and  used  grain  sacks,  all  things  that  provided  no  clue  to  their contents.  The  wall  in  front  of  her  did  a  good  job  of  blocking everything inside the space except for the tomb itself. 

This rose from the very center of the courtyard. From this angle, it was  clear  that  it  was  well  over  fifty  feet  tall,  with  massive  reliefs carved into it of demons wielding weapons, sorcerers using dragons to  make  corpses  of  townsfolk,  and  horrors  unspeakable  and unthinkable. 

The top was broader than the walls and something about that left her feeling unsettled. It was like it was a kind of stopper to the entire structure,  a  cap  that  was  supposed  to  keep  the  evil  contents  from spilling  out  into  the  world.  In  that  moment,  she  would  have  liked nothing  more  than  to  destroy  those  walls  and  collapse  that  top  to crush whatever was beneath it. 

Unfortunately,  she  could  not  see  what  was  under  the  heavy  lid. 

The wall in front of her blocked her view of the courtyard inside the walls but not the sounds. 

For  the  first  time  since  she’d  entered  the  swamp,  she  heard something besides the drone of insects and the burble of water—the drone of voices and the hiss of campfires in the rain. 

She hugged the wall that surrounded the tomb and moved past the barrier that blocked the courtyard. 

The  entire  area  was  filled  with  tents  and  campsites.  Hundreds were gathered there to cook meals, sharpen weapons, and stay out of  the  rain.  They  all  surrounded  the  central  tomb  as  if  it  were  their holy  temple,  a  place  of  reverence  and  worship  they  would  die fighting to defend. 

Destroying it would be a little more difficult than they had thought. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The way back to the stone foundation should have been easier, but it was not. Klenta wasn’t there to lead them, which meant it was up to Hekkar  to  guide  them  safely.  He  seemed  more  than  competent  for the task at hand but the language barrier was something of an issue. 

He'd  hiss  something  and  point  at  a  plant  and  they’d  all  avoid  it, but something was lost. The barbarian had hoped they could simply retrace  their  steps,  but  any  signs  of  their  passing  had  all  but vanished  into  the  dense  tangles  of  fetid  plants.  They  were  within sight of the stone foundation when his haste finally got the better of him. 

The  problem  was  that  their  guide  had  taken  a  weird  tiny  step. 

Terry  didn’t  see  why  he  couldn’t  simply  skip  it  and  step  in  the  next footprint  instead.  When  he  tried  that,  he  promptly  lost  his  balance and tumbled toward the murk and a patch of blood-red mushrooms. 

Before  he  plowed  into  them,  the  lizardman  dove  into  the  mud, crushed the mushrooms with his belly, and triggered a cloud of red spores that covered his face. 

Terry’s  heart  dropped—this  could  be  the  end  for  Hekkar—but rather than rolling over and dying, the creature began to laugh. 

“Hekkar—are you okay, brother?” 

“Brother!” he hissed before he almost collapsed with laughter. 

“Didn’t Klenta say some of those mushrooms caused euphoria for her people but they’d kill us?” Mandy asked. 

“Are  you  saying  Hekkar  is  high?”  Morgan  sounded  both impressed and somewhat indignant. 

“Hi! Hi!” Hekkar laughed, raised a clawed hand, and looked like he wanted a high-five. 

“It looks like it,” the barbarian grumped. There was no way to look at this in a good light. Their guide through the swamp losing his mind while they had to wait for Jewel to return was a factor he simply did not want to deal with right now. 

“I  think  I  can  get  us  to  the  foundation,”  Mandy  said.  She  had followed Hekkar in the second position and had paid better attention

to what should be avoided. 

“It’s better than staying here,” Terry grumbled. 

“Come on, Hekkar,” she said cheerfully. 

The lizard laughed but before he followed, he washed the spores off  with  some  of  the  foul-smelling  water.  They  took  that  as  a  good sign that he at least had some reason left. 

Thankfully,  they  reached  the  stone  foundation  with  their  guide intact.  He  collapsed  in  laughter  when  his  clawed  toes  clacked  onto the stone nestled in the swamp, but Terry didn’t mind. 

“I  can  take  the  first  shift,”  he  said  once  everyone  was  safely  on the dry structure. 

“I appreciate that. I got more mud in my boots,” Morgan said, took one off, and started to clean it. 

“You know it’ll simply get muddy again,” the bard pointed out. 

“Cleaning  is  about  removing  the  dirt  and  grime  that’s  already there, not what is to come,” he responded practically. 

“Is  that  some  kind  of  ancient  cleric  wisdom  bestowed  by  Lux?” 

she asked. 

“Nah.  That’s  what  my  mom  would  say  when  we  said  we  didn’t want to take showers,” he replied with a grin. 

Terry snorted. He had to hand it to Morgan. Even in the darkest places, he always looked for the silver lining. But this was no time for jokes. He turned his attention to the swamp. 

With  the  rain,  the  plants  in  the  swamp  were  even  harder  to differentiate  one  from  another.  Terry  peered  through  them  all  the same, looked for movement, and saw it everywhere. Water dripped off a leaf and made it bounce up. A rotten branch finally succumbed to the weight of water and crashed into the muck below. What he did not see was any threats—no goblins, no demons, and no monsters. 

All  of  those  were  doubtlessly  hiding  inside  the  tomb…where Jewel was. 

He  reminded  himself  that  she  could  handle  herself.  She  had powerful magic and had proven time and again that she was capable of wielding it effectively. The best thing he could do right now was to make sure they were not ambushed while awaiting her return. What a  nightmare  it  would  be  for  her  if  she  were  to  cross  and  find  they

were  gone—or  worse,  dead.  He  couldn’t  allow  it,  so  he  stared  into the swamp although it was hard to concentrate with Hekkar giggling behind him. 

“How long until the mushrooms wear off?” Morgan asked. 

“Don’t ask me. We’ll have to wait for Klenta to get here,” Mandy replied. 

“This  is  brutal,”  the  cleric  lamented.  “He’s  so  high  he’ll  laugh  at anything, but he won’t understand any of the jokes from Earth. Why did the chicken cross the road, Hekkar?” 

“Chicken?” the lizard asked and doubled over in laughter. 

He sighed. “I didn’t even get to the punchline.” 

“We’ll be all right,” Terry stated firmly. 

“How  can  you  know  that?”  he  asked.  “No  offense  and  I appreciate the sentiment, but do   you know that? Do you and Hekkar share some kind of special brother bond or something?” 

“No, it’s only—” The barbarian thought he saw something in the swamp. Had that branch been there before? 

“It’s only what?” 

“I think—” 

The branch he was staring at vanished completely. Terry blinked and wondered if his eyes were deceiving him, only to discover that the bush he had been looking at was not a plant at all but a massive lizard, at least as big as a cow. 

He  grinned.  Finally,  action!  He  raised  his  ax  to  split  its  head  in half. 

“Wait!” Hekkar said with an inappropriate giggle. 

Terry didn’t, but neither did the lizard. It opened its mouth and a massive tongue shot out and into Terry’s ax with such force that it hit his chest and bruised his fingers. In the tiny span of time that his grip slackened  on  the  weapon,  it  was  gone.  The  beast’s  tongue  had retracted and yanked the blade with it. 

“That’s  my  ax!”  Terry  protested  and  wondered  if  he  would  have managed  to  say  something  better  if  he  had  a  higher  intelligence score. 

The  lizard  said  nothing  but  opened  its  jaws  and  swallowed  the weapon whole. 

“That  will  cause  some  serious  indigestion  issues,”  Morgan commented in a somewhat distracted tone. 

Mandy said nothing but tried to tune her harp under her cloak in the  rain,  not  an  easy  thing  to  do.  Hekkar  pointed  at  the  lizard,  his eyes wide as if it had not eaten the ax but had given them the most wondrous gift he had ever seen. 

It  blinked  one  eye,  then  the  other—they  were  both  big,  like chameleon  eyes,  and  could  look  in  different  directions  at  once—

before its tongue darted out again and connected with Terry’s chest. 

“Agghh!”  He  screamed  as  a  sticky  white  goo  bound  his  hairy torso  to  the  lizard’s  tongue.  He  punched  it  but  that  only  got  his  fist stuck in the gunk. The lizard didn’t seem to mind being punched. It blinked again and began to pull with its tongue. 

The barbarian planted his feet but he weighed way less than the beast  did.  There  was  nothing  he  could  do  to  stop  it  from  dragging him forward. 

“A little help would be good,” he roared and fumbled for a hand ax with his free hand. 

“The  god  of  light  is  here  for  you,  even  on  these  rainy  days!” 

Morgan declared and drew his rose mace. 

Hekkar  put  a  hand  on  his  shoulder  and  shook  his  head emphatically. 

Mandy continued to work on the harp, which meant the barbarian was still alone. 

The  lizard—one  eye  on  him  and  one  on  Morgan  and  Hekkar—

seemed  to  understand  that  its  time  to  enjoy  its  meal  was  limited.  It leaned  back  and  yanked   on  its  tongue  and  Terry  stumbled  forward toward its open jaws. 

He managed to position a hand on the top jaw of the chameleon-like  monster  and  a  foot  on  the  bottom  jaw,  so  rather  than  being sucked into its mouth, he fell with its jaws over him. When he tried to pull  his  hand  free  of  its  sticky  tongue,  however,  it  remained  firmly stuck. There was nothing he could do but hold on until Morgan joined the fray. 

“The  god  of  light  hit  the  snooze,  it  seems!”  he  exclaimed  as  he pounded  the  lizard’s  skull  with  his  mace.  Hekkar  hissed  something

that  sounded  like  a  warning,  but  Terry  had  no  time  to  decipher  the language, not when he was on his way to becoming a snack. 

Morgan’s  blow  didn’t  make  the  lizard  release  its  meal,  but  it  did make it look up and stop trying to swallow him whole. The barbarian counted that as some kind of progress. 

Hekkar fingered his ax with the same awe-struck look on his face. 

“Hekker! Brother—help!” Terry bellowed. 

The  lizardman’s  tongue  flicked  out.  He  looked  no  longer euphoric,  only  conflicted.  Did  he  know  something  about  the creature? Was he working with it? Terry didn’t know and there wasn’t exactly the time for twenty questions. 

Morgan battered the lizard’s head again. This time, it fought back and used a long, curled tail to launch the cleric into the mud beside the stone platform. 

With that threat removed, the giant chameleon swiveled both its eyes to the meal it had yet to swallow. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The  rain  wreaked  hell  on  stringed  instruments.  While  Earth  Mandy did  not  know  this,  the  Mandy  of  this  world  did.  Although  it  was  the chef’s  plan  to  use  the  harp  to  save  her  friend—a  possibility  that looked  slimmer  by  the  moment—it  was  the  bard  who  tuned  the instrument. 

Finally, it was done and she stood and focused her full attention on  the  battle  happening  on  the  world’s  smallest  battleground.  Terry had  his  hands  full—literally.  One  was  on  the  top  jaw  of  the  lizard’s mouth,  the  other  stuck  in  its  tongue,  and  one  foot  was  wedged against  its  bottom  jaw.  Despite  him  being  larger  than  the  beast’s maw,  the  creature  didn’t  seem  at  all  deterred  by  the  large  meal—

quite  the  opposite,  in  fact.  It  looked  eager  to  swallow  the  still-thrashing feast. 

Morgan had already been ejected from the fight. He struggled out of  the  mud  and  into  position,  but  she  couldn’t  help  him  any  more than she could help Hekkar come to his senses and fight the hungry reptile. 

This meant it was up to her and the harp she held in her hands. 

She plucked a melody, pleased to hear that the instrument was in tune so the notes were the correct ones. 

The lizard ignored the first stanza but looked up for the second. 

By the time she reached the chorus, its gaze followed her fingers’

every move. When she looped to the verse again, it released Terry. 

He crawled away, rubbed the splotchy red mark on his chest, and stared at the lizard. 

“It has my ax!” 

“And your chest hair,” Morgan added, still partially in the mud. 

It was true. Its sticky tongue had waxed his chest. 

“I don’t know if we need weapons right now.” The bard wove the words  into  the  verse.  She  sang  the  chorus  again,  played  a  final chord, and the spell was cast. 

Quickly,  before  anything  could  change  the  atmosphere  of  the moment, she dug in her pouch and tossed the massive chameleon

all the jerky she had stowed there. It gulped it and moved closer to flop at her feet like a dog, and she reached out tentatively and patted its head. 

“Well, I’ll be…” Morgan finally managed to drag himself from the mire. 

Hekkar  was  even  more  impressed.  He  had  fallen  on  his  knees and bowed to the lizard as he repeated a series of hisses and clicks that probably meant something like god, or spirit, or something   holy. 

“It  was  hungry,”  the  bard  said  and  patted  its  head  again.  “We must be the first meat it has seen in a while. You were a hungry, boy. 

Huh?  Yes,  you  were.  You  were  only  a  big,  hungry,  cow-sized chameleon,  weren’t  you?  That’s  what  the  problem  was,  wasn’t  it?” 

She rubbed its belly and it kicked one of its legs, although the rhythm was  more  like  a  leaf  twitching  in  the  wind  than  a  dog’s  jerk  of pleasure. 

“Well done,” Terry said begrudgingly and pushed to his feet. “I’d like my ax back, though.” 

Mandy looked at the lizard and it returned her stare and blinked its eyes in odd succession. 

“Maybe we can simply wait until it poops?” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Jewel  of  the  Moon  had  a  sense  of  how  long  an  hour  lasted,  which was  less  than  she  would  have  liked.  With  this  in  mind,  she  set  out through  the  camp  and  tried  to  catalog  how  many  enemies  were present and more importantly, what they were. 

The  closest  group  to  the  door  looked  like  a  team  of  mercenary humans.  They  were  heavily  weaponed  and  heavily  tattooed  and while it was a risk, she slipped close enough to hear snippets of their conversation. They were humans, after all, and thus likely to speak the common tongue and not have particularly sharp smell or hearing. 

“Goddamn goblins,” one of them said and picked at the meat he was roasting on the fire. “Every time it’s their turn to hunt, they screw it up. What the hell is wrong with eating fish? I don’t get it.” 

“And then they complain when we give them fresh fish,” another of the tattooed mercenaries responded. 

Agreement was voiced at this, but the sorceress did not linger to hear more of the conversation. She hurried toward the next camp, a group  of  the  aforementioned  goblins  eating  some  kind  of  swamp mammal she could not help but agree looked disgusting. While she had not been able to tell if the mercenaries had the rash they’d seen spread  across  this  land,  the  goblins  certainly  did.  Almost  all  their faces displayed angry red welts. 

She  gave  them  a  wider  berth,  though—she  wasn’t  sure  if  their long  noses  granted  them  a  particularly  strong  sense  of  smell  but chose not to risk it—and inched closer to the next group. 

More humans were camped beyond the goblins, these in dirty red robes. They sat around a fire and focused on a man in a clean red robe who was preaching to them. 

“The time is soon, brothers and sisters. The time is almost upon us. Soon, the sins of the past will be the virtues of the present. You will not be cast out but built up. The people will bow at your feet and not demand mercy but a piece of your wealth. And what will you tell them?” 

“No!” the cultists chorused. 

“That’s right. Their time to show us kindness has passed. Soon, it will  be  the  time  for  their  blood,  and  they  will  rue  the  day  they mistreated you.” 

It seemed somewhat contradictory that this cult leader preached sin becoming virtue but was still upset about someone not being kind to a follower. But who was she to look for consistency in the beliefs of a group that worshipped an evil tomb? What did they think would happen, exactly? If their best-case scenario was ending the world by unlocking an ancient evil force of evil, she wouldn’t quibble over their teachings. 

She  pressed  on.  It  was  already  clear  that  this  was  not  a  united force. The mercenaries did not like the goblins, and the cultists stuck to  themselves  instead  of  proselytizing  to  the  groups.  Maybe  they could use that. They would have   to use that. 

The force there was much too large for four adventurers to take on  themselves.  Even  if  Hekkar  and  Klenta  committed  themselves fully to the battle, what could the six of them do against numbers like this? Jewel’s best hope was to discover as much as she could about everyone  assembled  there  and  see  which  groups  were  allied  and which were simply not enemies for the time being. 

Near the cultists, she found a group of orcs. While their number was  fairly  small,  they  made  up  for  their  lack  with  their  hulking  size. 

The  smallest  of  them  was  seven  feet  and  the  tallest  a  head  taller than  him.  They  didn’t  speak  to  each  other  so  she  could  glean  no clues about the inner workings of their political relationship with the rest  of  the  room.  If  their  glares  were  any  indication,  however,  they were fond of no one, the shouting cult leader least of all. 

Past  the  orcs,  another  band  of  goblins  seemed  a  little  more organized  than  the  last.  A  central  core  of  much  older-looking creatures  had  the  trappings  of  magic  users.  Rather  than  rusty chainmail and helms with broken horns, they wore faded robes and hats with feathers. Instead of swords, they clutched staffs. 

A  little  farther  was  a  group  that  looked  like  something  between goblins and orcs. Hobgoblins? Half-orcs? The sorceress didn’t have what  she  needed  to  recognize  the  exact  species  but  they  looked serious.  They  seemed  the  most  disciplined  of  the  groups  and

maintained a strict perimeter. She wondered what would happen if a goblin was shoved into their midst—or better yet, one of the tattooed mercenaries. 

Another  group  of  humans  that  might  have  been  plucked  out  of Blun came next. They looked rather sorry for themselves, seated in the rain and surrounded by monsters that openly displayed no love for them. 

Jewel had finally progressed around the central structure—what had to be the tomb itself—and saw only one more group she thought she needed to investigate. A group of frog people sat in a ring and croaked to each other. Their intentions were even more mysterious than the other groups inside the walls of this evil place, but at least they  didn’t  fraternize  with  the  other  camps  any  more  than  anyone else did. 

She noticed other creatures too, off by themselves or in pairs. A pile of slime burbled menacingly. Something like a sasquatch with a murderous  expression  glared  unrelentingly.  A  troll  snoozed  in  the corner but it could also be a toppled statue. 

Her foray into enemy territory had provided good news of a sort. 

The Tomb of Malevolent Evil had assembled forces but they had not exactly  united  them.  They  didn’t  actively  fight  each  other  but  they certainly  didn’t  cooperate  and  seemed  to  be  closer  to  fighting  than friendship. 

Each camp had guards posted, although Jewel had seen none at the walls. That meant they were more concerned about each other causing problems than outsiders who might arrive and rain on their parade. That said, however, the rain might be why no one guarded the  walls.  It  had  taken  days  to  trudge  through  the  swamp  to  get there.  The  idea  of  a  force  large  enough  to  stand  against  all  these goblins,  orcs,  frog  dudes,  and  misguided  humans  trudging  through the muck for days, only to attack in the rain, seemed impossible. 

Still, tensions were present there. She could sense the basis of a plan starting to form. It would rely far more on the actions of others than those of her and her team, but that was simply how it was. 

The sorceress decided she needed to know more. She had made a full circumnavigation of the room and got a feel for the size of the

forces but not their motivation. Could the tomb have somehow lured all these people there? It was possible, she supposed. After all, she was in a world where she could launch blasts of energy from a twig if she gave it the proper flourish. Still, to prevent forces like these from murdering  each  other,  there  must  surely    be  some  kind  of  central command. 

This  brought  her  to  the  tomb  in  the  middle.  If  core  leadership existed, it would surely be inside the ornately carved edifice of evil. 

She inched closer to it and crept along one side. While she’d moved through  the  camps,  she  had  noticed  that  one  side  of  the  structure had a type of entrance—a hallway between the massive stone walls. 

She hadn’t seen anything inside except torchlight, but she had been more  concerned  with  getting  a  feel  for  the  armed  groups  than  the building  in  the  center.  Now,  however,  she  rounded  the  corner  and moved closer to the opening with extreme caution. 

Jewel  reached  it  and  stepped  inside.  It  stretched  inward  for maybe  ten  feet  before  it  widened  into  a  chamber  in  front  of  a massive  door.  Two  guards  were  posted,  one  on  either  side  of  the door and outside the hall, so she had not been able to see them until she  was  halfway  down  the  short  corridor.  She  dared  go  no  farther than  she  already  had.  Her  invisibility  was  still  active,  but  stepping directly under torchlight in front of two guards seemed too brazen for her. 

Fortunately,  it  appeared  to  be  late  into  their  shift.  They  were clearly bored and filled the time with conversation. 

“No  way.  I  completely  disagree,”  one  of  the  guards  said.  Each wore  thin  sheets  of  metal  armor  over  tightly  fitted  leather  and  a tabard with something on it that she couldn’t quite decipher. It looked like a big blot of ink with droplets spread around it that grew smaller as  they  radiated  from  the  middle.  Both  wore  a  mask  that  covered their face completely. The mask of the guard who had spoken looked a little like a blue jay and the other more like a wolf. 

“Who’s better?” the wolf asked. 

“The cultists, for one.” 

“The cultists? They don’t even cook with spices!” 

“Because  they  don’t  need  to,”     the  jay  explained.  He  held  a polearm with a long blade on the end of it, while his partner had two swords at his waist. “They know their way around a piece of meat.” 

“Eh. I guess that’s true. Better than the goblins.” 

“We can all agree on that.” 

“Why do you think he makes them share, then?” the wolf asked. 

“It’s  about  power,”  the  other  responded  as  if  it  were  the  most obvious  thing  in  the  world.  “Sethril  knows  that  if  he  doesn’t  give orders,  everyone  will  start  bickering.  That’s  why  he  set  up  the foraging rotation and makes everyone share.” 

“Not everyone does share, though,” his comrade pointed out. 

“You  don’t  get  to  be  in  Commander  Sethril’s  position  without knowing when to look the other way.” 

“I  guess  so.”  Even  though  he  wore  a  mask,  Jewel  thought  the shape  of  the  wolf’s  shoulders  made  him  look  dubious.  A  moment passed and she could sense her invisibility spell. She had about ten minutes left. While she could recast it, this hallway was not the place to  do  it  in.  Plus,  she  wanted  to  save  it  in  case  she  needed   it.  She certainly  didn’t  want  to  cast  it  again  merely  to  hear  these  two  talk about soup. 

“Do  you  honestly  think  Sethril  keeps  everyone  in  line,  though?” 

the wolf asked. 

“He  pays  our  wages,  doesn’t  he?”  his  partner  responded.  “He talked  to  the  leaders  of  the  groups  about  expectations.  He’s  the backbone  of  this  whole  operation  and  I’m  proud  to  serve  him.”  He tapped his polearm on the ground as if to prove his loyalty. 

“Right, right—of course,” the other man muttered. “But…uh, you don’t think Dominus Tragor has something to do with it?” 

The jay didn’t answer right away. Instead, he leaned forward and glanced at the heavy door. 

This  could  only  mean  that  Dominus  Tragor  was  inside, presumably with Commander Sethril. 

“Tragor’s only arrived now,” the jay said hesitantly. 

“Yeah,  but  if  anyone  will  get  something  out  of  the  Pit,  it’s  him.” 

The  other  guard’s  hushed  voice  still  made  the  Pit  seem  like something nefarious. 

“I suppose so. No one from the last three teams has come back.” 

“Because  Sethril  didn’t  send  anyone  who  can  cast  magic.  He should have sent those goblins or the cult leader.” 

“Shush,” the jay hissed. 

“These doors are solid. The commander can’t hear us.” 

“I’m not worried about the commander,” the other man whispered. 

“They say Tragor sees all. Who’s to say he can’t hear better than a normal man too?” 

The wolf shuddered. “You believe the rumors then?” 

“Believe them? I’ve seen it.” 

“You saw him turn someone into a newt?” 

“A newt? No.” 

“A rat?” 

“Not a rat.” 

“A crow, then?” 

“I  saw  one  of  the  people  he  turned  to  stone,”  the  jay  said ominously  and  seemed  to  enjoy  this  little  snippet  of  information  his partner was not yet privy to. 

“You saw him do it?” the wolf demanded. 

“Well, no, not exactly. But I saw the man made of stone and one of the orcs said he saw Tragor do it. Or he said his friend saw it.” 

“It’s  hardly  the  same  thing.  It  could  have  simply  been  carved.” 

The wolf mask didn’t hide the disdain in the man’s tone. 

“Why  would  anyone  carve  a  statue  of  a  man  with  scars  on  his face,  the  world’s  worst  haircut,  and  carrying  a  nicked  sword?  I’m telling  you  I  could  see  the  grit  on  his  clothes  as  surely  as  you  can see the grit on the clothes of everyone out there. Who would pay to have that carved? The king?” 

“You got a point there, I suppose,” his partner muttered. 

Jewel realized she didn’t know much about the king of this land but  carving  such  imperfections  did  not  sound  like  something  any royal  would  wish  immortalized  in  stone.  Unfortunately,  what  she’d learned  would  have  to  be  enough.  She  had  discovered  there  was tension  in  the  camp  and  knew  the  names  of  the  leaders  and  could use that. They would have to use that. She was about to turn away when the wolf cleared his throat and she paused. 

“What do you think is down there?” he asked. 

“I  can’t  say.”  The  jay’s  response  was  frustrating  until  he  leaned over.  “But  if  these  carvings  here  are  any  clue,  I’d  say  something powerful.” 

“Demons,  then?”  the  other  guard  asked  as  if  he  were  a  child speculating  on  gifts  from  Santa  instead  of  what  kind  of  evil  entities might be unleashed to murder everyone in their path. 

“Maybe. Or maybe a dragon.” The jay’s tone suggested that there could  be  nothing  more  exciting  than  the  prospect  of  a  flying,  fire-breathing monster. 

“Do you think Dominus Tragor could control one of them? 

“Who gives a wet shit?” He sneered. “This world is sick. It used to be a man could pick a few pockets and make a living for himself. Not anymore.  The  goddamn  king’s  ruined  everything—not  to  mention goddamn Lux with his shining light.” 

“Goddamn a god. I like that.” The wolf chuckled. 

“The  gods  deserve  to  die  along  with  everyone  else.  This  whole world  would  be  better  if  it  were  all  buried.  I  hope  Tragor  finds whatever  he’s  looking  for  but  beyond  that?  This  world  would  be better   if a dragon burned it up. A couple of demons would be better than what we got.” 

“I hear that, brother,” his partner agreed. 

The  door  between  them  creaked  open  and  the  two  guards snapped to attention. 

Jewel  froze,  her  gaze  locked  on  the  room  behind  the  door.  The sorceress  barely  noticed  the  two  guards  who  emerged  to  replace those she’d eavesdropped on. She only half-heard when the original guards  walked  past  her  and  talked  to  each  other  about  having  to keep everyone out there “in line.” 

Her attention was focused on the two men who stood at a table in front  of  a  yawning  hole  in  the  ground.  It  was  immediately  obvious who was who. 

Commander  Sethril  wore  black  plate  mail  that  gleamed  like  a well-polished cast iron pan. He had no helmet but every other part of him was covered. She couldn’t imagine lifting one piece of the armor, let alone walk around wearing it. He wore red under it and the only

nod to vanity was a red capelet that hung down his back. She would have liked to see what he fought with but he didn’t hold a weapon. 

Still,  she  couldn’t  imagine  it  was  something  small.  A  meat  cleaver would look like a butter knife in his hands. 

The  man  on  the  other  side  of  the  table  sent  shivers  down  her spine,  however.  His  robe  was  blood-red  and  trimmed  with  gold.  It was so immaculately clean this far into the swamp that it boggled her mind. He shifted position and pointed to something on the table, and she  noticed  runes  stitched  into  the  robe  in  gold  thread.  Runes  of terror and hate were worked alongside those of fear and dread and others of death and pain. All were so unspeakably horrible that Jewel had to look away. 

Part of her wanted to flee but she needed more. She refocused and  saw  a  frail  arm  protruding  from  the  robe,  covered  in  tattoos  of visions  even  worse  than  the  runes  on  the  garment.  His  face  was  a sunken  rictus,  more  skeletal  than  man.  While  thin  and  frail,  he radiated power. 

A controlled tension defined Commander Sethril, while Dominus Tragor  was  the  opposite—comfortable  beyond  belief  with  his  frail arms and only a thin layer of fabric to protect him. Jewel suspected that  few  in  the  outer  chamber  could  defeat  the  commander  in  a battle, but she knew   no one there could hope to survive a duel with the sorcerer. 

Terrifyingly, he now stared directly at her. 

Her  mind  rushed  to  reassure  her  that  he  couldn’t  be.  She  was invisible  and  hadn’t  moved,  let  alone  breathed.  Still,  she  could  feel his bloodshot eyes boring into her through the crack in the door. 

Panic surged. He knew she was there and he intended to kill her. 

His punishment would be cruel and efficient. He would rip her insides out and force them down her throat and that was only the beginning. 

The door swung shut and when her line of sight to the sorcerer was  broken,  the  thoughts  of  pain  vanished  as  quickly  as  they’d come. 

Jewel stumbled back, landed on her butt, and scrambled away. 

“Did you hear something?” one of the guards asked, this one with a mask like a serpent. 

She didn’t wait to hear the other’s reply and all but ran out of the chamber, down the hall, and between the camps. When she moved past the fence that had blocked all their fires from being seen across the river, she gasped a breath and tried to calm herself fully. The rain hadn’t let up even slightly but she felt exposed—like everyone could see her and the entire encampment was now focused on her. 

No  one  was  following  her  and  there  was  no  indication  that anyone else knew she was there. Only Tragor had seen her. 

“No, he didn’t. He looked out of the door, is all. He didn’t see a damn  thing,”  the  sorceress  muttered  as  she  pushed  through  the plants that grew beyond the wall. She found her canoe where she’d left it, glanced over her shoulder, and confirmed that no one was in pursuit  before  she  waded  into  the  water,  pushed  the  boat  out,  and climbed inside. 

As she floated across the river and stared through the rain at the clouds,  she  let  herself  cry.  She  now  knew  why  those  forces  were united. Truly, she would join them herself if she only knew it meant that Dominus Tragor would never look at her again. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Mandy seemed eager to play with her new lizard friend. Hekkar was even more excited. He had begun to pick things from the swamp and fed them to the great reptile. Terry was less excited but he glanced constantly at its butt while he waited for it to poop his ax. 

Morgan wasn’t content to simply sit around, however. He decided to  go  out  to  forage  while  they  waited.  On  his  first  outing,  he  found two marsh rabbits. Given that he only had to use Cure Wounds once to  heal  a  poisonous  barb  that  jabbed  into  him,  he  felt  good  about that.  When  he  went  out  again  and  returned  empty-handed,  only  to find that Mandy and Terry had fed the giant lizard both the rabbits he had caught, he was a little annoyed. 

“It was hungry!” the bard explained as Hekkar fished a turtle out of the swamp and tossed it to the creature to eat. It crunched its shell with  a  single  bite  and  flicked  its  tail  contentedly.  At  least  Morgan thought it was content. The lizard folk were hard enough to read but this  giant  chameleon  was  a  black  box  of  emotion,  at  least  in  his opinion. If Hekkar didn’t get his jokes, it never would. 

“I  honestly  don’t  think  that  should  be  a  priority  right  now,”  he complained. 

“What’s priority?” Hekkar asked. 

“My stomach, for one.” 

“Well, it’s my friend.” Mandy looked petulant. 

“And it’s got my ax,” Terry complained. 

Hekkar  hissed  something  in  his  language  as  well,  but  the  cleric had given up on trying to understand him. 

He  couldn’t  wait  for  Klenta  and  Jewel  to  return,  so  when  they appeared out of the brush, he should have been more prepared and done something besides yelp loudly. 

“It’s  nice  to  see  you  too,  Morgan,”  the  sorceress  retorted  in amusement. “Is Terry—what in the hell is that?” 

Klena stood rigidly beside her. The lizard’s mouth gaped and her long tongue lolled halfway down her chest. 

“We…uh…” 

“And my ax.” 

“Uh…rabbits?” 

The various disjointed responses were about all Mandy, Terry, or Morgan could offer before they broke into laughter. 

Jewel  managed  to  hold  her  frown  for  about  twelve  seconds before she erupted in laughter as well. “Is   there even an explanation for this?” she asked. 

Klenta ignored them and hissed at Hekkar, who responded with equal  seriousness.  Before  Morgan  could  answer,  the  female  lizard turned  toward  Mandy  and  made  an  elaborate  gesture  across  her chest  with  her  clawed  hands.  It  did  not  take  a  religious  cleric  to recognize an acknowledgment of the divine. 

“Mandy did it,” Morgan said. 

“But the lizard started it,” Terry added. 

“It is not a lizard. It is Syisyssiyas!” Klenta sputtered. She was so excited that she was a little more difficult to understand than usual. 

“Sissy?” The barbarian frowned. 

“Like sister?” Morgan asked. 

Klenta grinned. “Yes! Yes exactly! She is known as the mother of the swamp—the great lizard we all descend from. I have never seen one  alive  before.  They  are  very  rare  and  are  said  to  be  very  good judges of character.” 

“And of axes,” Terry grumbled. 

“Okay, so what   happened?” Jewel asked with a show of solemn patience. 

The  cleric  shrugged.  “It  came  out  of  the  swamp,  tried  to  eat Terry’s ax—” 

“It did   eat my ax!” 

“It  planned  to  eat  him  too,  but  Mandy  played  her  harp  and, well…”  He  gestured  to  the  lizard.  It  licked  one  of  its  swiveling eyeballs with its long tongue. 

“We’ve been feeding it,” Mandy added earnestly. 

Hekkar hissed something at Klenta, and she hurried to translate. 

“Hekkar says there is great kindness in your hearts. Outsiders have killed Syisyssiyas before and it is always a great tragedy when they do. But even though she attacked you, you have befriended her. He

says  he  knew  you  were  great  warriors,  but  we  now  know  you  are great people as well.” 

“And you’re feeding it because?” Jewel raised an eyebrow as she studied the beast

“He’s my buddy and he looks hungry,” the bard replied. 

“But  surely  Sissy  can  handle  herself.  This  is  her  domain,  after all,” Morgan countered. He did not like to see his hard-earned food gobbled  by  this  overgrown  iguana,  even  if  she  was  a  goddess  or whatever. 

“The more it eats, the sooner it’s gotta…you know…push my ax out.”  Terry  flicked  him  a  disdainful  look  that  said  he  questioned  his intelligence if he missed this simple truth. 

The cleric didn’t think this was a particularly good plan. The lizard was certainly large but not process-a-battle-ax-through-its-intestines big.  He  had  a  feeling  that  for  all  their  good  intentions,  the  weapon would  still  cause  Sissy  to  die  from  internal  injuries  at  some  point. 

While  he  wasn’t  as  enamored  with  it  as  Mandy  or  the  lizard  folk,  it still seemed like a sad way for such a beast to go. 

“What did you discover?” he asked Jewel. He was eager to talk about  something  besides  the  lizard’s  approaching  bowel movements. 

“Nothing  good.”  She  grimaced  and  went  on  to  explain  that  the tomb was surrounded by a ton of troops. The only silver lining to the situation was that they didn’t sound that united. It was fear that kept them from murdering each other. 

“Do you think we can use their fear against them?” he asked. 

“I don’t know.” She frowned as she considered this. “The leaders were tough. There were two of them. Commander Sethril looked like he  could  cut  almost  anyone  in  half  with  virtually  anything.  But  the one who freaked me out was Dominus Tragor.” 

As  she  described  the  sorcerer,  Morgan’s  blood  ran  cold.  It sounded  like  one  of  the  ancient  necromancers  of  the  dark.  The warrior clerics at the temple to Lux had told legends about their kind

—necromancers  so  dark  and  twisted  that  no  magic  was  off-limits. 

They used the life force of others to strengthen themselves and the bodies  of  others  for  an  army.  If  Dominus  Tragor  was  one  of  them, 

there  was  nothing  more  important  to  Morgan  than  bringing  him  to justice. 

“And  did  you  see  whatever  is  trapped  in  the  tomb?”  Mandy asked. 

Jewel  shook  her  head.  “Sethril  and  Tragor  were  in  an  inner sanctum that was heavily guarded. They were going over plans and talking about sending teams into the Pit.” 

“Wait—they were off by themselves?” Morgan asked. 

“Not  quite.  They  had  a  few  guards  in  there  with  them—people wearing masks. It was kind of creepy. Although the amount of time they  spent  talking  about  soup  makes  me  think  we  could  get  past them.” 

“We  see  them  pass  through  here,”  Klenta  said.  “Powerful warriors. Each one trains with a different weapon.” 

“Still,”  Morgan  continued  as  an  idea  began  to  take  shape  in  his head. “If we could somehow get in there and eliminate them, the rest of the troops wouldn’t exactly be ready to work together, right?” 

Jewel nodded. “No, not at all. If we could take them out, I don’t know  if  anyone  would  stay  at  the  tomb,  let  alone  try  to  find  a  new leader.” 

“Then  that’s  what  we  have  to  do,”  he  insisted.  “We  get  in,  kill those two in their hidden room, show the rest of the monsters their heads, and hope like hell that they all run for the hills.” 

Or that it would be enough to complete their mission, he thought. 

Maybe,  if  they  could  defeat  the  two  people  who  had  opened  the tomb, they would finally be able to go home. It honestly seemed like a long shot, but he didn’t know what else they could possibly do. If they  marched  in,  all  the  little  factions  would  team  up  against  them. 

That was obvious, especially if they arrived with a cleric. 

“So then the question is how?” Mandy sounded grim. 

“Jewel,  you  said  there  was  a  pit  in  this  room?”  Morgan  asked. 

Jewel nodded. “How deep? Let’s say you pushed Beefy Boy—” 

“Sethril,” the bard snapped. 

“We  spent  years  torturing  Jorge  by  renaming  all  his  Big  Bad Enemy  Guys.  I  am  not  about  to  let  that  time-honored  tradition  die. 

But  you  are  correct  in  that  I  am  not  talking  about  Evil  Jerky.  Say Beefy Boy fell into this pit, do you think he’d die?” 

“I  didn’t  see  into   it  but  they  said  the  last  three  teams  that  went into it all died.” 

“It  sounds  promising.”  Mandy  tossed  the  lizard  another  piece  of jerky that it gobbled happily. 

“But how am I supposed to push this guy?” the sorceress asked. 

“Your body probably weighs as much as one of his legs.” 

“You have Ray of Frost. What if you got him to attack you, froze the ground, and let him slip?” he suggested. 

She bit her lip for a moment but she nodded. “That could work… I don’t think there’s a magical bone in his body. But you’re forgetting one thing.” 

“Evil Jerky,” Morgan said. He hadn’t forgotten him at all. 

“Right. I might   be able to trick Sethril, but I’m not even sure that my invisibility worked on Tragor.” 

“Then I need to go in there with you,” he told her. 

“Are you sure you can—” 

“I’m sure. The Light will shine upon him and he will cower in its brightness. He will reach for the dark and find it has been pushed to the farthest, deepest corner beyond his reach.” 

Everyone stared at him for a moment. He smiled, not exactly sure where  the  litany  had  come  from.  “Well…uh,  it  seems  Lux  has  my back on this one. I think it’s worth a try. At the very least, I can quote some scripture at him. He’ll probably hate it—or do evil people like hating things? Maybe he’ll like it, which for him is like hating.” 

“I  suppose  I  could  cast  invisibility  on  both  of  us  if  we  wait  until tomorrow,”  Jewel  muttered  doubtfully,  “but  if  anything  goes  wrong, we’ll  be  screwed.  It’s  not  like  I  was  there  long  enough  to  time  the shift changes. If they don’t open that door, we’d turn visible outside and be hosed.” 

“We’ll need a distraction then,” the cleric countered. 

“You  said  the  groups  didn’t  work  well  together,  right?”  Mandy asked. 

The sorceress nodded. 

“Well…what if we do something to lure the masked guards out to calm everyone down? They’d open the door and you two could slip in, right?” 

“I suppose so,” Jewel replied. “I think the masked guards kept the lid on everything.” 

“But what would distract them?” Terry asked. 

“Us,” Klenta said and stepped forward. 

Hekkar hissed something at her but she waved her claw at him and his protest ceased. 

“You  are  good  people.  Syisyssiyas  proves  that.  We  will  do anything we can to help you.” 

“Well, I appreciate the effort but I don’t think you two will exactly cause  enough  of  a  ruckus.  There  are  hundreds  of  them  in  there,” 

Jewel pointed out. 

“And  we  have  taken  supplies  from  every  single  one  of  them  as they  crossed  the  swamp.  They  know  of  our  people,  how  we  bleed their  supply  chains,  and  how  we  steal  their  bronze  and  throw  their steel into the swamp to rust. We have never attacked their tomb but they know us all the same.” 

“So what? You pretend you want to join them?” Mandy sounded skeptical. 

“They  would  never  believe  that,”  Klenta  replied.  “They  have captured our people and we have always ended our own lives before we would tell them anything.” 

“You  want  to  pull  a  Chewbacca,”  Morgan  exclaimed  when realization dawned. 

“Of course!” Mandy grinned. 

“Now  that    could  work.”  Terry  nodded  and  even  looked  a  little impressed. 

“Oh, duh!” Jewel thumped her forehead with the heel of her palm and laughed. 

“What  in  the  waters  of  the  swamp  is  a  Chewbacca?”  Klenta asked. 

“That’s not important,” Terry said. “You’re thinking that Mandy and I put you in chains and pretend you’re prisoners, right?” 

The lizard nodded. 

“That’s Chewbacca.” Morgan winked. 

“Could that work?” the bard asked. 

“It depends on how you play it,” he replied. “But maybe. Say you two  arrived  and  said  you  wanted  to  join  them.  You  want  to  know which group will give you the best cut or something like that and try to  get  everyone’s  attention.  Tell  them  you  know  where  the  lizard camp is but you need a small force to be able to sneak up on them. 

Jewel says they’re not all on the same page. If you could get them to try  to  recruit  the  two  of  you,  maybe  that  would  be  enough  to  draw everyone’s attention long enough for us to sneak in.” 

“But would it draw the guards out?” Mandy asked. 

“There’s only one way to find out,” Jewel said, smiling. “But I think this is the best chance we have. Terry, what do you think?” 

“I think this would go much better if I had my ax.” 

“Oh, come on,” the cleric said and rolled his eyes. “If you want it so badly, can’t we simply kill the damn thing and dig it out?” 

“We cannot!”    Klenta hissed. “Perhaps because your god of light hides at night you feel differently, but she is holy.” 

“Yeah, yeah. I’m sorry. I knew the joke wouldn’t work as soon as I said it,” he retorted with a grimace. 

“We cannot kill her for an ax that would rust to nothing within a year,” the lizard sputtered. 

“Less than that if it stays inside her,” Terry grumped but he didn’t push the topic. Instead, he went to a dead tree and began to knock branches  off  until  he  found  a  good-sized  one.  “I  guess  I  can  use  a club for now. Did you see any weapons at the tomb?” 

“Too many,” Jewel assured him. 

Morgan  smiled  at  that  but  no  one  else  did.  “Then  we’re  doing this? Jewel and I sneak in and try to eliminate the two bosses while the rest of you try to get everyone to recruit you?” 

“I don’t see any other options.” Mandy shrugged. 

“What about her?” the sorceress asked and pointed at the lizard that now purred remarkably like a cat, its tongue lolled out. 

The  bard  planted  her  hands  on  her  hips.  “Sissy  waits  here  and we celebrate with her when we get back.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

They set out the next morning when there was enough light to see by  but  under  cover  of  another  bout  of  rain.  This  time,  they  passed through the swamp more easily since they were at least somewhat familiar  with  the  route.  Terry  wondered  if  the  prospect  of  what  lay ahead  quickened  their  pace.  Dying  in  a  moment  from  a  misplaced step  on  a  mushroom  didn’t  sound  all  that  bad  compared  to  being ripped apart by hundreds of diseased ne’er-do-wells. 

Everyone scrambled into one canoe. He was worried that it would ride  too  low  in  the  water.  If  someone  noticed  them  and  was reasonably  clever,  they  might  make  the  right  assumptions,  but  it seemed wiser than bringing two canoes for four people if two of them were  prisoners.  For  all  his  worrying,  however,  they  were  not  seen during the crossing. Or not by the forces inside the tomb, anyway. 

With everyone settled, they pushed off and had barely moved a boat’s  length  away  from  the  shore  before  Sissy  splashed  in  after them. 

“Syisyssiyas blesses our mission!” Klenta said and Hekkar hissed in agreement. 

“Sissy  will  give  us  away,”  Morgan  grumbled  where  he  lay  in  the bottom of the boat so he wouldn’t be seen by anyone in the tomb. 

“Maybe she decided to give me my ax,” Terry grunted, although this did not seem to be the case. The lizard swam behind the canoe and churned the water calmly behind her with her tail as if she made this crossing every day. 

“Sissy,  go  home!”  Mandy  whisper-commanded.  The  lizard ignored her. 

“What  do  we  do?”  Morgan  demanded.  His  cowering  position didn’t help to project firmness. 

“Hope she goes home,” the sorceress muttered, but Sissy did not oblige them. 

When  they  reached  the  far  bank  and  pulled  their  boat  ashore, she dragged her bulk out of the water and flopped under a tree. 

“Well, at least she’s reasonably hidden.” The cleric regarded the lizard  with  a  baleful  look.  Jewel  had  already  made  both  of  them invisible, so Terry heard a disembodied cleric’s voice say that. 

They  had  bound  Klenta  and  Hekkar’s  wrists  with  stout  rope before they had entered the boat as well. The ruse was set and the barbarian hoped it worked. 

“Here we go.” He grunted to Mandy. 

To the bard’s credit, she didn’t look nervous at all. She had done her face with dark lipstick and more black eyeliner than he had ever seen  her  wear.  Mud  was  streaked  on  the  brightest  parts  of  her clothes, and she did not look like the kind of bard who could bring a smile to a tavern. 

He was as shirtless as ever. His barbarian face had never earned him very many smiles so he counted on it to look as grim as ever as they  pushed  through  the  trees  and  snarled  at  their  prisoners  with what they hoped was suitable belligerence. 

“Who goes there?” someone called into the rain. 

“Terry  the  Mighty!”  he  replied  and  thumped  his  chest.  It  only occurred to him after he’d spoken that maybe he should have used a false name. 

“Not another step! We have no love of the lizard creatures here.” 

“That’s why I bring these as a gift!” he boasted. 

Whoever was watching from the top of the wall did not respond. 

Instead, a team of about a dozen humans seemed to materialize out of  the  rain.  He  made  a  quick  note  of  the  wide  variety  of  weapons they carried—and saw a particularly heavy ax that triggered a pang of jealousy—as well as their tattooed arms and faces. 

This must be the group of mercenaries Jewel had mentioned. He did not fail to notice one member of the group who did not seem to belong. A person in a mask of a rat wore gleaming plates of metal over  tight-fitting  leather  and  his  demeanor  and  dress  set  him  apart from the rough group around him. 

“You  bring  these  as  a  gift,  eh?  I  suppose  I’d  enjoy  a  good beheading,” one of the mercenaries sneered. 

“If you take their heads off, they won’t be able to lead us to their little  nest  to  slit  the  rest  of  their  throats,”  Mandy  said,  her  voice  as

smooth as satin and as sharp as a knife. 

The  mercenaries  looked  at  each  other,  their  grins  unconcealed on their faces. 

One of them stepped forward. “We’ll take them from here.” 

“I don’t think so.” Terry growled a warning. It was obvious that the mercs would take Klenta and Hekkar and either take credit for their capture  or  simply  slit  their  throats  and  kick  them  into  the  river. 

Neither would help them get the attention they needed inside. 

“This is the way it’ll be,” the merc retorted. “You can’t simply show up here and expect us to believe a damn word you say.” 

“Grimalf  told  us  you  were  recruiting,”  Mandy  countered.  “We assumed  we  would  have  to  prove  ourselves.  That’s  all.  We  don’t want a cut. Only a chance to join you.” 

The pirate’s name was known to the mercenaries because their shoulders  lowered  and  weapons  twitched  downward  when  she mentioned  it.  It  seemed  friends  of  the  pirate  scum  wouldn’t  be  that bad an addition to the gang at the tomb. Unfortunately, before they could reap the benefits of the mention, the guard in the fancier armor and leather with the rat-faced mask stepped forward. 

“Why is the Northman carrying a club?” the rat asked. “I thought a Northman was only as good as their weapon. You’re no better than a branch?” 

Terry’s  fingers  tightened  on  the  club.  It  was  an  insult,  and  Terry the  barbarian  would  not  stand  for  it.  Rage  bubbled  within  him  and threatened  to  take  over.  He  knew  he  could  control  it  and  wasn’t about to lose that. Even if he could take out twelve mercs, hundreds more were inside. Rage would get him nowhere. He knew that and could control it but at the same time, it made it hard for him to think. 

A  Northman  was    judged  by  the  quality  of  his  weapon.  It  was  an embarrassment  to  hold  a  branch,  especially  since  he  knew  exactly where his ax was. 

Before he even had the chance to try to wrestle his mind around the concept of inventing a plausible answer, the truth flopped up the steps behind them. 

Hekkar  and  Klenta  saw  Sissy  first  and  hissed  at  each  other  in their language. It was obvious that they were fearful for their hungry

goddess. 

“What  in  the  hell  is  that?”  One  of  the  mercs  yelped  in  surprise and raised his already-drawn weapon. 

Mandy whirled on Terry, a glare on her brow and a sneer on her lip. “Will you tell them or should I?” 

“I—” 

“This  idiot  had  these  two  completely  beaten.”  She  took  a  step back,  drew  her  sword,  and  stuck  the  tip  to  the  flesh  at  Kentra’s throat.  “He’d  bested  this  one  easily  and  almost  beaten  the  bigger one as well when this stupid lizard showed up and ate his ax.” 

“It what?” one of the mercs asked in disbelief. 

“It. Ate. His. Weapon. Terry the Mighty, slower than a lizard!” She threw her head back and laughed. 

“Then how are you still alive?” the rat asked. 

The barbarian was very glad it was raining. It meant no one could see him sweating but Mandy didn’t flinch an inch. 

“These lizard guys worship the damn thing!” she proclaimed. On cue, Hekkar and Klenta bowed to Sissy and began to hum to her. 

“And they called it off?” The mercs had fully bought into the story now. 

“Hardly. I bet the lizard’s smarter than they are. Terry planned to rip its head off with his bare hands, but the big one got in the way.” 

She kicked Hekkar in the chest to emphasize her point. “He started to  hiss  and  rattle.  While  he  was  doing  that,  I  cast  a  spell  on  the lizard. When these two snakes saw me feed it and tell it to sit, they stopped fighting and surrendered. We tied ’em up and brought ’em here!”  She  said  it  as  if  it  were  the  funniest  story  ever  told  and  the most hilarious event that could possibly have happened. 

No one laughed. 

“The stupid lizard has followed us ever since,” the bard added as if she’d drawn the laughter she had wanted. “Terry the Mighty’s been feeding it, hoping it poops his ax.” 

The  barbarian  decided  he  was  about  to  test  how  strong  his makeshift club was—probably on the skull of the merc with the ax he had his eye on—but Sissy farted. 

One  of  the  mercenaries  guffawed  and  the  rest  of  them  erupted into laughter. 

“You’re  waiting  for  it  to  poop  your  weapon?”  one  of  them  asked between peals of laughter. 

“I, uh…” He reddened, still at a loss for words. Fortunately, those two  syllables  proved  to  be  the  right  ones  to  say  in  that  moment. 

Everyone  laughed  all  the  harder,  which  made  him  redden  further, which made everyone laugh uproariously . 

“Take  them  inside.”  The  rat  stepped  forward.  “I’ll  tell  the commander  about  this.  They’ll  want  to  know  we’ve  found  a  way  to get rid of the lizard folk.” 

The  mercs  seemed  to  have  forgotten  he  was  among  them because when he spoke, they all sobered and nodded. Whether this was  from  his  presence  or  the  reminder  of  the  commander,  Terry could  not  be  sure.  He  decided  it  didn’t  matter.  The  important  thing was that the rat had told them all he would go to the bosses, which was the perfect opportunity for Jewel and Morgan to slip inside the inner sanctum. 

Without waiting for a response, the man set off and left the others behind. 

Terry badly wanted to look around for some sign of his friends to be  sure  they  had  heard  what  the  guard  had  said  and  would  follow him, but he knew better than to give their hidden allies away. 

“Right this way,” one of the tattooed mercs told them. “The boys are gonna get a kick out of this.” 

“Let’s go,” Mandy snapped at Klenta and Hekker, who pushed to their  feet  and  followed  the  mercs  inside.  Their  “captors”  followed them and Sissy brought up the rear. The barbarian accepted that the lizard was part of their cover story now so there was no way around it. Still, he wished he had his ax. 

They  moved  through  a  gap  in  the  wall  and  around  a  fence  and stepped into the midst of the army Jewel had told them about. 

Terry had not doubted her, not for a second, but seeing hundreds of humanoids—all armed and glaring at the newcomers—was a little different than hearing about it. A part of him had thought they should simply attack the camp hard and fast, but he now realized this was

not even a fool’s dream. He could hardly hope to defeat the gang of tattooed  mercenaries—there  must  be  fifty  of  them  inside—let  alone this entire assembly. 

He glanced toward the center of the courtyard, where the rat man entered a hallway and headed toward the inner sanctum. Now, they merely  had  to  stall  and  hope  that  Jewel  and  Morgan  could  get  the job done. 

Unfortunately,  that  plan  suddenly  seemed  flimsy.  How  could losing  only  two    people  possibly  make  these  hundreds  want  to  do anything  but  seek  revenge?  He  forced  the  question  from  his  mind. 

For the time being, there was nothing he could do for Jewel. His job was to draw as many eyes as he could to what he and Mandy were doing. 

He reached to his belt, pulled a sack of gold coin out, and threw it on the ground with enough force to make it spill its contents. 

“My purse to the man who can make the lizard poop my ax!” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Sneaking  through  hundreds  of  scowling  and  snarling  goblins,  orcs, cultists, and more than a handful of zombies she had not noticed the first  time  was  bad  enough.  Doing  it  with  a  cleric  wearing  chainmail was  utterly  terrifying—although  if  she  were  honest,  it  was  going better than she thought it would. 

Morgan did not move silently but there was so much noise from the  camps  that  no  one  heard  the  chink  of  chainmail.  Still,  they couldn’t  keep  up  with  the  rat’s  pace.  He  moved  as  if  he  expected people to get out of his way and indeed, the crowds parted for him without questions. 

Of course, that only worked if all eyes turned to him. If they didn’t wish  to  have  every   pair  of  eyes  in  the  camp  test  Jewel’s  invisibility spell, they had to hang far enough back from the rat to let the camps return to what they were doing before they passed. 

Still,  they  reached  the  hall  to  the  central  building  less  than  a minute after their quarry did. Two other guards stood at the door but no  one  else  was  inside.  If  they  could  enter,  they’d  have  an  even battle. 

Jewel  slowed  her  pace,  touched  Morgan  on  the  shoulder,  and urged  him  to  silence  so  they  could  sneak  inside.  As  soon  as  they stepped into the hall, the sound of the rain and the camp faded away and Commander Sethril could be heard over the din. 

“We no longer care about the freaking reptiles. I told you that—” 

“But sir—” 

“Forgive him, Commander,” Tragor interjected. “My presence has surely upset things. They must not understand how close we are.” 

The  frustrated  guard  made  a  final  attempt.  “They  have  a  lizard that—” 

“Unless  it  is  a  black  dragon  coming  to  the  call  of  the  tomb,  you will  not  open  the  door  or  I’ll  slit  your  goddamn  throat,  mask  be damned!” Commander Sethril roared. 

“Of course, sir,” the rat mumbled, bowed, and hurried to the door. 

Jewel  rushed  forward  and  left  Morgan  behind  her.  He  wouldn’t make it but maybe she still could get inside. If she could play them against each other, perhaps she’d have a chance. 

The  door  clicked  shut  before  the  sorceress  was  even  halfway down  the  hallway  and  she  practically  had  to  dive  out  of  the  way  to avoid being trampled by the guard. She barely managed that but in doing so, drew the attention of one of the guards on either side of the door. 

“Did you see that?” a man with the mask of a wild boar asked. 

“See what?” the other, a raccoon, asked. 

The boar stepped forward and drew an odd two-sided sword with a handle in the middle. She did not wait around to test her invisibility but  hurried  out  into  the  camp,  almost  fell  when  she  bumped  into Morgan,  and  managed  to  push  him  out  of  the  way  before  the  man located either of them. 

“Nothing,  I  guess,”  the  boar  guard  muttered  and  went  inside again. 

“What  happened?”  Morgan  asked  when  they  had  moved  farther from the central structure. 

“I couldn’t get in and they won’t open that door,” Jewel said, her mind spinning in an effort to find an alternative. “The plan won’t work. 

We  won’t  be  able  to  take  out  either  one  of  them.”  It  was  like  the game master had heard them scheming and pulled the rug out from under them. 

She turned and looked at the crowded camps around them. They could  simply  sneak  away  and  try  again  another  day,  except  that Terry and Mandy had drawn the attention of a couple of the groups. 

Unfortunately, they couldn’t leave, not if they wanted their friends to live—which was something she did indeed want. This meant the plan had to change but she had no idea how. 

“We  have  to  turn  them  against  each  other,”  Morgan  whispered. 

“It’s the only way.” 

The sorceress bit her lip but it seemed they had little choice. She had  said  herself  that  there  was  tension  in  the  camps  and  a  lack  of cohesion and had hoped to use it to make this army disband. Maybe

they  could  use  it  instead  to  make  it  rip  itself  apart.  It  seemed  less likely but she was honestly out of any other ideas. 

“I guess…I guess I’ll try to sneak into one of the camps and see if I can make it look like they attacked another.” 

“Okay, that sounds good,” he agreed. “I’ll try to do the same.” She heard the clink of chainmail and he was gone. 

Jewel looked around and wondered how she could possibly pull this  off  but  she  saw  her  solution  almost  immediately.  Close  to  the tattooed  mercenaries  talking  to  Terry  and  Mandy  was  a  band  of goblins.  In  the  center  of  the  ring  were  the  magic  casters  she  had noticed earlier. 

If she could sneak into their camp and wait for the right moment, maybe she could use them to set a spark to this tinder box. It was   a tinder  box,  right?  She  couldn’t  help  but  worry  that  any  spark  of conflict  would  be  about  as  effective  as  lighting  a  fire  in  the  current weather, but she had to try. 

Her  mind  made  up,  the  sorceress  crept  through  the  camps toward the goblins and tried to listen to snatches of conversation. If she could hear someone insulting the goblins, maybe she could use that.  She  needed  a  group  that  seemed  self-aware  enough  to  know that whatever they had done or said had made the creatures angry enough to attack. 

Focused on her task, she inched toward the center of the goblin camp. If she could get close to the casters and wait for the attention of the camp to shift away from them, she felt confident that she could cast  a  Fire  Bolt  at  the  mercs  who  were  all  laughing  about  Sissy.  If they could be goaded into starting a fight, maybe Terry and Mandy could  help  to  spin  it  up  and  out  of  control.  It  wasn’t  impossible  to achieve. 

The sorceress crept through the goblin camp and counted every silent step a success. Each goblin she passed that did not alert the camp  to  her  presence  was  a  victory.  She  neared  the  fire  and  the older-looking  creatures  seated  around  it.  If  a  Fire  Bolt  came  from them,  surely  everyone  would  suspect  that  they  had  grown disgruntled with the situation there and attacked. She would have to

wait for the right moment, but she could   hear the mercenary camps where Terry and Mandy were. 

“What do we feed it next?” someone shouted. 

“How  about  we  feed  it  you?  You’re  not  worth  much  in  a  fight anyway!” 

Laughter  and  cheers  followed  that.  It  was  the  exact  brand  of humor required for this to work. Now, all she needed was for one of them to joke about feeding a goblin to the lizard. It didn’t seem like too hard a stretch given the current course of the conversation. 

She strained her ears to listen over the laughter and noticed one of the old goblins was staring at her. 

Jewel  almost  yelped  in  surprise  before  she  realized  that  the creature  wasn’t  looking  at  her  and  couldn’t  because  its  eyes  were milky  white.  It  was  blind.  Jewel  forced  herself  to  breathe  and  listen but it continued to stare at her with uncanny accuracy. It had to be coincidence but it was too much for her. She shifted over a few feet so she wouldn’t be in the path of its gaze. 

The  goblin  followed  her  with  its  milky  eyes.  It  began  to  work  its jaw too as if trying to think of the best way to tell the others that an invisible imposter stood in their midst. 

 It’s time to get out of here,  Jewel thought and slipped away from the  goblin.  To  her  horror,  it  stood,  picked  a  staff  up,  and  began  to follow her at a shambling pace. 

She retreated about three steps before she bumped into a goblin. 

“What in the hells was that!” it screamed and whirled. She barely moved out of the way in time. 

The  sorceress  glanced  at  the  older  goblin,  who  pursued  her determinedly  while  its  mouth  quivered  with  accusation.  She  cursed silently and hurried across the camp. Her progress was slower than she  liked  because  she  had  to  stay  silent,  not  bump  anyone,  and most of all, try to evade the goblin’s unseeing stare. 

She had to lose this creature. If she cast a spell now, it would see her and raise the alarm, and they’d have to resort to Plan C—which of course they did not have. And given the failed state of Plan A and the current progress of Plan B—and the rather low quality of both—it

did not seem at all likely that they would be able to pull off any kind of Plan C. 

She dodged past smelly tents, racks of cruel weapons, and food stores that had already gone half-rotten. When she stepped clear of the goblin camp, she paused and wondered where to go next. Orcs were near the mercenaries as well. Did they have a stronger sense of smell or hearing than humans did? She couldn’t remember. 

Still,  the  little  old  goblin  continued  to  follow  her  and  it  had  an entourage now. Two younger ones tried to get the old-timer to sit, but it would have none of their persuasions. It would only be a matter of time  before  they  pointed  Jewel  out.  The  older  goblin  probably already  had.  It  was  merely  belief  that  prevented  her  from  being discovered—or, more accurately, a lack thereof. 

The  sorceress  was  hopelessly  undecided  about  whether  she should attack or try to start a brawl. Terry and Mandy were with the mercenaries  and  seemed  to  be  getting  along  well  enough.  If  she could  send  a  Fire  Bolt  that  way,  maybe  they  would  be  able  to convince them to attack, but that seemed doubtful. They’d only been there  for  a  few  minutes,  and  she  had  considerable  time  left  on  her invisibility  spell—if  only  she  could  keep  from  being  noticed.  She began  to  move  around  the  perimeter  of  the  goblin  camp.  Her assumption was that a goblin outside   its camp would cause more of a stir and she wasn’t ready for that yet. 

She had to stall for time as long as she possibly could. There was no point in lighting the fireworks before they were set up. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Morgan  had  barely  reached  the  central  building  in  the  courtyard without being discovered. He counted it as a blessing from Lux that he had managed to make it outside with the same success. 

He  stood  on  the  steps  outside  the  Tomb  of  Malevolent  Evil, breathing  hard,  and  wondered  how  in  the  hells  sneaking  around when no one could even see him   was somehow more stressful than being  in  combat  or  using  magic  to  heal  a  wound  before  someone bled to death. 

The  gamer  in  him  told  him  it  was  simply  not  what  his  character class was optimized for. Unfortunately, the warrior cleric’s pounding heart did a good job of drowning out that calming voice. 

He  had  to  go  back  in  there,  his  nerves  be  damned.  Maybe  he couldn’t creep around like Jewel could but he was still invisible. He could sneak in far enough to shove someone from one of the camps into  one  of  the  rival  groups,  at  least.  Pushing  one  of  the  cultists toward  the  orcs  seemed  like  a  good  way  to  fire  everyone  up.  He could do that because he had   to do it. 

With an inward sigh, he pushed to his feet, gave the river one last glance, and paused when he saw a canoe emerge out of the rain. It was followed by another and finally, by a third that was loaded high with supplies. 

Immediately,  he  saw  an  opportunity.  The  canoes  would  have  to be unloaded, which would not be a quiet process. He could use the noise to sneak in and maybe even trip someone and make them spill supplies.  It  wasn’t  a  stretch  to  imagine  that  the  sound  of  a  glass bottle breaking and the smell of spilled alcohol would probably work quite well to piss everyone off. 

The  cleric  moved  down  the  steps  and  tried  to  pierce  the  rain  to see exactly what supplies were on that third canoe. That was when he recognized Grimalf. 

“Curse  the  shadows  that  hide  in  every  corner,”  he  muttered.  It wasn’t what he had wanted to say, but he had to admit that Morgan the  warrior  cleric’s  curses  were  more  interesting  than  those  Earth

Morgan would have employed. They were more than four letters too, which was always impressive. 

The first canoe bumped against the shore and the pirate hopped out with one of his men. 

Morgan moved closer. 

The second canoe beached next to the first and another two men climbed out. 

He tried to get even closer since he knew he had to stop Grimalf from  going  inside.  Terry  and  Mandy  were  barely  inside  the  walls.  If the pirate saw them, he’d ruin their whole story and the ruse would fail. 

The third canoe—pulled by a rope connected to the second one

—bumped  against  the  beach  and  one  of  the  men  hopped  onto  it, grasped a sack, and tossed it onto the ground. 

It clanked so loudly that the cleric almost jumped out of his skin. 

He tried to calm himself and to tell himself that he was sneaking so was especially sensitive to sound but it didn’t help much. 

Someone from the top of the wall—obscured by the falling rain—

had heard it too. 

“Who goes there, clanging about?” 

“It’s Grimalf. Didn’t you see me crossing?” 

“The rain’s thick.” 

“Not as thick as your skull. If I was coming to kill, you missed your chance to sink us.” 

“Yeah, yeah, ever the tactician,” a mercenary said, stepped from the  shelter  of  the  space  beneath  the  walls,  and  walked  toward  the pirate with a scowl on his face. 

“Drake. How’d you get even uglier since I saw you last?” Grimalf asked. 

“Tattoos  don’t  make  us  uglier.  You’d  see  that  if  you  weren’t  so averse to pain.” 

“Being averse to pain makes me smarter than you. It makes me realize the point of keeping a proper watch.” 

“Yeah, yeah. You know no one likes to keep watch in this weather on  account  of  it’s  miserable  and  we’ve  never  been  attacked.  Still, 

we’ll probably do a better job of it for the next week. New recruits are always eager to please.” 

“New recruits?” Morgan was close enough that he could see the greasy pirate raise his eyebrows. 

“Yeah! The ones you sent will fit right in.” 

“The ones I sent?” The caution was very evident in his voice. “Are there four of them?” 

“Eh. Sort of. Two are prisoners. I wouldn’t be half surprised if they lost others, though, and didn’t want to tell us about it. You know how new recruits are. It’s all boasts about the hundreds they’ve killed and the towns they’ve burned. You gotta hear these two. They stumbled on some lizard folk and barely managed to take them prisoner.” 

“Lizard  folk  taken  prisoner?  Now  that’s  a  story  I’d  like  to  hear. 

Every one I’ve ever caught kills themself before I can make any use of them. They got long memories, them lizard folk.” 

“Well,  it’s  a  good  thing  the  two  you  sent  are  better  at  handling them  than  you  are,”  Drake  said  and  clapped  him  on  the  back.  “I’ll have some of the boys come get your gear. Leave it in the canoe. It’ll be easier to carry.” 

“Sure. Of course. Fellas?” Grimalf yelled at his pirates. “Let’s get inside and meet these new recruits.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

It seemed soldiers in this world were the same as those in any other. 

Mandy  knew  these  had  pledged  to  serve  an  evil  tomb  but  at  the moment, they couldn’t have cared less about that. Far too much was riding on Sissy’s next bowel movement. 

“All right, all right,” one of the tattooed mercenaries said and tried hard not to laugh. “I have some dread sauce from the south. I’ll put fifteen gold on the sauce making it throw the ax up.” 

A good number of tattooed mercenaries booed good-naturedly at this. They had placed their bets on the ax coming out of the lizard’s butt  and  thus  did  not  like  any  attempt  to  make  it  puke.  Mandy thought  the  shrewdest  gamblers  were  those  who  had  bet  on  the lizard  dying  from  swallowing  the  ax,  but  they  were  also  the  least vocal. She hoped they were wrong, for Sissy’s sake. 

The guard with the fancy armor and the rat face had returned but he had not taken Klenta and Hekkar like he had promised. She had half-hoped  he  would  because  then  the  four  of  them  might  have gained  access  to  the  inner  chamber,  but  the  rat  had  said  nothing upon his return. He merely folded his arms and stared at the betting pool  and  she  couldn’t  even  guess  if  he  was  scowling  or  grinning behind his mask. 

She  tried  to  make  her  face  as  phony  as  his  since  she  needed everyone  around  her  to  believe  there  was  nothing  she  cared  more about than impressing them. It was way better than anyone looking toward  the  tomb,  where  Jewel  and  Morgan  were  hopefully  ending the leadership of this army. 

It wasn’t only the rat who had taken note of the lizard. Two orcs had  moved  closer  and  tried  to  end  the  whole  game  sooner  rather than later. 

“Why  gamble  when  you  can  have  a  sure  thing?”  one  of  them roared into the face of a mercenary. “We’ll pay you good money for that lizard’s corpse. Plenty of meat!” 

“You  can  buy  its  corpse  when  we’ve  had  our  fun.  There  are rations aplenty. Or are you too good for rations?” 

“We are orc.    We do not eat oatmeal!”    the other snarled. From his massive gut, he looked like he ate almost anything he could catch, but Mandy was not about to step into the middle of that argument. 

Terry did a great job of working the crowd, although it seemed to be largely unintentional. Every time he complained about his missing ax,  everyone  roared  with  laughter.  Some  mercenaries  had  even gone  so  far  as  to  offer  him  weapons—which  he  had  accepted,  of course—but  that  only  earned  more  laughter  and  a  retraction  of  the offer. 

He  was  as  weaponless  and  red-faced  as  ever.  Still,  something about  asking  him  if  he  wanted  a  sword  and  then  refusing  when  he said yes was wildly entertaining to the mercenaries. She wondered if they  had  dealt  with  barbarians  like  him  in  the  past  and  this  was  a kind of payback. 

But despite all the fun the tattooed mercenaries were having, the rest of the groups did not converge on them like they’d hoped. The cult  leader  had  a  vice  grip  on  his  congregation,  and  while  some  of them  cast  furtive  glances  at  the  laughing  group,  none  of  them  had dared  to  leave  his  lectures.  He  must  be  a  sorcerer,  of  course,  and thus their fear of him was not misplaced. 

But  no  goblins  had  joined  them  either,  nor  had  any  of  the  frog creatures, even though they watched the lizard with unblinking eyes. 

This  wouldn’t  work.  Too  many  bodies  were  still  too  close  to  the tomb—or  mausoleum,  or  whatever  the  structure  covered  in  creepy carvings  at  the  center  of  the  courtyard  was  supposed  to  be. 

Someone inside would hear the commotion. She could not imagine a fight of that caliber being a quiet one. 

Fortunately, Mandy knew how to draw a crowd. She unstrung her harp and debated whether to play a jaunty tune to highlight the fun they were having or something in a minor key to lure in some of the more unusual species in the room. A pile of purple slime quivered at every sound and she imagined music would have some   effect on it, but before she could make her choice, Grimalf walked in. 

He entered with his surviving pirates and a couple of the tattooed mercenaries who carried a canoe laden with sacks. They lowered it and the contents clanged loudly. For a half a second, the bard hoped

she  could  fade  into  the  background,  but  the  tattooed  mercenary pointed at them. 

There  was  no  way  the  pirate  wouldn’t  identify  them,  not  after what they’d done to him. Plus, he wouldn’t believe they were there to join  the  ranks,  not  after  they  had  threatened  to  take  him  to  the sheriff.  This  meant  the  gig  was  up  and  they  were  out  of  time.  Any hope  they  had  of  cutting  the  head  off  this  army  wouldn’t  matter  if Grimalf  had  the  power  to  get  their  heads  cut  off  before  Jewel  and Morgan emerged from the mausoleum. 

Mandy put her harp away and hurried toward Terry. She couldn’t do a thing to warn the other two, but she would not let the barbarian be caught unaware. 

“Terry,” she said in her stage voice that was loud enough to fill a tavern but casual enough to make the guy at the bar think she was talking  only  to  him.  “Grimalf  is  coming.  Won’t  it  be  nice  to  see  him again?” 

Fortunately,  a  lull  had  settled  in  the  betting  thanks  to  the  merc who had fed the lizard hot sauce. Poor Sissy coughed and sneezed and  everyone  crowded  around  her,  waiting  to  see  if  she  would indeed puke the ax out. This meant Terry heard her and glanced at the pirate. He narrowed his eyes but he nodded at her. At least they were on the same page now, even if they didn’t know what page that was. 

The bard cursed their plan. They should never have divided the party. Jewel and Morgan had no idea   what was going on and for all she knew, they could already be dead. Meanwhile, the two of them were  about  to  be  made  by  the  world’s  greasiest  pirate.  Their chances of facing hundreds of humans, orcs, goblins, frog guys, and the couple of odd monsters she could not identify seemed slim. 

She  had  to  come  up  with  something  or  do  something,  but  her spells all seemed wrong. They were out of time and she was out of ideas. Grimalf was close enough that he had seen her. The evil smile on  his  face  made  his  intentions  quite  clear.  His  hand  slid  to  his weapon. This, she thought numbly, was it. 

A volley of Magic Missiles launched from the goblin encampment. 

One  of  them  slammed  into  Grimalf,  another  into  one  of  his  pirates, 

and a third into the tattooed mercenary who had led them in. Mandy had  not  seen  who  cast  them  but  she  knew  it  could  only  be  one person—Jewel. 

But  if  the  sorceress  was  hidden  in  the  goblin  encampment,  it meant  she  was  most  certainly  not   inside  the  mausoleum.  That  told her unequivocally that their plan had failed. At the same time, it could only  mean  that  Jewel  had  been  hanging  around,  knew  what  was going on, and now tried to start a brawl before Grimalf told everyone their identity. 

Mandy could help with that. “Curse those goblins!” she yelled. 

A  commotion  in  the  goblin  camps  revealed  that  one  of  the creatures with a staff was tangled in a tent. It didn’t exactly seem like the most pressing of threats, though, so she took it to the lizard. 

“Sissy!”  the  bard  sang  and  the  beast  hopped  up  from  where  it lounged and bounded toward the goblin camp. This did not catch the little  monsters  by  surprise—they  had  all  watched  the  lizard suspiciously  for  some  time  now.  It  did,  however,  have  the  effect  of making them all pick their weapons up and ready themselves to fight a lizard that looked like it could eat any one of them in a single bite. 

This gave Jewel—still invisible—a chance to fire another volley of Magic  Missiles  during  the  commotion.  These  pounded  into  three different  mercenaries.  They  were  all  hurled  off  their  feet  but  they stood quickly, drew their weapons, and raced toward the goblins. 

Before they had taken ten steps, the two orcs who had come to buy the lizard moved in front of them. 

“That wasn’t the goblins,” one of them stated with a sneer. 

“Of course it was. It came from their camp!” 

“Goblins  can’t  cast  Magic  Missiles.  They  lack  the  constitution,” 

the orc growled. 

“One  of  them  cast  it,”  the  merc  said  and  stepped  into  the  large monster’s face. 

“I’d take a step back if I were you,” he warned. 

“Or what?” 

With a slow smile, the orc spat in the man’s face, then kneed him in  the  crotch  with  such  force  that  Mandy  swore  she  heard  a  bone break. 

The merc was not alone, however. The orcs had left their camp, which  meant—for  now,  anyway—they  were  relatively  isolated.  This might  have  been  why  the  mercenary  felt  justified  in  drawing  his sword  to  stab  his  assailant  in  the  gut.  The  other  monster  roared  at this,  and  the  entire  camp  of  orcs  pushed  to  their  feet  and  marched toward the tattooed mercenaries. 

Mandy grinned. Plan B appeared to be working well. 


CHAPTER THIRTY

The goblins, tattooed humans, and orcs had already been drawn into the brawl. Terry needed to make sure the rest of the camp was too but  he  didn’t  have  a  weapon.  He  cursed  the  lizard  yet  again—with his luck, someone would kill it and take his ax while he was busy—

and  snatched  a  spear  from  a  weapons  rack  in  the  middle  of  the tattooed mercenaries’ camp. 

More  than  anything,  he  wanted  to  throw  it  at  Grimalf—who, despite  being  slammed  with  a  Magic  Missile  still  looked  to  be  in fighting  shape—but  there  were  larger  stakes  there  than  the  pirate. 

He  took  a  few  steps  back,  made  a  running  start,  and  hurled  the spear with all his strength. 

It sailed over the middle of the courtyard, reached the apex of its flight, and arced toward the earth. Before it could thump into the dirt, its pointed tip struck one of the frog people in the throat. 

The  attack  had  the  desired  effect.  The  entire  group  stopped croaking  for  a  moment  before  they  all  started  a  different  type  of croak and hopped through the camp toward the source of the spear. 

They drove through everything in their path—which, given the blood already in the air, had the effect of bringing almost everyone into the fight. 

Still,  they  couldn’t  let  this  turn  into  a  fight  against  the mercenaries. If everyone teamed up against them, the battle would leave  the  various  camps  more  strongly  allied  with  each  other.  The chances of the army dissolving seemed to have failed, so making it destroy  itself  was  the  next  best  thing.  In  his  mind,  it  was  probably better all round. 

“Mandy,  can  you  get  the  other  humans  to  join  and  make  sure they’re against the goblins?” 

“I’m  on  it,”  she  shouted  and  raced  toward  the  cultists.  The barbarian  couldn’t  hear  every  word  she  said,  but  he  did  catch  a couple  that  mattered—“better  than  you,”  and  “false  god”  seemed perfect. Nothing pissed religious folks off like being told their religion

was as foolish as any other. In moments, she had the cultists on their feet. 

She  must  have  devoted  much  of  her  words  to  disparaging  the orcs because the cultists bulldozed into them and created a second epicenter of chaos in addition to the goblin-lizard-tattooed-mercenary brawl happening on his side of the camp. 

“Yes,” the barbarian muttered as the chaos spiraled rapidly out of control. Almost everyone was involved now. If they could only get the couple  of  big  loner  monsters  to  join  in,  the  camp  would  be  truly devastated. He had to make sure the guard with the animal masks didn’t get involved, though. The man seemed to have some level of authority. If he tried to quell this riot, would he be able to? 

Terry turned toward the rat guard and realized that he was trying to do exactly that. 

“Stop  fighting,  you  idiots!  We’re  on  the  same  side!     Commander Sethril will not be—” 

He collapsed and stared in shock at a spear that protruded from his gut. It was a well-made spear and had punched through the thin sheet of metal on his chest. Coughing issued from inside the mask and blood dribbled out from under it. 

When  the  barbarian  turned  to  look  for  more  of  the  masked guards, he instead saw the only group of people that had not been sucked into the melee. 

Grimalf and his three men now rushed toward him. 

“I heard you came in here with a club,” the pirate roared over the noise. “Now you got a spear? What happened to your precious little ax?” 

All three of Grimalf’s cronies raced toward him, each armed with swords,  and  he  scowled.  He  still  had  the  spear  he  had  used  to  kill the rat, but it was not his weapon of choice and he had only picked it up  because  it  had  been  handy.  The  problem  was  that  he  had  no inherent  proficiency  with  it  nor  much  experience.  As  such,  the  club would have served him better since it was closer in size and fighting method  to  the  ax  he  normally  used.  He  couldn’t  exactly  drop  it, though, not with the pirates already advancing. 

The  first  one  rushed  in,  and  Terry  whacked  him  in  the  forearm with  the  side  of  the  spear.  It  stopped  the  blow  from  landing,  he supposed,  but  not  much  more  than  that.  The  second  sword  came closer  still,  and  he  had  to  swing  the  weapon  low  to  sweep  the pirate’s  legs  out  from  under  him.  Unfortunately,  the  spear  wasn’t quite  heavy  enough  for  that  to  work  effectively  and  only  made  the man stumble. The third attacker was close and swung his blade with a  mighty  grunt.  It  could  have  taken  his  arm  off  but  he  dodged  and tried  not  to  lose  his  hold  on  the  spear,  even  though  his  faith  in  the weapon was diminishing rapidly. 

Still, he’d held off the three of them so he was sure he could do this. 

In  the  next  moment,  Grimalf’s  blade  found  his  chest,  left unprotected after his attempts to keep the other three pirates at bay. 

Terry roared in pain as he put a boot to his adversary’s torso and kicked him back. 

“I  didn’t  take  you  for  a  fighter,”  he  said  and  rubbed  the  bloody wound. 

“Everyone in my business is a fighter.” 

He  merely  grunted  in  response  since  there  was  nothing  else  to say and pointed his spear at Grimalf. The three pirates were on their feet again and they raced forward. He flicked the point of the spear at one of them and made him flinch, then the other way to slash a second across the thigh. The wound went deeper than he’d realized because the pirate collapsed, howled in pain, and clutched his leg. 

The third attacker didn’t slow to check on his fallen comrade. He continued his drive and managed to cut deeply into Terry’s arm. 

Fortunately, the pain was not too bad. The barbarian had felt far worse. What pissed him off was the fact that the man had managed to  land  a  strike  at  all.  It  was  somehow  offensive  that  these  pirates had not even bothered to track them through the swamp and had still ended up in the same place to ruin their plans, and it filled him with fury. The goddammed arrogance   of Grimalf sent him into a Rage. 

His heart hammered faster and the magic in his blood fueled his muscles. It made him stronger, faster, and less concerned with pain or anything else other than splitting Grimalf’s head in two with his ax. 

Except  he  didn’t  have  an  ax.  This  was  no  longer  a disappointment  but  another  source  of  fury.  He  roared  and  raced toward one of the other pirates. The man gaped at the enraged face so  close  to  his  a  second  before  he  realized  that  the  spear  had rammed  through  his  guts.  He  tried  to  say  something  but  all  that emerged from his throat was a gurgle and a spattering of blood that he coughed in Terry’s face. 

The  barbarian  roared  in  response  and  tried  to  yank  his  spear loose but before he could pull it the three or four feet he needed to get it free, the pirate fell to the side, dead, and took the weapon with him. 

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. Did the barbarian lose his temper and cost himself his  life?”  Grimalf  hawked  and  spat.  “I’ve    never    seen  that  happen before. Too bad.” 

He  and  the  other  pirate  split  up  and  began  to  shift  in  opposite directions. 

In  the  space  between  them,  Terry  saw  the  chaos  of  the  fight playing out behind them. Goblins and mercenaries battled all around the lizard, which hissed at anyone who came too close to her. 

Hekker and Klenta had been released—by Mandy no doubt—and they  now  stood  on  either  side  of  Sissy  and  stabbed  anyone  who came  too  close.  Terry  thought  this  might  have  made  the  fight  turn against  the  lizard  folk,  but  this  was  not  the  case.  The  mercenaries left  them  to  defend  their  lizard  buddy  and  focused  their  efforts  on killing as many goblins as they could. 

It would have been a slaughter—the mercenaries were so much bigger and stronger than any individual goblin—but a good number of the orcs had pushed past the cultists and hammered their crude weapons against the mercenaries with brutally effective results. 

The cultist leader—indeed a sorcerer—hurled magic into the orcs closest  to  him.  This  was  returned  in  the  form  of  a  volley  from  the older goblins, who clustered around each other in the middle of their now ruined camp. 

Frog  people  were  everywhere.  They  jumped  around  in  a  mad fury,  bounced  off  humanoids  and  monsters  bigger  than  them,  and launched low sticky tongues at the goblins and anything else closer

to  their  size.  Their  attacks  managed  to  draw  in  some  of  the  larger creatures. 

A moment before Grimalf moved in front of him, Terry saw one of the frogs bound into the seemingly sentient pile of purple slime, and it swallowed the creature whole. This did not kill the frog, however, which  still  kicked  and  flopped  around  inside  the  mass  of  grungy gunk. 

The  barbarian  wanted  to  see  what  the  masked  guards  were doing, but Grimalf pressed forward into an assault. He dodged and felt the kiss of the second pirate’s blade touch his back. It wasn’t a deep wound, but it wouldn’t take many of those to do him in. 

They  tried  to  get  on  opposite  sides  so  he  wouldn’t  be  able  to defend  against  both  of  them.  While  they  might  have  fought  like cowards,  they  knew  how  to  do  it  right,  which  was  a  problem.  If  he could only get a weapon, he might be able to even the odds, but they knew  this  too.  Grimalf  stopped  in  front  of  the  rack  of  weapons  and kicked it over. Terry wouldn’t be able to simply snatch one, not from the ground if he didn’t want to feel their steel on his back. 

“What  are  you  waiting  for?  Get  him!”  the  pirate  leader  shouted. 

The barbarian did not think the second man would disobey. Instead of  a  battle  cry  or  the  sound  of  steel,  however,  all  he  heard  was  a choked, gurgling sound. 

Startled, he stole a glance behind him and realized that an arrow had struck the man in the throat. He fell to his knees, spat blood, and collapsed. 

“Well, that was lucky!” He grinned at Grimalf. 

The  pirate  leader  disagreed  but  he  wasn’t  about  to  lose  the opportunity to eliminate his adversary, even if the odds were closer. 

They weren’t even, after all. 

He had a sword and Terry only had his fists. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The second Jewel cast Magic Missile to distract Grimalf and set off the brawl to end all brawls, she had become visible again. She knew enough  of  how  her  magic  worked  to  be  prepared  for  this  and  had cast the attack from inside a tent. 

Her  attack  had  been  effective  and  better  yet,  Mandy  had  been able  to  use  the  lizard  to  fan  her  attack  into  a  veritable  blaze  of combat. The sorceress had hoped to flit through the chaos and use her magic to strike here and there and goad the melee into an even more intense conflict, but she couldn’t do that while being watched. 

The old blind goblin was most decidedly watching her, despite its milky eyes. It stepped into the tent after her, so she pulled the tent pole out and let it collapse on top of him as she dove clear and hid beneath a ratty blanket. 

“Only a few minutes,” she whispered, breathing hard. “I only need a few minutes for things to get going and I can spur it all along.” 

Too  bad  the  old  goblin  did  not  cooperate.  It  stumbled  around inside  the  tent,  unable  to  free  itself  but  still  focused  on  her.  From beneath her covering, she saw the top of its staff push out from the tangle of tent. It began to glow and the energy coalesced into a solid-looking ball of light that blasted directly at her. 

It was a Magic Missile, which meant it wouldn’t miss. 

With  a  flick  of  her  wand,  Jewel  activated  her  Shield  spell.  She was almost too late but she got it up barely in time. The balls of light from  the  goblins’  staff  pounded  into  it  and  turned  into  sparks  only inches from her face. 

Another  Magic  Missile  volley  did  not  follow  the  first,  so  the sorceress  thought  she  might  have  a  moment  to  catch  her  breath before  she  was  forced  to  flee  from  her  rather  stinky  hiding  place. 

Unfortunately for her, the goblin mage had other ideas. 

It  started  with  a  rumble  and  the  smell  of  brimstone.  Then, something began to grow under the tangled tent fabric in which the old goblin had been tangled. Perhaps one lump could have been its

head  and  another  its  elbow,  but  the  tent  fabric  lifted  off  the  ground and grew ever tauter as the form beneath it grew. 

A  hand  as  big  as  Jewel  plucked  the  tent  off  the  goblin’s  head, and standing before her was something almost twelve feet tall. It was the same goblin that had followed her—she could tell by the hook of its nose and the color of the warts on its face—but it was so much more than that now too. 

It didn’t lean on the staff for support and its back was no longer stooped.  The  chest  was  as  muscled  as  any  orc’s  and  its  arms—

shaking  feebly  only  moments  earlier—were  now  firm  and  wiry. 

Fortunately,  its  eyes  were  still  the  same  milky  color.  It  couldn’t  see her, which meant she could maybe get away. 

The  goblin  mage  sniffed  once  with  its  long  nose.  It  sniffed  a second time and turned more or less in her direction. When it sniffed a third time, it looked at her with the unwavering certainty of a golden eagle locating its prey. 

It  tucked  its  staff—now  the  size  of  a  wand  compared  to  its massive frame—into the waist of its pants and plucked up the center pole  of  the  tent  Jewel  had  collapsed  on  its  head.  The  proportions were the same as an eight-year-old kid holding a sturdy branch. She had no doubt that the creature could be every inch as devastating to her and her friends as an eight-year-old with a stick might be in an unprotected and unsupervised garden. 

With  a  grunt  of  effort,  it  raised  the  pole  and  brought  it  down  on her, but before it crushed her to a pulp, she rolled out from under the stinky blanket. The goblin then proceeded to flatten the blanket with vindictive  enthusiasm.  For  a  moment,  it  stamped  triumphantly  but when it sniffed the air, it pointed its long nose at her again. 

Jewel  was  running  low  on  spells  and  they  hadn’t  even  reached the central chamber. Without her more powerful spells, her chances to defeat this goblin by herself seemed slim, so she looked around for  her  friends.  In  the  chaos,  they  were  nowhere  to  be  seen.  She heard no harp or battle cries. Where was   everyone? 

The  giant  goblin  was  not  willing  to  give  her  any  more  time, though.  It  swung  its  makeshift  club  and  almost  crushed  her.  She

might not have had any of her most powerful spells left, but she still had her Cantrips. 

She  pointed  her  wand  at  her  adversary  and  with  a  flick  of  her wrist, sent a Fire Bolt into its face. The monster yelped in pain and batted at tufts of hair that burned away to nothing on its scalp. 

Rather  than  deter  it,  however,  the  attack  only  made  it  even angrier. 

The  sorceress  wasted  no  time,  snuck  behind  an  orc  in  combat with  a  mercenary,  ducked  under  a  wildly  hopping  frog,  and  almost tripped  over  a  tendril  of  purple  goo.  Her  foe  followed  and  thrust anyone who stood in its way clear of its path. 

A corner of her mind hoped this meant it would help to decimate the  army,  but  this  was  short-lived.  Everyone  seemed  to  recognize the  danger  of  a  giant  goblin  moving  around  in  a  blind  fury.  They cleared a path for it to stride after its quarry. 

Panic flared when she realized there was nothing she could do. It was too big and this wasn’t her fight. She needed her team. 

“Let  the  Light  shine  upon  you,  and  if  you  choose  the  dark,  go back to the earth where you belong!” 

Only  one  person  there  would  proselytize  using  light  as  a metaphor. 

“Morgan!”  she  shouted  and  hoped  she  could  find  the  warrior cleric before her light was snuffed out. 

Morgan managed to stay out of the chaos for about twelve seconds. 

Even  before  Jewel  cast  her  Magic  Missiles,  he  had  a  feeling  he wouldn’t be able to sneak around for long. The problem was that he had entered the courtyard too close to the cult leader and his team of necromancers.  That  they  were  sorcerers  of  the  undead  was  not merely  a  guess.  He  could  practically  taste  the  evil  spells  they  had allowed into their minds to fester and corrupt. 

Unfortunately,  the  cultists  seemed  to  have  similar  senses  about him.  Even  while  still  invisible,  the  leader  had  looked  toward  him

when he’d stepped close as if he knew someone of the light walked there, even if he couldn’t see him. 

When Jewel cast Magic Missile and Morgan became visible, he had expected the full force of the cultists to descend on him, but his team was fast in combat and even better at arousing ire. Mandy had been there before anyone even noticed her teammate and lured the cultists to attack the orcs. 

Not  all  of  them  had  been  distracted,  however.  Their  leader  had seen  him  appear  and  led  half  his  fledgling  necromancers  to  attack the warrior cleric of Lux. That was fine, though. He was strong, well armored,  and  had  a  mace  that  would  make  short  work  of  these robed sorcerers. 

One of them threw a blast of magic at him that positively stank of necrotic energy. He caught it on his shield but his arm hairs withered from being so close to a blast of energy like that. Another tried to do the  same,  but  he  was  ready  for  this  one.  Before  the  man  could complete the motions the spell required, he cast Hold Person on him and he froze, unable to complete the final flick of a wrist. 

The cleric moved to engage. He assumed it was only a matter of time  before  the  whole  room  noticed  a  cleric  of  the  god  Lux  in  their presence.  When  that  happened,  there’d  be  nothing  he  could  do  to help  his  friends  except  run  and  hope  to  lure  a  good  number  of  the army  with  him.  As  long  as  it  was  only  the  sorcerers,  however,  he would be damned if ten to one odds made him abandon his friends. 

“Cursed. Ha. It seems likely,” Morgan muttered as he swung his mace into the upper arm of one of his skinny opponents, shattered the  bone,  and  made  her  fall.  He  almost  felt  bad  for  her.  If  she followed Lux, she would have a healing spell, but it seemed mending wounds  was  outside  the  purview  of  evil  sorcerers  obsessed  with necromancy. 

He swung at another, struck his ribs, and grinned when he fell. 

A third lashed out and he retaliated, missed on the first strike, but caught him with a backhand that knocked him out. 

The  others  began  to  falter  now.  Their  magic  came  from  their confidence, and he had driven it from them. It hardly felt like a game, but he wondered if he had put them at a disadvantage somehow. Not

that  it  mattered.  The  only  important  thing  was  to  best  them  so  he could go on to help his friends. 

Unfortunately, they began to summon corpses. 

The first came from behind him. He only managed to escape her grasp  because  the  zombie  had  one  arm.  The  cleric  kicked  the corpse  aside,  confused  that  the  woman  whose  arm  he  had  broken was  already  a  member  of  the  walking  dead.  He  looked  at  her  and saw a great gash across her throat that had spilled blood down the front of her robe. He hadn’t done that to her and didn’t even have a bladed weapon. 

A  glance  past  the  corpse  revealed  the  culprit.  The  cult  leader held  a  long  dagger  with  a  crooked  blade,  crimson  with  blood.  He stared  in  horror  as  the  sorcerer  stabbed  the  dagger  at  the  man Morgan  had  struck  in  the  ribs.  The  blow  was  aimed  at  the  heart, though,  and  killed  the  man  who  would  surely  have  recovered  from what was, at a worst, a broken rib. 

That first injury had been enough to disable him for this fight but certainly not enough to end his life. Of course, his life didn’t matter to the cult leader, only his body. With cruel efficiency, the necromancer raised  the  corpse  into  one  of  his  undead  thralls  and  it  stumbled toward the cleric. 

He pushed thoughts of mercy from his mind. There was no longer anything he could do for this person. It felt wrong that he had been betrayed  by  their  leader,  but  there  were  downsides  to  working  with those who summoned corpses to fight for them. High on the list was the fact that you didn’t stop being of use if you died. 

When the corpse attacked him, Morgan struck out with his mace. 

Pain was no longer a factor for his foe, so he focused on breaking bones  and  doing  enough  damage  to  bleed  the  corpses  of  the ephemeral hit points they had been cursed with. 

His biggest issue was that he couldn’t go fast enough. While he went  toe  to  toe  with  the  undead,  the  lead  sorcerer  and  his  two cronies  summoned  more  corpses—and  there  was  no  shortage  of those.  Despite  the  brawl  having  barely  started,  there  were  already dozens of dead. 

Mercenaries  and  orcs  had  died  by  each  other’s  blades.  Frogs had bounced into goblins and snapped their necks or in some cases, landed  on  a  spear  and  ended  their  existence.  What  looked  like  a giant  goblin  crashed  around  and  destroyed  anything  in  its  path, which was a fair amount. 

By  the  time  the  cleric  finished  with  the  three  undead  sorcerers, more than a dozen corpses stumbled toward him. 

He couldn’t fight them all, but he could turn them all. If he could make  them  see  the  Light  of  Lux,  they  would  flee  for  the  shadows. 

Unfortunately, the moment he lowered his shield to start casting the spell, one of the three sorcerers blasted him with a sheet of ice. 

Morgan raised his shield, not sure what to do. If he took the time to turn the undead, the sorcerers would attack him with every ounce of magic they had. But if he tried to eliminate the sorcerers, he’d be torn apart by an ever-increasing number of zombies. 

“What’s a warrior cleric to do?” He grimaced as he held his rose mace tighter and kept his shield up. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The  brawl  had  become  a  raucous,  wild  thing  but  Mandy  could  not pull  herself  away  from  where  Terry  and  Grimalf  squared  off.  The pirate’s curved blade wasn’t particularly large but her friend had no weapon at all. She had given him a hard time so often in the past but that  didn’t  mean  she  wanted  him  to  die.  Especially  not  like  this—

weaponless because her lizard buddy had swallowed his ax. 

So she intervened—she had to. When she had been Mandy the Mighty, she might have balked at the fight not being fair but that was ridiculous.  Grimalf  had  a  weapon  and  the  barbarian  didn’t.  There was  no  honor  in  that,  which  meant  she  felt  nothing  like  guilt  or dishonor when she took her harp out and strummed the notes to the spell that would make the pirate fall asleep. 

He glanced at her when she began to play, plainly aware of what she was trying to do. With his free hand, he reached into his pocket and pulled a tiny bell out. He rang it near his ear to disrupt the sound of her spell. 

“Not this time!” He snarled and rushed at Terry. 

Mandy wanted to help but now, she had no idea how. 

She was decent with a sword but not so much that she could risk skewering her teammate if she interfered in their duel. Plus, she had already  started  the  melody  on  her  harp  for  the  sleep  spell.  If  she stopped playing, the spell slot would be gone and the magic wasted. 

So while Terry dodged sword strikes, she played her harp. 

There  was  more  to  the  magic  than  merely  the  notes.  Intention was an integral part of magic, and while her fingers danced across the strings of her harp, the magic of the spell called to her and asked which of the monsters in this room would be best put to sleep. 

Not  the  goblin-sized  frogs  hopping  around,  that  was  for  sure. 

They didn’t seem to have a strategy besides trying to upend as many people  as  they  could.  The  chaos  they  added  to  the  rising  mayhem was much appreciated. 

Mandy  also  rejected  the  masked  guards  closest  to  the  tomb  in the middle of the courtyard. They had yet to join the fight and were

focused instead on maintaining a strict perimeter around the center building. They seemed stronger and surer of themselves than most of the rabble around them. 


Given that they hadn’t joined the combat, they likely still had a full well of hit points, which meant she would only be able to knock one

—maybe  two—unconscious.  This  wasn’t  enough,  not  when  their allies could simply wake them. 

She had to make a choice, though. The melody demanded it as she reached its conclusion. Who would she target with these notes that  everyone  had  heard  but  only  some  would  feel  the  soothing effects of? 

“There are intruders here!” 

The bard smiled. It seemed she had her answer. 

“We would not attack the orcs. We know you are strong.” One of the mercenaries stood in front of a band of his tattooed brothers and faced  a  gang  of  orcs,  all  with  their  weapons  raised.  But  weapons raised  were  different  than  those  hacking  and  slashing.  This mercenary  had  somehow  created  a  bubble  of  calm,  a  moment  of stillness in this brawl. 

“Orcs  are  our  brothers.  In  the  war  that  is  to  come,  we  will  fight together.” 

This simply would not do. 

“We  will  stand  with  the  orcs!  We  will  stand  in  solidarity  and respect! We stand together to—” 

Mandy  played  the  last  note  of  the  sleep  spell  and  the  magic entwined with the melodic harp strings streaked out to affect the man who had likely not even consciously listened to it. 

He  crumpled  all  the  same.  His  last  words  became  a  snore  that was quickly lost in the noise of the battle raging all around them. 

“This joke?” one of the orcs roared as the tattooed man who had vowed to stand with them fell, unable to stand even for himself. 

“A joke?” One of the mercenaries sneered. “You did this! You cast magic to kill him.” 

“He’s not dead!” one of the other men shouted. “He’s asleep.” 

“You did this!” a third man shouted at an orc. 

“We do no such thing.” 

“Orcs don’t use magic,” one of the tattooed mercenaries said. “At least, not these blokes. Someone else had to—” 

And this, his gaze settled on Mandy’s harp. 

“It’s her—she did this! The woman who came in with the lizard.” 

“Get her!” 

The  bard  cursed,  then  turned  to  run.  She  had  succeeded  in popping the bubble of calm that had settled into the courtyard. Too bad everyone in that bubble was now after her. 

“I  hope  you  enjoy  this.”  Grimalf  sneered,  his  demeanor  arrogant. 

“You barbarian types always seem to think everything can be solved by destroying it. How does it feel now that you have nothing to batter me with?” 

He  lunged  and  his  blade  sliced  forward.  It  was  an  obvious enough attack and Terry dodged easily. 

“How many more of those do you have in you?” The pirate kept pace  with  him  and  hacked  and  slashed  at  him  like  he  was  a  tree stump  for  a  novice  to  practice  on.  The  problem  was  that  the barbarian  had  no  more  ability  to  defend  himself  than  a  tree  stump did. All he could do was evade the clumsy strikes. Without a weapon to parry or counter, it took all he had to simply stay alive. 

He backed away constantly as Grimalf swung and drove forward. 

The  need  for  a  weapon—any  weapon—increased  with  every moment.  He’d  settle  for  a  broken  spear  shaft,  a  rusty  sword,  or anything.    Many had been discarded if the truth be told, but any time he  crouched  to  retrieve  one,  his  enemy  rushed  at  him  and  hacked with his blade, ready to take a chunk out of whatever piece of muscle he managed to hit first. 

An  ax  called  his  name,  but  when  he  tried  to  grasp  it,  the  pirate swung with such force that it would have made any barbarian proud. 

Terry  barely  dodged,  stepped  back  out  of  his  crouch—not  an  easy thing  to  do—and  blundered  into  a  tent.  He  tried  to  right  himself  as

the wet fabric collapsed all around him. His mind screamed that he had to get to his feet or he’d be dead, so he tried to push up. 

Grimalf was not about to waste an opportunity like that, however. 

He drove forward and slashed at him. The barbarian flinched at the last moment, which made the blade only graze the side of his head instead of slice clean through his skull. The side of his face heated as blood rushed down. 

His feet were still tangled in the ropes and fabric of the tent and he couldn’t get away. He couldn’t fight the pirate in a duel either, or at least not a proper one. There was only one option left. 

With a grunt, the barbarian bounded up and drove into Grimalf in a tackle that upended him through sheer momentum. 

The pirate yelped, but Terry did more than that. He screamed as pain  exploded  in  his  gut  and  didn’t  need  to  glance  down  to  know what had happened. When he had tackled his adversary, the pirate bastard had stabbed his sword between his ribs. 

He had landed on top, though, and could grasp the man, pound his  head  against  the  ground  and  wring  his  neck.  This  was  his opportunity  to  end  this  fight  but  the  wound  was  too  painful.  It  had wrecked his core muscles and robbed him of his strength. 

“What’s  wrong?  Do  you  have  a  blade  in  the  belly?”  Grimalf laughed beneath him. The barbarian tried to grab his neck, but the man  jerked  the  blade  and  his  hands  went  reflexively  to  the  wound instead. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the bastard rocketed a knee up—how had it gotten free?—and drove it into his precious barbarian bits. 

It  was  wild  that  a  shot  to  his  berries  could  still  hurt  after  being stabbed in the gut, but there were certainly astonishing things about this  world.  The  pirate  was  not  at  all  surprised  that  his  cheap  shot worked  and  used  the  opportunity  to  wriggle  out  from  beneath  his opponent’s bulk. 

Before  Terry  could  get  his  bearings,  pain  blossomed  again,  this time  in  his  head.  He  fell  back  and  opened  his  eyes.  Two  Grimalfs stood above him, each with a blade raised. 

“Two?”  He  frowned  and  resisted  the  urge  to  shake  his  head  to clear it. 

They  resolved  into  one,  which  was  good.  Unfortunately,  he  still had a blade ready to finish him off. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Morgan stopped preaching about the god of light when the corpses finally  cut  him  off  from  the  rest  of  the  area.  Although  completely surrounded,  he  kept  his  defenses  up.  He  used  the  shield  to  block blasts from the sorcerers and his mace to crush any of the walking corpses that came within reach. It was working for now, but the circle grew smaller with every passing second. 

Fortunately,  Jewel  had  seen  him  before  the  ring  of  attackers closed in and transformed the warrior cleric into another body to be avenged. 

“Morgan!” she shouted. “Are you ready for a little tag team?” 

“I thought you hated wrestling!” he yelled in response, joy in his voice. 

She didn’t slow her sprint—the goblin was too close for that—so she  almost  bulldozed  into  the  wall  of  corpses.  Fortunately,  she managed to slide beneath them at the last moment and between one pair  of  legs,  which  made  the  brainless  zombie  try  to  follow  her.  It didn’t manage to do anything more than faceplant in the dirt. 

That  didn’t  spare  it  the  goblin’s  wrath.  The  great  lumbering monster swung its club and flattened four or five of the dead bodies

—it was difficult to count accurately when trying to stay plastered on the  earth  to  avoid  being  cut  in  half  like  the  stem  of  a  flower—but missed her. 

Jewel barely had time to blink before Morgan slapped her hand. 

“Tag!” he shouted and raced out through the gap in the corpses. 

The  goblin  had  finished  its  massive  swing  and  was  up  on  one  leg, like a star batter ready to knock a home run out of the park. If it was surprised that the sorceress it had pursued had been swapped with a cleric, it gave no indication. 

“May the Light shine upon thee as it does on glaciers in the north, on the stones of the mountains, and on the chair of Lux himself!” 

The  sorceress  felt  certain  that  now  was  not  the  time  for  such proclamations  but  when  the  creature  ceased  to  move,  she understood.  She  might  have  seemed  to  be  wasting  time—to

someone  not  skilled  in  the  magical  arts,  anyway—when  in  reality, she had flicked her wand through the motions needed to cast one of her remaining spells. 

Morgan’s Hold spell took effect first. The monster stood poised on one leg, ready to swing its club, when the words locked its muscles in  place.  Its  gaze  flicked  in  agitation  as  gravity  clutched  its  greatly enhanced girth and it toppled. 

She  knew  that  the  goblin  falling  barely  drew  the  attention  of anyone  in  the  courtyard.  A  dozen  battles  and  a  hundred  fights  all took place at once. And yet, when the goblin landed with a boom so massive  that  it  knocked  down  a  section  of  the  exterior  wall  of  the courtyard, she could not help but feel like it had been silent—that it must   have been silent before that moment. 

Jewel  had  no  time  to  admire  the  well-timed  spell.  She  had  a dozen corpses advancing, all as eager to rip her throat out as they had  been  to  get  at  her  friend’s.  Hastily,  she  completed  the  final motions of her spell and flipped the wand back to rest between her middle  and  index  finger  as  a  great  blast  of  fire  streaked  from  the palms of her hands. 

The  zombies  didn’t  even  have  time  to  raise  their  hands  and block. Magic flame engulfed them and ignited their clothes and hair as it burned their skin and flesh away. 

While it certainly appeared effective, the attack didn’t stop them. 

Now, instead of a dozen corpses steadfastly advancing on her, a dozen flaming   corpses walked toward her. 

She  cursed  and  readied  the  spell  again,  but  before  she  could launch  it,  a  mote  of  light  rocketed  over  one  of  the  zombies,  aimed directly  at  her.  A  sphere  of  shielding  blinked  and  the  Magic  Missile was stopped cold. 

The  sorceress  smirked  at  the  enemy’s  failed  attack.  They  had only served to give her a proper target. She took a step toward   the burning corpses and unleashed another blast of fire. This one struck not only the corpses—or at least most of them—but their masters as well. 

With shrill screams, the three sorcerers tried to pat their flaming robes out and in doing so, lost control of the zombies. 

Besides, at this point, even calling them zombies was generous. 

There  was  little  left  but  skeletons  after  the  fire  and  now,  robbed  of their masters to pull their strings and with little energy of their own, they collapsed to bones all around her. 

One  of  the  sorcerers  turned  on  the  other  two.  With  his  robes aflame  and  skin  puckering  from  the  heat,  he  completed  a  complex series of movements that took the life force from both of his minions. 

They  both  fell  dead  while  their  energy  healed  the  sorcerer  of everything but the bright pinks scars the magic fire had given him. 

Jewel cursed and gritted her teeth. She didn’t relish the idea but she’d  fight  the  bastard  one-on-one  if  she  had  to.  Rather  than  face her, he ran beyond the walls that surrounded the courtyard to try his luck  crossing  the  river  and  traversing  the  swamp.  While  she  didn’t like  the  idea  of  letting  a  necromancer  run  free,  this  was  hardly  the time to give chase. 

She  turned  to  Morgan  and  discovered  that  he  had  been  as successful as she had. He yanked his mace out of the eye socket of the giant goblin. Dead, the mighty monster shrank to its former size. 

All around them, the battle raged. 

“Did you kill the necromancers?” the cleric asked. 

“The strong one killed his two underlings, then fled.” She felt like she had admitted defeat. 

He thumped her on the back. “Well done. This is not the place to face someone who can summon the dead to fight.” 

Indeed it was not. The battle was still raging, but it left dead in its wake. Bodies were strewn everywhere. Dead goblins, humans, orcs, and  the  odd  frog  folk  littered  the  dirt.  The  earth  was  soaked  with blood. Only the very edges of the courtyard were not stained red. 

“Do  you  see  our  buds?”  Morgan  asked  once  he’d  caught  his breath. 

The  sorceress  bit  her  lip  and  searched  for  her  friends,  but  they weren’t visible anywhere in the mayhem of weapons and blood. 

She  saw  Grimalf,  however,  and  he  held  his  sword  high  with  a look on his face that said he was quite eager to swing it. Jewel could only imagine one person at his feet. 

“Terry!” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The barbarian had died numerous deaths—or his characters at the gaming  table  had,  anyway.  He  had  been  eaten  by  a  dragon,  fallen from  a  stolen  airship,  and  been  buried  in  sand  in  a  booby-trapped tomb.  Given  these,  it  was  with  disappointment  that  he  faced  his imminent demise by Grimalf’s sword. 

He  honestly  couldn’t  think  of  a  less  glamorous  way  to  go  than being hacked to death by a greasy pirate, unable to defend himself because  a  lizard  had  swallowed  his  ax  and  refused  to  spit  it  up  or poop it out. 

“Do you have any last words?” His enemy sneered, relishing his victory. 

Something  moved  in  the  corner  of  Terry’s  eye—big  and  green, then something long and pink. 

“Sissy?” 

“You  dare  to  call  me  a  sissy  with  your  dying  breath?  For  that,  I won’t make this quick.” 

He  truly  should  have  because  when  the  lizard’s  giant  tongue slammed into his back and when he tried to swing his sword and end his opponent’s life, he could no longer reach low enough. 

The barbarian had time to blink and nothing else before the giant lizard yanked its tongue into its mouth and dragged Grimalf with it. 

It  took  every  ounce  of  strength  Terry  had,  but  he  pushed  to  his feet.  The  pirate  was  still  fighting,  but  his  life  was  now  the  one  in jeopardy. His head was completely inside the lizard’s mouth, as were his  shoulders.  His  arms  stuck  out,  and  he  thrashed  with  his  sword and tried to stab the mighty beast in the throat, eye, or anything he could reach. 

Either  Sissy  knew  her  scales  were  too  thick  to  be  harmed  by  a sword  like  that  or  she  didn’t  know  what  it  was.  She  pawed  at  the sword  hand  with  one  of  her  legs,  much  like  a  regular-sized chameleon  might  paw  at  the  death  throes  of  a  moth,  but  that  was about it. 

Terry wasn’t about to let his savior lose a toe, though. He limped to where Grimalf struggled in vain to get his head out of the lizard’s mouth and kicked the pirate’s hand. He dropped the weapon and his thrashing  became  even  more  erratic.  Sometimes,  a  man  without  a sword fought all the harder. 

Sissy  opened  her  mouth  and  for  a  moment,  her  prey’s threatening screams could be heard again. “Don’t you dare think for a second that—” 

She  had  only  opened  her  mouth  to  swallow  more  of  the  pirate, however. With utter unconcern, she tilted her head back, opened her jaw  in  one  smooth  motion,  and  tipped  the  man  down  her  throat  so only his legs protruded from her mouth. 

The  barbarian  grinned.  “Stupid  pirate.”  He’d  thought  he  could beat  him  but  had  been  defeated  by  friendship.  Terry  and  the  lizard were a team. No, he thought, suddenly confused, they weren’t. His team was…Jewel…and Mandy…and Morgan too. 

It was cold and hard to think. Stuffy, too, but so cold. 

His legs began to shake and he looked down. His belly was red and warm. Why was it so warm if he felt so cold? 

Mandy had thought that the battle was won and they’d overcome the odds by making the enemy fight against itself. No longer, though. It had  all  gone  so  well,  too.  Everyone  had  fought  each  other  and forgotten about her and her friends. 

Now,  it  seemed  that  she  was  the  only  thing  the  band  of mercenaries who pursued her thought about. 

“Get her! She put the boss to sleep.” 

“Lying bard! We shoulda known better than to trust you and those prisoners.” 

By now, she had completely lost track of Hekkar and Klenta. She hoped  they  were  alive  somewhere  in  the  midst  of  all  this,  but  she had  more  pressing  concerns.  Top  of  the  list  was  the  fact  that  the

band of mercenaries and orcs had forged an alliance in an effort to catch her. 

The  bard  didn’t  know  what  to  do  about  them  except  run.  She sprinted  past  frogs  fighting  goblins  and  past  the  masked  guards  at the central chamber, who made damned sure that no one got close. 

Finally, she passed the giant purple blob of slime. 

“Wait  a  minute.”  She  changed  direction  and  slid  through  a  tent that  made  a  few  of  her  pursuers  fall,  tangled  in  the  wet  ropes  and fabric. It wasn’t enough to matter, however. The rest of them vaulted over their fallen comrades. That suited her fine. When people were busy looking at their feet, they didn’t pay attention to what was right in front of them. 

In  this  case,  it  meant  a  giant  gob  of  purple  goo.  The  first mercenary  blundered  into  it  with  the  point  of  his  weapon.  That proved to be a real stroke of luck. It seemed the murky mound didn’t like being stabbed any more than anyone else did. It squelched and the owner of the sword was sucked inside. He clawed at the purple muck as he asphyxiated slowly. 

“That  damn  thing  got  Rocko!”  one  of  the  tattooed  mercenaries shouted and turned his blade on the gloop. 

Being stabbed a second time seemed to anger it even more than the first time had, and it formed purple protuberances to strike at the band of mercenaries in front of it. In its haste, it snatched an orc as well,  which  was  another  stroke  of  luck.  Now,  both  the  orcs  and mercenaries turned their formidable anger on the purple glob. 

Mandy  slipped  away,  soon  forgotten  in  the  face  of  such  an enemy. She had only taken about four steps before she almost had her head taken off by someone charging past with a mace. 

The bard grinned. She knew that mace. 

“Morgan!” 

“Mandy! It’s nice to see you still standing.” 

“Same to you.” She was surprised how true that felt to her. There had  been  a  time  not  all  that  long  before  when  he  had  driven  her crazier than anyone else she could think of. She no longer felt that way, though, not after everything they’d been through. 

“Where’s Jewel?” 

“Oh,  you  know.  Trying  to  save  Terry’s  life.”  He  pointed  in  the direction in which he’d been running. 

She saw no reason to do anything except follow him. 

“Terry!” Jewel shouted through the sounds of swords clanking, bones breaking, blood spilling, and a thousand other things. She had seen the lizard save his life and him knock the sword from Grimalf’s hand before he collapsed. 

The  sorceress  saw  him  now  where  he  lay  on  the  ground.  His hands rested gently on a gut wound. He must have tried to stop the bleeding  but  no  longer  had  the  strength  to  maintain  the  pressure needed. 

“No!  Terry—no,  please!”  Hot  tears  ran  down  her  cheeks.  She wiped them away and found they were sweet, not salty. 

“I know we haven’t been as close as we like because I’m in this body and you’re in that one, but please…get up! I love you, Terry! I want to be with you, whatever bodies we’re in.” 

His eyes fluttered open. He looked at, smiled, and started to raise a hand. 

“No, Terry. Morgan will be here soon. Just rest.” 

“I…love…” His head sagged back and struck the hard surface. 

She  choked  on  the  overwhelming  need  to  cry  and  wondered where  Mandy  and  Morgan  were.  Her  gaze  searched  the  mayhem and she realized they had been waylaid and now battled some giant four-armed hairy beast. 

Why  had  all  these  creatures  and  monsters  and  people  come  to the  tomb?  It  seemed  impossible  that  they  could  think  anything  but evil,  pain,  and  death  would  come  from  such  a  place.  Their  actions proved that—the way that barely a spark had been able to turn their malcontent into an inferno—and for what? Nothing had come of this at all. 

How  very  different  things  would  be  if  more  people  could  be  like the  lizard  folk  they  had  met.  They  were  proud  and  defended  their

territories,  but  they  weren’t  determined  to  wipe  everyone  else  from the face of the earth simply out of spite. 

“Yes,  the  lizard  people!”  Jewel  gasped  when  she  recalled  that Getra had sent them with more than only their two guides. She dug in  a  pocket,  found  nothing,  and  sobbed  in  desperation  as  she fumbled in another one. Her fingers closed over her prize. 

The sorceress hauled out the packet the lizard leader had given her. It was still wrapped in a broad, waxy swamp leaf. She yanked off the piece of twine that secured it and removed the contents. It looked like an egg—a tiny egg as black as tar—and smelled ever so faintly of licorice. 

With  trembling  hands,  she  took  it,  put  it  in  Terry’s  mouth,  and pushed his big, stubbly jaw closed. Tense with anxiety and hope, she waited  while  the  war  cries  and  the  sounds  of  battles  won  and  lost echoed  all  around  her.  Nothing  happened  and  she  fought  panic  as she tried to think of what she’d done wrong. 

“It has to go under his tongue!” Morgan shouted and thumped to knees beside her. 

Mandy joined them too, although she was focused on the lizard and the man’s legs still sticking from its mouth. 

“Oh.  Oh…that’s  right!”  Jewel  opened  Terry’s  mouth  and  shifted the little black egg underneath his tongue. 

This time, the effects were immediate. 

The barbarian gasped and sucked in a breath of air that inflated his chest and opened his eyes wide. He winced and clutched his gut but smiled and moved his hands away tentatively. The blood was still there,  frighteningly  real,  but  the  wound  had  closed  and  left  nothing but a tiny pink puckered wound. 

“I  never  thought  that  much  about  the  ‘until  death  do  us  part’

expression before.” Terry grunted. 

“Are you telling me you’ve thought about getting married?” Jewel asked  and  grinned  despite  the  insanity  all  around  them.  Before  he could  answer—unless  his  grin  counted  as  an  answer—  the  lizard uttered a retching sound. 

“Stand clear!” Mandy warned as she moved to Sissy’s side. 

The massive lizard retched again and her eyes somehow bugged out even more than they usually did as she barfed Grimalf up. 

“Oh, gross!” the bard shouted, but she was laughing. 

It  was  truly  gross,  though.  The  pirate  was  covered  in  whitish slime  as  thick  as  glue.  It  was  acidic  or  corrosive  or  something because his hair and eyebrows were completely gone. 

He simply sat in silence for a long moment and looked stunned, disgusted, and happy to be alive all at the same time. 

“I—you…you  bastards,”  he  gibbered  as  he  tried  to  push  to  his feet. The only result of his efforts was to mire his hands in partially digested fish, snakes, and the swamp rabbits Morgan had caught. 

The pirate leader seemed to have regained some semblance of conscious  thought  but  before  he  could  speak,  Sissy  retched  again and Terry’s ax shot out of her throat. It spun end over end until the base of the haft struck the man squarely between the eyes. 

He froze for a second before his eyes rolled in his head and he fell  back.  The  whiteish  goo  splashed  impressively  when  he  flopped into it. 

Terry planted a kiss on Jewel’s cheek and stood quickly. “Can we talk  about  this  later?”  he  asked  and  gestured  to  the  courtyard  all around them. 

She nodded. “Of course.” 

“Cool, because at the moment, all I want is my sweet, sweet ax.” 

He  stumbled  toward  it  and  almost  slipped  in  the  lizard’s  digestive slime  but  caught  himself  and  grasped  the  ax.  Long  tendrils  of  goo stretched from it to the dirt, Grimalf, and the corner of Sissy’s mouth. 

The barbarian grimaced and wrinkled his nose at the goo, but he wiped it on the unconscious man’s shirt and smiled when most of it came away. 

That was enough to bring the now hairless and slimy pirate back to  consciousness.  He’d  no  sooner  opened  his  eyes  when  Mandy held her sword at his throat. It took him a moment to realize what the sword was   but once he did, he winced. 

“Will you surrender, or do we let Sissy have a proper meal?” the bard demanded. 

Sissy,  despite  looking  rather  ill,  licked  one  of  her  eyeballs  and swiveled both eyes to look at the man. 

“I surrender!” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Morgan  the  gamer  didn’t  think  there  was  any  sense  in  sparing Grimalf.  A  massive  fight  still  raged  all  around  them  and  taking prisoners did not seem to be something in their purview. But Morgan the cleric thought it was the just and right thing to do, and that filled him with a sense of warmth. 

This  world  was  transforming  him  into  someone  else—someone better  who  cared  about  more  than  only  themselves.  He  merely wished it didn’t take so much blood to make that happen. 

To say that considerable blood had been spilled in the courtyard was  quite  the  understatement.  Every  inch  was  soiled  with  blood—

red,  black,  and  in  the  case  of  the  giant  purple  gob  of  slime,  lime green.  Bodies  were  strewn  everywhere,  stacked  on  top  of  each other, face up or face down, and even pinned to the wall with spears. 

Less than half the army was still alive, and those who had survived seemed determined to reduce that number even more. 

The  only  group  that  had  not  joined  the  brawl  were  the  masked guards  around  the  central  chamber.  They  stood  at  rigid  attention, their weapons drawn and masks inscrutable. Despite the chaos and bloodlust that had consumed the area, no one had tried to fight these protectors of the inner sanctum. Morgan had a mind to change that. 

“Klenta, you’re all right!” Mandy shouted and drew his attention. 

He glanced back and realized that their lizard guide had joined them again. She looked unharmed, which was a sharp contrast to Hekkar. 

The  massive  lizard  man  was  missing  an  arm—not  a  hand  or  even everything below the elbow but an entire arm. 

Oddly, the wound was not bleeding. A ring of bone was visible in the middle, surrounded by pink flesh like a holiday ham. The lizard had  different  physiology  than  the  humans  did  but  perhaps  magic flowed in his veins like it did in theirs, but different. 

“Hekkar,  brother,”  Terry  said  and  shrugged  when  words  failed him. 

“Brother.” Hekkar nodded grimly. 

“Where were you?” Mandy asked the lizard people. 

“It is forbidden for us to fight so I camouflaged,” Klenta said and her  scales  shifted  to  match  the  background  behind  her  almost perfectly. 

“And you?” Morgan asked Hekkar. 

“I fought,” the lizard warrior replied bluntly. 

“He  killed  orcs  and  many  of  the  goblins  that  steal  our  eggs,” 

Klenta  said  and  pride  snuck  into  her  voice  before  she  pushed  it away. “Which is against our ways. Hekkar has disgraced us.” 

“He lost an arm.” Terry grunted and gestured to the missing limb. 

“Cut him some slack.” 

“He will grow it again,” she replied. “And when that is done in a few months, if he survives, he will be welcome in the clan again.” 

“You  can  grow  your  arms  back?”  Morgan  asked  and  made  no attempt  to  hide  his  shock.  His  healing  powers  couldn’t  do  that.  Not even close. 

Hekkar  nodded,  although  his  eyes  were  on  the  battle  beyond them even now. 

“And  when  he  grows  his  arm  again,  he’ll  be  welcome?”  Jewel asked  and  slid  her  hand  into  her  pocket.  “And  your  magic  can  do that, can’t it? These packets can heal him?” She held the little packet wrapped in a waxy leaf up. 

“They can,” Klenta admitted. “But he is not worthy. He broke our laws.” 

“That’s bull,” Terry retorted fiercely. 

“I agree with the barbarian,” Morgan said, almost surprised that it was true. 

“So do I.” The sorceress unwrapped the packet. “Lift your tongue, Hekkar.” 

“I—” 

“Do it, brother!” Terry insisted. “More battle awaits and I have yet to see you in action.” 

The lizard warrior looked from the brawl, to Klenta, and to Jewel before he nodded and lifted his forked tongue. 

Jewel put the little black egg carefully beneath his tongue. 

The  effects  were  instantaneous.  First,  scales  spread  across  the pink circle with the ring of bone in the middle. Protuberances pushed

out  and  the  arm  started  to  grow.  To  the  cleric—someone  who  had grown up on Earth—it looked like a kid with their hand inside a t-shirt who pushed it out to create a kind of silhouette. 

While a t-shirt could only stretch so far, the scales multiplied as the hand inside pushed steadily. It reached where his elbow should be, paused, then pushed on. For a moment, it almost looked like a human  arm,  albeit  one  covered  in  scales,  but  claws  emerged  from the fingertips and the muscles filled in, and it took on a distinctively reptilian appearance. It was a slightly lighter color than the rest of the arm  but  other  than  that,  it  looked  as  it  had  before  it  had  been severed. 

And in all that time, no one had attacked them, neither their little band nor the lizard they all clustered around. 

“There  is  so  much  hatred,”  Morgan  muttered,  shocked  by  the horror  of  it  all.  These  people—because  even  though  they  were goblins,  orcs,  and  frog  monsters,  they  were  all  people  of  a  sort—

continued to kill each other. They were caught in a blood frenzy that boggled the mind. 

Only the masked guards were able to resist the rage that drove this  army  to  madness.  This  also  meant  that  only  they  noticed  the group  of  six  in  their  midst.  One  of  them  with  the  mask  of  a  jay seemed to stare directly at the cleric. 

“We need to get inside,” he said. “If we can eliminate the leaders, we  have  a  chance  to  end  this.”  He  didn’t  know  if  he  believed  that, although he wanted to—he truly did. But if the hatred and anger that reigned there was such that it could make an army rip itself apart, he wondered  if  two  leaders  could  have  any  real  effect  on  it.  Like saddling a dragon, some things could simply not be done. 

Still, they had to try. 

“This army was nothing—a symptom. We have to stop those who seek  to  unearth  whatever  is  inside  the  pit  you  saw.”  He  raised  a finger and pointed at the central tomb. 

The moment he did that, the jay turned on his heel and marched out of sight into the hallway that led to the central room. 

“And we need to go now.” Terry grunted agreement. 

No one argued and the group moved forward as one. Terry and Hekkar took the lead, each armed with an ax and each fully healed with magic from this very swamp. Jewel walked behind them with her wand out. Mandy strummed her harp to bolster her friends. 

Klenta walked beside her and her fingers played on the dagger at her  hip.  She  alone  was  conflicted  about  what  they  had  to  do  next. 

Still,  regardless  of  whatever  misgivings  she  had,  she  did  not  look inclined to leave Sissy behind. 

Morgan  brought  up  the  rear  so  if  the  battle  still  raging  turned against  them,  he  could  protect  them.  If  the  masked  guards  proved too formidable, he would heal the two warriors. 

The cleric wondered if any of the others were as tired as he felt—

exhausted to his very bones. After days in the swamp, sneaking in there, then facing undead and a massive goblin, there was nothing he  wanted  more  than  to  stretch  out  or  curl  up  and  take  a  nap.  He could sleep when he was dead, he reminded himself, something that seemed all too possible. 

They stepped over blood and bone and the dead and dying. 

Five  guards  were  between  them  and  the  inner  chamber.  Two stood on either side of the entrance to the hallway, plus the jay who had gone inside. 

“Hekkar, you and Terry take the boar and bear,” Morgan said and pointed  to  the  two  guards  closer  to  the  center.  The  boar  had  a hammer  with  an  unusually  long  haft  while  the  bear’s  weapons matched his mask. He held something like brass knuckles with foot-long claws in each hand. 

“Mandy, take the rabbit. Jewel, I imagine the jay will return. When he does, he’s yours. I’ll deal with the wolf.” 

The rabbit held a pair of short swords while the wolf brandished a spiked ball on the end of a chain. 

“And me?” Klenta asked. 

“I  thought  you  wouldn’t  fight.”  The  cleric  smirked.  “If  that’s changed, I don’t think Terry and Hekkar would mind an advantage.” 

The time to talk was over and the battle was joined. 

In  the  lead,  the  two  warriors  roared  and  their  axes  launched  at the boar and bear. The former deflected the strike from Hekkar, while

the latter caught Terry’s ax and tried to twist it from his hands. 

“I’ve  only  now  got  it  back!”  The  barbarian  snarled,  yanked  the weapon indignantly, and toppled his opponent in the process. When the boar tried to take a cheap shot at him, the lizard warrior drove his shoulder  into  him  and  made  him  stumble.  They  switched  targets. 

The barbarian now focused on the boar and they traded blows with ax  and  hammer.  Hekkar  dropped  his  ax  in  favor  of  his  long  claws and  moved  close  to  the  bear,  who  had  found  his  feet,  and  caught him in the world’s deadliest grapple. 

Mandy  darted  forward,  her  sword  held  in  perfect  poise  as  she engaged the rabbit and tried to get her blade past his lightning-fast reflexes. 

Morgan rushed at the wolf and paused only to brace his feet and feel the spiked chain pound against his shield and bounce off. 

He moved forward but the attack being caught on the shield did not stop his adversary. He yanked the spiked ball back, caught it in a glove on the other hand that the cleric had not noticed, then lashed out with the length of chain. It tangled around the rose mace and the wolf tried to yank his weapon from his hand. 

“After what Terry went through?” Morgan grunted and held fast to the weapon as his foe tried to yank him off of his feet. 

The  cleric  didn’t  fall,  but  only  because  he  wanted  to  keep  his magic  mace  more  than  he  wanted  to  keep  his  feet  planted.  He almost  lost  his  hold  on  the  mace  but  instead,  gave  ground  and stumbled  forward.  The  temporary  capitulation  proved  to  be  a lifesaver,  however.  No  sooner  did  he  move  forward  than  Jewel launched  a  Fire  Bolt  that  streaked  through  the  space  his  head  had occupied. 

The  jay  had  returned  but  didn’t  even  have  time  to  draw  his weapon. The attack struck him in the mask and set it alight. He ran backward and straight into a wall. The force of impact felled him and there he stayed, motionless. 

 One down,  Morgan thought, although it seemed that was how it might stay. 

Mandy  and  the  rabbit  danced  in  a  deadly  duel  and  their  blades moved so fast that the cleric could barely follow where they were at

any given time. The guard’s leather armor had a few knicks and the bard had a few shallow cuts in her arms and a nasty-looking one on her  chest.  Morgan  didn’t  know  if  she  had  sustained  those  injuries from her current fight or if she had received them earlier. 

The  chain  on  his  weapon  slackened  unexpectedly  and  he  had only the briefest of moments to react. He threw his shield up in time, a little startled when he realized the wolf had hurled   the spiked ball at him. 

It didn’t strike with as much force as when he had swung it on the length  of  chain,  but  before  Morgan  could  pivot  to  a  more  offensive position,  his  adversary  yanked  the  ball  back  then  swung  it  around. 

This time, it battered his shield with enough force to cause a crack down the middle of it. 

Again,  the  ball  swung  and  he  was  forced  to  block  with  his compromised  shield.  The  wood  reacted  even  worse  to  being smashed  this  time.  It  made  its  displeasure  known  when  it  hurled chunks of wood to shower its wielder’s face. 

The  wolf  would  utterly  destroy  his  shield  and  then  do  the  same thing to his skull, no doubt. It seemed the cleric had chosen wrong—

he didn’t have the chops to face this guy by himself. 

Fortunately, he didn’t have to. 

Jewel, freed from her very brief interaction with the jay, launched a  Ray  of  Frost  at  the  wolf.  It  struck  the  chain,  and  Morgan  cursed until  he  saw  ice  crystals  form  on  the  metal.  His  adversary  struck again  but  this  time,  he  let  the  ball  catch  the  edge  of  the  shield instead of the center of it. 

The blow did more damage—and reduced his shield to little more than a single piece of wood strapped to his arm—but he was able to catch the chain. He swung his mace onto the frozen section of metal. 

The magic flared when it struck and one of the links snapped. 

Without  Morgan’s  weight  to  balance  him  from  the  end  of  the chain,  the  wolf  stumbled  backward.  Before  he  could  transition  and draw  another  weapon—or  simply  use  the  chain  itself—the  cleric swung  his  mace  into  the  man’s  mask.  The  wolf  visage  was  broken and the man under it fell, unconscious. 

That result was certainly good enough. 

He pivoted, ready to join the fight against the boar and the bear and  looked  for  an  opening  in  the  close-quarter  combat.  A  hasty assessment  assured  him  that  he  could  help  against  the  former.  He was  well  accustomed  to  fighting  alongside  Terry  at  this  point  and knew how to stay clear of his ax. Unfortunately, Hekkar and the bear were in the way, and he had no idea how to get himself in the middle of that one. 

Although it seemed he should have found a way when the guard sliced one of Hekkar’s hands off at the wrist. 

The  lizard  screeched  and  clutched  his  wrist.  Shockingly,  not much blood came out of the light pink flesh. 

Klenta  reacted  as  Hekkar’s  blood  mixed  with  the  pools  in  the courtyard.  She  raced  into  the  battle  faster  than  Morgan  thought possible.  By  the  time  he’d  registered  her  presence,  her  knife  had already entered the bear’s gut four…five…six times. He toppled and when he did, she ran to Hekkar’s side. 

That left only two, the boar and rabbit. Terry battered the boar’s defenses steadfastly with everything he had. To say he was enraged would be akin to calling this tomb creepy and its army disorganized. 

He  was  in  a  true  Frenzy  and  delivered  unceasing  blows  of  his  ax with  such  power  that  surely  the  guard  or  his  hammer  would  snap under the pressure. 

As  if  to  prove  the  point,  the  long  handle  of  the  man’s  hammer buckled and he flinched. The barbarian was ready and severed his masked head with a clean stroke. 

This  left  only  the  rabbit  and  Mandy,  although  he  could  already see how that one would go too. 

The guard was fast and more skilled than him, he had to admit. 

She  toyed  with  the  bard,  cut  her  everywhere  she  could,  and  would make her bleed to death from a thousand wounds. 

Mandy  barely  even  retaliated  at  this  point.  She  kept  her  sword between  her  and  her  foe  and  managed  to  stop  the  worst  of  the blows.  Incongruously,  she  was  whistling,  and  the  cleric  frowned before he suddenly recognized the melody. 

Sissy  stalked  up  behind  the  rabbit,  opened  her  mouth,  and launched  her  massive  pink  tongue  into  the  back  of  the  masked

fighter with such force that it knocked the two blades from her hands. 

The woman had time for only a single yelp before she was yanked back and into the waiting maw. 

Barfing up the ax and everything else they had fed her seemed to have  made  the  lizard  hungry.  She  did  not  let  her  prey  linger  in  her mouth like she had Grimalf. Instead, she snapped her jaws shut and the dagger-like teeth made a meal out of Mandy’s opponent. 

The fight was over, the guards were defeated, and the courtyard fell silent. Morgan turned and was shocked to discover that the battle had  played  itself  out.  What  survivors  there  were  had  fled  to  the swamp. 

“Do  you  think  they  saw  us  kicking  butt  and  ran  out  of  here scared?” He grinned. 

“Either that or they assumed that once the bosses come out and see all this, they’re as good as dead anyway,” the bard countered. 

“I’d  prefer  to  think  we  scared  the  pants  off  of  them,  thank  you very much,” he stated firmly. 

“Is everyone all right?” Jewel asked. 

“Hekkar is hurt,” Klenta said. 

“Not so bad.” The lizard warrior grunted. “Thanks to you.” 

Klenta purred at this and lifted his wounded arm. “I will argue for you to serve no exile. If the chief wills it, I will serve it with you—this I swear.” 

He  rattled  something  in  response  and  looked  quite  content  at that. 

“So  now  what?  Do  we  go  in?”  The  cleric  felt  someone  ought  to voice the most important question. 

“The  courtyard  behind  us  is  empty,”  the  sorceress  agreed  but sounded reluctant. 

“I say we do the gamer move and try to fit in a short rest,” Mandy said. “It might not work but we could use the spell slots.” 

“I  don’t  know.  Shouldn’t  we  press  on  while  we  can?”  Terry grumbled. 

“That’s the barbarian in you talking,” Morgan retorted. “Everyone needs a heal-up. I vote we do that now and let Mandy’s Song of Rest work its magic.” 

“I don’t think we have anything to lose.” Jewel nodded. 

“Fine.” The barbarian grunted his undisguised disapproval. 

The bard struck a chord on her harp. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Mandy  wished  that  not  being  attacked  for  the  thirty  minutes  it  took them to take a short rest made her feel more comfortable about their situation,  but  the  opposite  was  true.  No  longer  worried  about  the dispersed  army,  her  mind  wandered  constantly  to  the  two  figures Jewel had described. 

The  warrior  and  the  sorcerer—a  master  of  war  and  a  master  of death.  Had  they  truly  not  heard  what  was  going  on  outside  their central chamber? She supposed the walls might be thick enough to block  the  noise,  but  that  begged  the  question  of  exactly  what  they were doing in there. 

Their  army  lacked  discipline,  but  neither  of  its  leaders  had emerged.  What  forbidden  magics  could  they  be  unraveling  inside their  chamber?  What  forces  could  they  be  in  the  process  of unleashing? 

In all honesty, she didn’t want to know. The moment she plucked the  last  note  of  her  song  of  rest,  she  stood  and  strode  inside  the entrance hall of the tomb. 

“The door’s thick,” Morgan said. “Too thick for even Terry to break through.” 

She considered it a minor miracle that the barbarian had not tried to  knock  the  door  down,  but  he’d  been  distracted.  The  army  was dead and gone, mostly. A few goblins had snuck into the courtyard again but they avoided the adventurers carefully while they worked through  the  bodies  in  the  courtyard  to  empty  pockets  of  valuables. 

Terry’s  gaze  had  been  locked  on  them,  though,  like  a  cat  watching birds through a window. 

Fortunately, they didn’t need him to break the door down. 

“I  can  handle  this,”  the  bard  stated  and  struck  a  chord  on  her harp.  It  wasn’t  the  usual  invigorating  major  chord  or  even  a melancholy minor. Three fingers and a thumb found four notes that were equal parts discordant and unsettling. 

“Yes!” Terry bellowed, raced past her, and swung his ax into the door. He struck it violently three times. Although his blows were hard

and  it  rattled  in  its  frame,  it  was  clear  that  it  would  outlast  at  least another hundred strikes with the ax. 

Mandy  was  armed  with  something  more  powerful  than  that  and knew he didn’t need to waste the time and effort. 

“Get behind me,” she told him. 

“Huh?” The barbarian’s gaze settled on her fingers as they struck a second chord on the harp. It was no more unsettling than the first, except for the fact that it followed not the notes of a soothing melody of rest but the unsettling sounds of the first note of her spell. 

The  sound  was  strange  enough  that  even  Terry  the  Mighty nodded and stepped behind her. 

“I’ve heard that strings are made of cat guts, but I didn’t expect it to sound like it!” Morgan complained and clapped his hands over his ears as her fingers moved through the strange notes of the Shatter spell. 

Unlike  some  of  her  other  spells,  this  one  did  not  have  a  set melody  or  a  chord  progression.  Instead,  it  had  central  sounds  that, when  infused  with  her  magic,  vibrated  with  such  intensity  that  they could  tear  physical  objects  apart.  The  difficult  part  of  the  spell  was not playing the notes or finding the strange-sounding—terrible, if she were honest—chords. 

What posed the greatest challenge was listening to the material of the object she wished to shatter. If she wasn’t careful and played too  many  wrong  notes  in  succession,  she  wouldn’t  only  break  the door but the stone walls around them and the ceiling above. 

Fortunately,  Mandy  knew  she  could  concentrate.  She  had  her friends from Earth to watch her back, plus Hekkar, Klenta, and Sissy. 

Without  a  doubt,  she  trusted  them  all  and  knew  that  if  the  goblins looting the dead decided to attempt to attack them, no one would let so much as a dart reach her. They would work together to make sure she completed her spell and brought them one step closer to getting out of this world. 

The bard’s fingers plucked increasingly odd sounds from the harp but she barely heard them. She listened not to the strings but to the sound  the  combination  of  notes  made  when  they  bounced  back  at her off the door. It took a trained ear to use a spell like this since she

had  to  listen  to  what  the  door  was  doing  and  at  the  same  time, ignore the walls. 

She  switched  from  something  like  an  augmented  minor  to another and heard the faintest crack from the aged wood. Carefully, she progressed through a couple of other chords without luck, then returned to the first combination, listened intently, and heard another crack.  She  added  a  third  chord  to  the  pattern  and  knew  she’d guessed right when she saw a faint split shiver down the front of the door from one iron brace to the next. 

“Here  we  go,”  Morgan  said,  dropped  to  one  knee,  and  plugged his ears. 

With  a  flourish,  the  bard  played  the  last  note—a  horrific screeching noise that echoed off the stone walls around her while it resonated with the door that blocked their path. 

The sound sank into the wood and after a moment of silence, the barrier  began  to  tremble.  A  moment  later,  it  detonated.  Shards  of wood blasted into the space beyond and left nothing of the door but the iron braces connected to the hinges. 

Before the splinters stopped falling, she and the rest of the party stepped through. 

Only two people were inside. There could be no doubt that they were  the  leaders  behind  the  forces  that  had  been  in  the  courtyard earlier. 

Both were sprawled on the floor, covered in splinters and pieces of wood, and appeared to have been hurled off their feet by the spell. 

Surprisingly,  only  one  of  them  looked  seriously  injured.  Dominus Tragor’s  robes  were  pockmarked  with  holes  and  his  tattooed  arms bloody were where the splinters had wounded him. 

She  had  been  in  the  body  of  the  sorceress  and  knew  he  must have  been  concentrating  on  something  he  thought  was  important. 

There  could  be  no  other  reason  to  not  have  any  mage  armor  or magical shielding up when she had completed her spell. 

Jewel  had  described  him  as  comfortable  and  unflappable,  the kind  of  man  who  saw  every  potential  outcome  of  his  actions  and chose them as easily as Mandy might have once selected potatoes for a new recipe. 

That  calm  was  not  present  in  him  now,  however.  He  trembled with rage and each hand clutched the forearm of the other. 

“How dare   you?” he sputtered, the words punctuated by flecks of spittle. 

In  that  moment,  the  bard  understood  that  she  had  never  been more successful or luckier in a casting than she had been in casting Shatter.  She  had  taken  Tragor  by  surprise  and  that  was  the  only reason  any  of  them  were  still  alive.  A  dark  power  defined  him,  one he did not wield against them only because he had been surprised and injured. 

Commander Sethril, on the other hand, merely looked extremely pissed. 

He didn’t face them so when he stood, it was like watching a sea turtle  made  of  black  iron  rise  from  the  water.  He  was  massive—

bigger  than  Terry—and  wore  more  armor  than  the  rest  of  the  party combined. With slow deliberation, he stood, cracked the joints in his neck and spine with casual, controlled grace, and turned to the party. 

While  Tragor  had  been  injured  fairly  extensively  by  the  Shatter spell,  Sethril’s  armor  had  kept  him  safe  except  for  one  gash  that bisected  his  eyebrow.  A  stream  of  blood  ran  freely  from  it,  past  his eye and down his cheek into a tightly cropped black beard. 

“What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, his words as hard as cold steel. “How dare you ignore our guards and interrupt Master Tragor’s work?” 

“I  have  bad  news  about  your  guards,”  Terry  replied  bluntly.  “We killed them.” 

That  pulled  the  man’s  gaze  past  Mandy,  through  the  entrance hall,  and  out  into  the  courtyard.  The  corpses  his  army  had  been reduced to did not escape his notice. 

“Is this your doing?” He growled with chilled fury. 

“All this will do is delay us,” Tragor sputtered where he still sat on his butt and held his wounds. “Nothing   can stop us. Not in the long run and not even death. You will regret this day. You will regret it with your death and long after. You can hardly fathom the powers on our side, and you will never stop us.” 

“Oh, yes, we can,” Mandy snapped. “And we will.” 

“Raaaa!”  Terry  bellowed  eruditely  and  rushed  at  Sethril  with  his ax raised high. 

Fire jumped from Jewel’s hands, streaked past the bard’s head, and set Tragor’s robes ablaze. 

Mandy drew her sword. This was their chance to end this. Tragor was  wounded  and  Sethril  didn’t  even  have  a  weapon  in  his  hands. 

This was their moment, their opportunity out of this world. 

She  reminded  herself  firmly  of  that,  although  her  gut  filled  with terror as she rushed forward with her longsword drawn. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Terry was done in every imaginable way—with this world, the quest for the Tomb of Malevolent Evil, being stuck in this body, and most of all, with fighting fair. 

He had faced Grimalf without his ax, after all, and he hadn’t even worn armor. Every inch of Sethril’s armor had probably been washed with blood. He had no pity for this evil commander. His honor did not compel  him  to  fight  fair  so  he  raised  his  ax,  eager  to  end  this  fight and this quest once and for all. 

Determined  to  push  things  toward  what  he  considered  the inevitable conclusion, he swung his weapon. Its familiar weight in his hand was more deadly than any of those he could have taken from the courtyard outside. 

The commander ducked but he appeared to be too slow. In the next  moment,  however,  the  hulking  man  in  his  black  iron  armor punched    the  flat  of  the  ax.  The  force  as  his  iron  gauntlets  made impact was enough   to push it up a few inches to swipe over Sethril’s head. 

Time seemed to slow as the barbarian tried to yank his ax back. 

He  had  committed  everything  to  that  strike  and  to  ending  his adversary in a single devastating blow. Unfortunately, he had rolled not a natural twenty but a natural one. 

Sethril  arced  his  ax  overheard,  bounded  out  of  his  crouch,  and threw  a  heavily  armored  shoulder  into  the  center  of  his  enemy’s chest. He lifted him as if he weighed nothing and maybe, to a man accustomed to wearing that level of armor, he didn’t. 

The barbarian punched and swung at his foe’s head but he didn’t have the right angle. With apparent ease, the warrior stood with his opponent on his shoulders, shrugged him off, and hurled him away. 

Before Terry landed, everything went dark. 

Mandy brought her sword down with enough force to slice bone, but she  swung  only  into  darkness.  A  moment  earlier,  Tragor  had  been there and still on his rear, but he twitched his fingers and everything went dark. 

She had the spell for this and she used it without hesitation. The blade of her weapon ignited with light and drove back the magic that had forced the light from the torches in the room. 

Tragor stood farther away, now with a staff in hand. She glanced at Morgan, who advanced in step with her, his mace in his hand. 

The cleric lunged forward but he’d no sooner moved toward the sorcerer than cuts opened on his face. It was as if the evil man had drawn  a  knife,  but  no  blade  could  be  seen.  Morgan  fell  heavily, though, and stumbled back as he tried to heal the wounds inflicted by the sorcerer. 

Mandy  flicked  the  point  of  her  steel  toward  Tragor—she  had discovered that the sorcerer types were often as squishy as anyone else—but his staff was for more than magic. He twitched it from side to side and blocked every single one of her strikes effortlessly. 

The bard pressed harder, feinted twice, then cartwheeled with as much agility as she could muster and stabbed again. The staff thrust forward to block again although this time, she noticed that it twitched from his fingers when it defended him. That told her it was some type of mage armor. 

This kept his hands free to throw the Cause Wounds curse at her. 

Despite  him  being  not  even  remotely  close  to  her,  wounds  opened on her legs and she slid painfully across the stone floor. 

“Hekkar, Klenta—help Terry!” Jewel would have preferred to help him herself  but  Dominus  Tragor  did  not  look  like  he  would  be  willing  to allow Morgan and Mandy to heal the wounds he’d inflicted on them. 

He slithered forward—surprisingly agile for someone so frail and thin—and raised a twisted knife he’d retrieved from a pocket on his robe. 

The sorceress chose that moment to try to blast him with a Magic Missile. His staff flicked forward from one of his hands and spun into a blur to block it. She thought it a failed attack—Magic Missile never missed yet he had intercepted all three—but if her goal was to stop him  from  doing  whatever  he  planned  to  do  to  her  friends,  she  had been  successful.  He  now  advanced  on  her,  ready  to  do  the  evil sorcerer of death’s version of paying it forward. 

Jewel  had  no  intention  to  let  that  happen.  She  launched  Fire Bolts and Rays of Frost as quickly as she could, but they all either flew into the staff or simply faded to nothing in her hands before she could properly cast them. He was dispelling her magic, she realized, and advanced on her all the while. 

But  Morgan  and  Mandy  were  back  on  their  feet.  A  bard  and  a cleric  were  not  creatures  of  silence  and  both  raised  a  battle  cry, which made Tragor turn away from her. His despicable grin seemed to say he had already won this fight. 

She didn’t dare to think it a bluff. While her two friends tried to get past  his  shield,  she  turned  to  Commander  Sethril  and  his  three opponents. 

Terry  held  his  ax  in  hand,  but  he  must  have  fallen  hard  in  the dark. He shook his head, likely in an attempt to clear the effects of a minor concussion or possibly a status update. They’d had so many of those during the battle outside that it was a wonder they had seen the battle at all. Now, he waited to move in. 

As her gaze swept over the group, she noticed that Hekkar and Klenta had achieved some degree of victory against Sethril. 

The large lizard warrior had pushed in close and now battered his armor  with  his  ax,  while  Klenta  darted  this  way  and  that.  From  the dark wet blotches that seeped from between his plates of armor, she must have already landed a few strikes. 

When  Hekkar  roared  and  swung  his  ax  and  their  adversary dodged  directly  into  Klenta’s  path,  Jewel  knew  something  was wrong.  A  warrior  as  seasoned  as  him  would  know  how  to  fight  two opponents  at  once,  even  if  they  were  lizard  people.  Sure  enough, when the lizard sank her dagger between the plates of his armor, he shifted his weight and pinched her hand inside. 

She yelped in surprise when she should have done anything else to hide her shock. Her reaction told the man his little trap had been successful.  He  caught  her  hand,  yanked  her  off  her  feet,  and dangled her between himself and Hekkar, who snarled in frustration. 

A moment later, as casually as the sorceress might toss a used piece  of  scratch  paper  toward  a  waste  bin,  he  flung  her  over  his shoulder and into the Pit. 

Hekkar screamed and ran after her, which was the wrong choice. 

As  soon  he  turned  his  side  to  Sethril,  the  warrior  snatched  his  ax from his hand as if he were nothing but a baby on a playground and used it to sever the lizard’s foot. 

The lizard warrior tumbled into the Pit after Klenta. 

“No!”  Jewel  screamed  and  raced  to  the  edge.  She  called  the Levitate spell barely in time and caught Hekkar with it, who grasped Klenta by her tail. Common sense told her she couldn’t hold the spell for  long—she  was  a  sitting  duck  given  that  she  had  to  maintain concentration to make it happen—so she moved them toward one of the edges of the Pit. 

A  steep  staircase  was  cut  into  its  side,  and  the  lizards  clung  to that. Every indication was that they would stay there. The stairs were so steep that Hekkar might have had difficulty with them at the best of times. Since he only had one foot at the moment, his return to the battle seemed unlikely. 

Still,  they  were  safe  enough  for  now  and  she  refocused  on  the fight. 

Commander  Sethril  had  taken  Hekkar’s  ax  and  wielded  it  with ease against Terry. 

His  armor  was  too  much  of  an  advantage  for  the  barbarian  to overcome.  Their  steel  clashed  repeatedly,  but  battle-ax  versus battle-ax  was  not  the  kind  of  fight  combatants  walked  away  from without being bloodied. 

Sethril  only  had  to  swing  hard  enough  and  his  blade  would glance off the barbarian’s and score a scratch in his arm or his chest. 

Terry,  on  the  other  hand,  needed  a  much  more  precise  stroke  to have any chance to hurt his opponent. Even when his most powerful

blows  glanced  off  and  retained  their  impetus,  they  met  thick  black armor. He couldn’t win by himself but fortunately, he didn’t have to. 

Jewel  blasted  a  Fire  Bolt  into  the  commander.  He  hadn’t expected it and it caught him in the back of his head. He cursed in pain and turned toward her. 

That, of course, left him wide open to her friend. He used every ounce of his strength to swing his ax at the commander’s hand that held Hekkar’s weapon. His gauntleted fist was not severed and likely not even broken, but the force was enough to dislodge the ax from his hand and launch it into the Pit. 

“My  ax!”  Hekker  shouted  in  the  common  tongue  and  his  voice echoed  off  the  sides  of  the  Pit  as  his  weapon  plummeted  into  the gloom. 

Sethril  darted  a  cruel  glance  at  Jewel  but  he  didn’t  attack  her. 

Instead, he turned toward Terry and plowed right over him. 

The  barbarian  being  in  mid-swing  did  not  even  slow  the commander,  a  somewhat  frightening  glimpse  of  how  powerful  he was. He knocked the blow away with a gauntlet and backhanded his opponent with the other hand with sufficient force to hurl him into an ungainly sprawl. 

“Now you’ve made me mad,” Sethril said and strode toward the door. He picked a weapon up. A single glance revealed that it wasn’t simply any weapon. It must surely have been custom-made for him since no one else could have lifted it. 

Terry had never much liked swords. He felt they were too common and  too  pedestrian.  While  they  had  their  uses,  they  lacked  unique appeal. 

Sethril  seemed  to  feel  the  same  but  he  had  approached  the problem from a different angle. The barbarian had trained with axes

—and  at  the  gaming  table,  selected  characters  used  implements more  interesting  than  swords.  His  adversary,  on  the  other  hand, merely went all-in with the sword. 

He had to admit—as the blade almost impaled him, then whipped viciously in a casual attempt at decapitation—there were advantages to the weapon. 

Swords were long, for starters, and this one was especially so. It wasn’t as tall as its wielder but it was bigger than Terry. The point—

sharper  than  any  spear—was  quite  effective  at  keeping  the barbarian  back  and  even  made  him  doubt  his  place  in  this  battle much more than he would have liked. 

It also wasn’t only the tip of the six-foot-long blade that posed a danger  to  him.  He  had    to  get  closer  than  that  if  he  wanted  to  do anything with his ax—that now seemed pathetically short-handled in comparison—but  doing  so  left  him  exposed  to  the  keen  edges  on either side of the massive sword. 

That  they  were  keen  enough  to  fillet  him  like  a  fish  was  not  a question but a glaring truth. The entire weapon was the same cast-iron-black as the rest of Sethril’s armor, but half an inch of gleaming steel  was  honed  to  an  edge  on  either  side  so  sharp  that  the  man could have shaved his stupid beard with it. 

It took all the agility Terry had—which wasn’t much, if the truth be told—to avoid being sliced like a tomato. 

However, even though he managed to accomplish this,    the flat of the sword was a threat in itself. He had dropped a frying pan on his foot once and had spent the next six weeks nursing a broken toe. It was probably not the best analogy, but he had no doubt that being thumped with the flat of this sword—big enough to fry eggs for a fire station—would break far more than only a toe. 

It  was  a  powerful  weapon,  although  perhaps  calling  it    a  sword was akin to calling a cleaver one—a misunderstanding of scale. 

“Why  not  throw  your  weapon  down  and  join  me?  I’m  always looking  for  those  who  know  the  potential  of  rage!”  Sethril  taunted, barely out of breath, as he swung his sword overhead in a blow that would surely cleave through his opponent’s brain, neck, heart, lungs, and bowels and leave him as two halves of one man. 

“Never!”  the  barbarian  sputtered  as  he  deflected  the  blow  with everything  he  had  and  grimaced  when  his  hands  rattled  on  the handle of his ax. 

“Never’s a long time. Tragor will give it to you, though, if you lose to  me.”  The  commander  yanked  his  sword  back  and  Terry  tried  to land  a  fast  attack—the  man  carried  so  much  weight,  surely  a  few bruises would make him tire. Instead, he took a kick to the chest that catapulted him away to crash-land on his butt. 

Sethril strode forward but received another blast in the face from Jewel. 

He turned on her, plucked a black-hilted dagger from somewhere on his armor, and threw it at her. She blocked with her Shield spell and the man looked even angrier. 

The  barbarian  pushed  to  his  feet.  He  didn’t  want  to  admit  the truth of the situation but knew he must. 

“I  can’t  beat  the  warrior!”  he  shouted  to  his  friends.  “Mandy,  we need to switch!” 

Morgan honestly didn’t feel he was doing well enough against Tragor for  Mandy  to  abandon  him,  but  when  Terry  took  her  place,  he understood.  Sometimes,  you  simply  had  to  fight  fire  with  water—or squash a sorcerer with an ax. It was the way of things. 

Tragor didn’t seem to be especially intimidated, however. As soon as his new opponent approached, he swung his arms in a complex yet  nefarious  set  of  gestures  that  pulled  the  dirt  and  muck  off  the walls and made it all coalesce into the facsimile of a man. 

“A swamp golem? Seriously?” The cleric snorted derisively. 

“I’d  prefer  the  bones  of  one  of  your  loved  ones,  but  they’re  not mine until you give them up. Then they’re mine for eternity.” 

“But how does that even work? Will you live for eternity? It seems a weird goal for someone who uses death magic.” 

“Hold your tongue!” Tragor hissed in fury. “The light of Lux is not welcome here!” His swamp golem continued to grow but wasn’t yet complete. 

Morgan grinned. It always felt great to get a rise out of a villain. 

What had they called him? 

His  grin  widened.  “The  Light  of  Lux  will  dry  you  into  that  which you are truly are—a piece of Evil Jerky!” 

“I’d  like  a  slice!”  Terry  roared  and  leapt  into  battle  with  his  ax ready to take the necromancer apart. 

He was blocked by the staff, as were all their other attacks, but Tragor looked annoyed all the same. 

“That doesn’t even make sense. No one eats a slice   of jerky.” 

“Watch  me!”  the  barbarian  bellowed  and  tried  to  split  the necromancer’s  head  in  half  with  his  ax.  He  was  blocked  again  but the  man  couldn’t  keep  that  up  forever,  especially  not  if  the  two friends both pressed him together. 

As  one,  they  moved  forward.  Terry’s  ax  sliced  and  Morgan’s mace swung. The sorcerer’s staff darted between the two of them to deflect each strike while Tragor laughed. 

“Your  army  is  gone.  Surrender!”  Morgan  sputtered  between blows.  “What  do  you  even  hope  to  accomplish  at  this  point?  You can’t win, Evil Jerky. Face it!” 

“You  might  have  scattered  my  army  but  in  doing  so,  you  have shown me the seeds for another more powerful source.” 

“Yeargh!” Terry roared as the staff swung low and swept his legs out from under him. He landed heavily. 

“Your soul…even from here, it tastes different.” Tragor licked his thin lips, which were dried and cracked. 

“That’s because I have one!” the barbarian countered and caught a blow from the staff on his shield. 

“No, no, no.” Tragor hissed and his tongue flicked more than any of the lizard people’s ever had. “You have two—” 

In  the  next  moment,  beneath  his  armor  and  behind  the  tabard emblazoned with the sunburst that represented Lux, Morgan felt his chest open. 

He slapped a hand to his torso. The damn necromancer had cast Cause  Wounds,  the  bastard.  His  hand  went  from  his  chest  to  the sunburst pendant that always hung there. He grasped it and the skin on his neck where the chain touched burned and sizzled with pain. 

“Your  false  god  can’t  protect  you  here.”  Tragor  laughed  and  his fingers twitched as he sank his magic into his flesh. 

“Let  your  Light…shine!”  Morgan  yelled  and  in  his  open  palm,  a ball of light surrounded by glowing tendrils formed. He pointed it at the  necromancer,  and  the  orb  rocketed  from  his  hand  and  trailed tendrils of light like the world’s most beautiful jellyfish. 

The  sorcerer’s  staff  tried  to  intercept  the  ball.  It  moved  into  its path,  streaked  forward,  and  sliced  it  neatly  in  two.  The  attack continued. Tragor raised his bony tattooed hands in a futile gesture to  protect  himself,  but  the  tendrils  of  light  whipped  and  lashed  him while the main mass of the sphere drove into his face. 

He  screamed  and  fell.  Morgan  wished  he  could  finish  the  fight, but  Terry  would  have  to  take  that  honor  since  he  was  losing  too much blood from his chest. He tried to stay on his feet while he cast Cure Wounds on himself. 

The  healing  magic  flowed  from  Lux  into  his  wounds  and  they were healed. Relief flooded him. He could hardly admit it, but when Tragor  had  said  that  Lux  couldn’t  reach  this  place,  he  had  half-believed him. When the sorcerer spoke, the lights had seemed to go dark while the shadows took over. They had to finish him. 

Terry tried valiantly to do exactly that. He had found his feet now and  kicked  Tragor’s  staff  away  as  he  raised  his  ax  for  a  mighty swing. 

Finally  completed,  the  swamp  golem  grasped  him  from  behind. 

Its  arms  flowed  around  him  and  joined  into  a  solid  band  of  swamp muck. He struggled to break its hold but there was no weak point to break.  The  two  arms  no  longer  existed  and  had  become  a  solid piece around the barbarian. 

Morgan’s  wounds  were  healed  so  he  moved  toward  their adversary.  With  the  swamp  golem  busy  with  the  barbarian  and  the sorcerer  wounded  with  his  staff  out  of  arm’s  reach,  he  had  an opportunity. 

“The  Light  of  Lux  shines  in  every  crack  and  every  corner.  The Light of Lux will not be blinded nor blocked by a piece of jerky like you. When I am hurt, my god grants me healing. When I stumble, he gives me his hand. Do the dark forces you serve care anything about you or only themselves?” 

“The forces I serve do not lie to themselves like you do,” Tragor snapped as he stumbled away from him and tried to stay out of his reach. “But there is more to the human body than you know. I have not crossed the veil yet because I am of use in this world. It is not so different  than  you.  Your  abilities  don’t  come  from  yourself  but  from another.  In  the  same  way,  the  soul  inside  you  is  not  your  own. 

Neither are your gifts.” 

“Better  borrowed  gifts  than  none  at  all.”  The  cleric  swung  his mace and Tragor flinched and managed to evade the blow. 

“Do  you  honestly  think  I  have  no  gifts?”  The  necromancer growled and his tattoos began to crawl over his skin. The centipede inked into his neck wiggled its hundreds of legs and crawled across his face. Wherever it walked, the burns from Morgan’s Guiding Bolt disappeared.  The  scorpions,  snakes,  and  skull  on  his  forearms moved as well to heal any of the wounds they touched. 

“What the hell?” Morgan demanded, his question almost a yelp. 

Dominus Tragor grinned his sallow grin. “Precisely.” 

From  nowhere—or  from  everywhere—a  hundred  ghostly  hands appeared  around  the  cleric  and  began  to  pummel  him.  He  blocked some  with  his  shield  and  pounded  others  with  his  mace,  but  there were  too  many.  They  pushed,  poked,  kicked,  and  slapped unrelentingly. One of them caught him by the ankle and pulled hard. 

Morgan  landed  heavily  and  pain  seared  his  shoulder  with  the impact. He tried to stand, but the world had begun to spin. He could see Terry still pinned by the swamp golem, his veins bulging on his forehead as he tried to break free. 

Across the room—what felt like a world away—Jewel and Mandy tried to stay clear of Sethril’s massive sword. 

The cleric tried to stand but too many of the ghostly hands kept him  trapped.  They  held  his  ankles  and  wrists,  grasped  him  by  the neck, choked him, and gagged him. 

No one would come to help him. This was how it would end—not in victory but ignominious defeat. 

He  had  failed  but  worse,  he  had  brought  the  light  of  Lux  to  this evil place, only for it to be snuffed out. 

It  would  only  take  one  strike.  That  was  the  cost  of  victory.  One  hit and Sethril would win. If he caught Jewel anywhere   with his super-duty version of a sword, she would die. She wished the same were true for Sethril if she or Mandy landed a blow on him, but this was laughably false. 

The  sorceress  was  out  of  Magic  Missiles.  Her  spell  slots  were exhausted,  as  were  the  charges  in  her  wand.  All  she  had  left  were her Cantrips, and she didn’t see how she could defeat this bull of a man with only those, even if it was two against one. 

Her teammate had somehow accomplished even less. Her sword arm had lost strength and her weapon drooped. She had given up on even trying to attack. It took all she had simply to dodge his blows. 

Sethril had worked himself up into a sweat, but he didn’t seem to have  tired.  If  anything,  he  looked  like  an  athlete  who  had  finally warmed up. He tormented the bard with cool, calculated maneuvers. 

His massive sword couldn’t be wielded simply any old way, and he worked through a series of stances as he advanced on her—a swipe to an overhead cut, yank the cut back, and stab forward again. 

Mandy tried to keep her sword between them but he was too fast, his  reach  so  long,  and  his  swings  so  gracefully  swift.  He  finally connected and her sword clattered out of her hands, careened away from her, and landed against a wall in the darkness. 

Jewel blasted Sethril with a Ray of Frost. All the brute had to do to block the magic attack was raise one of his armored forearms. Ice crystals formed on the heavy armor but if bothered him, he gave no sign. 

With  what  could  have  been  described  as  supreme  indifference, he  turned  from  his  disarmed  opponent  and  strode  toward  the  one armed only with a thin piece of wood. 

“Jewel,  I  have  an  idea!”  Mandy  shouted  as  she  scurried  toward her fallen sword. 

“No,  Mandy,  it  won’t—”  She  was  unable  to  finish  the  protest  as Sethril reached her. 

He slashed with such force that he went into a full spin. Maybe, if she  was  another  class,  she  could  have  used  the  opportunity  to attack his back, but there was nothing she could do. He completed his spin and attempted another. This time, he raised the blade higher so he could twirl it above his head as if it were nothing but a baton. 

A few notes blossomed from the harp. The sorceress didn’t see how  a  little  Bardic  Inspiration  could  do  anything  except  keep  her alive for another few seconds. Still, when death was this close, a few seconds seemed like a better alternative than she’d expected. 

The  familiar  surge  of  the  magic  of  Bardic  Inspiration  did  not come. 

She  frowned  and  realized  that  the  notes  were  wrong.  Mandy wasn’t playing the notes for that at all. 

This  inevitably  meant  that  Jewel  would  be  cut  in  half  by  the massive  sword  that  Sethril  had  forced  into  a  blur  of  motion  by swinging it twice and giving it seven hundred and twenty degrees to gain  as  much  speed  as  possible.  With  his  momentum  built  to  his satisfaction, he changed its angle and raised it directly over his head to split her like a watermelon. 

Her  entire  body  tensed  for  a  sword  strike  that  never  came. 

Instead, Sethril took a small step back and yanked his hands forward but without his weapon. 

A look of complete bafflement crossed his face before he turned to see what had happened to his sword. More accurately, what was still happening to it, she realized. 

Sissy had caught it with her tongue and now tried to swallow it, but  it  was  too  long.  She  worked  at  it  with  her  sharp  teeth—utterly unaffected by the edge of the blade—like a dog with a bone so big it didn’t know what to think other than to thank its good fortune. 

“You—how dare   you?” Sethril roared and charged the lizard. 

One  of  its  eyes  was  focused  on  the  sword  but  the  other  had never left the hulking mass of armor and the angry man inside it. The lizard scuttled away from him and over the edge of the Pit. Despite her massive size, she clung to the wall as easily as any gecko and scurried around the inside lip until she came to stop a few paces out of the lizard people’s reach, still chewing her sword. 

“It  matters  not,”  the  commander  declared  and  turned  toward Jewel. “I’ll end you with my bare hands.” 

“You  mean  hands  covered  in  heavy  iron,  but  we  get  your meaning,”  Mandy  retorted.  Somehow,  her  plucking  a  happy  little chord on her harp made the words sting even more. He reeled as if she had slapped him, lowered his shoulders, and lunged toward her. 

The bard didn’t wait for him to reach her. She darted laterally to a point directly in front of the Pit. 

“Back to plan A,” Jewel shouted and cast Ray of Frost. 

She  didn’t  target  their  adversary  this  time  but  the  last  couple  of feet before the Pit. 

Mandy  understood  and  leapt  gracefully  over  the  slick  patch  of ground. 

Sethril, however, did not. His charging posture changed. He tried to  lift  his  shoulders  and  stop  his  momentum,  but  the  attempt  was useless.  Maybe  he  would  have  had  a  chance  without  all  the  armor but with it, his path was fixed. 

He careened over the edge of the Pit and clear across to pound into the other side, taking a chunk of the stone with him. His fingers scrabbled to catch hold and he found a ridge mere inches away from Hekkar, Klenta, and Sissy. 

“Uh…no,” the lizard female said and jabbed him in the joint of his gauntlets between the back of his hand and his fingers. He probably had  the  willpower  to  hold  on  through  the  pain,  but  she  must  have severed the muscles needed to do that. 

He  fell  a  long  way  before  they  heard  the  clang  of  his  armor, hopefully  when  it  shattered  in  pieces.  After  that,  nothing  at  all  was the sweetest sound imaginable. 

“Come on. The others need our help!” Jewel yelled as she raced forward. 

An inch was all he needed. 

If Terry could only move an inch, he could bust out of the swamp golem’s hold but each attempt to do so failed miserably. Every time he moved, it shifted with him. It could feel every twitch and every flex and there was nothing he could do. 

The mud crept up his neck and onto his jaw. He jerked his head from side to side to flick globs of mud off his face before they settled and hardened. At least he could do that, but then the mud surged up his face and into his mouth. He couldn’t breathe and again, couldn’t do a damn thing about it. 

His  panic  mounted,  but  a  Fire  Bolt  streaked  past  him.  He  had seen Jewel cast its like a hundred times, or maybe even a thousand. 

It  was  one  of  her  simplest  attacks  and  hardly  the  kind  of  thing  that could eliminate a sorcerer as powerful as Tragor. 

Surprisingly, it seared through his defenses, hurled him back, and set his robe on fire. 

The necromancer screamed and batted at his garment and with his  concentration  broken,  the  swamp  golem  crumbled  into  nothing. 

Terry ripped free and rushed at the sorcerer. Morgan had managed to  stand  as  well,  no  longer  held  down  by  ghostly  hands.  Their adversary  was  undoubtedly  powerful  but  he  had  overextended  his concentration.  Like  a  carefully  stacked  tower  of  cards,  it  had  taken only the simplest of disruptions to ruin everything. 

By the time Tragor came to his senses and used a little magic to freeze the fire out of existence, the battle was lost. 

Terry had his ax raised, his muscles poised and ready to release and cleave the man in twain. Jewel was closer too, her fingers held in  a  precise  positioning.  The  barbarian  was  certain  that  the  tiniest twitch would fire a blast of some type of magic. Mandy’s sword was at his throat as well. 

Morgan, however, truly finished the battle. 

“I hold you in the Light to cast no shadows,” he intoned and their adversary froze. 

The muscles in the man’s sallow face tried to struggle. His eyes twitched this way and that but every other part of him was frozen. 

“Tie him up,” the cleric ordered and Terry hastened to obey. 

“Check  on  Klenta  and  Hekkar,”  Jewel  told  the  barbarian  once he’d bound the necromancer. 

He reached the Pit as they were climbing out. 

“You pushed him,” Hekkar said. 

“Not me, brother,” he replied. “They did it, working together.” He pointed to Mandy and Jewel. 

“We all did it,” the lizard warrior countered and wrapped him in a big hug. 

They pulled away and Terry turned to Klenta. “Did you see him hit the bottom?” 

She nodded. “Our eyes are keen. I saw him hit. He is dead. His neck is broken.” 

The barbarian nodded and some of the tension in his shoulders released. The last thing they needed was that bull to charge into this fight again. 

Relieved,  the  three  of  them  limped  to  the  other  adventurers. 

Tragor was good and bound, his magic robe taken and replaced with one taken from a corpse outside the tomb. 

Without  it,  he  didn’t  look  so  tough,  merely  like  an  old  man  who had  traded  his  life  for  some  cruel  existence.  Powerless,  he  was  a threat no more. 

Or so Terry wanted to believe, but he couldn’t quite dismiss the smug smile on Dominus Tragor’s face. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Morgan the gamer might have thrown Tragor in the Pit, but Morgan the  cleric  who  served  the  god  Lux  would  not  even  consider  such  a thing.  Plus,  it  seemed  clear  to  him  that  yet  again,  they  had  not stopped the true threat to this world. 

“What’s in the Pit?” he asked the man, leaned over the edge, and looked into its depths. After about thirty feet, it was too dark to see. 

The  thin  staircase  carved  into  the  wall  seemed  to  lead  only  to darkness. 

“Evil,” the necromancer replied and laughed. The cleric could feel him try to throw his head back and cackle like a proper villain, but he was  still  trapped  by  the  spell  that  froze  all  motion.  As  a  result  he wasn’t able to do much more than snort, which was less intimidating. 

“I could have told you that,” Morgan mumbled. He could feel   evil emanating from deep below. Light ignited and Mandy tossed a rock into the Pit. He winced instinctively. “No, Mandy, don’t!” 

The rock—lit by a Light spell—was already on its way down. The circle  of  light  it  cast  seemed  to  grow  smaller  until  it  stopped,  a  tiny pinprick  that  reflected  traces  of  red  and  the  outline  of  Sethril,  no larger than a stick figure at this distance. He could only imagine how long it would take to walk to the bottom—and not a pleasant walk at all. 

“Hey, did you see we leveled up?” Mandy asked. 

“Leveled up? What does that mean?” Tragor asked but the cleric silenced him with a gesture. Once he was confident that he was well and truly secure, he checked the ticker of messages he had tried to ignore for the entire battle. It spoke to how well he had done so when he saw that he had leveled up. 

“Not  now,”  Morgan  said  and  nodded  toward  their  prisoner.  It seemed like this necromancer had some idea of what they were but he didn’t want to give him any clues he didn’t have to. 

The rest of his friends nodded. They understood that as well as he did. 

Jewel approached Tragor, her stare like ice. “What’s in the Pit?” 

She demanded it with the same deference Morgan had heard Tragor and Sethril speak of it. 

“The Tomb of Malevolent Evil is down there. It waits to be opened and  for  that  which  sleeps  within  to  be  released.  And  it  will    be opened! No matter what you do—” 

“So I guess we’ll have to deal with that, huh?” Morgan cut off the necromancer’s monologue. 

“Are there catacombs down there?” the sorceress asked. 

“Catacombs  like  you  would  not  believe!  Every  path  is  thick  with traps.  It  is  a  place  where  the  dead  do  not  rest  but  walk,  hungry  to add to their numbers—” 

“We’re  seriously  gonna  have  to  deal  with  that  crap.”  The  cleric overrode their prisoner again. “So…some zombies and some traps. 

What else? You couldn’t have been hanging out here in the swamp for  a  couple  of  zombies.  You  had  enough  of  them  out  there  before we  killed  them.  Or  destroyed  them—what  is  the  proper  verb  with zombies?” 

“Oh, can I talk now?” Tragor sputtered, his mouth the only thing released from the Hold spell. 

“What’s down there?” Morgan asked. 

“Your death! Your demise! The end that you deserve. Your—” 

“Conclusion.  Finale.  Precursor  to  our  funeral.  We  get  it.”  He sighed and extended the spell to freeze his lips. “Don’t you want to threaten us with actual details? Are we talking demon lord, sleeping dragon, or some king necromancer? A lich, maybe? Are you a lich? I was  never  clear  on  what  a  lich  was,  to  be  honest.  Or  the pronunciation.” 

“It certainly doesn’t rhyme with itch,”    Mandy interjected and rolled her eyes. 

“However you say it, is one of them down there?” 

Morgan  released  the  Hold  spell  on  his  mouth  again  but  Tragor said  nothing  this  time  and  merely  scowled.  Honestly,  the  cleric considered that better than a smug smile. 

“What next?” Terry asked. 

“We  can’t  take  the  tomb  like  this,”  Mandy  said.  “I  need  a  long rest, at least, and we need food.” 

“We should go to our clan and tell our chief what has happened here. She will…she might wish to fight,” Klenta told them. 

“Plus, Jorge’s coming to Blun, remember?” Mandy pointed out. 

Morgan  nodded.  “So  we  go  to  Blun  and  let  Father  Jorge administer  justice  to  you.  He’s  a  priest  of  Lux,  like  me.  You’ll  love him.” 

“I very much doubt that I will love—” 

“That’s quite enough, Jerky! You don’t want to end up like Beefy Boy, do you?” 

Tragor scowled even deeper. The cleric decided that that suited him fine. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

It was a miracle that they reached Blun at all. If it had only been the four  of  them,  Jewel  didn’t  think  they  would  have.  Fortunately,  they had Klenta and Hekkar to lead them through the mire. 

The lizard people stopped them from falling into boggy pits, being pricked by poisonous plants, and being eaten by the denizens of the swamp.  Sissy  helped  with  that  last  one  as  well.  She  had  given Sethril’s  sword  up,  although  it  had  taken  some  convincing.  Her swiveling eyes and long grasping tongue had saved their tails more than once. 

When compared to traveling with Dominus Tragor, however, the swamp didn’t seem all that bad. 

Jewel could only guess at what his level was. Now that she was level  four,  she  could  only  assume  he  was  at  least  twice  that.  Their return  journey  took  them  four  days  and  they  were  tested  at  every minute  by  the  prisoner.  She  honestly  did  not  think  another  party could have done it. 

Their  understanding  of  gaming  gave  them  some  insight  into  the magic of this world and what it took to cast it. Because of that, they knew they couldn’t simply gag him and hope for the best since some spells  didn’t  require  verbal  components.  The  most  effective  thing was to tie his hands behind his back and stuff them inside a tightly wrapped sack so he couldn’t use his fingers. 

Even with that level of caution, he almost got the better of them twice. Once, Morgan had managed to hit him with a Guiding Bolt that most certainly did not agree with the magic he cast. The other time, Jewel had been forced to burn every spell slot of the day simply to keep  her  shielding  up.  After  that,  they  maintained  a  strict  double watch on the necromancer. 

It became a little easier once they passed the lizard folk’s village because  Getra  added  more  of  her  warriors  to  their  party.  With  the heavily armed lizard people around, Tragor became less brazen and made no more attempts to escape—or overt ones, anyway. 

All the while, the sorceress wondered what in the hells they were doing. There seemed little chance that they could keep the sorcerer in  Blun.  If  the  local  sheriff  couldn’t  keep  thieves  in  line,  how  could they possibly handle a death-obsessed sorcerer with the power to do gods knew what? She knew Jorge was supposed to be on his way there, but the portly priest didn’t exactly make an intimidating figure. 

As  they  neared  the  town,  their  prisoner  didn’t  seem  to  be particularly intimidated either. 

“Blun,  eh?  I  haven’t  been  here  for  a  few  weeks.  Tell  me,  does Grimalf still run the underground sales around here? He was always so very useful.” 

The pirate had slipped away in the chaos of the battle outside the tomb. It wasn’t their proudest moment but given how difficult Tragor had  been  to  deal  with,  it  was  probably  for  the  best  that  they  didn’t have the greasy reprobate to deal with too. Although he had seemed a changed man after seeing the lizard’s insides. 

It  was  quite  a  shock  when  they  emerged  from  the  swamp  and instead  of  being  attacked,  were  greeted  by  the  fanfare  of  brass horns. 

Jewel almost jumped out of her skin when she stepped around a bend in the path, past a prickly plant, over its thorny roots, and into a full view of Blun. No sooner did she see the formation of troops on the  rise  out  of  the  swamp  than  they  began  to  blow  the  horns—a dozen of them, at least, plus two people on drums. 

She  turned  to  the  group  and  everyone  seemed  about  as suspicious  as  she  did.  Terry  and  Morgan  were  both  currently  on guard duty, and their holds had tightened on Tragor. Mandy looked more impressed than freaked out, but she also hummed and tried to harmonize with the music. 

“Jewel!  Mandy!  You  made  it.  Terry,  Morgan—what’s  up?”  Jorge greeted them as soon as the trumpeters lowered their horns. 

“Jorge.” Jewel tried not to let her jaw fall open at the woman who stood  next  to  their  friend.  She  was  dressed  in  the  finest,  most elaborate  military  uniform  she  had  ever  seen.  If  anyone  was  in charge  of  the  trumpets,  it  seemed  likely  it  was  this  immaculately

dressed woman in her starched pants and bejeweled sword. “This is

—” 

She turned to introduce Klenta and Hekkar but they were gone, along with the rest of their escort. They had likely faded into the mire at the first sign of the horns. She would have liked to introduce them to whoever this would prove to be, but they had made it very clear that they were creatures of the swamp. It might have been too much to  ask  them  to  leave  their  home,  especially  when  she  could  hardly vouch for all these people. 

“Dominus Tragor, a necromancer who tried to unearth the Tomb of  Malevolent  Evil,”  she  finished  and  gestured  toward  their  bound prisoner. 

He raised his chin at the uniformed woman as if she should kneel and kiss his nonexistent boot. 

“It’s true then. I knew it!” the woman exclaimed. 

“You didn’t sound so sure in our last meeting,” Jorge grumbled. 

She  glared  imperiously  at  him.  “I  will  take  him  into  custody  on behalf of the sheriff.” 

“I’m…uh,  not  sure  if  that’s  the  best  idea,”  Jewel  replied.  “The sheriff here—” 

“Is undergoing training,” the stranger snapped. “In the meantime, the  king’s  own  will  serve  as  the  police  force  in  this  town.  I  am Melindus,  chief  of  staff  of  his  royal  majesty.  I  assure  you,  we  have the resources to handle someone like this.” She hissed the last word and Tragor’s brows furrowed. 

Melindus drew her sword and performed a kind of salute that the sorceress  realized  must  be  for  her  soldiers  because  three  of  them came forward with a rope that looked both fine and strong. 

They  took  custody  of  the  necromancer  and  bound  him  with  the rope,  which  tied  itself  tightly  around  his  hands  and  between  his fingers. 

Jewel sighed a breath of relief. If they had managed to stop him from  attacking  with  a  little  burlap,  surely  a  magic  rope  that  knew about magic fingers would do the job even better. 

“We  thank  you  for  your  service—all  of  you.”  Melindus  bowed deeply.  “We  have  had  our  eyes  on  Blun  for  some  time,  of  course. 

The flow of taxes out of the region has slowed to a trickle. The king did not wish to intervene preemptively, but if the tomb truly has been unearthed, it is good we are here.” 

“The king?” she asked. 

“Although  Blun  may  seem  lawless,  it  is  still  in  the  realm  of Paragran and must thus answer to the laws of that kingdom.” 

“I  don’t  think  anyone  here  respected  much  of  the  law,”  Morgan commented. 

“Indeed  not,  which  is  why  so  many  have  fled,”  Melindus  stated bluntly. 

“Like rats from a burning ship.” Jorge chuckled. “I got here a day before  them  and  was  worried  I  wouldn’t  have  much  success.  As soon  as  the  trumpets  could  be  heard,  though,  everyone  in  town suddenly had somewhere else to be.” 

“We have many questions, you understand.” The woman almost cut him off but not quite. “The king understands that your journey has been a long and arduous one. He would like to have a dinner tonight in  honor  of  all  you  have  done.  You  understand  it  can  only  be  as grand as Blun makes possible, but I assure you it will not disappoint. 

I  am  in  charge  of  the  music,  of  course,  and  have  chosen  a  lovely assortment for you all to enjoy.” 

“It sounds good to me,” Mandy said. “Do you mind if I play a tune or two?” 

“Of  course  not,”  Melindus  replied.  “Assuming  the  topics  in  the songs are suited for his majesty.” 

“I thought of songs of love lost. Is the king a widower?” 

“Depending on which songs, that should be fine. Now, I give you all leave to refresh yourselves in the inn. We have secured it and you may rest safely there. We’ll call you this evening.” 

“Thank you so much, Melindus.” The sorceress tried to match the official’s stiff bow. “We look forward to seeing you this evening.” 

The woman bowed even more deeply and stiffly—as if she were showing off—and made her exit. 

She’d  no  sooner  left  when  Jorge  wrapped  them  all  in  hugs  and hurried  them  to  his  church.  It  was  in  a  better  condition  than  when they’d left. The crumbling roof was mostly repaired and it was half-

painted,  a  bright  point  in  a  town  where  so  much  of  everything  was sinking into the ground. 

It  was  cozy  inside,  with  candles  lit  and  incense  burning. 

Somehow, it seemed brighter than it had outside. Jewel thought that odd until she remembered that Jorge, like Morgan, worshipped a god of light. A little brightness didn’t seem so wild compared to some of what she’d seen the cleric do in battle. 

They  sank  onto  pews.  After  so  much  time  in  the  ever-shifting, soft,  and  mucky  swamp,  the  hard  wooden  backs  were  strangely reassuring. 

“So you found the tomb,” the priest said with a grin. 

“We  did,  but  we’re  still  here,”  Morgan  replied.  “I  had  thought that…uh, I don’t know…finding it might send us home.” 

Jorge  shook  his  head.  He  had  barely  hidden  the  smile  he normally wore as a game master. “We’ll need to do more than find it. 

Come on. What game ends with you finding the lair?” 

“I  don’t  know  if  we’ll  be  much  use  inside  it,”  Mandy  pointed  out glumly.  “Simply  getting  through  the  swamp  was  tough.  The  tomb looked huge. I don’t know how we’d manage enough supplies.” 

“I  don’t  think  you’ll  need  to  do  it  on  your  own,”  Jorge  said. 

“Melindus from the Kingdom of Paragran has been very receptive to my letters. At first, I thought she was merely after glory and agreed to  come  to  Blun  mostly  to  drum  up  more  taxes,  but  I  think  she’s realized it’s much more than all that. Before you all emerged, I had been telling her about the tomb.” 

“And what did she think?” Terry asked. 

“Like  almost  everyone  else,  she  doubted  it  was  truly  here.  But Dominus Tragor—I have heard that name before, or the Jorge of this world has anyway. That will change her priorities. If I had to guess, I’d say she’ll be fully committed.” 

“What does that mean?” The barbarian voiced his confusion with his usual abruptness. 

“I have already gotten her to agree that if the tomb is here, they’ll fight to gain entry. She is after glory too, along with everything else, and knows it represents the greatest threat of her time. I don’t think she  wanted  to  believe  at  first,  but  now  that  she’s  been  confronted

with  it,  she’s  not  likely  to  back  down.  Assuming  there  truly  was  an evil tomb in the swamp and we need to do something about it.” 

“There  most  certainly  is  and  we  most  certainly  do,”  Morgan replied emphatically. 

“So you think it’s the real deal?” Jorge asked. 

They told him about all they’d seen. Each one added their part of the  tale  about  the  forces  outside,  the  masked  guards,  and  Sethril and Tragor being so distracted that they hadn’t even come out until the battle was over. When they finished, he practically bounced in his seat. 

“So, you think it’s real, then?” Mandy teased and used his words against him. 

“It must be! It’s the only thing that makes sense. There must be something down there—an entity, or a weapon, or something.” 

“And  you  think  we  should  go  after  it?”  Terry  demanded.  The barbarian much preferred things to be stated plainly. 

“I see no other choice. You said yourselves that some of the army at the tomb escaped. They surely won’t forget about whatever they were  after.  Tragor  might  be  captured  but  others  will  respond  to  the call of the tomb.” 

“So shouldn’t we…uh, like, set up a net or whatever? Try to stop whoever goes there?” Mandy asked. 

“This  won’t  end  until  whatever’s  down  there  is  destroyed,”  the priest insisted. “Which means that if we want to go home, that’s what we need to do.” 

“And  you  think  the  king  will  let  us  join  the  fight?”  Jewel  looked doubtful. 

“There might be some level of…uh, politics to navigate, but I feel certain we can make it work,” he replied firmly. “Certainly, it would be worth discussing this evening. You’ll all come, I hope?” 

“We  wouldn’t  miss  it,”  Jewel  said.  “Anything  sounds  better  than swamp berries and swamp rabbit.” 

The  feast  was  even  better  than  expected.  The  music,  although played on the same instruments, was far more subtle and beautiful than the fanfare that had greeted them. Thankfully, it didn’t have the same  volume  and  message  that  drove  the  creatures  of  the  swamp into the murk. 

Mandy  thought  it  all  sounded  wonderful  and  the  food  was  great too. It seemed the king’s forces traveled with a chef, one she would have liked to interrogate for recipes. Still, despite the perfect music and enjoyable food, she felt melancholy. When she stepped out from under the tent that housed the event, she did not expect someone to put their hands over her eyes. 

She  drew  her  sword,  of  course,  and  thunked  whoever  it  was  in the nose with the hilt before she held the blade to their neck. 

“We need to start meeting under different circumstances.” 

“Leif! What are you doing here?” She swept the pirate into a hug but didn’t apologize for hitting him in the nose, of course. It was his fault for trying to trick her. 

“Rumor  has  it  you  wanted  to  sing  a  song  about  love  lost,”  he quipped. 

Mandy  almost  wanted  to  apologize  for  that  but  the  temptation was too great. “A man I liked done gone and left me.” 

“He’s back now, though, huh?” 

What  else  was  there  to  be  said?  The  audience  didn’t  appear  to be much in the mood for a sad song anyway. 

The bard was not the only person to meet someone outside the tent under the star-speckled sky. 

Terry  hadn’t  been  this  nervous  since  he’d  first  asked  Jewel  out, which  felt  like  lifetimes  ago  at  this  point.  He  decided  it  was—or  at least bodies, which seemed as relevant. 

“You wanted to talk,” Jewel said. 

He nodded. “I don’t know what’s to come from all this,” he began. 

It wasn’t the most romantic start but it had to be said. “At this point, it

looks like we’ll have to go back to the tomb.” 

“I  think  so  too,”  she  agreed.  “It  seems  doubtful  that  we  were brought to this universe merely to give directions to a local.” 

“I  won’t  lie,  Jewel.  I’m  scared  of  what’s  down  there  and  I’m scared of losing you—or any of us. I don’t think this feels like a game anymore.  I  think  it  feels  far  more  real  than  I  want  it  to.  Everything about this place is real—as real as our world.” 

“Even  more  real.”  She  sighed.  “God,  I  miss  TV,    you  know?  We never have a chance to simply tune out here. It makes it feel more real than Earth ever did.” 

“I agree. And part of me thinks we should simply stay here—that we could run away and live in these hills, rebuild a farm, and raise some sheep.” 

“A barbarian raising sheep? I doubt that.” 

“But that’s why we can’t,” he responded. 

Jewel furrowed her brow in confusion. “Can’t what?” 

“I’m  not  a  barbarian,  Jewel.  Not  any  more  than  you’re  an  elf. 

These  bodies…  Well,  these  bodies  are  ours  and  yet  they  aren’t.     I can’t  stay  here,  not  with  the  way  Jewel  of  the  Moon  looks  at  me.  I miss you and I miss being with you. I miss us.    And if I have to brave a Tomb of Malevolent Evil to get all that back, that’s what I’ll do.” 

The  sorceress  smiled  and  not  the  cold,  sometimes  imperious smile of the elf. This was the real, slightly crooked smile she used to give him when they were back home. 

“I know you will, Terry. And you know I’ll be there with you.” 

He  smiled  and  moved  close,  and  they  embraced  as  the  stars twinkled and the insects from the swamp sang—strangely harmonic from this distance so their song blended with the music from inside. 

Terry would have given everything for this moment to last forever or to be lost in this one simple instant—only the two of them, there for each other but with dear friends not far away. It was bliss to feel the  warmth  of  the  air,  smell  the  feast,  and  to  have  sweet,  funny Jewel in his arms, all to himself, if only for a moment. 

“Even if you do have hairy arms.” 
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THE STORY CONTINUES

The Tomb of Malevolent Evil series continues with book three, Natural Twenty, available at Amazon.com. 

Claim your copy today! 


KEVIN’S AUTHOR NOTES

MARCH 28, 2022

I started playing D&D back when I was seven years old. 

It  started  out  because  I  was  with  my  dad  in  a  store  that  had gaming stuff. I don’t recall why we were there. Neither of my parents were into role-playing games at the time. They’d both played, years back, but not recently. Yet there we were, walking aisles filled with all sorts of stuff: dice, books, boxed sets, and more. 

What really struck me was the miniature figures and the assorted stuff to go along with them. I saw  tons of miniatures in there, as well as cardboard and plastic buildings, walls, dungeon pieces, and other assorted stuff. When I asked what all this was for, dad explained that D&D  was  a  game  where  the  players  each  played  a  character  who was  a  wizard  or  warrior  or  such,  and  one  person,  the  Dungeon Master, created this big adventure for them to go through. 

I’d already read ‘The Hobbit’ and ‘The Lord of the Rings,’ so I was pretty  familiar  with  fantasy  as  a  whole.  The  idea  excited  me.  Of course, the image I had was of the dungeon the DM created being an  actual,  physical  thing.  Like  —  my  imagination  conjured  up  a dungeon which spread across a dining room table, spilled down onto the floor, and kept going. As the players entered a new room, the DM

would  remove  a  piece  of  paper  or  something  covering  it,  revealing what was inside. 

Hey,  I  wasn’t   that  far  off!  These  days,  there  are  DMs  who basically do play like that. Tabletop games have come a long way! 

Well,  mom  and  dad  bought  me  the  old,  old,  OLD  basic  edition D&D  boxed  set  for  Christmas  that  year  and  proceeded  to  run  my younger  brother  and  I  through  an  adventure.  Mom  and  my  other siblings hopped in, eventually. 

I soon started DMing for my friends in school, and I pretty much did that straight through elementary and high school. It was a great way  to  meet  people  and  make  friends,  and  a  terrific  tool  for expanding one’s imagination. 

It’s  funny  how  the  littlest  things  sometimes  make  the  biggest difference. 

The entire trajectory of my life was altered, thanks to that one bit of fate. Asking the questions I did in that store, getting the D&D set for  a  present,  playing  games  with  my  dad...  It  started  me  down  a road which later on led to many other things. I’d never have gotten so  deeply  involved  in  MMORPGs  if  I  hadn’t  been  an  avid  D&D

player, for example. And I doubt I’d have started writing LitRPG if I wasn’t a big MMO fan. 

I haven’t played any tabletop RPGs in years, but they still hold a special place in my heart. When Michael and I were chatting about ideas for another LitRPG series, the idea of something that was an homage  to  old  school  tabletop  gaming  really  sounded  fun.  It  was actually a  lot more work than I’d figured it would be. 

We couldn’t use straight up D&D, of course; that’s not OK. So we had to make up our own tabletop RPG. Not a big deal; I’ve actually done that before. Back in 1993 I had a GenCon booth where I was trying to sell my cute little diceless RPG. Gary Gygax stopped by, in fact; he bought be coffee and chatted game design with me for about an hour. Once of the nicest things a guy could do for nineteen year old me! I’ll cherish that memory. 

Point is, I’ve made my own games before. But that doesn’t mean it’s  easy.  Nor  was  it  simple  coordinating  the  creation  of  this  book between Michael and I. This series in general took a lot more work than most of my books do. 

But that’s totally OK, if the result is a book you enjoyed enough to read through the very end and check out the author notes! 

Thank you so much for reading — and I hope you’ll love the third and final installment of this trilogy just as much! 

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

Kevin McLaughlin
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MARCH 29, 2022

Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well! 

I wasn’t seven, more like twelve…

My first introduction to Dungeons and Dragons was the boxed set that looked like this:

This  set  is  for  sale  for  $215.00.  The

‘other’ options were even more expensive. 

A  little  background  on  me  is  that  my

parents 

divorced 

before 

I 

was 

in

kindergarten. My father remarried and soon, 

had  switched  from  Catholic  to  Southern

Baptist. My mother stayed Catholic. 

I  was  ok  to  play  the  game  at  my  mom’s

house – not so much at my father’s. Back in

the  late  70s  and  early  ’80s  this  game  was capital ‘B’ banned from being played by a lot

of churches and highly banned by my dad’s

side of the fence. 

I’m  tempted  to  buy  this  game  just  to  say  ‘HAH!’.  However,  the purchase  would  completely  go  to  waste  (I  don’t  have  the  time  to play),  and  I  really  don’t  have  the  money  to  spend  it  because  my parents annoyed me so long ago. 

But it IS tempting. 

D&D  is  where  I  learned  that  my  favorite  type  of  character  (a wizard)  couldn’t  wear  the  armor  necessary  to  survive  hacking  and slashing  with  a  sword.  With  only  a  few  measly  spells  at  the  lower levels, how was I supposed to be billy-bad-ass at the early levels? 

 Surprise! I wasn’t supposed to. However, that went against what I wanted to happen. 

So,  for  over  forty  years,  I  have  absolutely  hated  the  restrictions that Gary Gygax and the rest of the crew put on wizards, holding us down with unnecessary constraints. I believe we (wanna-be) wizards

should RISE UP and show them how we can play as overly powerful early-stage characters while not messing up the balance…

BWAHAHAHAHAHA…. Sorry, I absolutely would go overboard! I would  gank  the  @#%@#%  out  of  those  monsters  and  make  every barbarian and fighter be in awe of my level 2 godhood! 

So,  yeah,  in  retrospect,  I  suppose  they  were  right  to  nerf  the

@#%@#%  out  of  wizards.  Bastards.  And  that  is  probably  the  real reason I don’t want to spend all of that money on the game. I don’t want  to  hold  it  in  my  hands  and  remember  those  damned  rules  I have never liked in over four decades. 

What was your first RPG? Drop a comment in the reviews and let us know! 

While I work on my next story idea, I hope you have a fantastic week or weekend and talk to you in the next book! 

Ad Aeternitatem, 

Michael Anderle
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